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Introduction

No other industry has had a more profound impact on the environ-
ment and the communities of northern Vietnam than coal mining. 
Before the twentieth century, coal had been excavated and consumed 
locally in Vietnam, but it did not exert much influence beyond its sites 
of extraction. In the 1880s, the French discovery of the voluminous 
and largely untapped Quảng Yên coal basin (Figure I.1) near the Sino-
Vietnamese borderland set in motion subsequent developments that had 
far-reaching consequences for both the landscape and the surrounding 
communities. By the 1930s, Tonkin,1 a small protectorate of the French 
empire in northern Vietnam, put its name on the global economic map by 
becoming the tenth largest exporter of coal in the world and the second 
largest in East Asia, with Manchuria holding the top ranking.2 The min-
ing frontier of northern Tonkin now became dotted with vast open pits, 
underground tunnels, and other industrial infrastructures such as rail-
roads, electricity plants, and deep-water ports. The demography of this 
sparsely populated frontier also rapidly changed. In addition to European 
personnel, large-scale coal mining enterprises attracted tens of thousands 

1	 During the colonial time period discussed in this book, there was no polity formally called 
Vietnam. After their conquest of what is today Vietnam, the French divided Vietnam 
into the three territories of Tonkin (northern Vietnam), Annam (central Vietnam), and 
Cochinchina (southern Vietnam). Most of the coal mines in Vietnam were located in 
Quảng Yên province (now renamed as Quảng Ninh) in northeastern Vietnam. French 
Indochina was a political entity founded by the French comprised of Annam, Tonkin, 
Cochinchina (which together form modern Vietnam), Laos, and Cambodia.

2	 E. Willard Miller, “Mineral Resources of Indo-China,” Economic Geography 22, no. 4 
(1946): 268–279 (at 278).
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of Chinese and Vietnamese migrant workers. Like the mining frontiers in 
many other parts of the world, the coal towns of Vàng Danh, Cẩm Phả, 
and Hongay also became refuges for vagabonds, opium dealers, petty 
criminals, prostitutes, bandits, rebels, and radicals.3 Coal mining also 
denuded forests, left behind massive open-pit wastelands, polluted the air 
and water, and created some of Vietnam’s most troubling and enduring 
environmental problems.

This book explores how coal mining came to dominate the environmen-
tal, ethnic, and economic landscape of northern Vietnam, restructuring 
the region’s environment, creating conflicts, and upending communi-
ties. The book offers a regional, transnational, and environmental his-
tory of  the coal frontier of northern Vietnam rather than an in-depth 
economic or labor study of the colonial mining industry and its enter-
prises. Starting with a precolonial history of how coal and other mining 
resources had been excavated and administered in Vietnam, the book 
then examines the expansion of large-scale coal mining through the for-
mation of the colonial mining regime, the establishment of French-owned 
coal mining companies, and how the coal boom of the 1920s and 1930s 
transformed the environment of northern Vietnam and eventually led to 

3	 Hongay is Hòn Gai in present-day Vietnam.

Figure I.1  Quảng Yên coal basin with the major coal mines of Hongay, 
Cẩm Phả, Đông Triều, and Kê ́Bào

Source: Author’s drawing.
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intense conflicts over the use of natural resources such as land, water, 
and hard timber forests. Although the rise of coal mining in Vietnam has 
often been associated with the French economic presence, there had been 
a thriving mining economy across the Chinese-Vietnamese borderland, 
one that operated on kinship relations, trading networks, ethnic affin-
ity, and shifting political allegiances.4 Although the French were able to 
turn the vast Quảng Yên coal basin into massive open pits and under-
ground tunnels, the establishment of the new coal mines did not entirely 
erase preexisting structures, nor were the French able to control the new 
mining-driven trading networks, informal economy, and illicit activities. 
Like the rice trade and opium farming business in colonial Southeast Asia, 
the coal mining industry in colonial Vietnam was built on the precolonial 
structures of labor, networks, and mining expertise, of which the Chinese 
played a crucial role.5 This book argues that the coal mining industry in 
colonial Vietnam was only French or European in the narrow sense of its 
business organization and technological capitalist investment. In fact, the 
industry was built on the coexistence or competition between different 
forces, both state and non-state, local and transnational, that extended 
well beyond the framework of the French empire and the confines of 
French-owned coal mining enterprises. To depict this multilayered his-
tory, this book pays special attention to the role of environmental forces 
as well as various non-state actors whose voices were often underrepre-
sented in the grand narratives of modern Vietnam, such as Vietnamese 
and Chinese migrant workers, timber traders, Dao loggers,6 local ethnic 
minorities, outlaws, rebels, and other itinerant populations. Breaking 

4	 For a discussion of precolonial mining in Vietnam, see Vũ Đường Luân, “The Politics of 
Frontier Mining: Local Chieftains, Chinese Miners, and Upland Society in the Nông Văn 
Vân Uprising in the Sino-Vietnamese Border Area, 1833–1835,” Cross-Currents: East 
Asian History and Culture Review 3, no. 2 (2014): 349–378; Phan Huy Lê, “Tình hình 
khai mỏ dưới triều Nguyễn” [Mining Exploitation under the Nguyễn Dynasty], Tạp Chí 
Nghiên cứu li ̣ch sủ [Historical Research Journal], no. 51 (1963).

