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The episode Starting Point, a part of the second season of Deep in Shanxi with Rees, features the tea-producing village of Xiamei in Fujian’s Wuyishan city. Wuyishan is the starting point of the 13,000-kilometer
tea trade route established by the Shanxi merchants. PHOTOS PROVIDED BY SHANXI RADIO AND TELEVISION STATION / FOR CHINA DAILY
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ees Tyrrel is back again.

After his successful first

season of a show called

Deep in Shanxi with Rees
in September 2022, his second sea-
son went online in August and has
become a hit on social media once
again.

This internet influencer is a Brit-
on teaching English at Taiyuan Uni-
versity of Technology in the capital
city of North China’s Shanxi prov-
ince.

He likes to tour various parts of the
province to see the cultural and natu-
ral wonders of the region, as well as its
local life. And he has been given a
good opportunity to make this pas-
sion a reality. In recent years, he has
been able to have immersive experi-
ences in the province thanks to a pro-
gram launched by the Information
Office of the Shanxi Provincial Gov-
ernment.

The program is called Deep in
Shanai. Tt invites foreigners to inten-
sively tour Shanxi, telling stories
about the province from a foreigner’s
point of view.

Tyrrel is no doubt one of the most
successful among all the foreigners
engaged in this program.

According to the organizers of the
program, after the first season of his
video show was put online, the hash-
tag of Rees has received more than
100 million views. It was also on the
top search lists on such social media
platforms as Douyin, Weibo and
‘WeChat for a long period of time.

In the first season, Tyrrel’s focus
was on environmental and ecological
improvements in Shanxi. He toured
cities including Taiyuan, Datong,
Jinzhong, Linfen and Yangquan, to
see the improved environment and
hear the stories behind the improve-
ments from local residents.

This year, Tyrrel has shifted his
focus to the famed Shanxi merchants.

Shanxi is known for its historical
commerce that was developed by the
Shanxi merchants, or Jinshang,. It is
said Jinshang merchants dominated
the commercial circle in North China
for about 500 years since the Ming
Dynasty (1368-1644).

However, many of these successful
merchants started out as small ven-
dors who traveled as far as Russia.

Starting point of trade
The trade in tea products was a
dominant business of Jinshang

| ' B ) W shang merchants, Tyrrel traveled to
R - Fujian province in East China, which
Pa used to be the leading supply region

of tea to the merchants.

At Xiamei village in Fujian’s
Wuyishan city, Tyrrel visited the tea
plantations scattered across the
mountain slopes. He learned to pick
up tea leaves from local farmers in the
early morning.

“Obviously, tea is very widely
enjoyed in the United Kingdom,” Tyr-
rel said. “Yet I never gave a great deal
of thought to where it might come
from”

He added that how tea products
were transported to the UK and oth-
er parts of Europe is also something
worth researching,.

“This (Xiamei) is where 300 years
ago, a group of merchants from
Shanxi province made pioneering
innovations in global trade.

“They came down here to this tea-
producing region from an inland
province that does not produce tea.
They took these products, transport-
ing them north and then they sent
them to the rest of the world”

He noted that this was “a really
ingenious move’, and allowed them
to pioneer early globalization.

Tyrrel added that the 13,000-kilo-
meter tea trade route established in
the 17th century by the Shanxi mer-
chants, from Fujian to Shanxi and
then to Russia and the rest of Europe,
is testimony to the innovative, enter-
prising, courageous and hardwork-
ing spirits of Jinshang.

Early banking business

In another episode, Tyrrel noticed
the Jinshang merchants’ pioneering
efforts in creating a financial indus-
try that led to the initial practices of
China’s banking business.

In the ancient city of Pingyao in
central Shanxi, he found another
reason behind the success of Jin-
shang merchants.

‘When visiting the premises of the
famed old banking firm of Risheng-
chang, he noticed the wide use of
huipiao, or the earliest Chinese ver-
sion of bank drafts. The huipiao-re-
lated business had earned these
firms the name of piaohao, or bank
draft institutions.

“I've heard that they (the Jinshang
merchants) would use them to ena-
ble them to do business anywhere
that they traveled, paying for things
conveniently,” Tyrrel said.

He learned that, established some
200 years ago during the Qing
Dynasty (1644-1911), Rishengchang
was the earliest piaohao in China.

