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Introduction
Shenzhen, often described as China’s “instant city,” encapsulates one of the most
dramatic transformations in urban history. Situated just north of Hong Kong on the
southern coast of Guangdong Province, this megacity’s skyline of glass and steel is
globally recognized as a symbol of rapid economic ascendance and innovation. While
the story of Shenzhen’s explosive growth in the post-1980 reform era is familiar to
many, the deeper roots and layered past of this land form a far richer narrative than
many might expect.

Sometimes mistaken for a place with no significant history before the establishment of
the Special Economic Zone (SEZ), Shenzhen’s story actually begins nearly seven
millennia ago. The region has been inhabited since the Neolithic period, with
archaeological finds attesting to the craftsmanship and daily lives of ancient
communities. Over centuries, the area was shaped by waves of migration, imperial
edicts, and strategic developments such as coastal fortresses and bustling market
towns. Through thick and thin, local cultures—such as the Punti and Hakka—laid down
traditions and institutions that would persist into the present.

The transition from a quiet borderland administered as Bao’an County to the pulsing
heart of one of the world’s great urban agglomerations did not happen in a single
stride. For much of the twentieth century, Shenzhen and its environs existed simply as
a waypoint—sometimes a refuge, sometimes a frontier—between the distinct worlds of
the British colony of Hong Kong and the rest of mainland China. Periods of hardship
and hope defined the region’s social fabric, reinforced by waves of refugees and
migrants drawn by the elusive prospect of opportunity just across the border.

Shenzhen’s official birth as a Special Economic Zone in 1980 marked a moment not
only of profound change for the city, but also for China itself. The bold economic
experiments launched here catalyzed an unprecedented era of liberalization, foreign
investment, and market-driven growth. Factories and start-ups soon dotted the newly
drawn cityscape, while migrants from every corner of China poured in, transforming
the demographic and cultural landscape almost overnight. The so-called “Shenzhen
Miracle” became a benchmark for urban innovation and economic reform worldwide.

Yet, beneath its futuristic façade, Shenzhen remains shaped by its unique historical
legacy. Ancient towns, Hakka walled villages, stories of pre-reform communities, and
the ongoing interplay between tradition and modernity are all integral to the city’s
identity. The openness and entrepreneurial spirit found here is as much the product of
centuries of cross-boundary interaction and adaptation as it is of recent policy
innovation.
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This book seeks to tell the complete story of Shenzhen: from its ancient origins and
imperial legacies to its harrowing years as a borderland, through the revolutionary
reforms of the twentieth century and its rapid emergence as a global center for
technology and finance. Along the way, we will examine the lived experience of
migrants and locals, the evolution of urban space and society, and the creative energy
that continues to propel Shenzhen toward an ambitious future. Through this journey,
we will discover how Shenzhen’s story is not only the story of a city, but the story of
China’s transformation itself.
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CHAPTER ONE: Ancient Roots: The First Inhabitants
of Shenzhen
Long before the towering skyscrapers and the hum of a million industries defined
Shenzhen, the land on which it sits was a very different place. It was a coastal region
shaped by the gentle lapping of prehistoric seas and the slow march of geological
time. This was a landscape of rolling hills, sheltered bays, and fertile river valleys, a
setting that would prove inviting to some of the earliest human inhabitants in southern
China. Their story, stretching back thousands of years before written records, is pieced
together through thepatient work of archaeologists, who act as detectives of the deep
past, sifting through soil and stone for clues.

Evidence suggests that primitive humans made their home in the Shenzhen area at
least 6,700 years ago. These were not the builders of grand cities, but rather hardy
people who lived in tune with their environment, relying on the bounty of the land and
sea for their survival. They would have fished in the bays, hunted in the hills, and
gathered edible plants from the lush vegetation. Their lives, though seemingly simple
from a modern perspective, required intricate knowledge of their surroundings and a
sophisticated understanding of the natural world.

One of the most significant windows into the lives of these early residents is the
Xiantouling site, located in what is now Mirs Bay. Archaeological excavations here
have unearthed a wealth of artifacts that speak volumes about the skills and daily
routines of the people who once lived there. The site itself, situated on a sandy terrace
near a crescent-shaped bay, offered a strategic vantage point and access to both
coastal and inland resources.

The discoveries at Xiantouling indicate that these early inhabitants were far from
primitive in their craftsmanship. Among the most striking finds are examples of their
pottery. These aren't just crude, sun-baked lumps of clay; many pieces display a
notable level of skill and artistry. The pottery recovered includes various forms, such
as cups, dishes, and pots, some adorned with intricate textures and patterns. The
quality of the unglazed pottery, its smooth surfaces, and the precision of its design
suggest a people who had mastered the techniques of pottery making.

Imagine the scene thousands of years ago: communities gathered by the water's
edge, shaping clay with practiced hands, firing their creations in simple kilns. These
vessels would have been essential for storing food and water, cooking meals, and
perhaps even for ceremonial purposes. The existence of such well-crafted items hints
at a society that had moved beyond mere subsistence and had developed a sense of
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aesthetics and perhaps even a degree of social organization to support specialized
skills like pottery.

Beyond pottery, archaeological digs at Xiantouling and other nearby sites have
revealed a range of stone tools. These include items like stone beaters, adzes, and
discs, tools that would have been vital for a variety of tasks, from preparing food to
working with wood or other materials. The presence of these tools, alongside fishing
implements like net sinkers, paints a picture of a people with a diverse toolkit adapted
to their coastal environment.

