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The Gate of Assembly: Infrastructure Construction and
Information Circulation in Kalgan from the Fifteenth to
Seventeenth Century”

Kung, Ling-wei "

Abstract

During the fifteenth to seventeenth centuries, Kalgan (Zhangjiakou bu) was the
crossroads between northern China, Mongolia, and Manchuria. Through the commercial
activities in Kalgan, the Ming dynasty attempted to maintain its so-called tributary system
which nominally vassalized the Mongols and Jurchens (later known as the Manchus).
Furthermore, the Ming also built intelligence networks based in Kalgan to collect
information on Mongolia and Manchuria. By sending Mongolian-speaking spies, the Ming
intended to divide the connections between the Mongols and Jurchens. Briefly, the Ming
frontier policy significantly depended on the collaboration of peoples in Inner Asia. On the
other hand, the Mongols and Jurchens interpreted the tributary system in ways different
from the Ming and therefore took “paying tribute” as a great chance to conduct economic
exchanges with China in Kalgan. Meanwhile, the Jurchens also took advantage of
Kalgan’s pivotal location to contact with the Mongols. Namely, Kalgan was a critical point
in the development of the Manchu-Mongol relationship. By using multilingual sources, the
present article sheds light on the critical status of Kalgan from a cross-border perspective.

The multilingual historical materials in Chinese, Mongolian, and Manchu, formed
between the fifteenth and seventeenth centuries, provide diverse sources for studying
Kalgan during the Ming-Qing transition and Sino-Mongol-Manchu relations. By
investigating the Grand Secretariat Archives at the Institute of History and Philology, Old
Manchu Archives at the National Palace Museum, and Routine Memorials of the Ming
Board of Military Affairs and Mongolian Archives of the Qing Palace Secretariat Academy
at the First Historical Archives of China, together with related records in different literary
genres and old maps from the Palace Museum collection, the present article focuses on
the operations of Kalgan with its surrounding fortifications and horse market in the late
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Ming from the perspectives of infrastructure and information circulation. Examining the
interactions among the diverse ethnic groups of the Chinese, Mongols, and Manchus, this
study discusses the key role that Kalgan played in the geopolitical transformation of early
modern Northeast Asia.

Keywords: Zhangjiakou Fortress, Han-Manchu-Mongol relations, infrastructure, information
circulation, Ming-Qing multilingual archives
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