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      The Southern Song Dynasty: A History of China, PART ONE, takes you into a wild and emotional ride through one of the most complex periods in Chinese history. It kicks off with Zhao Gou, a prince turned emperor, trying to piece together a nation from the ruins left by war and betrayal. But rebuilding isn’t the hard part—surviving is. From palace coups to battlefield defeats, from running for his life to sitting on the throne, Emperor Gaozong’s story is anything but calm.

      Meet the so-called “fleeing emperor,” but don’t be too quick to judge. Zhao Gou had to make impossible choices—run or resist, trust or betray. And while he was dodging enemy troops and internal plots, real heroes were stepping forward. Han Shizhong smashed through Jin forces, defending his land with blood and steel. Meanwhile, danger brewed in the west—Sichuan and Shaanxi were hanging by a thread, under constant threat.

      Then came the storm: puppet kings, traitorous ministers, and the rise of the legendary Yue Fei. Known for his unmatched loyalty, courage, and skill, Yue Fei led one of the most stirring chapters of this era. But not everyone in the court wanted to see him win. Enter Qin Hui—the infamous chancellor whose shadow still lingers in Chinese memory. Political games, military revolts in Huai West, and uneasy peace talks with the Jin all boil into a tale where loyalty often ends in tragedy.

      But it doesn’t stop there—this was a dynasty of endless turning points. A crushing defeat one day, a surprise victory like the Battle of Shunchang the next. Even after Yue Fei’s death, the Song and Jin clashed again, and again. Emperors stepped down, new ones rose. From the ambitious Longxing Northern Expedition to palace drama involving an iron-willed empress and frightened court officials, power never rested for long.

      This isn’t just a book—it’s a battlefield of ideas, ambition, and survival. If you’ve ever wondered what happens when loyalty meets politics, when bravery clashes with betrayal, or how a dynasty kept going when everything said it should’ve fallen—this book has the answers. It’s raw, intense, and packed with real people making impossible decisions. And once you’re in, you won’t want to stop turning the pages.
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      After the Jingkang Incident broke out, Emperor Huizong and Emperor Qinzong, the father and son emperors of the Song Dynasty, were captured and taken north by the Jurchen. At that time, the court had not clearly designated a successor to the throne, and under such circumstances, the Northern Song Dynasty had, in effect, already perished. At this critical moment, in the former Southern Capital of the Song Dynasty, Yingtian Prefecture—which is present-day Shangqiu in Henan—the name of the Song Dynasty miraculously reappeared.

      Zhao Gou, the ninth son of Emperor Huizong, ascended to the throne with the support of numerous ministers and changed the era name to Jianyan. Zhao Gou is Emperor Gaozong of Song, and the Song Dynasty he reestablished is known to later generations as the Southern Song.

      According to relevant records in the History of Song, Zhao Gou was exceptionally gifted, intelligent and quick-witted, open-minded and cheerful in character, erudite and possessed an extraordinary memory, never forgetting what he had read. He was able to recite articles as long as a thousand characters every day, and memorizing over a thousand characters a day was not difficult for him.

      In the field of calligraphy, Zhao Gou was highly accomplished, especially skilled in running script. From the many surviving calligraphic works by Zhao Gou today, it can be seen that his calligraphy inherited the true essence of his father, Emperor Huizong. Zhao Gou was not only outstanding in literary talent, but also excelled in martial arts. He was able to draw a bow of one and a half dan in strength. It should be noted that one dan is approximately 120 to 150 jin, so one and a half dan is 180 to 225 jin. That he had the strength to draw such a powerful bow truly made him extraordinarily strong by nature. In the third year of Xuanhe, which was 1121 AD, Zhao Gou, at the young age of fourteen, was conferred the title of Prince of Kang. Time flew by, and the good days did not last long. Five years later, the Jin army pressed aggressively to the gates of Kaifeng, and the situation was extremely dire. Although the Song side agreed to negotiate peace, the Jin, like greedy lions, put forward extremely harsh terms, not only demanding the cession of vast territories but also requiring a huge indemnity. Even more excessive was that the Jin demanded that the Song send both the chancellor and a prince as hostages.

      At this time, Emperor Qinzong was caught in an immense dilemma. Choosing a chancellor was relatively easier to resolve; the Junior chancellor Zhang Bangchang was a suitable candidate and could be sent to negotiate. However, the selection of a prince became a problem. Emperor Qinzong looked around the court—these princes were all his own younger brothers. Sending any one of them would be equivalent to pushing them into a dangerous pit of fire, and Emperor Qinzong truly could not bear it. But the demands of the Jin could not be refused; they explicitly requested both the chancellor and a prince as hostages, and the Song Dynasty had no room to refuse.

      In such a difficult situation, Emperor Qinzong summoned all the princes to the court, his face full of worry, and said, “Now the Jin have made such demands, requiring the chancellor and a prince to be sent as hostages. My brothers, who among you can understand my predicament and go to the Jin camp as a hostage in my place?” As soon as these words were spoken, the once lively court instantly fell silent. All the princes lowered their heads one after another, not daring to meet Emperor Qinzong’s gaze. If at that moment Emperor Qinzong had said, “Whoever is willing to be a hostage, step forward,” everyone would probably have stepped back without hesitation. The hall was filled with silence, and no one was willing to speak up.

      Just as Emperor Qinzong was suffering in his agony and indecision, Prince Kang Zhao Gou stepped forward. Zhao Gou was the ninth younger brother of Qinzong. With a resolute expression, he walked up to Qinzong and solemnly said, “Since the enemy insists on having a prince as hostage, for the sake of our ancestors’ country and the empire, I cannot shirk this responsibility. I am willing to go to the Jin camp as a hostage, escort them across the Yellow River, and wait until they have safely returned to the north.”

      Upon hearing Zhao Gou’s words, the heavy burden weighing on Emperor Qinzong’s heart was finally lifted. The choice of prince was settled at last, and he could breathe a slight sigh of relief. Thus, Emperor Qinzong immediately made his decision, appointing Zhao Gou as the chief envoy for the peace negotiation, and chancellor Zhang Bangchang as deputy envoy, ordering them to prepare at once to go to the Jin camp for negotiations. The two of them set out together for the Jin camp. Qinzong looked at Zhao Gou—his ninth brother—and thought to himself, “If my ninth brother goes this time, he will most likely face grave danger and may never return.” A wave of sorrow welled up in his heart.

