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itting at the confluence of the Yangtze River and
its biggest tributary the Han River, Wuhan has
always been China’s central thoroughfare –
linking goods and people from across the
country and beyond. Aside from its role as a commercial
hub, the city has shaped Chinese history at key moments
such as in 1911 when it sparked the revolution that ended
over two millennia of absolute monarchy.
Legend has it that Wuhan’s origins lie with Yu the
Great, the mythical figure most celebrated for mastering
China’s flood prone rivers. Around 4,000 years ago he
supposedly redirected the Han River, a move that created
a vast alluvial plain in Hubei province. The city of Wuhan
was at the heart of this bread basket, and prior to being
merged into a single conurbation was historically three
separate cities: Wuchang (which was south of the Yangtze
River), Hankou (to the northwest), and Hanyang (to the
southwest).
Archaeologists have found evidence of sophisticated
Neolithic cultures in Wuhan. During the Spring and
Autumn and Warring State periods (771–221 BC) it was part
of the Chu kingdom, then the largest in China by land area.

Many believe Wuhan is where Bo Ya, a Chu kingdom
musician famed for playing the seven-string Guqin,
encountered his soulmate – a classic story that came to
symbolise friendship in Chinese culture. Qu Yuan, the Chu
politician whom the annual Dragon Boat Festival
commemorates, likely penned some of China’s most
famous poems while strolling around Wuhan’s East Lake.
Wuhan finally became a capital during the Three
Kingdoms period (220–280), when the ruler of the Wu
state, Sun Quan, shifted his seat of government there. It
was also Sun who commissioned the construction of the
famous Yellow Crane Tower – a watchtower located west
of Wuchang, and later a recurring literary subject of
numerous classical poets including Cui Hao and Li Bai
from the Tang Dynasty.
It was during the Tang Dynasty (618-907) – viewed by
many Chinese historians as the country’s most glorious
period, with its level of development far surpassing
Europe’s – that Wuhan gained prominence as a trading
and transportation hub. It continued to prosper through
the period of Mongol rule (1271-1368), when it was made
the capital of one of the 10 provinces within the Yuan
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Dynasty’s empire. Known as Huguang, that huge province
covered today’s Hubei and Hunan as well as Guangdong
and Guangxi.
But its real boost came in the succeeding Ming Dynasty
(1368-1644), when the first emperor, Zhu Yuanzhang,
made his sixth son a Duke of Chu (a name harking back
to the Warring States period). The city was massively
expanded and became one of the largest ‘castle towns’ in
that region of China.
Helpfully the Han River changed its course during the
Ming’s Chenghua Era (1464–1487). It now reached the
Yangtze River from the north side of the Tortoise
Mountain, and created a natural harbour north of the Han
River – in the area known as Hankou today. In this period
of rapidly growing maritime trade, Wuhan’s key position
at the centre of China’s major internal waterway saw it
prosper as the transport hub for salt, rice, timber and
other commodities.
By the end of the High Qing Era (1683–1839), Wuhan’s
port area of Hankou was already one of the empire’s
major goods distribution centres, with tea being a key
pillar and Wuhan at the start of a trade link known as the
“Great Tea Road”. Beginning at Hankou’s port, with tea
sourced from southern Fujian province, the 13,000km
corridor travelled as far as St Petersburg. Between 1871 and
1890, Wuhan was responsible for 60% of the Qing’s total
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tea exports. It was dubbed internationally as the “Tea Port
of the Orient”.
However, when the Qing lost to the European powers
in what is termed the Second Opium War, Wuhan’s
Hankou became one of 11 treaty ports established in the
aftermath of the Qing’s defeat. From the 1860s it became
one of the most cosmopolitan places in China with
around 15 countries establishing their embassies in the
city. Jardine Matheson and HSBC were among the first
batch of foreign companies to set up branches in the
Hankou treaty port.
As a result, the city’s exports more than quadrupled in
the five decades leading to the end of the Qing Dynasty in
1911. Alongside Shanghai, Tianjin and Guangzhou, it was
one of China’s most significant windows to the world.
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American journalist Walter Weyl called the city “the
Chicago of China” in an article he wrote in 1918 for
Harper’s Magazine. Aside from the importance of its port
he also correctly predicted that it would be the hub of
China’s fast expanding rail network.
A key figure of the later Qing period was Wuhan’s
viceroy between 1889 and 1907, who pushed through
reforms that laid the foundation for China’s development
of heavy industry. Viceroy Zhang Zhidong established
Hangyang Ironworks, the country’s first and largest steel
company at the time; Hubei Arsenal, which produced
German-designed guns; various cotton mills that
industrialised textile production; and Ziqiang Institute,
which taught foreign languages, science, and business
subjects as the forerunner to the prestigious Wuhan
University. One of his most significant achievements was
supervising the construction of China’s first north-south
railway, which comprised two parts. The northern section
linked Beijing and Hankou, and the southern one
connected Guangzhou and Wuchang – which used
Wuhan’s Hankou as the nexus linking multiple provinces
between Beijing and southerly Guangzhou.
Wuhan’s role in the 1911 revolution that toppled the
Qing and created the Republic of China was also related to
railways. The financially-strapped Qing government tried
to nationalise the railways – and then resell them to a

