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Introduction
As one of the foundational pillars of China’s banking industry, the Bank of China (BOC)
stands as an emblem of resilience, adaptation, and ambition. Over more than a
century, it has weathered remarkable changes—surviving wars, revolutions, and
dramatic economic transformations—and has risen to become a global financial
powerhouse. Today, it serves as a bridge between China and the world, with a
footprint that extends across more than sixty countries and regions, making it the
most internationalized Chinese bank.

This book, “Bank of China: Portrait of a Global Company,” delves into the
extraordinary journey of BOC from its humble beginnings as the Da-Qing Bank in the
early twentieth century to its current status as a systemically important international
financial institution. Through the prism of BOC’s development, we will explore China’s
own financial modernization, the shifting roles of banks across historical and political
eras, and the mechanisms through which a once-insular institution transformed into a
key player on the world stage.

A core aim of this work is to present both a historical and analytical study. We begin
by tracing the Bank’s roots—including its critical early years, pioneering innovations
within the sector, and its evolution through times of both stability and upheaval. This
context is essential for understanding how the BOC cultivated not only its brand but its
deep sense of strategic purpose, innovation, and commitment to China’s national
priorities.

As BOC entered the era of reform and opening up, it embraced transformation with
remarkable agility. The bank diversified its business, expanded internationally, and
was at the forefront of many firsts—issuing shares on major stock exchanges, driving
technological innovation, and leading in cross-border financial services. The
multifaceted nature of its business model, together with a sophisticated governance
structure, has enabled BOC to stay relevant and competitive amid growing complexity
in both domestic and international markets.

Our exploration will not only examine business operations and organizational
frameworks but will also analyze the broader economic, regulatory, and technological
environments that have shaped BOC’s trajectory. Particular attention is given to the
bank’s role in supporting China’s global agenda, its strategies for sustainability and
green finance, and its response to twenty-first-century challenges—ranging from
digital transformation to macroeconomic volatility.

Ultimately, this book intends to provide readers with a detailed portrait of a truly
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global company. By unpacking the inner workings and external influences on the Bank
of China, we seek to offer a nuanced appreciation for both its enduring legacy and its
ambitious aspirations for the future. Whether you are a student of finance, a
professional in the industry, or simply someone curious about the intersection of
banking, history, and globalization, “Bank of China: Portrait of a Global Company”
invites you to discover the story behind one of the world’s most influential financial
institutions.
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CHAPTER ONE: Origins: The Da-Qing Bank and Early
Foundations
The story of the Bank of China, a financial institution deeply woven into the fabric of
modern Chinese history, does not begin with its formal establishment in 1912. Its roots
run deeper, reaching back into the twilight years of the Qing Dynasty, an era defined
by internal decay, mounting external pressures, and a belated, often chaotic, struggle
for modernization. To understand the genesis of BOC, we must first examine the
financial landscape of late imperial China and the urgent need for a modern state-
backed financial entity.

For centuries, China's indigenous financial system had been dominated by institutions
known as Qianzhuang. These were essentially private native banks, operating largely
on trust, personal relationships, and local networks. They facilitated remittances,
handled deposits and loans, and provided a vital lubricant for domestic commerce
within cities and between regions. Flexible and adaptable, they served the needs of
merchants and individuals for generations, but they lacked the scale, structure, and
regulatory oversight required for a unified national economy or for engaging with the
burgeoning international financial system.

Alongside the Qianzhuang, the late 19th and early 20th centuries saw the increasing
prominence of foreign banks. Operating primarily in treaty ports like Shanghai, Hong
Kong, and Tianjin, these institutions—such as the Hongkong and Shanghai Banking
Corporation, Standard Chartered, and others from various European powers, Japan,
and America—initially served the foreign merchant communities. However, they
quickly expanded their influence, handling trade finance, foreign exchange, and even
acting as conduits for loans to the cash-strapped Qing government. Their presence
highlighted the technological and structural backwardness of China's own financial
sector and underscored the loss of financial sovereignty.

The Qing government, facing mounting fiscal crises due to internal rebellions, military
defeats, and crushing indemnity payments imposed by foreign powers, desperately
needed a more effective mechanism for managing state finances, raising funds, and
interacting with the global economy. Traditional revenue collection methods were
inefficient, and relying on foreign banks for loans came with significant political and
economic costs. There was a growing recognition among reform-minded officials that
a modern state needed a modern state bank, similar to those in Western nations.

Ideas for establishing a national bank had circulated for years among progressive
officials and intellectuals, inspired by observing the financial infrastructure of countries
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they deemed more powerful and prosperous. The concept was simple: a bank capable
of centralizing treasury functions, issuing a standardized currency, mobilizing
domestic capital for national projects, and competing on equal footing with the
formidable foreign banking presence within China's own borders. It was seen as a
crucial step not only for financial efficiency but also for asserting a degree of national
economic independence.