      At this moment, Zhao Gou said to Emperor Qinzong with a solemn face, “Now that the country is in a moment of grave peril, even if I must give up my life, I will never avoid the responsibility I bear.” Then, he quietly said to the emperor, “If the court has a chance to send troops to destroy the Jin, do not hesitate to act just because I am in their camp. Do not hold back out of concern for my safety. It is all right—go ahead and send the troops. Even if I lose my life for this, I will have no regrets.”

      Afterward, Zhao Gou and Zhang Bangchang set out on their journey. Once mounted, chancellor Zhang Bangchang was so terrified that he burst into tears, wailing loudly. In his view, there was simply no chance of returning alive from this trip. When Zhao Gou saw that the dignified chancellor of the Great Song was crying like a frail woman, he found it utterly disgraceful and immediately flew into a rage, saying, “We are upright men who should serve our country and repay the court. chancellor, there’s no need for you to cry like this.” Hearing this, Zhang Bangchang felt deeply ashamed. He thought to himself: “At my age, I’m actually being lectured by this nineteen-year-old youngster.” Thus, he forced himself to hold back his sobs, his face full of helplessness.

      They traveled all the way and finally arrived at the Jin camp.

      When everyone believed that Zhao Gou and Zhang Bangchang’s diplomatic mission to the Jin camp would certainly be a one-way trip with no hope of return, Prince Kang, Zhao Gou, miraculously returned safely. So, what exactly did Zhao Gou experience in the Jin camp? And why did the Jin let him return to the Song Dynasty?

      Upon arriving at the Jin army’s main camp, Zhao Gou walked forward with his head held high and an imposing demeanor, while Zhang Bangchang followed behind, trembling and silently praying that the Jin commanders would not notice him, wishing he could turn invisible. Afterwards, the Jin commander-in-chief Wanyan Zongwang, also known as Wolibu, kept Zhao Gou and Zhang Bangchang in the camp for a full ten days. According to historical records, Zhao Gou was a man of great spirit, and in his leisure time, he exhibited a calm and composed attitude, adapting to circumstances as they came. In contrast, Zhang Bangchang wept every day, had no appetite for food or tea, and couldn’t sleep at night. Zhao Gou, on the other hand, was completely different—he had a great appetite, enjoyed everything he ate, and could fall asleep as soon as his head touched the pillow. Wolibu was deeply astonished by this, and thought to himself, “This Prince Kang is far too composed. The Song Dynasty has always given the impression of weakness; their emperors and princes typically appear frail and delicate. How could there be such a calm and collected prince?” He began to suspect that this Prince Kang was most likely an impostor, and thus plotted to test him.

      So Wolibu approached Zhao Gou and provocatively said, “Do you dare compete with me in archery? The Great Jin conquered the world on horseback, relying on our soldiers’ skill in archery and horsemanship. Archery is our specialty—do you have the guts to compete with me?” Wolibu never expected that archery was also Zhao Gou’s forte. Zhao Gou, calm and unhurried, bent his bow and nocked an arrow with practiced skill—it was clear at a glance that he was someone who trained in archery regularly. He was nothing like those people who couldn’t even get an arrow onto the string after fiddling with it for ages. Seeing this, Wolibu’s suspicions grew even stronger, and he muttered to himself, “If this fellow really were a Song prince, he should be spending his days composing poetry and frequenting pleasure quarters—how could he possibly be so good at archery?”

      Just as Wolibu was hesitating, Zhao Gou shot three arrows in a row, all of which struck dead center on the target. Wolibu, seeing this, thought to himself, “As I suspected, this man is no prince at all. He must be the son of some high-ranking Song general—he’s an impostor. There’s no use keeping someone like this in my camp. If he ever seizes the chance to assassinate me, that would be a real problem.” He immediately decided to send this man back as quickly as possible and demand that the Song send a real prince in his place.

      Before Wolibu could send Zhao Gou away, a Song general led troops in a night raid on the Jin camp. Unfortunately, news of the raid leaked out and it failed. The Song soldiers who came to attack were surrounded by the Jin army as if trapped in a dumpling, utterly unable to fight back; even their commander disappeared in the chaos. During the Song era, launching a night raid like this infuriated the Jin army, who were beside themselves with anger. As a result, an official from the Jin Ministry of Personnel stormed over to question Zhao Gou and Zhang Bangchang. Upon hearing this, Zhang Bangchang was scared out of his wits, tears and snot streaming down his face, leaving it a complete mess. Prince Kang, Zhao Gou, however, remained calm and collected, showing not the slightest sign of panic. Unhurriedly, Zhao Gou said, “We are here as hostages and know nothing about this matter; it has nothing to do with us.” Seeing Zhao Gou’s nonchalant demeanor, the others became even more suspicious, thinking he must surely be an impostor.

      So, the Jin side said to Zhao Gou, “Go back and tell your emperor to send Prince Su to our camp. I want to see just how many fake princes you have. Prince Su is your emperor’s sixth brother—send him here, and then you can return.” In this way, although Zhao Gou’s first diplomatic mission to the Jin camp was full of twists and turns, he ultimately completed his task and returned safely to the court. When Emperor Qinzong saw Zhao Gou return unharmed, he was both surprised and delighted. He had originally thought his ninth brother would never return from this mission, but unexpectedly, Zhao Gou came back safe and sound. To reward him, Emperor Qinzong promoted Zhao Gou to Grand Preceptor and granted him the honorary title of Military Governor.

      After Zhao Gou returned to the court, he truthfully reported the Jin’s demand to send Prince Su. With no other choice, the court had to send Prince Su to the Jin camp. Once the Jin army received Prince Su, they withdrew their troops and retreated north.

      The young Zhao Gou, relying on extraordinary courage and composure, successfully escaped from danger and even won the respect of the Jin commander-in-chief, Wanyan Zongwang. It was precisely because of his outstanding performance during his first diplomatic mission that, during the second round of peace negotiations between Song and Jin, Wanyan Zongwang specifically requested that Zhao Gou be sent as the envoy again. So, what new fate awaited Zhao Gou on this second mission for peace?

      The following year, the Jin army once again marched south. This was because the Song had previously agreed to pay five million taels of gold, fifty million taels of silver, and to cede the three towns of Hejian, Taiyuan, and Zhongshan, but had failed to fulfill all these terms. The Jin army thus invaded again, and Emperor Qinzong, at his wit’s end, had no choice but to seek peace once more. However, this time the Jin’s terms were extremely harsh: they agreed to peace only if Prince Kang, Zhao Gou, was sent as the negotiating envoy, and the three promised towns were handed over; otherwise, they would attack Bianliang with full force. At this critical moment, why did the Jin insist on sending Zhao Gou to negotiate? It turned out that a certain department within the Jin (equivalent to the “Ministry of Personnel” mentioned earlier) had learned that Prince Kang was not timid and cowardly like the other Song princes, but a man of courage. This department (“Woli Department”) realized that letting Zhao Gou go earlier was like setting a tiger free into the mountains, and now it would be extremely difficult to catch him again.

