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1. Introduction

The records in The National Archives are arranged according to the government departments and
other organisations that created them. The largest and most important collections relating to China
are the records of the Foreign Office (FO), and its successor the Foreign and Commonwealth
Office (FCO). Records of the service departments, that is the Admiralty (ADM), the War Office
(WO), the Air Ministry (AIR), and the Ministry of Defence (DEFE), relating to China are less
extensive; some however are of considerable importance. The records of these departments are
not in general arranged as conveniently as those of the Foreign Office for the purpose of identifying
material relating to China. The records of the Cabinet Office (CAB) and the Prime Minister's Office
(PREM) both contain material of great importance, though limited volume. Treasury records (T)
are essential to understanding financial, commercial and economic conditions, and the records of
the Board of Trade (BT), especially those of the Commercial Department, may be used to
complement this picture.

Some material may be found in the records of other departments and a keyword search of the
Catalogue should provide some references. However, apart from the Colonial Office records for
Hong Kong and Wei Hai Wei (see below), they are unlikely to add much more of significance.

This brief guide is restricted almost entirely to matters relating specifically to China, Hong Kong and
Wei Hai Wei, rather than to Chinese interests elsewhere in the world. Material relating to Chinese
interests in the Far East and South-East Asia, and to the migration of Chinese to other regions,
may be found in record series relating to those territories. Home Office records include papers
relating to the naturalisation of Chinese migrants to the UK. Details of individuals known to have
served in British military units or in the merchant navy may be found in the general series of service
records - explanatory leaflets are available at Kew or through The National Archives' website.

The following sections identify the more important series relating to China. Most of the Foreign
Office series included relate wholly to China. In the case of other government departments, most
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of the record series listed are of a more general nature with only scattered references to China.

This guide is concerned primarily with the period from the late 18th century until the 1970s.

2. Foreign Office

The Foreign Office was established as a separate department of state in 1782. Records relating to
the conduct of foreign affairs from the reign of Henry VIIlI to 1781 are held among records formerly
in the State Paper Office, and are known from 1547 as State Papers Foreign (SP). For details see
Louise Atherton, '‘Never Complain, Never Explain': records of the Foreign Office and State Paper
Office 1500-c.1960 (1994).

The records comprising the Foreign Office department code (FO) fall into three major categories

1 records of the Foreign Office itself (despatches from British representatives abroad, and drafts
of replies; communications from foreign diplomats in London, and from other British
Government departments; minutes; memoranda; treaty papers and so on)

1 records of British embassies and consulates abroad, returned periodically to London
1 private papers of diplomats, officials and ministers

For further information see: Michael Roper, The records of the Foreign Office 1782-1968 (Public
Record Office Handbooks, XIlIl, 2002).

2.1 Foreign Office records

The records of the Foreign Office itself can be divided into two chronological collections: before
1906, and 1906 to 1966. Until 1906, there is a series for each country with which the UK had
diplomatic relations. For China it is FO 17 covering the period from 1815 to 1905. The original
means of reference to this record series are Registers of General Correspondence, FO 566,
indexed by FO 738, and Registers and Indexes to General Correspondence, FO 605, which are
available on microfilm.

From 1906 until 1966 the Foreign Office records are arranged into subject series - political,
commercial, consular, and so on. Of these the most important are the political general papers in
FO 371, which contains several thousand files relating to China. For the period from 1906 to 1919
there is a card index to Foreign Office correspondence in most of the subject series, which serves
as a means of reference to the surviving files. From 1920 until 1951 it is necessary to use the
Indexes to Foreign Office General Correspondence, 1920 to 1951, which are available in the Open
Reading Room at The National Archives. These indexes have been reprinted by Kraus International
Publications, and may be available through academic or other reference libraries. In addition, there
are photocopied index volumes in a similar format for 1952, 1953 and 1959. When using both the
card index and the printed index it is important to be aware that the indexes were created at the
time the records were current, and that by no means all the items indexed have been selected for
permanent preservation.