The types of tools and pottery found at Xiantouling share characteristics with artifacts
discovered at other Neolithic sites throughout the Pearl River Delta region, including
areas that are now part of Hong Kong, Zhuhai, and Macao. This suggests that the early
inhabitants of the Shenzhen area were part of a broader regional culture, sharing
similar technologies and artistic styles with neighboring communities. This cultural
connection across the delta highlights the interconnectedness of these early
populations, who likely interacted through trade, migration, and shared traditions.

The discovery of a bark cloth beater at Xiantouling, dating back around 6,600 years,
provides another fascinating detail about their lives. Bark cloth, made by beating the
inner bark of certain trees, was a common material for clothing and other uses in
many parts of the ancient world. The presence of this tool suggests that the people of
Xiantouling were also engaged in this practice, utilizing the plant resources available
in their environment to create essential materials for their daily lives.

These early inhabitants, sometimes referred to as part of the "prehistoric dune
culture" along the South China Sea coast, demonstrate a remarkable adaptation to
their unique environment. Living on elevated sand banks near the coast, they were
able to exploit both the marine resources of the bay and the terrestrial resources of
the nearby hills and rivers. Their settlements were strategically located to provide
access to fresh water and offer some protection from the elements.

The archaeological layers at sites like Xiantouling provide a timeline of occupation,
showing that people lived in these areas over extended periods. The artifacts found in
different layers can indicate changes in their lifestyle, technology, or even diet over
hundreds or thousands of years. It's a slow-motion view of human adaptation and
cultural evolution in this specific corner of the world.

Understanding these ancient roots is crucial to appreciating the full history of
Shenzhen. While the city's modern identity is inextricably linked to its rapid
development as a Special Economic Zone, the land itself has a much deeper story. The
skills, adaptability, and community building demonstrated by these earliest
inhabitants laid the groundwork, however indirectly, for the human presence that
would continue to shape this region over millennia. Their legacy lives on in the
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artifacts unearthed from the soil, silent witnesses to a time before written history,
before imperial dynasties, and long before the world had ever heard the name
"Shenzhen."

These weren't vast, complex societies in the same vein as those emerging in other
parts of China around the same time, such as the Yellow River Valley. However, the
presence of settled communities, evidenced by archaeological sites and the types of
tools and pottery found, indicates a degree of stability and cultural development. They
were not merely transient groups but people who had established a way of life that
allowed them to thrive in this coastal environment.

The pottery, in particular, offers insights into their daily lives and perhaps even their
cultural beliefs. The various forms suggest different uses – for cooking, serving, or
storage. The decorative elements, whether simple cord marks or more elaborate
designs, could have held aesthetic or symbolic meaning. Analyzing the composition of
the clay and the techniques used for firing can also reveal information about their
technological knowledge and resource utilization.

Stone tools found, such as adzes and possibly grooved stone tools, point to activities
like woodworking or processing plant fibers. The presence of net sinkers confirms the
importance of fishing as a primary food source. These artifacts collectively paint a
picture of a subsistence economy based on a combination of fishing, hunting, and
gathering, utilizing the rich resources of the coastal and hilly terrain.

The size and scope of sites like Xiantouling, nearly 30,000 square meters in area with
multiple excavation sessions revealing a significant amount of cultural material,
underscore the importance of these early settlements. They represent not just fleeting
encampments but established places where communities lived and worked for
generations. The depth of the cultural layers at these sites allows archaeologists to
trace the evolution of their material culture over time.

While we don't have written records from this period, the archaeological evidence
allows us to make educated inferences about their social structure and way of life. The
sharing of cultural traits, as seen in the similarity of artifacts across the Pearl River
Delta, suggests interaction and possibly some form of social network between these
early communities. Whether this involved trade, intermarriage, or other forms of
exchange is a subject of ongoing archaeological research.

The "ancient Yue people," as some of the later prehistoric inhabitants of the Lingnan
region are known, likely had their roots in these earlier Neolithic cultures. The distinct
cultural traditions and development paths of the Lingnan region, where Shenzhen is
located, can be traced back to these very early periods. They formed an independent
prehistoric culture, separate in some ways from the cultures developing in the Yellow
River plain, often considered the cradle of Chinese civilization.
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The focus of archaeological work in China historically centered on the Yellow River
Valley. However, discoveries along the south coast, particularly since the "Open Door
Policy" of the 1980s, have significantly expanded our understanding of China's diverse
prehistoric past. Sites like Xiantouling have played a crucial role in demonstrating the
existence of significant and distinct Neolithic cultures in southern China.

The research at Xiantouling provides important data for understanding the stages of
social development in the Pearl River Delta during the Neolithic period. It helps
archaeologists develop models of how these early societies organized themselves,
exploited their environment, and developed their technologies. The findings also shed
light on the broader context of prehistoric cultures in the Lingnan region, sometimes
leading to the identification of transitional cultures named after key sites like
Xiantouling.

In essence, the story of Shenzhen begins not with a government decree or a
construction boom, but with the quiet arrival of people drawn to the natural
advantages of this coastal area thousands of years ago. They were the first to leave
their mark on this land, their presence a foundational layer in the rich and complex
history that would unfold over the subsequent millennia. Their tools, their pottery, and
the remnants of their settlements are the silent prologue to the dramatic narrative of
the city that stands there today. They remind us that even the youngest-seeming
metropolises have ancient roots, reaching deep into the earth and the mists of time.
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