      Precisely because of this, having finally discovered such a courageous prince in the Song dynasty, the Jin naturally wanted to capture him. Therefore, they specifically demanded that Prince Kang, Zhao Gou, go to negotiate peace. Emperor Qinzong of Song, with no other choice, summoned Zhao Gou and said to him with a face full of guilt, “There’s really nothing I can do. Last time, I already felt bad about sending you to negotiate, but this time the Jurchens have called you out by name. Could you make the trip again?” Zhao Gou thought it over carefully. After all, it wouldn’t be his first time going to the Jin camp, and he already had some understanding of the situation there, so there wasn’t much to be afraid of. He agreed, saying, “Alright, I’ll go.”

      Zhao Gou then set out from the capital with the peace negotiation delegation, accompanied by Wang Yun, the Minister of Justice. When the group arrived at Cizhou (which is present-day Cizhou in Hebei), the local commander, Zong Ze, hurried over upon hearing the news. He earnestly advised Zhao Gou, “Prince Su went with the Jin army before and never returned. Now the Jin troops are pressing south and approaching the capital. Your Highness, going to negotiate at this time won’t help at all. Please, don’t go any further—stay here in Cizhou.” After hearing Zong Ze’s words, Zhao Gou realized that a prince had already been sent as a hostage and taken across the Yellow River, with no possibility of returning. If he went as well, wouldn’t he just be going to his death for nothing? This situation was nothing like the first time he went to negotiate; if he went now, it probably wouldn’t do any good.

      Zhao Gou began to waver in his mind—should he continue on to the Jin camp, or should he heed Zong Ze’s advice and stay in Cizhou? Just as he was hesitating, the people of Cizhou gathered around and did their utmost to persuade Zhao Gou not to head north. They surrounded Zhao Gou and Wang Yun’s entourage so tightly that not even a drop of water could pass through. Wang Yun, feeling that he bore the important mission of negotiating peace, thought that if he did not continue forward, it would be disobeying the emperor’s decree. He angrily rebuked the commoners, saying, “The court has its established laws and regulations. What kind of behavior is this, blocking the road? Move aside at once!” He urged impatiently, “Let us pass quickly!”

      Wang Yun had long been at odds with Zong Ze and advocated for the strategy of scorched earth defense against the Jin army. Because of this, he had ordered the demolition of many houses outside Cizhou’s city walls, resulting in the forced eviction of many local residents. Large characters reading “Demolish” were painted conspicuously on these houses. The people were furious, and Wang Yun’s actions had already provoked public outrage. They thought, if demolishing the houses could truly help resist the Jin, so be it. But now, he was even encouraging the prince to negotiate with the Jin army. The people’s anger exploded, and they shouted in unison, “This advocate of scorched earth is a real traitor!” As they cursed, the crowd surged forward, dragged Wang Yun from his horse, and began to beat and kick him. Zong Ze stood silently to the side, making no move to intervene. Before long, Minister of Justice Wang Yun was beaten to death by the furious citizens.

      A high-ranking official, the minister of the state’s Ministry of Justice, met such a fate. Seeing that Zong Ze made no attempt to stop the crowd from beating a court official, Zhao Gou realized just how dangerous popular anger could be. He dared not press on, and had no choice but to remain in Cizhou. As the Jin army advanced ever closer, Cizhou became increasingly perilous. With no other option, Zhao Gou had to leave Cizhou, but he felt utterly lost, not knowing where to go. In this vast land, there seemed to be no place for him, and he felt as if he was wandering aimlessly. At this most desperate moment, the prefect of Xiangzhou, Wang Boyan, arrived with troops to escort Zhao Gou to Xiangzhou—this was like a lifeline for Zhao Gou at a critical juncture. After Zhao Gou arrived in Xiangzhou, one day a secret envoy arrived from the capital Bianliang, bringing a wax pellet which contained an imperial edict from Emperor Qinzong. Upon learning that Zhao Gou had not gone to the capital, Emperor Qinzong appointed him as Grand Marshal of the Hebei armies, ordering him to recruit troops and raise an army to support the throne. Thus, Zhao Gou established the Grand Marshal’s Office in Xiangzhou and began to raise troops and gather horses.

      Just as Zhao Gou was preparing to raise an army to support the throne, the Jin forces broke through Bianliang, capturing Emperors Huizong and Qinzong—an event known in history as the Jingkang Incident. During this period of confrontation between Song and Jin, the Jin army’s main objective in launching this campaign against the Song was to plunder wealth and expand their own material reserves. At that time, the Jin dynasty did not possess the ability to directly rule over the vast territories and large population of the Song dynasty. In order to achieve indirect control over parts of the Song realm, the Jin planned to support a puppet regime that would be completely obedient to them, thereby fulfilling their strategy of “using Han to govern Han.” So, whom would the Jin choose to serve as this puppet emperor? After Bianliang was taken, the Jin rulers were confronted with the problem of how to effectively govern the Central Plains. They were well aware that they lacked both the experience and capability to manage the complex social system of the region. As a result, they devised the strategy of “establishing a different surname and using Han to govern Han.” After some consideration, they set their sights on Zhang Bangchang, the Song dynasty’s chancellor, and even planned to name the new regime “Great Chu.”

      Zhang Bangchang had previously served as an envoy to the Jin camp, and his conduct had left a deep impression on the Jin. This elderly official was timid and fainthearted; whenever he saw the Jin, he was so frightened that he wept uncontrollably. The Jin believed such a man would be easy to control, and that if he were made the puppet emperor, he would obey their every command. When the Jin proposed making Zhang Bangchang their puppet emperor, Zhang was filled with terror and resistance. He knew well that this act constituted high treason under Song law, and if found guilty, he and his entire family would be executed. Therefore, he absolutely refused to accept the arrangement. In order to escape the Jin’s coercion, Zhang Bangchang chose to “vanish from the world,” hiding everywhere in an attempt to avoid this dreadful fate.