Many of the more important papers from FO 17 and FO 371 were printed for circulation within
the Foreign Office, to Cabinet Ministers, and to diplomats. Those concerning China are FO 405
(Confidential print, China 1848 to 1957), and FO 436 (Confidential Print, Far Eastern Affairs 1937
to 1957). Further copies of prints for the period to 1914 are in FO 881. FO 415 is Foreign Office:
Confidential Print Opium, 1910-1941.

There is also material relating to China in FO 83 (Correspondence before 1906, Great Britain and
General); FO 95, (Political and Other Departments: Miscellanea, Series 1); FO 96 (Political and
Other Departments: Miscellanea, Series Il); and FO 97 (Political and Other Departments:
Supplements to General Correspondence before 1906).

2.2 Embassy and consular archives

As well as correspondence with the Foreign Office, the Embassy and Consular Archives contain
correspondence with the Chinese authorities and others in China, some registers of births,
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marriages and deaths of British nationals in China, deeds and registers of property, records relating
to extra-territorial jurisdiction, and such other records as consulates were required to keep.
Communication with the Chinese authorities was in Chinese, and though such communications
were always translated into English before being attended to, many of the originals and copies of
British replies in Chinese have survived.

The survival rate of the embassy records is high, that of the consulates much less so.

Peking (Beijing) Description
Legation and
Embassy Archives
- Record series
FO 228 1834-1930: Consulates and Legation, China: General
Correspondence, Series 1

FO 229 1836-1853: Consulates and Legation, China; General
Correspondence, Duplicates

FO 230 1834-1917: Consulates and Legation, China: Letter Books

FO 231 1836-1945: Consulates and Legation, China; Registers of
Correspondence

FO 232 1843-1937: Consulates and Legation, China; Indexes to
Correspondence

FO 233 1727-1951: Consulates and Legation, China: Miscellaneous
Papers and Reports

FO 676 1875-1972: Foreign Office and Foreign and Commonwealth

Office: Various Embassies and Legations, China: General
Correspondence, Series Il

FO 677 1759-1874: Foreign Office: Superintendent of Trade, Legation,
Peking, China: General Correspondence and Diaries
FO 682 1861-1939: Foreign Office: Chinese Secretary's Office, Various
Embassies and Consulates, China: General Correspondence
FO 932 1840-1938: Foreign Office: Chinese Secretary's Office, Peking
[Beijing] and predecessors: Chinese Registers of Correspondence
FO 1080 1833-1951: Foreign Office: Chinese Secretary's Office, Embassy
and Legation, Peking [Beijing], China: Miscellanea
Consul Record series Description
Amoy FO 663 1834-1951: Foreign Office: Consulate, China: General
Correspondence
Canton FO 694 1844-1851: Foreign Office: Consulate, China: Miscellanea
Chefoo FO 735 1860-1941: Foreign Office: Consulate, China: Inventories
Chengtu FO 664 1902-1945: Foreign Office: Consulate, China: Various
Registers
Chinkiang FO 385 1871-1925: Foreign Office: Consulate, China: General
Correspondence
Foochow FO 665 1846-1946: Foreign Office: Consulate, China: General
Correspondence and Various Registers
Hankow FO 666 1865-1951: Foreign Office: Consulates, China: General
and Correspondence and Various Registers
Hangchow
Ichang FO 667 1979-1941: Foreign Office: Consulate, China: General
Correspondence and Various Registers.
Kunming FO 668 1945-1951: Foreign Office: Consulate, China: Various
Registers and Lease Agreement
NewchwangFO 669 1865-1868: Foreign Office: Consulate, China: General
Correspondence
Ningpo FO 670 1843-1933: Foreign Office: Consulate, China: General
Correspondence and Various Registers
Peking FO 562 1902-1950: Foreign Office: Consulate and Legation,
(Bejing) China: General Correspondence
FO 692 1901-1947: Foreign Office: Consulate and Legation,