5	 For more on Chinese mining activities in Southeast Asia before the nineteenth century, 
see Anthony Reed, “Chinese on the Mining Frontier in Southeast Asia,” in Chinese 
Circulations: Capital, Commodities and Networks in Southeast Asia, ed. Eric Tagliacozzo 
and Wen-Chin Chang (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2011), 21–36.

6	 The Dao, also known as Yao or Dzao, lived in the highlands on both sides of the Sino-
Vietnamese border. During the colonial period, they were the largest ethnic group 
in Quảng Yên province, with a population of about 1,100 in 1921. Annuaire statis-
tique de l’Indochine, 1913–1922 (Hanoi: Imprimerie d’extrême-orient, 1927), 40. 
For more on the Dao, see Bradley C. Davis, Sách Cô ̉Người Dao [Ancient Yao Texts], 
co-edited with Trần Hữu Sơn, Hoàng Sı  ̃Lu ̛̣c, and Philippe Le Failler (Hanoi: Ethnic 
Culture Press, 2009).
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away from the metropole–colony paradigm in colonial historiography, 
this book offers a new lens through which to explore the dynamics of 
colonial rule and the interplay of the local and global, as well as the cre-
ation of new and important inter-Asian networks.

I.1  Coal Mining in the Economic 
History of Modern Vietnam

Before the arrival of the French, coal and mineral resources such as tin, 
zinc, and copper had been mined in northern Tonkin in small opera-
tions. Coal was mostly consumed locally and, therefore, did not exert 
much influence beyond its extraction sites. The Nguyễn dynasty licensed 
extractive rights to local businesses that were mostly owned by the 
Chinese. Chinese bandits, such as the Yellow and Black Flags, also com-
peted to control these mines. After the conclusion of their military con-
quests of Vietnam, which lasted until the late 1880s, the French wrestled 
mining rights away from the Nguyễn court and granted new licenses to 
French capitalists, prospectors, and Vietnamese investors. A new colo-
nial mining regime for Tonkin and Annam, another French protector-
ate in what is now central Vietnam, was created in 1897, allowing the 
new French colonial government to grant permits and mining perimeters 
to investors and prospectors. The first French coal mining company in 
Tonkin was founded in April 1888 on the coal island of Kê  ́Bào on the 
coast of Quảng Yên after the colonial government ceded the entire island 
to Francis Dupuis, a French explorer. After Kê ́Bào Coal Company, other 
coal mining companies were founded, with the largest one being the 
French Coal Company of Tonkin (Société française des charbonnages du 
Tonkin, SFCT) which occupied close to 20,000 hectares of the Hongay 
and Cẩm phả areas which were the richest and most exposed parts of the 
Quảng Yên coal basin. After a decade of prospecting, clearing the land, 
digging up massive open mining pits, and investing in infrastructures 
such as power plants, railways, and deep-water ports, the coal mining 
industry of French colonial Vietnam took off in the 1920s, triggering 
a coal rush when investors and prospectors jumped into a frantic race 
to lay their claim to the remaining mining perimeters in Tonkin. By the 
early 1930s, a dozen coal mining companies had operated regularly in 
the Quảng Yên province of Tonkin. The industry’s annual production 
reached 1 million tons for the first time in 1923 and 2 million tons in 
the 1930s, making French Indochina one of the largest coal producers in 
Pacific Asia (Figure I.2).
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Economic models focusing on the relationship between the metropole 
and colony profoundly shaped the economic history of colonial Vietnam 
and other parts of the former colonial world. According to these models, 
the rise of Vietnam as a major worldwide coal exporter in the 1920s 
and 1930s was closely tied to the process of industrialization and com-
mercialization that took place in Vietnam under French rule.7 In other 

7	 The coal mines in northern Tonkin are often seen in the grand economic history of Vietnam 
as the manifestation of industrialization spearheaded by French capital and technology. 
See Charles Robequain, The Economic Development of French Indochina (London: 
Oxford University Press, 1944), 243–304. Robequain argues that “in the management 
and organization of the mining enterprises in Indochina, the natives and native capital 
only played microscopic parts” (p. 268). For an economic history of the coal industry and 
the larger capitalist development in Indochina, see Martin J. Murray, The Development 
of Capitalism in Colonial Indochina, 1870–1940 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1980). For an economic history of capital investment, profit and loss, and output and 
export of major French mining companies, see Jaehyun Jeoung, “Exploitation minière 
et exploitation humaine: Les charbonnages dans le Vietnam colonial, 1874–1945” (PhD 
diss., Université Sorbonne Paris Cité, 2018); and Armel Campagne, “Histoire des produc-
tions industrielles de charbon en Indochine (1873–1955)” (MA thesis, École des Hautes 
Études en Sciences Sociales, 2016). For the Vietnamese communist perspectives, see Trần 
Văn Giàu, Giai câṕ công nhân Việt Nam [The Vietnamese Working Class], 3 vols. (Hanoi: 
Sử Học Publisher, 1962); and Thi Sảnh, Lịch sủ phong trào công nhân mỏ Quan̉g Ninh 
[History of the Quan̉g Ninh Mining Workers’ Movement], 2 vols. (Quảng Ninh: Quảng 