      Faced with Zhang Bangchang’s resistance, the Jurchens became enraged and issued a ruthless threat. They declared that if Zhang Bangchang refused to proclaim himself emperor, they would carry out a massacre in Kaifeng, slaughtering every man, woman, and child in the city, leaving not even a chicken or dog alive. This tactic cleverly shifted the conflict between Song and Jin into an internal Song dilemma. At this point, the fate of Kaifeng’s citizens was no longer decided directly by the Jin, but seemed to hang entirely on Zhang Bangchang’s decision. In this atmosphere of extreme terror, the people of Kaifeng, desperate to save their own lives, fervently pleaded with Zhang Bangchang to accept the role of puppet emperor. Under immense pressure, Zhang Bangchang finally gave in and reluctantly accepted the investiture as Emperor of Great Chu. With great trepidation, he hurried to the palace to receive the ministers’ homage. Although Zhang Bangchang had been installed as emperor by the Jin, he never dared to truly assume the airs or authority of an emperor. Only when the Jin envoys came did he put on the imperial robes, weeping before them as he poured out his helplessness and fear. As soon as the envoys departed, he would immediately take off the yellow robes, as if by doing so he could free himself from that heavy shackle and dangerous identity. Even though Zhang Bangchang resided in the palace, he never dared to set foot in the emperor’s bedchamber, and always stayed in the side halls. At that time, there were still some palace maids from the previous dynasty living there, most of whom were not particularly favored. Among them was one maid who had fallen in love with Zhang Bangchang and longed to accompany him as she would an emperor. Zhang Bangchang firmly rejected her advances. One night, after drinking heavily and becoming thoroughly drunk, Zhang Bangchang lost his self-control. Seizing the opportunity, the palace maid came to serve him in bed, even bringing her adopted daughter along.

      When Zhang Bangchang sobered up, he realized that things could no longer be undone, and he was filled with deep regret. The Jin had installed Zhang Bangchang in power, believing that with such a puppet regime in place to look after the territory, they could finally fulfill their plan to “use Han to govern Han.” The Great Chu dynasty was thus established. The Jin army, taking with them the gold, silver, jewels, ceremonial robes, and treasures they had plundered from Kaifeng, as well as the two emperors Huizong and Qinzong and other imperial officials, prepared to withdraw and return north.

      Seeing that the Jin army had withdrawn, Zhang Bangchang immediately brought out Empress Meng, the deposed empress of Emperor Zhezong. Empress Meng had once been the empress of the previous dynasty, but was dethroned after being slandered by Liu, Emperor Zhezong’s favored concubine, and had since become a Taoist nun. Because of this misfortune, she was actually spared and managed to avoid the calamity of the Jingkang Incident. Zhang Bangchang knew well that he was not a legitimate emperor, and felt he had to find someone connected to the Zhao-Song imperial family to whom he could hand over the imperial authority. At that time, among Emperor Huizong’s children, only Prince Kang Zhao Gou had escaped disaster; the others had all been taken north by the Jurchens. With no alternative, Zhang Bangchang had to bring Empress Meng, who was practicing in a Taoist temple in Kaifeng, out and honor her as Empress Dowager Longyou, thereby making it clear that he harbored no ambition to usurp the throne. In reality, Zhang Bangchang’s puppet Chu regime lasted only thirty-three days, after which Empress Dowager Meng presided over state affairs, and Zhang Bangchang resumed his post as chancellor.

      Although Zhang Bangchang had been forced to serve as a puppet emperor for thirty-three days, he was always worried about being accused of treason. When he heard that Prince Kang Zhao Gou had survived, he hastened to send his confidants to deliver a letter, inviting Zhao Gou to return and take charge of the government. Faced with such a situation, what choice would Zhao Gou make? All these events unfolding in the prosperous city of Bianliang were well known to Zhao Gou, who was far away in another region. He truly benefited from misfortune, having narrowly escaped this great calamity, and his heart was full of relief. At this point, if he were to lead troops to rescue his father and elder brother, he knew he was powerless to do so. After all, his strength was far inferior to that of the Jurchens, and he had no confidence in defeating them.

      At this time, the remaining loyal Song ministers one after another presented memorials to Zhao Gou, urging him to take the throne. They earnestly said, “Your Majesty, just look at the era name ‘Jingkang’—it carries deep meaning. If you split the characters for ‘Jing’ and ‘Kang’, they seem to hint at the twelfth month. To establish Prince Kang in the twelfth month—this is clearly Heaven’s will! Besides, you are a true descendant of the Zhao family; if you ascend the throne, you will surely win the heartfelt support of the people.” Hearing these words, Zhao Gou’s heart was stirred. The throne—such a revered position, dreamed of by countless people—how could he not be tempted?

      However, Zhao Gou also had his own concerns, as both his father and elder brother were still alive. Therefore, he said, “This is a matter of great importance; I must think it over carefully.” While he was still hesitating, the envoy sent by Zhang Bangchang arrived with a letter. The envoy respectfully said, “My lord is only temporarily guarding the realm on behalf of the imperial family; it is merely for the sake of the situation. He sincerely hopes that the throne can soon be returned to a descendant of the Zhao family.” Even after hearing this, Zhao Gou remained hesitant. He quickly wrote several letters to the commanders of the various loyalist armies, instructing them, “Generals, for now, do not rashly advance towards the capital. Even if you reach the vicinity of the capital, do not make any moves. Although Zhang Bangchang accepted the Jin’s investiture, which is indeed an act of great treason and should be punished, the current situation is complex. This is also a temporary expedient, so we should exercise patience for now and refrain from attacking Zhang Bangchang.”

      After receiving Zhao Gou’s letters, the leaders of the various forces all submitted memorials to him. They spoke passionately, saying, “Marshal, you are now the marshal, but your position is not legitimate nor recognized. How can the authority of the imperial house be exercised from the seat of marshal? If you truly wish to wield imperial authority, you should proclaim yourself emperor as soon as possible. You must know, there are still many distant members of the imperial family scattered among the people. Yet there is only one throne; if you do not ascend it, and those distant relatives get there first, what will become of us who have always followed you?” They all urged Zhao Gou earnestly.

      In addition, there was one minister who undertook a great deed. At the risk of his own life, he managed to steal the “Great Song Imperial Seal,” which had not been seized by the Jurchens, and delivered it to Zhao Gou with utmost respect. Upon seeing the imperial jade seal, Zhao Gou was overcome with grief, tears streaming down his face. He hurriedly knelt and carefully accepted the seal. At this moment, Zong Ze stepped forward and sincerely advised Zhao Gou, “Your Majesty, Nanjing Ying Tian Prefecture is the sacred land where Emperor Taizu founded the dynasty. It sits at the center of the realm and has extremely convenient transport by water. It is truly the perfect place for you to ascend the throne.” In these circumstances, the civil and military officials all submitted memorials, repeatedly and earnestly urging him. After thinking it over, Zhao Gou agreed to temporarily handle state affairs and decided to proceed to Nanjing Ying Tian Prefecture.