China: Registers of Correspondence
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FO 563 1905-1931: Foreign Office: Legation, China: Miscellanea

FO 564 1874-1926: Foreign Office: Legation, China: Registers of
Births, Deaths and Marriages
Shanghai FO 565 1862-1939: Foreign Office: Supreme Court, China:
General Correspondence
FO 671 1845-1955: Foreign Office: Consulate, China: General
Correspondence
FO 672 1836-1864: Foreign Office: Consulate, China: Miscellanea
FO 914 1914-1949: Foreign Office: Consulate, China: Register of
Companies
FO 917 1857-1941: Foreign Office: Supreme Court, China:
Probate Records
FO 1092 1865-1941: Foreign Office: Shanghai Court, China:
Judges' and Magistrates' Notebooks
Tientsin FO 674 1860-1952: Foreign Office: Consulate, China, Various
Registers and Supreme Court Records
Various FO 678 1837-1959: Foreign Office, China: Deeds
Consulates
FO 679 1853-1953: Foreign Office: China: Registers of Deeds
FO 680 1854-1942: Foreign Office: China: Land Registers
FO 681 1861-1951: Foreign Office: China: Registers of Births,
Deaths and Marriages
2.3 Treaties

For the modern period original treaties are in two main record series.

Record series Description
FO 93 1695-2000: Protocols of Treaties
FO 94 1782-2000: Ratifications of Treaties

2.4 Private papers

A collection of papers of ministers and officials is in the series FO 800 (Private Offices: Various
Ministers' and Officials’ Papers, 1824-1968), which is available on microfilm.. There are many other
individual series of private papers. The following have some relevance to China.

Record series Description

FO 350 1901-1919: Jordan Papers. Incomplete set of correspondence
(mainly with the Foreign Office) of Sir John Newall Jordan as Envoy
Extraordinary and Minister Plenipotentiary to Peking (Beijing) 1906-
1920

FO 391 €.1858-1880: Hammond Papers. Correspondence of Rt. Hon. Edmund
(afterwards Lord) Hammond, permanent Secretary at the Foreign
Office, with Sir Rutherford Alcock, Sir Daniel Brooke Robertson, Sir
Harry Smith Parkes and Sir Thomas Francis Wade

FO 705 c.1841-1845: Pottinger Papers. Private and semi-official
correspondence of Sir Henry Pottinger, envoy, plenipotentiary and
superintendent of British trade in China

PRO 30/33 €.1900-1906: Satow Papers. Private and semi-official
correspondence, diaries, papers etc of Sir Ernest Mason Satow,
envoy to China 1900-1906

2.5 Kwangtung (Guangdong) provincial archives

The large collection of documents in Chinese that was returned from the British Embassy in Peking
to London in 1959 and placed in the then Public Record Office were originally allocated a single
record series, Documents in the Chinese Language, with the reference FO 682. On closer
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examination, it became clear that although the bulk of the collection consisted of documents that
were the authentic archives of successive British missions in China. Part of the collection, some
2000 documents, were records of the Chinese authorities captured by the British in Canton in
1858, which had become mixed with the missions’ archives in the Chinese Secretary's Office,
where they had been stored for convenience.

These documents were subsequently extracted from the collection, allocated to the record series
Kwangtung Provincial Archives (FO 931) and catalogued by David Pong in A critical guide to the
Kwangtung Provincial Archives deposited at the Public Record Office of London (1967), the
introduction to which discusses their provenance and nature. All of these records have been
microfiimed.

3. Foreign and Commonwealth Office

The Foreign Office merged with the Commonwealth Office in October 1968, but the two
departments ran a joint registry system from January 1967. From that date the main series for
correspondence concerning China is FCO 21, Records of the Far Eastern Department. References
to China will also be found among the records of other geographical and subject departments, and
can be identified using the the Catalogue (Wwww.nationalarchives.gov.uk/catalogue). A
breakdown of the responsibilities of departments within the Foreign and Commonwealth Office can
be found in the annual Diplomatic Service List.