Figure I.2  Coal production in Indochina (in tons)
Source: Data extracted from Association des mines au Tonkin, L’industrie 

minérale Indochinoise en 1933 (Hanoi: Imprimerie d’extrême-orient, 1933), 60.
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6	 Vietnam’s Coal Frontier: Mining, Environment, and Empire

words, it has become a convention that French capital and technology 
helped propel the coal mining industry in Vietnam into an economic 
engine of the French empire in Asia. Amid the many failures of French 
economic investments in Indochina, coal mining stood as one of their 
most profitable businesses.8

The emphasis on the interplay between the metropole and colony could 
overlook the important economic connections that had existed between 
Vietnam and other parts of the Asia, particularly China. When I studied 
the records of the SFCT and the Đông Triều Coal Company (Société 
des charbonnages du Đông Triều, SCDT), which were the two largest 
French coal mining companies in Indochina, I found that these two com-
panies shipped very little by volume and in value to France. Instead, they 
exported more than 90 percent of their coal production to China, Japan, 
and Southeast Asia. Moreover, like the rice trade and opium farming 
business in colonial Southeast Asia, the coal industry in Vietnam was 
built on the structures of labor, networks, and mining expertise of which 
the Chinese played a crucial role. Therefore, in order to incorporate a 
much broader range of linkages than the metropole–​colony economic 
models have suggested, this book stresses the various ways French colo-
nialism both was grafted on and transformed preexisting Asian relation-
ships while also giving rise to other inter-Asian networks beyond the 
French empire.

I.2  The Emergence of a Colonial 
Coal Regime and Its Limits

As coal was hailed as the new source of energy that fueled the indus-
trial revolution in the West and at the same time deepened the “eco-
nomic divergence” between the industrial West and the rest of the 
world including China,9 contemporary scholarship has often portrayed 
the carbon fuel as a driver of not only economic changes but also 

Ninh Department of Culture, 1974–1983). None of these works explores the environmen-
tal impact of coal mining in Vietnam.

8	 “The Société francaise des charbonnages du Tonkin (SFCT), the largest French coal min-
ing company in Indochina achieved a profit ratio of 84.6% expended capital in 1913. In 
1928, it had a stock market value of 2.8 billion current francs, fourteen times the capital 
invested and considerably higher than the best coal mining values in France” (Pierre 
Brocheux and Daniel Hemery, Indochina: An Ambiguous Colonization, 1858–1954 
[Berkeley: University of California Press, 2010], 172).

9	 Kenneth Pomeranz argues that access to coal resources was a key factor in explaining 
the “Great Divergence” between China and the West in the modern age. See Kenneth 
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technological innovations. Recent studies on East Asia drew attention 
to the concept of “energy regime” in which coal was central to both 
the Chinese and Japanese experiences of modernization and the emer-
gence of trans-war technocratic regimes in East Asia. As Victor Seow 
has argued, coal laid the foundation for an industrial modern East Asia 
where “governance and control of society or industry were done by 
experts who were the bearers of technical knowledge, skills, and exper-
tise.”10 For scholars of East Asia, Manchuria and its vast coal resources 
served as a laboratory of modernity,11 where businessmen, engineers, 
scientists, and technocrats experimented with new extractive technol-
ogies and advanced techniques of labor control that could solve the 
energy crisis of their times.

The rise of the colonial coal regime in Tonkin and other parts of the 
colonial world, however, deviated from the patterns of the industrial 
and technocratic energy regimes in East Asia and the West. Unlike the 
coal mines of Manchuria, 70 percent of coal mined in French colonial 
Vietnam was exported rather than used for domestic consumption.12 As 
a French report highlights, with an annual production of 2 million tons 
of coal in the late 1920s, which amounted to a little more than 2 percent 
of the total annual coal production of East Asia in 1929, Indochina 
was, however, the territory that exported the highest proportion, that 

Pomeranz, The Great Divergence: China, Europe, and the Making of the Modern World 
Economy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2000).

10	 Victor Seow, Carbon Technocracy: Energy Regimes in Modern East Asia (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2021), 15–16.

11	 For scholarship on the connection between Manchuria, its mining industry, and mod-
ernization and nation-building in Japan and China, see Louise Young, Japan’s Total 
Empire: Manchuria and the Culture of Wartime Imperialism (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1999); Janis Mimura, Planning for Empire: Reform Bureaucrats and 
the Japanese Wartime State (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2011); William Kirby, 
“Technocratic Organization and Technological Development in China, 1928–1953,” in 
Science and Technology in Post-Mao China, ed. Denis Fred Simon and Merle Goldman 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1989), 23–44; Yoshihisa Tak Matsusaka, 
The Making of Japanese Manchuria, 1904–1932 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Asia Center, 2001); Aaron Moore, Constructing East Asia: Technology, Ideology, and 
Empire in Japan’s Wartime Era, 1931–1945 (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 
2011); Shellen Xiao Wu, Empires of Coal: Fueling China’s Entry into the Modern World 
Order, 1860–1920 (Stanford, CA: Standford University Press, 2015); and Seow, Carbon 
Technocracy.