Several preliminary attempts and proposals were made throughout the late 19th
century, often tied to specific modernization initiatives or provincial-level financial
reforms. However, these efforts were fragmented and lacked the necessary political
will, centralized authority, and capital to succeed on a truly national scale. The court's
internal divisions and resistance to radical change also proved significant hurdles,
delaying the realization of a comprehensive state banking vision.

It was in this context of pressing need and failed earlier attempts that the imperial
government finally decreed the establishment of the Da-Qing Bank (大清銀行) in 1905. The
creation of the bank was a direct response to the urgent fiscal demands placed upon
the dynasty and a recognition that the old ways of handling state funds were no longer
adequate. It represented one of the more serious, albeit late, attempts by the Qing
regime to modernize its core institutions in the face of imminent collapse.

The primary motivation behind its establishment was clear: to serve as the financial
agent of the central government. This involved collecting and disbursing state
revenues, managing government debt, and handling treasury operations. It was
intended to bring a level of professionalization and centralization to state finance that
had previously been lacking, replacing a fragmented system reliant on provincial
officials and sundry financial intermediaries.

The Da-Qing Bank was endowed with significant initial capital, subscribed jointly by
the imperial government and private individuals. While it had a mixed ownership
structure on paper, the government retained ultimate control and held the majority
stake. This dual nature was an attempt to leverage private capital and expertise while
ensuring the bank remained firmly under state direction, reflecting a common model
adopted during the late Qing reforms for other modern enterprises. Its headquarters
were located in the capital, Beijing, underscoring its national significance and close
ties to the central authorities.

From its inception, the Da-Qing Bank was envisioned with a dual role. While its primary
mandate was serving the state, it was also intended to function as a commercial bank,
accepting deposits from the public and businesses, providing loans, and engaging in
other banking activities. This combination of central banking functions (like treasury
management and, crucially, note issuance) and commercial operations was typical of
state banks in this era, blurring the lines between public finance and private
commerce in a way that would continue to evolve throughout the institution's history.
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Perhaps the most significant authority granted to the Da-Qing Bank was the power to
issue banknotes. In the chaotic monetary environment of late Qing China, various
currencies circulated, including silver dollars, sycee (silver ingots), copper coins, and
banknotes issued by provincial treasuries, private banks, and even foreign institutions.
The Da-Qing Bank's right to issue currency was intended to help standardize the
money supply, provide a reliable national medium of exchange, and generate revenue
for the government through seigniorage.

The process of establishing a uniform currency and ensuring public trust in the new
banknotes was a monumental challenge. The bank's notes were theoretically
convertible into silver, but their value and acceptance varied across different regions,
influenced by local economic conditions, trust in the central government, and
competition from other currencies. Nevertheless, the Da-Qing Bank's issuance of notes
marked a crucial step towards creating a modern national currency system, a task that
would occupy Chinese banks for decades to come.

Beyond its central banking aspirations, the Da-Qing Bank actively engaged in
commercial banking operations. It took deposits from both individuals and companies,
offering a relatively safe place to store funds compared to some traditional options. It
provided loans to businesses, particularly those involved in foreign trade and
modernized industries that the government sought to promote. These commercial
activities were vital not only for generating revenue but also for integrating the bank
into the broader economy and building a client base beyond the state.

The bank also played a role in managing and facilitating the issuance of government
bonds, another critical function for a state facing constant financial shortfalls. It helped
mobilize domestic savings to fund government expenditures and projects, attempting
to reduce the reliance on foreign loans. This function further cemented its position as
the principal financial arm of the imperial administration, deeply intertwined with the
dynasty's fiscal health.

The individuals tasked with leading the Da-Qing Bank in its nascent years were a mix
of traditional officials and those with some exposure to modern finance. Navigating
the complex interplay between political directives from the court, the demands of a
fledgeling modern financial system, and the realities of operating in a vast, diverse
country rife with instability required a delicate balance. Their efforts laid the
groundwork for future banking professionals, creating a pool of expertise in areas
previously handled primarily by foreign institutions or traditional financiers.

One of the persistent challenges faced by the Da-Qing Bank was competing with the
well-entrenched Qianzhuang. These native banks possessed deep local knowledge,
strong personal connections within merchant communities, and greater flexibility in
their operations compared to the more formal, bureaucratic structure of the new state
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bank. Winning the trust of traditional merchants and ordinary citizens who were
accustomed to dealing with the Qianzhuang required time and consistent
performance, neither of which the bank had in abundance given the political climate.

Competition from foreign banks was perhaps even more formidable. These institutions
had greater capital resources, more advanced banking technologies and practices,
stronger connections to international markets, and the implicit backing of their
respective governments. Operating under the extraterritorial rights enjoyed by
foreigners in treaty ports, they were often perceived as more secure and reliable,
particularly for transactions involving foreign trade or international remittances. The
Da-Qing Bank struggled to match their capabilities and influence in these key areas.

