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BANK ARCHIVES AND RESEARCH ON CHINESE BUSINESS
COMMUNITIES IN INDO-CHINA

Rajeswary Ampalavanar Brown

This piece is concerned with the Hongkong and
Shanghai Bank [HSBC] Archives relating to Indo-China.
HSBC had an agency in Saigon from the late nineteenth
century, and this was later converted into a branch in
1937. In 1923 an agency was established in Haiphong,
and by 1937 Haiphong was directly controlled from

Saigon. Since Saigon was only an agency until 1937,
the control of this agency was in Hong Kong. Therefore
HSBC Hong Kong contains all the business correspon-
dence relating to HSBC Saigon until 1937. Thus the
main files on HSBC Saigon are:

Reference Number Description Dates
Loh I, 121, 124, 125 Inspectors reports on the Saigon branch 1911-24
Loh 103 Correspondence between London and Saigon 1920s, 1930s
GHO 52-53 Correspondence between Hong Kong and Saigon 1921-35
GHO 342 Half-yearly reports on Saigon branch 1968-71
GHO 231 Half-yearly reports on Saigon branch 1956-67

In addition, HSBC Lyon dominated the Indo-
Chinese operations, with the result that Saigon had an
increasing interaction with HSBC’s Lyon Agency in
France. In 1927, Saigon possessed 30% of its intra-bank
business with the Lyons agency, and this rose to 91% by
1939. This has important implications for archival
research on Chinese business communities from the
1920s. We need to research on both the Hong Kong and
Lyons files of HSBC. The combination of European
and Asian operations of HSBC brings into sharp focus
the Asian-European dimension of Chinese traders in
Saigon. Chinese traders’ position in the Japanese, Hong
Kong trade was complemented by their role in trade with
France. Particularly impressive was this trade in the
1930s-- Chinese participated in the relative share of Indo-
Chinese trade with Europe. Haiphong agency remained
largely in the Asian trade, particularly with China and
Hong Kong.

The HSBC documents thus contain vital
information on the finance of trade with the Chinese treaty
ports, as well as with South-East Asia, Japan, and Europe.
What is crucial is although the Saigon branch was
controlled by Hong Kong, local decision-making by
regional managers remained (C A W Ferrier in Saigon).

The main data here are the correspondence and credit

accounts of major business groups in Saigon. The
correspondence includes managerial letters, which
besides covering bank policies, contains vital information
on the financial affairs of Chinese businessmen -- the
rice traders of Saigon, Haiphong, and other districts of
Indo-China.

The semi-official letters include information on
the daily business of a branch--foreign exchange
operations, bills credited, reports on local trading
conditions, customers, and details on the compradors.
In the early 1930s, when certain compradors of the
Saigon branch absconded with the bank’s funds, there
was intense interest in Chinese business networks in Indo-
China and Hong Kong: this provided vital linkages to
other Chinese trading groups in South-East Asia. There
is rich correspondence from 1908, and particularly for
the 1930s and 1940s.

There are general ledger balance books,
telegrams, customer account ledgers, the branch’s own
accounts with other branches, and the bank’s opinions
on customers, particularly from the 1920s. The
inspectors’ reports of Hong Kong too contain
information on Saigon. V M Grayburn in Hong Kong

kept a watchful eye on the activities of the Saigon
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HSBC. Between the 1890s and 1920s, each branch
was visited every three years, and the information
contained in these reports included details on overdrawn
accounts, security issues, in particular on lending by
the compradors (the accounts of the compradors were
substantial), the level of loans, bills discounted,
accounts of branches with other banks--here the Saigon
HSBC accounts with French banks, and economic
details on rice prices, exchange rate fluctuations, since
the piastre was linked to the franc, and political and
social information relevant to the bank’s activities. The
Saigon branch was particularly good at disentangling
information on Bangkok: thus the linkages and networks
of the rice traders of Saigon-Cholon and Bangkok are
traced in the records of Saigon HSBC. The Saigon
HSBC also contains crucial information on French
merchants with strong links with trade and investment
in Indo-China and across the Far East, 1900-41.

So the business history of the Chinese in Indo-
China is complemented through accounts of French
trading houses in the region. This combination of
information on finance, investment, and trade, provide a
critical source for macro-micro economic history as well
as business history. The survey of monetary data,
banking history, as well as detailed assessment of
business practices, banking innovations accessible
through the HSBC Archives are being researched
increasingly by academics. The records of this bank
reveals activities and fortunes of their customers and their
companies too. In many cases, particularly in small to
medium size enterprise, these financial records are often
not only the sole surviving evidence of the enterprise
and the only true source of the company. The bank
managers’ commitment to accurate detail is further
buttressed by that of the supervisor who, though residing
in Hong Kong, would verify the accuracy of the financial
position of the company by cross-checking with other
sources of financial and economic data. So we can use
this banking data to reconstruct the Chinese business
community and business networks of Saigon from the

late nineteenth century.

Another important source has been the
biographies of senior managers of HSBC, such as Sir
Arthur Morse, whose files and biography provide detail

on economic developments in Vietnam as well as Hong

Kong in the 1930s and 1940s. The papers of Sir Charles
Addis, the London manager of HSBC and later a director
of the Bank of England, provide valuable data on
company finance for the first four decades of the twentieth

century.

There in constructing the financial details of the
bank’s customers, the collateral assets of these Chinese
customers can be traced. This provides detailed profiles
of land and property acquisitions of Chinese commercial
groups in Saigon and the rice hinterland of Cochin-China
in the period from 1908 to the 1960s. Background to
the emergence of trading families Ban Hong Guan, Guan
Hong Whatt, Ngy Cheong Seng, and Yeu Cheong Yam
who between 1897 and 1929 owned some three-quarters
of the rice mills in Saigon and controlled the region’s
river transport. Their control of the marketing and
financial networks of the rice and opium trade is clear
from the HSBC archives. The serious failures and
collapses endured by these Chinese traders in the early
1930s is again charted in the HSBC records, which
capture the procession of liquidations. The bankruptcies
are recorded over a period of 10 to 20 years, because
often they were difficult to complete and involved close
detective work to uncover business connections and
hidden networks. But the records thereby become a very
rich source for the historian.

Another important element in the archives are the
diaries and letter books of the bank’s major clients, which
include a daily record of transactions and of all
communications between the bank and the client from
1908, notes on interviews and meetings, and the
gatherings of general managers. This often includes
balance sheets, profit and loss accounts of major clients,
not only at the Saigon branch but also the branches in
Bangkok, Hong Kong and Singapore. This enables the
researcher to build a detailed profile of the Chinese
businessman. His foreign exchange transactions are
noted with particular care, again providing plentiful
private information. Finally the papers of the major
compradors are available in the HSBC Archives. These
include detailed reports of their customers’ social data,
dialect origins, family and kinship ties, and plenty of
information on the networks of major Chinese

entrepreneurs in Saigon-Cholon in the twentieth century.
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