12	 In 1929, coal exports from Indochina amounted to 1,283,058 tons, accounting 
for 65 percent of total annual production of 1,972,023 tons. L’industrie minie ̀re 
de l’Indochine francaise en 1929 (Hanoi: Gouvernement Général de l’Indochine, 
1930), 17.
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8	 Vietnam’s Coal Frontier: Mining, Environment, and Empire

is, two-thirds, of its annual coal extraction in absolute value. The Dutch 
East Indies came second with a net export of 400,000 tons.13

Coal was thus perceived by the French colonial administration and its 
enterprises as a valuable export commodity rather than an agent of tech-
nocratic, labor, and governance changes in the colony. In fact, the colo-
nial coal regime in Tonkin was built with the goal of turning the Quảng 
Yên coal basin into a premier commodity frontier of the French colonial 
empire in Asia, bringing profits to its enterprises and investors.14 And 
like the many commodity frontiers in other parts of the world, this colo-
nial coal regime operated on a landscape where abundant resources and 
weak state control have, generally, attracted a transient, diverse popula-
tion of pioneers and speculators, migrant workers, traders, and itinerants 
who were able to take advantage of the deficiencies in the colonial coal 
regime. Along this highly volatile coal frontier of northern Vietnam, local 
Chinese, Vietnamese, and ethnic groups adapted to the new economic 
opportunities brought by the new coal wealth, fluid borders, the shifting 
demography of new mining towns, and the political fragility of the colo-
nial state. Despite the French surveillance, these actors were able to carve 
out their discreet space and self-sustaining systems that rivaled those of 
the formal mining economy. Mine workers plundered coal, dynamite, 
and other assets from their companies and then sold them to Chinese syn-
dicates for cash and opium. Chinese dealers then moved these commod-
ities across borders, using local ethnic minorities like the Tày and Dao 
as informants and smugglers. Unable to overcome local obstruction, the 
French had to rely on Vietnamese and Chinese labor recruiters known as 
the cai as power brokers. The cai crossed the Chinese-Vietnamese bor-
der frequently, built their own network of labor supply, and created a 
self-contained economy within formal mining enterprises by selling food 
and other necessities to their mine workers. This history of coal mining 

13	 L’industrie minérale en Indochine (Hanoi: L’imprimerie d’extrême-orient, 1931), 12.
14	 For a more detailed review of the concept of a commodity frontier, see Corey Ross, 

“The Tin Frontier: Mining, Empire, and Environment in Southeast Asia, 1870s–1930s,” 
Environmental History 19, no. 3 (2014): 457–461. For literature on important commod-
ities in French colonial Vietnam: on alcohol, see Gerard Sasges, Imperial Intoxication: 
Alcohol and the Making of Colonial Indochina (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 
2017); on rubber, see Michitake Aso, Rubber and the Making of Vietnam: An Ecological 
History 1897–1975 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2018); on rice, see 
Haydon Cherry, Down and Out in Saigon: Stories of the Poor in a Colonial City, 1900–
1940 (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2019); and Geoffrey C. Gunn, Rice Wars 
in Colonial Vietnam: The Great Famine and the Viet Minh Road to Power (Lanham, 
MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2014).
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will therefore reveal as much about the workings of empire as it does 
about how the diverse local practices contested and reinvented imperial 
visions and the colonial coal regime.15

I.3  Coal Mining and the Environmental History of 
Modern Vietnam and the French Colonial Empire

The history of energy has recently emerged as a distinct field of study 
that has been largely defined by scholarship on North America, Europe, 
and, to a lesser degree, East Asia. This book emphasizes the significance 
of coal in the making of modern Vietnam as it tracks the discovery and 
extraction of the fossil fuel and connects them to broader social, eco-
nomic, and environmental processes in modern Vietnam.

Despite the complex ripple effects that coal mining had on forests, 
rivers, and land use, coal mining has remained an understudied subject 
in the environmental literature of Vietnam and Southeast Asia compared 
with tropical forests, lush river deltas, and rice frontiers.16 Scholarship 
on the environmental history of Vietnam and the larger French colonial 
empire has focused predominantly on the French techniques of forest 
intervention in the colonies and their use of the “environmental degrada-
tion” narratives to shift blame on indigenous overgrazing and swidden 
agriculture for the loss of forested terrains.17 In her book on forests and 

15	 For scholarship that highlighted limits in French colonial regimes: on the colonial 
prison regime, see Peter Zinoman, The Colonial Bastille: A History of Imprisonment 
in Vietnam, 1862–1940 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001); on colonial 
taxing and the monopoly regime, see Sasges, Imperial Intoxication; on the opium con-
trol regime, see Chantal Descours-Gatin, Quand l’opium finançait la colonisation en 
Indochine (1860–1914) (Paris: Editions L’Harmattan, 1992).

16	 Recent books on the environmental history of modern Vietnam include David A. Biggs, 
Quagmire: Nation-Building and Nature in the Mekong Delta (Seattle: University of 
Washington Press, 2010); Pamela D. McElwee, Forests Are Gold: Trees, People, and 
Environmental Rule in Vietnam (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2016); and 
Aso, Rubber and the Making of Vietnam.

