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SHANGHAI, CHINA – INTERNATIONAL SETTLEMENT
COMPLETE CADASTRAL MASTERPLAN 

1. 

Charles HARPUR (b. 1880/1, fl. 1897 – 1936).
[Complete Set of 5 Cadastral Masterplans of the Shanghai International Settlement:] Shanghai Munici-
pality. Land Assessment Schedules made in Pursuance of Resolution VI passed at the Annual Meeting of 
Ratepayers, of April 13, 1927. / Central District / Northern District / Eastern District / Western District.
Shanghai: Printed by the Shanghai Times, 1927.

Complete Set of 5 large format photolithographed maps, please see below for details.

Highly important and seemingly unrecord-
ed – as best as we are aware the only com-
plete printed cadastral masterplan of the 
International Settlement of Shanghai in its 
expanded (post-1899) form, thus including 
5 separate maps, respectively showcasing the 
Central (The Bund), Northern (Hongkou) 
and Western Districts, while the Eastern 
District is covered by 2 of the maps; the 
plans were made for the government of the 
Shanghai Municipality under the supervi-
sion of Charles Harpur, the city’s revolu-
tionary Commissioner of Public Works, who 
radically modernized the International Set-
tlement’s infrastructure and beautified it ap-
pearance; the maps appeared at the height 
of Shanghai’s Roaring Twenties boom, when 
the city was arguably that most fashionable, 
economically busting and socially exuberant 
place on earth, although the storm clouds of 
war and downfall were forming on the hori-
zon; the maps were expressly intended to be 
used to assess land taxation throughout the 
International Settlement, although they were 

were also employed for planning infrastruc-
ture development, real estate transactions, 
administering social services and policing/
defence applications; the maps were pub-
lished locally by the press of the ‘The Shang-
hai Times’ newspaper, and were issued in 
only small print runs for use by city offi-
cials, real estate barons and industrialists; 
few castral plans of any kind of pre-WWII 
Shanghai exist, and it is not so surprising 
that the present maps are seemingly unique 
survivors. 

14.500 EUR

The Treaty of Nanking (1842), which sealed Brit-
ain’s victory of over China during the First Opium 
War, opened Shanghai to foreign trade and settle-
ment.  In 1846, the British founded a small con-
cession in the city, along the Huangpu River, at the 
future Bund, just south of Soochow Creek, with this 
territory being expanded in 1848.  In 1849, the U.S. 
gained a concession to the north of Soochow Creek, 
while the same year, the French Concession was 
established to the south of the British zone.  





In 1854, the British, American and French con-
cessions united to form the Shanghai Municipal 
Council (SMC), to govern their zones in-common.  
However, in 1862, the French left the SMC, hence-
forth running their own zone independently. 

In 1863, Britain and the United States merged their 
concessions to form the Shanghai International Set-
tlement, which subsequently came to embrace the 
interests of several other powers (ex. Russia, Spain, 
Italy, Austria-Hungary, Denmark, Portugal, Sweden 
and the Netherlands).  The Anglo-American influ-
ence always prevailed, such that the concession was 
often referred to as the “English Settlement”. 

The International Settlement was referred to as 
the “Shanghai Municipality” and while the foreign 
powers did not legally have sovereignty over its ter-
ritory (which technically remained under Chinese 
domain), they essentially governed it as a colony 
with Beijing having little or no authority within its 
bounds.  Moreover, the citizens of foreign powers 
had “extraterritorial rights” making them immune 
from the Chinese judicial system.  

While the Shanghai International Settlement was 
a major boon to the general Chinese economy, 
Beijing (understandably) always resented the for-
eign control over what was their country’s greatest 
commercial hub and port.  As such, the relation-
ship between the International Settlement and 
the Chinese government was always tense, albeit 
functional.  This pressure was aggravated by the fact 
that the International Settlement and the French 
Concession often demanded, and succeeded in 
gaining, extensions to their territory, at the expense 
of Chinese sovereignty.  