Public perception and trust were significant hurdles. In a time of deep political
uncertainty and frequent financial crises, the public was understandably wary of
placing their savings in a new institution tied directly to the struggling imperial
government. The bank's stability was intrinsically linked to the dynasty's fate, making
it vulnerable to rumors and political turmoil in a way that independent or foreign
banks were not, or at least not in the same manner.

Furthermore, the bank was constantly susceptible to political interference. As a state-
owned entity, its operations and lending decisions could be influenced by the needs
and whims of the court and various powerful officials, sometimes overriding sound
financial principles for political expediency. This lack of complete operational
autonomy, a characteristic shared by many state-owned enterprises, posed a
challenge to establishing robust and independent financial management.

Despite these challenges, the Da-Qing Bank did manage to establish a basic network
and conduct significant business during its brief lifespan. It opened branches in key
commercial centers beyond Beijing, attempting to extend its reach and influence
across the provinces. While its penetration remained limited compared to the
widespread network of Qianzhuang or the concentrated power of foreign banks in
treaty ports, this expansion was a crucial step in building a national banking
infrastructure under unified control.

By the eve of the 1911 Revolution, the Da-Qing Bank was still a nascent institution,
grappling with the immense task of modernizing China's finance while navigating a
deeply unstable political environment. It had laid some foundational stones – a
nascent branch network, experience in managing state funds, the beginning of a
modern workforce, and the concept of a national currency – but it was far from
achieving its full potential or displacing the dominance of traditional or foreign
financial players.

The Wuchang Uprising in October 1911 and the subsequent spread of revolution
across China plunged the financial system into chaos. As provinces declared
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independence from Beijing, the authority of the central government crumbled, and
with it, the stability of its primary financial institution. Many of the bank's branches
found themselves in territories controlled by revolutionary forces or local warlords,
disrupting operations, seizing assets, and creating immense confusion regarding the
bank's legal status and obligations.

Amidst the turmoil, financial institutions across the country faced runs on deposits,
suspension of payments, and the collapse of credit networks. The Da-Qing Bank, as a
symbol of the collapsing imperial authority, was particularly vulnerable. Its assets
were frozen or confiscated in various locations, and public confidence evaporated,
making it exceedingly difficult to continue normal banking activities. The crisis
threatened to erase the progress, however modest, that had been made in building a
modern state bank.

As the Qing Dynasty formally abdicated in February 1912 and the Republic of China
was established, the fate of the Da-Qing Bank hung in the balance. The new
Republican government needed a functioning financial system and, crucially, a bank to
manage its own finances. Starting entirely from scratch would be a daunting task,
requiring immense capital and time. The existing infrastructure and personnel of the
Da-Qing Bank, despite the turmoil, represented a valuable asset, a potential shortcut
to establishing a national financial presence.

Recognizing this, the provisional government, under the leadership of Sun Yat-sen,
took steps to address the status of the Da-Qing Bank. Rather than dissolving it entirely
and creating a brand-new entity, the decision was made to repurpose and reorganize
the existing institution. This strategic choice preserved the bank's network, its
accumulated (though diminished) assets, and its workforce, providing a foundation
upon which the new republic could build its financial architecture.

The transformation was more than just a name change; it involved a legal and
structural reorganization to align the bank with the principles of the new republic.
However, the continuity was undeniable. The new entity inherited the legacy, the
challenges, and the potential of its imperial predecessor. It represented the survival of
the idea of a national bank through a period of profound political upheaval, carrying
forward the institutional memory and initial infrastructure of state-backed finance in
China.

The assets and liabilities of the Da-Qing Bank were reviewed and restructured under
the authority of the provisional government. The goal was to salvage what was viable
and integrate it into the framework of the new republic. While the transition was
complex and involved significant challenges, the core elements – the physical
branches, the remaining capital, the experienced staff – were retained and formed the
basis for the bank's next incarnation.
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What the new bank inherited was not just bricks and mortar, but also the foundational
experience gained from operating the Da-Qing Bank. This included the practical
knowledge of managing state funds, the intricacies of note issuance (and the
difficulties associated with it), the challenges of establishing a national network, and
the complexities of operating alongside traditional and foreign financial institutions.
This hard-won experience, forged in the difficult conditions of the late Qing, would
prove invaluable as the institution embarked on its new life.

The early struggles of the Da-Qing Bank foreshadowed many of the challenges that its
successor would face throughout its long history: the tension between state control
and commercial autonomy, the difficulties of establishing trust and credibility in a
volatile environment, and the constant pressure to adapt to rapid political and
economic change. It was a crucible that tested the very concept of modern banking in
China.

Thus, the story of Bank of China properly begins with the origins of the Da-Qing Bank.
It was within this late imperial institution that the initial foundations for a modern,
state-backed financial system were haltingly laid. Its creation, operation, and survival
through the revolution paved the way for its reincarnation, setting the stage for the
formal birth of Bank of China under the new republic and its subsequent journey as a
pivotal player in China's financial development.
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