17	 For the French “environmental degradation” narratives, see Diana K. Davis, “Potential 
Forests: Degradation Narratives, Science, and Environmental Policy in Protectorate 
Morocco, 1912–1956,” Environmental History 10, no. 2 (2005): 211–238. The his-
torians Frédéric Thomas and Mark Cleary have written extensively on the origins and 
development of French forest ideology, legislation, and institutions in Indochina. See 
Frédéric Thomas, “Écologie et gestion forestière dans l’Indochine française,” Revue 
française d’histoire d’outre-mer 85, no. 319 (1998): 59–86; Frédéric Thomas, Histoire 
du régime et des services forestiers française en Indochine de 1862 à 1945 (Hanoi: Thê ́ 
Giới Publishers, 1999); Frédéric Thomas, “Forets de Cochinchine et ‘bois coloniaux’, 
1862–1900,” Autrepart 15 (2000): 49–72; Frédéric Thomas, “Protection des forêts 
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environmental rules in Vietnam, the historian Pamela McElwee argues 
that the French forest regime in colonial Vietnam was built on “the prob-
lematization of forests as depleted due to native practices.”18 McElwee 
and other scholars have detailed French efforts to manage and protect 
the forests in colonial Vietnam against ethnic highlanders’ swidden agri-
culture, known as the râỹ, and other local forest practices.19 These pol-
icies included the mapping of forests, the classification of species, the 
delimitation of forest reserves, and the creation of forest institutions 
such as botanical gardens and forest agencies. According to the histo-
rian Mark Cleary, the French forest regime turned Indochinese forests 
into “geographically bounded territories” and “cultural spaces” where 
the colonial state could control both their physical space and those 
ethnic groups inhabiting them.20 The institutionalization of the forest 
in colonial Vietnam, according to Cleary, mirrored what Peluso and 
Vandergeest have called the “political forest,” where forest identification 
and management became a critical part of colonial-era state-making.21 
Scholars have long argued that the colonial state’s imposition of for-
est regulations through permits, tax, restricted access, and, in many 
cases, outright land appropriation played an important role in sparking 
rural unrest and protests that were directly tied to the emergence of the 
Indochinese Communist Party in the 1930s.22

Regarding the motives behind French colonial forest intervention, 
the French historian Frédéric Thomas, however, attributed the French 

et environnementalisme colonial: Indochine, 1860–1945,” Revue d’histoire moderne 
et contemporaine 56, no. 4 (2009): 104–136; Mark Cleary, “Managing the Forest in 
Colonial Indochina c. 1900–1940,” Modern Asian Studies 39, no. 2 (2005): 257–283; 
and Mark Cleary, “‘Valuing the Tropics’: Discourses of Development in the Farm and 
Forest Sectors of French Indochina, circa 1900–40,” Singapore Journal of Tropical 
Geography 26, no. 3 (2005): 359–374.

18	 McElwee, Forests Are Gold, 30.
19	 Both colonial and contemporary scholarship has described swidden agriculture as the 

major catalyst behind French forest intervention in Vietnam. See Cleary, “Managing the 
Forest in Colonial Indochina,” 269–274; McElwee, Forests Are Gold, 29. For more on 
the râỹ practice, see Jules Sion, “Le déboisement et les inondations au Tonkin,” Annales 
de géographie 29 (1920): 315–317; Cliché F. Brillet, “Le Ray au Tonkin,” Les annales 
forestières de l’Indochine, no. 3 (1929): 28–34; and J. Roullet, “L’incendie des forêts 
au Tonkin,” Bulletin économique de l’Indochine, no. 60 (January–February 1907): 
306–317.

20	 Cleary, “Managing the Forest in Colonial Indochina,” 257.
21	 Ibid. For a more detailed discussion of the “political forest,” see Nancy Peluso and Peter 

Vandergeest, “Genealogies of the Political Forest and Customary Rights in Indonesia, 
Malaysia, and Thailand,” The Journal of Asian Studies 60, no. 3 (2001): 761–812.

22	 McElwee, Forests Are Gold, 31.
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environmental ideology in Indochina to the imperative of preserving 
natural resources for “rational” commercial exploitation. In his opin-
ion, the designation of forest reserves in Indochina was hardly rooted 
in Richard Grove’s concept of “green imperialism,” nor was it under-
pinned by cultural prejudices against indigenous methods of forest 
use.23 The French narratives about “destructive” forest practices among 
ethnic populations in Vietnam instead acted more as smokescreens to 
justify the colonial state’s attempts to manage and limit indigenous 
use of their local forests.24 This was not unique to the region because, 
according to the historical geographer Diana Davis, French forest poli-
cies in North Africa were based on a similar pattern. The colonists often 
accused indigenous peoples of causing environmental decline to appro-
priate the land and transform subsistence production into commodity 
production.25 

This book underscores the enormous impact of capitalist develop-
ments like coal mining rather than indigenous forest practices in shaping 
the environment of French colonial Vietnam. Although the French colo-
nial authorities blamed swidden agriculture carried out by ethnic Dao 
along the coal frontier for the disappearance of forests, indigenous swid-
den agriculture widely varied and its impact ought to be accessed in a 
regional and local context.26 In reality, capitalist developments like coal 
mining were the biggest driver of deforestation along this coal frontier 

23	 Richard Grove introduced the concept of “green imperialism” that emphasized the con-
tributions of European “new scientific conservation elites” in curbing capitalist abuses 
of natural resources in the colonies. See Richard Grove, Green Imperialism: Colonial 
Expansion, Tropical Island Edens, and the Origin of Environmentalism (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1995).