“Its creation aimed to replace the
long-distance cash transportation
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From left: Tyrrel learns to perform local opera on

a stage that had taken three years to be built during
premises of Jinshang firms. Tyrrel learns to use an abacus, a tool for calculation popular among Jinshang merchants.
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From top: The second season of Deep in Shanxi with Rees has once
again become a hit on the internet since it was put online on Aug17.
Tyrrel learns to make huipiao — or bank drafts — from a craftsman
in Pingyao. Tyrrel examines the equipment of an old biaoju — or
security guard firm — in Pingyao.

“The emergence of huipiao signif-
icantly changed the settlement
method. With the bank drafts, Chi-
na’s circulation of cash entered a
more rapid and convenient era,” Tyr-
rel said.

In the video, Tyrrel told a story
about Joseph Edkins — a British
missionary and Sinologist who trav-
eled to Shanxi in the late 19th centu-
ry — to see “the magnitude of what
the (Shanxi) merchants made. After
visiting the piaohao firms, Edkins
considered the business as the
inception of China’s banking system.

Willingness to pay back

In another video episode called A
Stage Constructed for Three Years,
Tyrrel got to understand another
aspect of the Jinshang spirit — the
merchants’ willingness to pay back
to the communities where they were
from and their strong sense of
responsibility to their hometowns
and the nation.

Shanxi is the birthplace of many
local operas in China so opera stages
are popular structures in villages,
urban communities and even in resi-
dences.

Tyrrel was informed that Shanxi is
now home to more than 3,500 well-
preserved ancient opera stages. But
it was the one inside the Chang Fam-
ily Manor in Yuci district of Jinzhong
city that particularly drew his atten-
tion.

“I was here because I heard that
the stage took about three years to be
built,” Tyrrel said.

So he wanted an answer to the
question “why did that stage take
three years to complete”

He anticipated a number of rea-
sons, including complexity in struc-
turing and insufficient investment.

But a tour guide told him that the
long period of construction is
because of a big drought in the late
Qing Dynasty that had left millions of
people in famine.

That was the period when the
Chang family began construction on
the opera stage in its big courtyard.
“As many members of the family
were successful and responsible busi-
nesspeople, they decided to build an
ancestral temple that included the
stage,” the guide told Tyrrel. “Anyone
who contributed to the construction
would be provided with a meal (in
addition to payment).”

So with the drought lasting for
three years, the Chang family also
spent the same amount of time in
constructing the temple and stage,
with the purpose of providing relief
to the drought-affected population,

od many Shanxi merchants were pro-
active in providing relief to those
affected by the drought, supplying
food, clothing and even shelter to
those who had been displaced.

“The merchants pioneered a sys-
tem known as ‘relief through work}
as well as offering people the chance
to stay here,” Tyrrel said. “And that’s
why this building took so long to
complete.”

He added that the system allowed
the people to receive assistance with
dignity and he made a comparison
between the practice and the New
Deal program implemented by the
administration of Franklin Roosev-
elt, former president of the United
States, in the 1930s.

He learned from locals that the
Jinshang  merchants’  socially
responsible moves also included
investing in education and building
infrastructure facilities like roads
and bridges.

At amiddle school in the county of
Qixian, which was founded by
renowned late Qing Dynasty mer-
chant and diplomat Qu Bengiao, a
local official told Tyrrel that Jinshang
merchants had a special enthusiasm
toward building schools and invest-
ing in education.

“To invest in education was the
common wish of many Shanxi mer-
chants,” the official said, adding that
they are respected not only for their
credibility and trustworthiness but
also for their patriotism and philan-
thropy.

In addition to shedding light on
the tea business, the innovative
financial operations and benevo-
lence of Jinshang merchants, the
second season of Deep in Shanxi
with Rees also tapped into the prag-
matism and vision of Shanxi mer-
chants, their unity and
collaboration, as well as the growth
of a new generation of Shanxi mer-
chants.

The second season went online on
Aug17,reaching a global audience in
more than 20 countries and regions
including the US, Canada, the UK,
France, Spain and Japan, via 11 lan-
guages.

By Sept 12, the program received
1.3 billion views across the globe. It
was broadcast by 1,540 media out-
lets throughout the world.

Sun Rui contributed to this story.
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watch the video.

the late 19th century. Tyrrel strolls down a street in the ancient city of Pingyao, which is filled with the

ADVERTORIAL