foreign consortium – enraging local business interests
that had invested in building them. Social uprisings
followed. China’s most modern army had been set up by
Viceroy Zhang in Wuhan, but instead of following orders
to put down the rebels it mutinied on 10 October 1911 and
began conquering the surrounding provinces. The Qing
Dynasty quickly imploded and in 1912 many millennia of
imperial rule was replaced by a republic under the
idealistic politician Sun Yat-sen.
Unfortunately this would not be a peaceful period as
the country fractured and various warlords took control
of key regions. By the 1920s the dominant force in
government was Sun’s protege, the KMT party head and
general Chiang Kai-shek. In 1926 he launched his
Northern Expedition to wipe out the rival warlords.
Significantly he chose Wuhan as his headquarters and for
the first time Wuchang, Hankou, and Hangyang were
unified into a single city. Technically it was Chiang who
created and named the entity we know as Wuhan today.
As a political and military centre, Wuhan continued
to grow until Japan’s 1937 invasion. To defend Wuhan
and buy time in 1938 Chiang opened the dykes of the
Yellow River, unleashing a flood that caused massive loss
of life but also slowed the advance of the Japanese.
Chiang used this delay to move his forces and
equipment further inland to Chongqing, which became
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Participants hold a portrait of Mao Zedong while swimming across the Yangtze River in Wuhan

SINOPOLIS: WUHAN

11

INTRODUCTION

Mao, who visited
Wuhan more
than 50 times in
his life, loved
swimming in the
Yangtze River. In
the summer of
1966, the 73 yearold chairman
made a very
public swim
across the river to
display his
vitality

12

his capital until the end of the Second World War. The
British poets WH Auden and Christopher Isherwood
visited Wuhan in 1938 and wrote: “This is the real capital
of war-time China. All kinds of people live in this town –
Chiang Kai-shek, [the novelist] Agnes Smedley, Zhou
Enlai; generals, ambassadors, journalists, foreign
officers, soldiers of fortune, airmen, missionaries, spies.”
The inclusion of Zhou’s name was significant – he was
Mao Zedong’s number two in the Communist Party. And
almost immediately after Japan’s defeat in 1945 Mao
began a civil war with Chiang. Mao’s vast People’s
Liberation Army, supported from the northeast by Stalin’s
Soviet Union, toppled Chiang in 1949. His KMT regime
fled to Taiwan.
That same year the People’s Republic of China was
founded, with Mao designating Wuhan as a “key”
industrial city. One priority was to bridge Wuchang and
Hanyang on the opposite sides of the Yangtze River. As
one of the 156 capital-intensive Soviet-assisted projects,
the Wuhan Yangtze River Bridge was completed in 1957.
It was a 1.6-kilometre double-decked road and rail
crossing that joined the northern and southern lines
commissioned by the Qing official Zhang and made
possible today’s Beijing-Guangzhou expressway. The
Russians also helped build the Wuhan Iron and Steel
Corporation.