24	 Thomas, “Protection des forêts et environnementalisme colonial,” 131.
25	 For the French environmentalism in North Africa, see Diana K. Davis, Resurrecting the 

Granary of Rome: Environmental History and French Colonial Expansion in North 
Africa (Athens: Ohio University Press, 2007); Caroline Ford, “Reforestation, Landscape 
Conservation, and the Anxieties of Empire in French Colonial Algeria,” The American 
Historical Review 113, no. 2 (2008): 341–362.

26	 Recent scholarship on swidden agriculture contradicts the narrative that once portrayed 
swidden farming as a major cause of deforestation. Swidden agriculture has increasingly 
come to be seen as a form of forest management and even conservation. Some authors 
describe rotational swidden cultivation itself as a form of agroforestry. See Carol J. 
Pierce Colfer, Nancy Peluso, and Chin See Chung, Beyond Slash and Burn: Building 
on Indigenous Management of Borneo’s Tropical Rain Forests, Vol. 11 (Bronx: New 
York Botanical Garden, 1997), 156. For a more detailed read on the debate about 
the merits of swidden agriculture, see David Henley, “Swidden Farming as an Agent 
of Environmental Change: Ecological Myth and Historical Reality in Indonesia,” 
Environment and History 17, no. 4 (2011): 525–554.
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not only because of the industry’s soaring timber consumption but also 
because mining expansion and the mining-driven timber search pushed 
indigenous people like the Dao to rely more on logging and swidden 
farming to maintain their livelihood. Furthermore, the impact of the 
râỹ or swidden agriculture on forests was in no way comparable to the 
destructive impact of large-scale coal mining. Specifically, to maintain 2 
million tons of coal production a year, large-scale coal mining compa-
nies had to cut down at least 1 million hard timber trees or flatten tens 
of thousands of hectares of hard timber forests to procure enough mine 
timber props to shore up their underground tunnels.

Similarly, in terms of water protection, the French concern about 
water pollution and public health during the coal age placed dispropor-
tional blame on indigenous settlements along watershed rivers like those 
of the Dao and mine workers on the coal hills of Đông Triều, accus-
ing their lack of hygiene for the spread of cholera and other epidemic 
diseases through polluted water. At the same time, the colonial govern-
ment often ignored how unprocessed mining waste and mining-driven 
deforestation of forests along watershed rivers could also contaminate 
water resources and increase the chance of flooding and landslides in the 
coal region. This book argues that this biased environmental ideology in 
French colonial Vietnam stemmed from the colonial government’s reluc-
tance and difficulties in regulating the powerful extractive industry and 
its big coal companies.

I.4  Big Coal Companies and Environmental 
Protection during the Coal Age

In studies of empires, the colonial state often acted as the close ally 
of capitalist industries, enabling them to exploit indigenous natural 
resources and labor. However, as the coal mining industry absorbed 
a massive amount of natural resources, its drive toward expansion, 
greater production, and profit also led to frequent violations of mining 
and forest regimes, thus building up to intense conflicts between the 
colonial state, its regulatory agencies, and coal mining companies. As 
the political and economic power of big coal companies like SCDT 
and SFCT rose accordingly with their production numbers, tax con-
tributions, and jobs creation, it became increasingly more difficult 
for the French colonial state to rein in their actions. Capitalizing on 
their economic and political influence on the colonial government 
while exploiting legal loopholes in mining and forest regimes, as well 
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as the weaknesses in colonial surveillance, these big coal companies 
resorted to illegal clandestine acts such as illicit logging of hard timber 
in designated forest reserves and unauthorized expansion into public 
land or maritime zones at the expense of the local communities, small 
Vietnamese mine owners, and the colonial government. Ultimately, 
it was these big coal companies, rather than the Dao farmers, that 
caused the depletion of highland forests and water pollution on the 
coal frontier. Unlike its suppression of the Dao farmers’ swidden farm-
ing practices, the colonial state in Tonkin was faced with an uphill 
legal battle against these deep-pocketed big coal companies over their 
environmental and mining violations. This story of the French colonial 
state’s struggle to regulate the activities of powerful coal companies 
thus provides a useful lens for examining not only the intense ecolog-
ical consequences of unchecked capitalist developments but also the 
internal conflicts and limits of colonial rule.