      Just as Zhao Gou arrived at Ying Tian Prefecture, Zhang Bangchang personally hurried over to pay his respects. As soon as the two met, Zhang Bangchang immediately fell to his knees and kowtowed repeatedly. Zhang Bangchang and Zhao Gou had long been acquainted. While kowtowing, Zhang Bangchang wept uncontrollably—something at which he was particularly adept. Through tears and sobs, Zhang Bangchang cried out, “Your Majesty, I was truly left with no choice and only became that false emperor for thirty-three days because I was forced to do so. I deserve ten thousand deaths for my crime!” Zhao Gou quickly reached out to help Zhang Bangchang up and said gently, “Beloved minister, you have rendered great service to the state! If you had not stepped forward and opened the city gates to negotiate, who knows what kind of hell on earth this realm might have fallen into? In the moment of crisis, you managed to preserve the situation and stabilize the people’s hearts—your contributions are outstanding, and you are not guilty.”

      Zhang Bangchang also issued a public proclamation to announce this to the world. What exactly did this proclamation say?

      The proclamation stated: “In the Han dynasty, after ten generations of decline, the house was revived by Emperor Guangwu; among the sons of Duke Xian of Jin, only Chong’er survived to inherit the throne, for Heaven had preserved his ears—this too was Heaven’s will. Thus, only those with true wisdom and foresight can unite those within and without, and together devise the ultimate plan for the country’s safety and stability.” This referred to how, after the Western Han dynasty had passed through ten generations, Wang Mang usurped the throne, but then Liu Xiu, Emperor Guangwu, rose heroically and seized back power from Wang Mang, founding the Eastern Han dynasty, which would last nearly two hundred years. Zhang Bangchang compared Zhao Gou to Emperor Guangwu, the restorer of the Han. During the Spring and Autumn period, Duke Xian of Jin had nine sons, but only Chong’er inherited his father’s throne—becoming the later Duke Wen of Jin. Duke Wen devoted himself to good governance, strengthening and expanding the State of Jin, making it one of the Five Hegemons of the Spring and Autumn era. Therefore, Zhang Bangchang likened Zhao Gou to these two famous monarchs who reversed calamity and restored their dynasties, intending to show that Zhao Gou’s accession was entirely in accordance with Heaven’s will and the ardent hope of the people.

      Thus, on the first day of the fifth lunar month in the second year of Jingkang, Zhao Gou officially ascended the throne, changing the era name to Jianyan, symbolizing the return of imperial power to the Zhao family. That year, Zhao Gou had just turned twenty. Zhao Gou took the throne from Zhang Bangchang, but in doing so, a problem arose regarding the legitimacy of his claim. Why was this? It was because Zhang Bangchang’s throne had been bestowed by the Jurchens, and since Zhao Gou inherited the throne from Zhang Bangchang, what then was the relationship between him and the Jin dynasty? The complex entanglements created by this situation became as tangled as a ball of thread. As a result, the legitimacy of Zhao Gou’s rule was questioned by many. In the eyes of Song officials and the people, his accession was somewhat tainted in origin. At this point, Zhao Gou was the only legitimate son of Emperor Huizong left; besides letting him take the throne, there seemed to be no other choice. If Zhao Gou wished to prove the legitimacy of his rule, he would have to quickly lead troops to recover the territories seized by the Jin and rescue Emperors Huizong and Qinzong from captivity in the north—only then could he dispel doubts and live up to the deep hopes placed upon him. In this way, a heavy burden was placed squarely upon the shoulders of this young man of only twenty years.

      Upon hearing the news that Prince Kang, Zhao Gou, had ascended the throne and proclaimed himself emperor, loyalist armies from all over the country began to converge on the capital to protect the new sovereign. At this point, the number of troops under Zhao Gou’s command had approached nearly one million. Despite having been entrusted with the throne at a time of national crisis, Zhao Gou did not intend to dispatch his forces to recover lost territories and rescue Emperors Huizong and Qinzong. What was the reason for this?

      After Zhao Gou’s enthronement, armies from all directions gathered with the sole purpose of defending the emperor. But just how many had come? The number was astonishing—no less than 967,500 men. Isn’t that incredible? And this figure didn’t even include the 100,000-strong force from Shaanxi that was about to set out. With such a massive army at his disposal, why was Zhao Gou unable to rescue his father and elder brother from their predicament?

      The ancient saying “To maintain an army of ten thousand costs a fortune daily” perfectly explains the emperor’s reluctance to go to war. To send a million-strong army into battle would require vast resources for food, clothing, and equipment—every necessity comes at a great cost. The Song dynasty’s treasury had already been plundered and left empty by the Jin; there was no money, and food reserves were severely lacking.

      Most of the Song army consisted of infantry, and all marching, fighting, and traveling had to be done on foot. Back then, they didn’t have leather shoes; ordinary shoes would wear out in just a few days of use. The burden of supplying military footwear alone was extremely heavy for the army. As for food, if the soldiers were hungry, perhaps they could seize grain from the local people to meet immediate needs, but if their shoes wore out, that was a real problem. After all, you can’t just take someone else’s shoes—if they’re too big, they’ll fall off when running; if they’re too small, your feet will be covered in blisters. Thus, for an army of a million, even supplying shoes alone was an enormous burden. The monthly cost, by rough estimate, would reach ten million strings of cash—a truly astronomical figure.

      The emperor sent officials to Sichuan to raise funds, as Sichuan was the wealthiest region at the time and had been relatively untouched by war. The official sent there spared no effort and, after tremendous difficulty, managed to collect 7.3 million strings of cash. But this amount would only feed the million-strong army for about twenty days—let alone cover the other military expenses.

      Whenever military pay was distributed to the Song troops, both the Ministers of Revenue and War had to be present to maintain order. Otherwise, the soldiers would descend into chaos. At that time, most soldiers joined the army simply to have enough to eat; matters such as rank or title were rendered meaningless in the face of hunger. If order was lost during the distribution of pay, the soldiers would all rush forward and scramble for their share. Everyone thought, “I need to eat to survive, you need to eat to survive—who would give way to whom?” Even if you were a division commander and I was a company commander, in such circumstances, these titles meant nothing. Therefore, although Zhao Gou commanded a million-strong army, due to the severe shortage of pay and supplies, it was impossible to mount a battle against the Jin forces.