Mao, who visited Wuhan more than 50 times in his
life, loved swimming in the Yangtze River. In the summer
of 1966, the 73 year-old Party chairman made a very
public swim across the river – in a move designed to
symbolise his vitality and that he was very much in
charge. The ripple effect continued down the decades as
the city still organises a river-crossing swim every year in
memory of Mao.
However, Wuhan was sidelined in the initial stages of
the post-1978 reforms initiated by Deng Xiaoping, who
insisted that coastal regions should be given priority with
the hope that their new wealth would eventually trickle
down to more inland areas.
After a couple of decades of relative neglect, Wuhan
only started to receive more attention from the central
government in the last 10 or so years. While heavy
industry continues to be the mainstay of its economy, the
local government is planning to transform the ancient
city into a national logistics, transportation and
technology hub. Since 2014 about Rmb686 billion ($99.8
billion) has been spent to upgrade its infrastructure.
Skyscrapers, apartment blocks, a better underground
system, and a new airport are visible signs that Wuhan is
gearing up for its modern renaissance – with a population
now close to 11 million, or a roughly a tenfold increase on
its size in the early 1950s.
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Permanent population
Area
Average annual disposable income
Urban
Rural
Import-Export value
Import
Export
Trading partners
Foreign investment
Fixed asset investment
Infrastructure
Retail sales
Domestic
visitors to Wuhan
revenue
International
foreign tourists
revenue
Hotels
General colleges and universities
Students
Postgraduates
Vocational schools
Students
Patents filed
Patents approved
High-tech firms

10.89 million
8569.15 square kilometres
Rmb38,642
Rmb43,405
Rmb20,887
Rmb193.6 billion
Rmb77.8 billion
Rmb115.8 billion
205
Rmb822.7 billion
Rmb787.2 billion
Rmb210.2 billion
Rmb619.6 billion

(+41.3% year-on-year)
(+11% year-on-year)
(+19.2% year-on-year)
(+10.4% year-on-year)

257.1 million
Rmb269.9 billion

(+11.3% year-on-year)
(+12.2% year-on-year)

2.5 million
Rmb11.6 billion
71
84
948,000
127,000
105
84,000
49,726
25,528
2,827

(+11.1% year-on-year)
(+11.7% year-on-year)

(+9.2% year-on-year)
(+9.2% year-on-year)
(+9.1% year-on-year)
(+23.2% year-on-year)
(+17% year-on-year)
(+27.8% year-on-year)

(+10.9% year-on-year)
(+11.2% year-on-year)
(+29.9% year-on-year)
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Why did the 1911 Revolution take place in Wuhan?
The history of the modern republic of China began in
Wuhan: the uprising on October 10, 1911, in Wuchang, one
of the cities later merged into current day Wuhan,
triggered the Xinhai Revolution, toppled the Qing Dynasty
and overthrew millennia of imperial rule.

Why Wuhan?
To answer this question we have to go beyond the glorified
and simplified version of history.
By 1911 the Qing court was so fragile that every sensible
person knew its rule was living on borrowed time.
Revolutionaries were gearing up for armed rebellion
everywhere, and with no Manchurian nobleman daring to
be emperor, the dynasty put on the throne a three yearold toddler, Puyi, who later called himself Henry.
As rebellion broke out in Wuchang, local government
heads in control of the armed forces found themselves
with a life-or-death choice to make. Should they stay loyal
to the imperial rulers and suppress the uprisings (knowing
they would be prosecuted once the Qing court collapsed);
or join the rebels and risk being executed by the armed
forces of the Qing?
As the political landscape teetered a strange sequence
of events unleashed the revolution.
One trigger was a stock market crisis in Shanghai when
the price of rubber stocks crashed in 1910 (after the United

SINOPOLIS: WUHAN

States restricted imports). A number of key Chinese
lenders went under as a result. In order to raise funds to
pay its war debts, the Qing court decided to nationalise a
railway in Sichuan and sell it to foreign businesses. The
decision stoked massive protests in Sichuan and the
central government was forced to redeploy most of its