I.5  From Tonkin to Annam and Africa: 
A Transnational Environmental 

History of Coal Mining

The environmental impact of coal mining in colonial Vietnam extended 
well beyond the industry’s extensive consumption of local natural 
resources. This book links the introduction of fast-growing exotic hard 
timber species to Vietnam during the colonial period to the French 
intensive search for mine timber to satisfy the growing timber demand 
of their coal mining companies. After decades of depleting and turning 
Vietnamese hard timber forests into mine props to shore up underground 
tunnels in subterranean coal mining, French coal mining companies were 
faced with a large challenge: How could they find enough local hard 
timber for their soaring mining needs? Known as Casuarina equisetifo-
lia, a type of fast-growing Australian timber species, the filao tree,27 and 
another Australia hard timber species, the eucalyptus, were introduced 
by the French to Vietnam in 1896 in order to grow and turn them into 
mine props for French coal mining enterprises and to reforest the hot and 
shifting sand dunes along the coast of Annam, where few other hard tim-
ber species could survive the region’s monsoon tropical climate marked 
by hot and violent winds blowing from Laos in the summer and typhoon-
level rain from the ocean in the fall.

27	 The tree was called “phi lao” in Vietnamese and “filao” in Africa.
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As a fast-growing hard timber species, the filao could reach the 
height and diameter required for mine props only after seven or eight 
years, whereas local Vietnamese hard timber species would need at 
least twenty years to reach the same size. Through a long and complex 
process of acclimating the filao to the coastal sand dunes of Annam, 
French foresters successfully found methods of growing this hard 
timber species in industrial-style plantations using highly regimented 
tree-planting techniques to ensure their survival and growth. Their 
success helped establish the filao as a favorite exotic hard timber spe-
cies that French foresters chose to reforest coastal sand dunes not just 
in Vietnam but also in other French colonies such as Senegal, Reunion, 
and Madagascar, where filao strands have become permanent additions 
to the moving sand dunes along the African coast. The stories of the 
filao shed light on interesting and unexpected transnational connections 
between coal mining and the environment during the age of empire and 
imperialism, when the mining-driven search for hard timber commodi-
ties transformed the coastal landscape of both Vietnam and Africa.

I.6  Humans along the Coal Frontier

I.6.1  Coal Mining Labor: Mobility, Volatility, and Illicit Acts

Tonkin’s coal mining industry attracted a large workforce. At its peak 
in the 1930s, it employed more than 60,000 workers, both full-time 
and seasonal. Migrant Chinese and Vietnamese workers accounted for 
more than 95 percent of the workforce, and their population ebbed 
and flowed according to the fluctuations in the global demand for coal 
and changing economic circumstances of the miners. The mine labor-
ers, steeped in traditions of mobility and transience, often abandoned 
the mines after a short period to seek work in agriculture, burgeoning 
urban industries, railways, and ports, or simply to go back home to 
China or the lower Red River delta of Tonkin, where most of them 
came from.

In Vietnamese literature, Vietnamese coal miners are often treated as 
victims of the drastic French economic exploitation and at the same time 
as vanguards of the Vietnamese working class. Little has been written 
about mine workers’ autonomy, their diversity and subculture, and how 
the workers themselves were also involved in shadow trading networks, 
illicit pleasure activities, fraud, and theft crimes outside the confines 
of their coal mining enterprises. These actions contrast with the often 
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idealist, heroic, and exemplary images of the coal miners in Vietnamese 
literature.28 With its focus on miners’ subculture, their mobility, and 
varied tactics to circumvent French surveillance, this book seeks to 
bring about a more complex, nuanced labor history of both Chinese 
and Vietnamese mine workers and their imprints on Vietnamese history.

I.6.2  Dao Farmers, Loggers, Rebels, and Outlaws on the  
Coal Frontier

Large-scale coal mining expansion changed not only the lives of tens of 
thousands of mine workers but also the livelihood and way of life of the 
diverse local populations of ethnic Dao, Vietnamese, and Chinese who 
had inhabited the coal frontier and its neighboring Sino-Vietnamese 
borderland well before the French arrived. With its focus on the 
regional and local history of the coal frontier of Quảng Yên, this book 
emphasizes how the new coal regime created both opportunities and 
challenges for these local communities. On the one hand, the arrival of 
tens of thousands of migrant mine workers led to the displacement of 
the local Dao, who relied on small farming and logging on the coal hills 
of Quảng Yên. Coal mining companies’ acquisition of the coastal sand 
dunes in Annam for their filao timber plantations and nursery com-
plexes also deprived local people of the right to use the dunes. On the 
other hand, large-scale coal mining in Quảng Yên revitalized the preco-
lonial trading networks of timber, opium, and other highland commod-
ities that had been under the control of highly mobile, small groups of 
Chinese, Vietnamese, and ethnic Dao loggers and traders. These trad-
ing networks now flourished to meet the high demand for timber and 
commodities of not only the coal mining enterprises but also their large 
migrant workforce. Furthermore, new mining infrastructures such as 
roads, bridges, and railways stimulated regional economic exchanges 
between the coal frontier and lower delta provinces of Tonkin. The 
Dao were now able to travel to the lowlands to sell their forested goods, 
while Chinese and Vietnamese merchants and traders could sell contra-
band opium, alcohol, and other manufactured goods in new local and 
regional marketplaces that served tens of thousands of mine workers. 
Similarly, along the coast of Annam, local rice farmers could find work 
on filao plantations, transplanting filao seedlings and raising filao trees 