      When Zhao Gou was nineteen, he had already been sent as an envoy to the Jin camp. For more than a year after that, he lived an itinerant and unsettled life, constantly on the move and never able to find a safe resting place. What he witnessed of the Song army was not any exceptional combat ability, but rather an astonishing appetite—of that there was no doubt. He could not make sense of what this so-called million-strong army was actually doing or how things truly stood. He knew in his heart that relying on this massive army to rescue the two emperors was almost impossible; most of these soldiers had joined simply to fill their stomachs. If they were truly sent north to face the enemy in open battle, how many would still be willing to fight bravely was an utter unknown. Thus, this million-strong army was not a reliable, solid force protecting Zhao Gou, but instead became a heavy burden pressing down upon him.

      Zhao Gou had already endured countless hardships, but even more thorny problems awaited him. Why was this? It was because Zhao Gou’s ascension to the throne completely enraged the Jurchens. The Jin had gone to great lengths to install the compliant Zhang Bangchang as their puppet, intending to rule the Song by “using Han to govern Han.” Yet after only thirty-three days, Zhang Bangchang was overthrown, and now another emperor from the Zhao family was enthroned. In light of this, the Jin prepared to send troops south for a third time, launching a new round of attacks against the Song.
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      After the fall of the Northern Song, Zhao Gou, the ninth son of Emperor Huizong and known as Prince Kang, ascended the throne in Nanjing’s Ying Tian Prefecture, proclaiming himself emperor and founding the Southern Song as its first ruler, Emperor Gaozong. Although Emperor Gaozong appeared to be in a position of great power, sitting on the throne, in reality, what he inherited was a devastated land, thoroughly plundered and ravaged by his father, Emperor Huizong, and the Jin army in turn. Everything had to be rebuilt from scratch.

      Therefore, after Emperor Gaozong took the throne, the primary challenge he faced was how to calm the people's hearts and stabilize the turbulent situation. He understood that he must find a chancellor who was both highly respected and exceptionally capable, someone who could steady the court and assist him. Thus, the first person who came to Emperor Gaozong’s mind was Li Gang, who had successfully repelled the Jin forces during the defense of the capital, Dongjing. Although Li Gang was a mere scholar, he was steadfastly loyal to the country and wholeheartedly devoted to serving it. Emperor Gaozong decisively appointed Li Gang to office. Li Gang had never expected such trust from Emperor Gaozong, and was deeply moved, immediately kneeling and bowing his head to express his gratitude to the emperor.

      With tears in his eyes, Li Gang then said to the emperor, “Your Majesty, I have ten important matters to report to you.” Afterward, Li Gang presented ten suggestions to the emperor, which mainly embodied two core ideas. First, he requested that Emperor Gaozong punish Zhang Bangchang for defying the imperial edict and proclaiming himself emperor without authorization.

      Second, he advocated for restoring order in the court and focusing on a defensive military strategy, allowing the army to recuperate, reorganize, and train. Once their strength had gradually increased, they could then launch a counterattack to recover the territories occupied by the Jin. Initially, Emperor Gaozong was reluctant to punish Zhang Bangchang, as he believed that Zhang’s temporary administration of state affairs during the difficult period after the Northern Song’s fall was not easy, and Zhang’s establishment of the puppet Chu regime was forced by the Jin, leaving him with little choice. Moreover, Zhang had not committed any truly heinous acts during his reign. However, Li Gang seized upon the fact that Zhang Bangchang had had illicit relations with imperial concubines of the former dynasty. Under Li Gang’s repeated insistence and strong demands, Emperor Gaozong was ultimately left with no choice but to order Zhang Bangchang's death.

      As a result, Zhang Bangchang became the first civil official of the Song dynasty to be granted death by imperial order. The Great Chu regime he had established was ultimately taken over by Emperor Gaozong, while Zhang Bangchang himself lost his life. On the Jin side, they had once enthroned Zhang Bangchang as emperor, and now, seeing him meet such an end, they were naturally extremely displeased. They thought to themselves, “It took us great effort to find a reliable Han Chinese willing to ascend the throne, intending to use Han to rule Han. But who would have thought that, not long after we left, the Zhao-Song empire—which we had so easily overthrown—would be restored just like that? Where does this leave the prestige of our Great Jin?” Enraged, the Jin army immediately decided to launch another southern expedition, determined to wipe out Zhao Gou’s fledgling regime in one fell swoop and capture Zhao Gou as well. That way, father and son could be reunited together in the north—how wonderful! There would be no need for them to be separated any longer.

      Upon hearing of the Jin army’s advance to the south, Zhao Gou’s first thought was to flee as quickly as possible. As mentioned previously, Zhao Gou believed that the Song army was ineffective in accomplishing anything good and had caused no shortage of trouble; they were simply incapable of withstanding the Jin invasion. Thus, his first reaction was to escape. However, an emperor’s escape could not be called “fleeing”—it had to be called an “imperial tour.”

      Back when the Jin army marched south, didn’t Emperor Huizong also “tour” the southeast? So, Gaozong planned to follow in his father’s footsteps and set out on an imperial tour of the southeast as well. Since the Song dynasty, China’s economic center had gradually shifted to the south. Moreover, the Jiangnan region had not suffered devastating warfare and was relatively prosperous and wealthy, with a populace that could be more easily pacified. Therefore, despite the earnest pleas of Zhong Ze and the civil and military officials, Zhao Gou refused to return to the capital Bianliang and instead fled directly to Yangzhou.

      When Emperor Gaozong Zhao Gou escaped to the south, he appointed the great general Zhong Ze as the military governor of the capital, making him the first line of defense against the Jin army. Zhong Ze, originally a scholar by background, was already 67 years old at the time. So, facing the ferocious cavalry of the Jin, was Zhong Ze capable of holding them back?

      After taking office as the military governor of the capital, Zhong Ze devoted himself wholeheartedly to the task, actively preparing and training the troops, making all the necessary arrangements for a decisive battle. The soldiers and civilians of the Song dynasty all rallied around Zhong Ze, making every preparation to resist the Jin army.

      Therefore, in his memorial to the emperor, he wrote: “In the past, whenever the Jin forces arrived, those treacherous chancellors would clamor for peace negotiations all day long, and the court never once dispatched a single soldier to fight the Jin in a decisive battle. That is what led to the disgrace of both emperors being captured. Although my abilities are limited, I am willing to brave the hail of arrows and flying stones, to lead our soldiers in courageous resistance against the Jin army, even to the point of sacrificing my own life for the country.” After reading the memorial, Emperor Gaozong was in fact moved by Zhong Ze’s loyal and righteous actions. In his heart, he thought to himself: “Zhong Ze, you’re always talking about fighting the Jin army. It’s easy to talk when you’re not the one in charge; you don’t understand how hard life can be. War consumes huge amounts of money, and now the country is impoverished—where would I get enough funds for you to fight a war? Besides, what Gaozong hated most was people constantly bringing up the Two Emperors.