Wuchang Uprising Memorial, the original site of China’s revolutionary government in 1911
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Sun Yat-sen

troops from Wuchang to Sichuan.
This upset the military balance in Wuchang. And on the
fateful night of October 9, 1911, an accidental explosion
(caused, some say, by a careless revolutionary who was
smoking while mixing gunpowder) left the armed rebels
no choice but to act and start an uprising. The head of
Hubei, a Manchu, ordered a military crackdown but it
failed when his key subordinates staged a mutiny and
joined the revolutionaries.
The mutineers then established a military government
representing Hubei province. This set the template for
others to follow. Emperor Puyi, then six years-old,
abdicated on February 1912. The Republic of China was
founded – with the fateful Wuchang uprising seen as the
starting point of the Xinhai Revolution.
Sun Yat-sen, the founder of modern China, had high
hopes for Wuhan. In his three-volume tome The
International Development of China, Sun said Wuhan
would become one of the world’s biggest cities, rivalling
New York and London. The plan could be achieved, Sun
suggested, by building 100,000 miles of railway track with
Wuhan as the connecting hub.
This blueprint for Wuhan was said to have inspired
the nickname bestowed on the Chinese political
revolutionary: Sun the Big Cannon. n
Hankou, 1915
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A View from Wuhan
Sinopolis speaks to Iris Li, HSBC’s Wuhan branch manager, to get
an overview of the city.
How is Wuhan’s economy performing at present?
In terms of economic vigour and functionality, it outranks a lot of
cities in central China, and is undoubtedly leading the rest of
Hubei province. Last year its gross domestic product reached
Rmb1.34 trillion ($195 billion), expanding by 8% on the year. It
was the first year that its economic growth was above the
country’s average. Nationally it ranked ninth among all the cities
in China, just behind Chongqing, Tianjin, Suzhou, Chengdu and
the four tier-one cities. By 2025, Wuhan will become the 11th
fastest growing economy out of 600 top cities in the world,
according to consultancy McKinsey. That is powered by its
position as an education, transportation and technology centre. Its
outward-looking orientation – which is a result of its long history
as a port city – also helps.
What are the key drivers of Wuhan’s economy?
Wuhan has traditionally been strong in automotive engineering,
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“Alibaba,
Tencent and SF
Express have
already
pledged
strategic
investments to
Wuhan”