Most notably, in 1899, taking advantage of the 
weakness of the Chinese government, the Interna-
tional Settlement gained massive concessions, such 
that its territory tripled in size.  Prior to that time, 
the Settlement occupied 1,917 acres; however, the 
new cessions saw it add an additional 3,804 acres.  
Specifically, the Eastern District was augmented by 
1,896 acres, running down the north bank of the 
Huangpu, with the new area technically known as 

‘Zone D'.  The Settlement was also dramatically 
extended inland from the old English concession, 
continuing along the south bank of the Soochow 
Creek, creating the Western District, technically 
known as ‘Zone D1’, with an area of 1,906 acres.  
The Settlement’s’ total area thus came to occupy 
22.59 km2 (8.72 sq. mi).

Roaring Twenties Shanghai 

Perhaps no other place on earth benefitted more, 
or was as greatly transformed, as Shanghai during 
the Roaring Twenties.  Its economy grew at warp-
speed, as unprecedented wealth flowed into the city 
from across China and the Far East, while the pop-
ulation of the International Settlement grew from 
501,561 in 1910, to 1,137,298 in 1925 (with the 
foreign population being 30,000 in 1925, rising to 
60,000 by 1931).  The International Settlement and 
the French Concession were beautified and graced 
with innumerable extremely grand world-class edi-
fices (ex. hotels, office buildings, residential towers, 
etc.).  Shanghai became renowned for its unique 
and highly sophisticated metropolitan culture and 
outrageous nightlife, leading many to claim that it 
made London, Paris and New York seem dull and 
provincial in comparison.  

Directly relevant to the present maps, Charles 
Harpur, the International Settlement’s revolu-
tionary Commissioner of Public Works (in office 
1922-36), oversaw the mass construction of a vast 
network of ultra-modern public infrastructure, 
including multiple concrete bridges, wharves on the 
Huangpu, the Art Deco abattoir and meat market, 
many neighbourhood markets, the Central Police 
Stations and many other police stations; the ren-
ovation of the Ward Street Goal, the first modern 
sewage treatment plant, and incinerators, as well as 
many schools and fire stations.  Importantly, he also 
oversaw the widening and beautification of roads, 
greatly alleviating the Settlement’s notorious traf-
fic congestion and improving the quality of life in 
many residential sectors towards ‘garden city’ stan-
dards.  He also supervised the hyper-urbanization 
of the Western District and the extension of Settle-



ment-governed roads into the hinterland beyond. 

However, under the surface, not all was well in 
Shanghai.  While the International Settlement itself 
was well governed, the Chinese Nationalist regime 
was weak, corrupt and despotic.  Additionally, the 
Japan’s influence and presence in the International 
Settlement was growing, with the that country’s 
militaristic ambitions heading on a collision course 
with the British-dominated government of the 
Shanghai Municipality. 

The unstable political situation exploded into the 
Shanghai Incident (January 28 – March 3, 1932), 
when Chinese and Japanese troops fought open-
ly on the streets of the International Settlement.  
While this situation was eventually diffused, and 
International Settlement demilitarized, much dam-
age was done to the city, while the period of Shang-
hai’s ‘high life’ was over.  This was a prelude to the 
Japanese invasion and conquest of Shanghai (minus 
the International Settlement and the French Con-
cession) during the Battle of Shanghai (August 13, 
1937 – November 26, 1937).  In December 1941, 
the International Settlement effectively came to an 
abrupt end when Japan stormed the Shanghai Mu-
nicipality.  Shanghai would subsequently languish 
in poverty and obscurity until the revival of China’s 
fortunes in the 1990s.

A Short Early History of the Cadastral Mapping 
of Shanghai’s Foreign Concessions 

Cadastral maps are the cornerstone of urban plan-
ning and property rights in any modern city.  They 
serve as the blueprints for the real-estate industry, 
zoning laws, property taxation and infrastructure 
development (the city often needs to purchase 
private land to expand or build new roads, etc.).  
While innumerable manuscript cadastral maps 
of specific properties, blocks, or small areas were 
made from the beginning of the Foreign Conces-
sions of Shanghai, the great majority of these were 
of an ephemeral nature and do not survive.  

Assembling grand cadastral maps of entire cities, or 