      If those two returned, what would become of my own position? So, since you are so loyal and courageous, fine, you can garrison Bianliang and serve as my first line of defense.” Thus, Gaozong sent an edict to Zhong Ze, saying, “Beloved minister, your loyalty is truly commendable.” But after this single word of praise, there was nothing further. Having no other choice, Zhong Ze could only lead the troops to garrison Bianliang by himself. He set about repairing the city, strengthening the walls, recruiting local militia, and preparing weapons and supplies. At this time, instead of the Jin forces, a group of Han Chinese bandits arrived. Since the outbreak of war between the Song and Jin, the people in various regions had suffered the ravages of conflict many times, and they had begun to organize local militia-like armed groups on their own to defend their homes.

      At that time, in Hexi, there was a man named Wang Shan who gathered a force claiming to be seven hundred thousand strong and threatened to attack Bianliang. This threw the people of Bianliang into a state of panic. At this critical moment, Zhong Ze stepped forward and reassured everyone: “There’s no need to be afraid. I will go alone to negotiate with Wang Shan.” Thus, Zhong Ze set out for Wang Shan’s stronghold all by himself. Upon meeting Wang Shan, Zhong Ze sincerely said to him, “Now that the Jin have invaded our country and the nation is at the brink of life and death, what we need most are talented men like you. Yet, instead of saving the country, you are causing trouble from behind—what is the meaning of this? Are you living up to your ancestors and the heavens? Now you command a force of seven hundred thousand; this is the perfect opportunity to render meritorious service to the nation. You shouldn’t just focus on immediate gains, but also think about the reputation you’ll leave behind. Do you want to be remembered with honor in history, or be reviled for generations?” Zhong Ze’s words were reasonable and heartfelt, and Wang Shan was deeply moved. He immediately expressed his willingness to submit to Zhong Ze and obey his command. In this way, the seven hundred thousand men laid down their weapons and surrendered to Zhong Ze.

      In the second year of the Jianyan era of the Southern Song, the Jin army, with great momentum, advanced to the walls of Bianliang. Their forces were strong and their attack was fierce, determined to capture the city in one fell swoop. But General Zhong Ze, the city’s defender, was no easy opponent. Resourceful and thoughtful, he devised a brilliant strategy after careful consideration. In battle, he skillfully commanded his troops, making use of the terrain and exploiting the enemy’s weaknesses, leaving the Jin army powerless to respond. The Jin soldiers were utterly routed, their formations thrown into chaos, their former confidence completely shattered. They abandoned their armor and heavy supplies on the battlefield and fled in disarray.

      With this victory, General Zhong Ze’s reputation spread throughout the land. The soldiers of Jin were so terrified at the mere mention of Zhong Ze’s name that they trembled with fear. They held Zhong Ze in awe and respectfully called him “Grandpa Zhong.” Under General Zhong Ze’s command were many fierce and battle-hardened warriors. Famous anti-Jin hero Yue Fei, and Wang Yan, the commander of the Bazi Army, both served under General Zhong Ze. Together, they followed General Zhong Ze through campaigns north and south, repeatedly defeating the Jin army and achieving great military exploits in the defense of Southern Song territory.

      However, at this time, Emperor Gaozong began to feel uneasy. The emperors of the Song dynasty had always been most concerned about someone wielding too much military power and threatening their imperial authority. Gaozong saw that General Zhong Ze commanded a large army, and most of his soldiers had been recruited by himself. Gaozong thought that these soldiers only listened to Zhong Ze, rather than being completely loyal to the court, which made them seem like a private force. This left Gaozong feeling very unsettled. He began to doubt General Zhong Ze’s loyalty to him, suspecting that Zhong Ze might pose a threat to his imperial power.

      General Zhong Ze was wholeheartedly devoted to recovering the lost territories in the north and restoring the Song dynasty’s former glory. He repeatedly urged Emperor Gaozong to return to the capital, Bianliang, using it as a base to launch a northern expedition. Within a single year, he submitted 24 memorials, earnestly expressing his thoughts and determination. However, his unwavering loyalty did not earn him Gaozong’s understanding or support. On the contrary, the more memorials Zhong Ze submitted, the more annoyed and indifferent Gaozong became, and the less he trusted him.

      General Zhong Ze could not understand why the emperor treated him this way. He felt that he had served the emperor with utmost loyalty and had exhausted himself for the good of the nation, yet the emperor remained so cold toward him. The more he thought about it, the more depressed and resentful he became. These emotions eventually accumulated into illness, and he fell gravely ill. At that time, General Zhong Ze was already over sixty years old, his hair long since turned white, and his health much diminished. He vaguely felt that his days might be numbered.

      When the generals heard that General Zhong Ze was ill, they all came to visit him at his bedside. Summoning his strength, General Zhong Ze looked at the commanders who had followed him for so many years and said earnestly, “The reason I have fallen to this state is all because the two emperors, Huizong and Qinzong, were captured by the Jin, and the country has suffered such a great humiliation. My grief and indignation cannot be calmed! If you can bravely fight the enemy, recover the lost territories, and avenge the nation’s shame, then I will have no regrets, even in death.” When the generals heard General Zhong Ze’s words, they were deeply moved by his patriotism and heroic aspirations, and tears welled up in their eyes as they all pledged to do everything they could to fulfill his wish.

      After the generals withdrew, General Zhong Ze lay quietly on his bed, a trace of helplessness and regret in his eyes. He spoke no more, but kept reciting those two lines of Du Fu’s poem about Zhuge Liang: “He died before his troops could win the war, leaving heroes’ tears to soak their robes evermore.” It was as if he was lamenting that, like Zhuge Liang, he was full of patriotism yet unable to realize his ideals. With endless regret, the old general cried out three times, “Cross the river!” then coughed up a mouthful of blood and passed away from this world.

      After Zhong Ze’s death, the favorable situation in the Central Plains collapsed almost instantly. The Jin army further accelerated their offensive, attacking with even greater ferocity. At this time, Emperor Gaozong Zhao Gou actually appointed two treacherous chancellors, Wang Boyan and Huang Qianshan, as chancellors, while he himself indulged in a life of luxury and decadence in the city of Yangzhou.