4. Admiralty

4.1 Station records

These are records of local squadron or fleet commanders. Until 1864 China came within the East
Indies Station. In that year a separate China Station was established. The records now in the China
Station series go back to 1828 however, and there is little about China in the East India Station
records.

Record Series Description
ADM 125 1828-1946: Admiralty. China Station Correspondence
ADM 126 1856-1914: Admiralty. China Station Indexes to correspondence

4.2 Admiralty Secretariat records

Records of the Board of Admiralty, covering all aspects of naval administration. Information about
China is scattered throughout the following series and can be extensive for some subjects. A
search of the Catalogue (www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/catalogue) for the 'Yangtse incident’
using the search term 'Yangtse OR Amethyst’, for example, will produce a large number of
references.

Record Series Description

ADM 1 1660-1976: Admiralty, and Ministry of Defence, Navy Department:
Correspondence and Papers. Indexes and digests, which provide an
essential means of reference, are in ADM 12

ADM 7 1563-1953: Admiralty: Miscellanea
ADM 116 1852-1963: Admiralty Record Office: Cases
ADM 137 1860-1937: Admiralty: Historical Section: Records used for the

Official History of the First World War

Further material scattered among other series can be identified through the Catalogue
(www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/catalogue) by the use of appropriate search terms.

5. Air Ministry

The following is not a comprehensive list, but provides an indication of the type of material relating
to China which may be found. Further material may be identified through the Catalogue
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5.1 AIR 8 - Chief of Staff papers

Record series Description
AIR 8/747 1945-1946: China: airfields
AIR 8/940-9411941-1946: Air Assistance and co-operation
AIR 871274 1944-1945: Transfer of forces from Burma to China

5.2 AIR 9 - Director of Plans

Record series Description
AIR 9/52 1925-1937: China
AIR 97405-4091942-1945: Supplies and assistance

5.3 AIR 23 - Overseas Commands

Record series Description
AIR 23/1916 1941: China Station: Anglo-Dutch American conversations
AIR 23/3233 1941: China Station: plans in event of war with Japan
AIR 23/7756- 1927: RAF Shanghai Defence Force
7760

5.4 AIR 29 - Operations record books: miscellaneous units

Record series Description
AIR 29/709, 1936-1944: Chinese Air Force: training, organizations, operations,
AIR 2971139, losses etc.
AIR 29/1192

5.5 AIR 40 - Director of Intelligence

Record series Description
AIR 40/339- 1943-1946: Chinese Training Units: Lahore, Walton, Chengtu
344
AIR 40/1353- 1930-1941: Chinese Air Force: training, organizations, operations,
1373 losses etc.
AIR 40/1444- 1942-1946: Chinese Air Force: training, organizations, 1454

1450, AIR operations, losses etc.
40/1454

AIR 40/2124- 1942-1944: Aircraft production
2125

AIR 40/2181 1939-1944: Japanese air operations in China, Burma and East Indies
AIR 40/2381 1946: Chinese Air Force: report
AIR 40/2384 1947: Chinese Communist Air Force: notes

6. War Office

The following is not a comprehensive list, but provides an indication of the type of material relating
to China which may be found. Further material may be identified through the Catalogue
(www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/catalogue).

6.1 WO 1 - Secretary at War, Secretary of State for War, and Commander in
Chief: in-letters and miscellaneous papers

Record series Description
WO 1/461-480Relates to China (Hong Kong) and covers the period 1842-1852

6.2 WO 28 - Headquarters' records

Record series Description
WO 287272 1843-1857: General Orders: China
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WO 287300 1840-1844: China expedition: orders, proceedings, courts martial etc
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