28	 Trần, Giai câṕ công nhân Viê ̣t Nam; Thi Sảnh, Li ̣ch su ̛̉ phong trào công nhân mo ̉ 
Quan̉g Ninh.
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to become mine props for the coal mining companies. At the same time, 
local villagers could come to these plantations to collect the discarded 
branches of filao trees to use as firewood. In exploring the complex 
and diverse impact of large-scale coal mining, this book pays special 
attention to the multiethnic populations of the Dao, Vietnamese, and 
Chinese along the coal frontier who were able to adapt their preexisting 
trading networks to meet the new mining-driven demand for their tim-
ber and other commodities. They were also adept at taking advantage 
of the limits of French colonial power in this remote, poorly policed, 
and porous Sino-Vietnamese commodity frontier. Thus, this localized, 
environmental, and social history of coal mining stresses the many ways 
in which inter-Asian networks continued to play out at the same time 
and sometimes in conjunction with a colonial economy.

I.6.3  Structure of the Book

The book is organized in a blended chronological and thematic structure 
to reflect how the introduction of large-scale coal mining to northern 
Vietnam transformed the environment and local communities along the 
coal frontier. Part I of the book – Chapters 1 to 3 – provides a geograph-
ical, economic, and ethnic overview of the coal frontier of Quảng Yên 
under the Nguyễn dynasty, along with French early efforts to pacify 
the coal frontier to pave the way for the establishment of new mining 
settlements and infrastructures. Chapter 1 documents the precolonial 
mining regime of the Nguyễn dynasty, examining several political, tech-
nological, and environmental factors leading to the decline of the mining 
economy of Vietnam before the arrival of the French. Chapter 2 follows 
the footsteps of two French geologists, Edmond Fuchs and Émile Sarran, 
during their mining expeditions in Tonkin in the 1880s, highlighting 
their discovery of the Quảng Yên coal basin and the limits and dis-
crepancies in their geological findings of the coal resources of Tonkin. 
Chapter 3 tracks the rise and fall of Kê ́Bào coal company, the first large-
scale coal mining company in Vietnam, to illustrate the many challenges 
of extracting coal in Quảng Yên, where labor shortage in combination 
with unexpected environmental and geological factors led to the closure 
of the company after just a few years of operation.

Part II of the book, Chapters 4 to 9, explores the coal boom of the 
1920s and 1930s, when coal production in French Indochina contin-
ued to break records, while bringing major social and environmental 
upheaval in its wake. Chapter 4 documents the formation of a liberal 
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colonial mining regime and the coal rush it triggered in the 1920s, and 
how the frantic race for mining concessions in Tonkin led to many 
disputes between the colonial government, small coal investors, and 
big coal companies over the use of land and maritime zones. Chapter 5 
examines mining-driven timber exploitation, deforestation, and forest 
management during the coal boom of the 1920s. Chapter 6 explores 
the French introduction of the filao, an exotic fast-growing hard timber 
species that was later planted on the coastal sand dunes of Annam to 
stabilize these shifting sand dunes and to turn them into mine timber 
for French coal mining enterprises. Chapter 7 addresses the impact of 
rapid mining expansion on watershed rivers and the intense conflicts 
between the French colonial government, the city of Hải Phòng, and 
SCDT regarding the control and protection of the Hương River, which 
was the source of potable water for the city of Hải Phòng. Chapter 
8 documents the rise and expansion of coal mining towns along the 
coal frontier and how they transformed the urban landscape in the coal 
region. Chapter 9 describes the miners’ autonomous and defiant subcul-
ture as well as the internal working regime of coal mining enterprises. 
The book’s Epilogue documents the decolonization of the colonial coal 
regime amid the political turbulences of the 1945–1954 period and also 
discusses the legacy of coal mining in post-colonial Vietnam.

I.6.4  Sources

This book is based on extensive archival research carried out at dif-
ferent archives in Vietnam and France. In Vietnam, the National 
Archives Center I in Hanoi provided me with plenty of materials from 
its Archives of the French Resident Superior of Tonkin (Fonds de la 
Residence Supérieure au Tonkin, or Fonds RST), Archives of the French 
Coal Company of Tonkin (Fonds de la Société française des charbon-
nages du Tonkin, or Fonds SFCT), and its many other collections. The 
National Archives Center III also in Hanoi offers a wealth of informa-
tion from its national coal company’s archives known as Phông tổng 
công ty than Viê ̣t Nam. In France, the Archives nationales du monde 
du travail (ANMT) in Roubaix, France, and its private collections offer 
a great deal of materials on SFCT. I also consulted a large number of 
primary sources at the French colonial archives, the Archives natio-
nales d’outre-mer (ANOM) in Aix-en-Provence, and its numerous col-
lections, including its private archives on the Indochinese Mine Timber 
Company (Société indochinoise des bois de mine, SIBM) and SCDT. 
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The book also takes advantage of the vibrant Vietnamese print press 
and literature, particularly the ca dao vùng mo ̉, a collection of folk 
poems written by mine workers themselves about their lives as coal 
miners in French colonial Vietnam. I also consulted the Bibliothèque 
nationale de France (BNF), its digitized resource Gallica, and the digi-
tized archives of French colonial enterprises for French-language news-
papers and other printed documents written during the colonial period. 
All of the translations in this book are mine.
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