steelmaking, and other kinds of heavy industry. Yet the local
government started to restructure the economy a decade ago.
Guided by the national strategy of “Made in China 2025” (which
aims to transform the country into an advanced industrial
economy by 2025) as well as supply-side reforms, Wuhan is
actively upgrading its pillar industries. By this I am referring to a
shift in focus to create more value-added goods and engage in
high-tech production.
So you could expect more new energy vehicles or better
quality steel from Wuhan. Other industries that are receiving
much attention from the local government include optical
communications, biotechnology, logistics, and other new
economy industries. Its potential is noted by many new economy
companies such as Alibaba, Tencent, and SF Express, which have
already pledged strategic investments to Wuhan. Mind you, heavy
industries still play an important role in Wuhan’s economy, it’s just
that they are shifting from being energy-intensive and polluting to
more environmentally friendly. Green materials and technologies
are a priority for Wuhan’s industrial development.
How does Wuhan collaborate with other cities?
Within Hubei province, firstly, there is a strategy known as “One
Principal, Two Subordinates” That means Wuhan will be the
locomotive supporting the development of Hubei Province with
the two surrounding important cities: Xiangyang and Yichang.
Each of them will carve out a district to form the Hubei Free Trade
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Zone, where more market-oriented rules will be trialled. Secondly,
Wuhan will also form a close-knit circle with eight neighbouring
cities, namely Huangshi, Xiaogan, Huanggang, Ezhou, Xianning,
Xiantao, Qianjiang, and Tianmen, which are all within 1 hour reach
thanks to the new expressways and the trans-city rail network.
The idea is to allow full mobilisation of talents and resources
within the enclave, and to help smaller cities grow together with
Wuhan. Outside Hubei, Wuhan collaborates with three other
provincial capitals along the middle reach of the Yangtze River,
namely Changsha, Hefei and Nanchang, as well as the eastern
metropolises that form the Yangtze River Delta. The Wuhan
government and Zhejiang Chamber of Commerce, for instance,
signed a strategic cooperation agreement in Shanghai last year.
The initiative suggested that a lot of companies that had got their
start on the east coast (because of greater economic liberalisation
at an earlier time) now see Wuhan as the springboard to the
entire country and will add new capacity here.
What role does Wuhan play in the Belt and Road Initiative?
By virtue of its advantageous location in central China, Hubei is
set to benefit greatly from this epoch-making opportunity.
Companies in the province and along the economic corridor
reportedly struck deals worth Rmb7.48 billion in 2016, and the
figure for 2017 could only be larger. As the provincial capital and
backbone of the Yangtze River Economic Belt, Wuhan is of course
strategically important. Let me give you an example: the rail
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operator Wuhan Hankou International Logistics is now running
freight trains between Wuhan and Europe. At the outset – in 2015
– these trains were all filled to capacity at departure, but returned
empty. But as the Belt and Road programme developed, these
trains now bring goods back. So they are facilitating both exports
and imports, which is boosting the region’s economy.
Moreover, companies engaging in optical communication
infrastructure (a key industry of Wuhan) are seeing more chances
to export their services and technology, as there is strong demand
from Belt and Road countries, especially those in Southeast Asia.
How important is the Optics Valley to Wuhan’s economy in
the future?
Optics Valley is essential to Wuhan’s economic development. At
the beginning it was just a cluster for entrepreneurial and
innovative activities, but over time it has become a pillar
underpinning the city’s economy, much like Silicon Valley in the
US. Hosting high-tech firms, incubators, and fintech companies,
Optics Valley will have a knock-on effect of attracting more
international attention, foreign capital, and talents to Wuhan. In
short, it is helping Wuhan reinvent itself.
As mentioned, the Hubei Free Trade Zone comprises three
segments that are located separately, with the one in Wuhan
based in Optics Valley. It is hard to compare and contrast Wuhan’s
free trade zone against its predecessors such as Shanghai and
Tianjin at the moment because the policy is still at a preliminary
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Wuhan is making a big push in optics and advanced tech in its Optics Valley zone
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Wuhan’s mix of
institutions is
rich, meaning
that the city
will likely have
a wide array of
expertise
including
technology,
design, law,
business,
ecology – you
name it

stage. But I believe innovation will be a key element given the
local government’s strong preference for it.
In what way does having a lot of universities benefit Wuhan?
Currently the government is targeting retaining one million
graduates over the next five years. Graduates are young and
skilled, thus bringing a demographic dividend to the city. Besides,
the mix of institutions in Wuhan is rich, meaning that the city will
likely have a wide array of expertise including technology, design,
law, business, ecology – you name it.
Previously a lot of Wuhan’s graduates left for Beijing,
Shanghai, Guangzhou and Shenzhen because these cities opened
up faster and provided more work opportunities. To catch up, the
government is trying to nurture high-growth industries, draw
more investment, and bolster the city’s existing strength. After all,
offering housing incentives such as a subsidy is not sufficient to
make those with ‘talents’ stay. What graduates really want is to
be able to apply their skills and knowledge. A strong corporate
sector with flourishing companies is therefore the most powerful
pull. Since 2017 the government has released a slew of directives
to retain talents, setting targets for various administrative
districts.

national high-speed railway, offering direct links with 22
provincial capitals. And most cities in China are reachable
within 2-3 hours from its new Tianhe International Airport.
There will certainly be more infrastructure projects in the
next decade. For instance, a new port area is being
constructed at Hannan [on the left bank of the Yangtze River]. It
is designed to host a container terminal and an automobile
logistics park. [Leading courier] SF Express is also building a
cargo airport in Ezhou, which is just 61 miles from Wuhan. The
local government hopes that direct flights to cities in five
continents can be established by 2020. But this is dependent
on how well Wuhan is recognised internationally in the near
future.
Despite its advantageous location, Wuhan still needs a lot
of softer infrastructure – attracting more skilled professionals,
for instance – to achieve its goal of becoming a more
prominently known global city.

When do you expect Wuhan to become a fully developed
logistics centre?
At present, it is already the principal interchange station of the
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