      When he learned that the vanguard of the Jin army was already approaching Yangzhou, Zhao Gou once again started his panicked flight. But what far-reaching impact did this hasty escape have on Zhao Gou’s life?

      This time, the commander of the Jin forces swore an oath: no matter where Emperor Gaozong Zhao Gou fled, even to the ends of the earth, he would be captured. The Jin even gave this military operation a code name—“Search the mountains and comb the seas to capture Zhao Gou!” It meant that if Zhao Gou hid in the mountains, they would search the mountains; if he fled to the sea, they would search the sea—he must be found and captured, to extinguish any hopes the people of the Central Plains had of restoring their nation.

      When the Jin troops were already at the gates of Yangzhou, Zhao Gou was still reveling with his concubines in the palace. Suddenly, an attendant came to report that the Jin cavalry were less than fifty li from the city. Upon hearing that the Jin army was coming, Zhao Gou hurriedly put on his clothes, leapt onto his horse, and began to flee. Compared to before, this escape was even more hasty. He took only a dozen or so guards with him; his dragon robes, imperial seal, and all the state’s confidential documents were left behind in Yangzhou. He didn’t even have time to take the spirit tablet of the founding emperor, which had been brought from Bianliang, and it ultimately fell into the hands of the Jin.

      Zhao Gou was in utter disarray, fleeing straight across the Yangtze River and heading directly for Hangzhou. It is said that this incident caused Zhao Gou tremendous trauma. Because of the extreme fright he suffered, Zhao Gou later lost the ability to have children. In the end, he could only pass the throne to his adopted son. The emperor’s hasty flight from the capital meant that he had no time to bring along the symbol of supreme authority—the crown—or the ancestral tablets honoring his forebears, let alone pay any attention to the civil and military officials at court. When the emperor fled in panic, the ministers were completely unaware.

      Wang Boyan and Huang Qianshan had just returned from listening to a monk’s sermon at a temple, still immersed in the atmosphere of Buddhist teachings. Suddenly, a subordinate rushed in anxiously and reported, “The Jin army is about to reach the city gates, and the emperor has already escaped! Why are you still sitting here?”

      The two men were shocked, immediately set down their wine cups, and, without even taking time to straighten their clothes, mounted their horses and galloped away. With the two chancellors leading the flight, the civil and military officials of Yangzhou instantly lost their backbone and scattered like startled birds and beasts, each fleeing for themselves. Some officials, who usually prided themselves on loyalty and duty, clung tightly to their official seals as if these were their last hope; others, who were already negligent and irresponsible, thought only of saving their own skins, throwing aside all duties and obligations. Thus, the seals of the Three Departments of the Song dynasty and numerous important documents were all left behind in Yangzhou, completely abandoned.

      The common people in the city saw the chaos in every government office, with all the officials having fled without a trace. Knowing that the Jin were notoriously cruel and killed without hesitation, they thought to themselves, “We cannot just sit here and wait for death!” So, everyone joined the tide of refugees. In an instant, all of Yangzhou was plunged into unprecedented chaos. Officials, soldiers, and ordinary people crowded at the city gates, pushing and shoving, the scene completely out of control. The passageways in and out were already so clogged that not even a drop of water could get through, and of course there were no traffic officers to direct the flow, leaving the place in utter disorder.

      In such chaos, the ministers and soldiers who were supposed to protect the people not only failed to do their duty, but in order to clear a path for their own escape, they swung their swords and clubs wildly, cutting down the civilians who blocked the roads. Witnessing this, the anger of the people flared up fiercely. They directed all their hatred toward the two treacherous chancellors, Wang Boyan and Huang Qianshan.

      The people cried out in anger, “If it weren’t for these two treacherous villains who have brought disaster upon the country and its people, how could the emperor be so heartless as to abandon us?” United in their fury, they shouted to kill the two traitorous ministers to vent their hatred. These two cunning scoundrels were always quick-witted, and this time their escape was faster than anyone else’s—the people had no chance to catch them.

      At that moment, another official surnamed Huang also tried to escape the city. His attendants cleared the way for their master by pushing aside the people blocking the roads, shouting as they went, “Move! Move!” When the people heard that Lord Huang was trying to leave, they assumed he was the traitorous minister Huang Qianshan. Instantly, a crowd surrounded him—some punching, some kicking, others beating him with sticks. Tragically, this unlucky Lord Huang was beaten to death on the spot; in reality, he became a scapegoat for Huang Qianshan.

      Zhao Gou fled all the way to Hangzhou, thinking that at least the Yangtze River provided a natural barrier and that the Jin army would not be able to attack for a while, so he settled there.

      After settling in, Zhao Gou dismissed Wang Boyan and Huang Qianshan from their posts. First, these two had such terrible reputations that continuing to employ them would surely provoke public outrage. Second, Zhao Gou himself resented them for bringing disaster upon the nation. They had repeatedly assured him that the Jin would not attack, and that if the court proactively sought peace, the Jin would surely agree. As a result, the Jin army arrived at the gates, and Zhao Gou was forced to flee from Yangzhou in a panic, suffering such trauma that he could no longer produce an heir. In the end, these two traitorous ministers were finally dismissed.

      Zhao Gou also had little regard for officials like Li Gang and Zhong Ze, who were constantly calling for the recovery of lost territories and the return of the two emperors. Believing that his own strength was insufficient at the time, he appointed Zhu Shengfei as chancellor and Wang Yuan as the Grand Commander and Chief Military Commissioner, making them the senior ministers in charge.

      As Zhao Gou fled south, the Jin army continued its advance in hot pursuit. Wherever the army went, most cities surrendered without a fight. Whenever the Jin troops arrived, they often found the city gates wide open, with Song officials and soldiers kneeling on the ground, holding letters of surrender and begging for mercy, or else the officials and soldiers had already vanished without a trace.

      At that time, the commander of the Jin was Wanyan Zonghan. He ordered his subordinate, Wanyan Zongbi—later known as Wuzhu—to lead five thousand light cavalry south in pursuit of Zhao Gou.

      Under the iron hooves of the Jin army, Emperor Gaozong Zhao Gou of Song fled in panic, and countless officials and soldiers surrendered without a fight. With only five thousand cavalrymen, Wanyan Zongbi swept through the Southern Song as if he were entering a land without defenders. Was it true that in the vast Southern Song dynasty, there was not a single person willing to stand up and resist the Jin invasion? Of course not—this is not to say that every general of the Song along the way was so cowardly and completely lacking in spirit, right? In fact, at that time there were indeed many loyal and righteous men who stood up bravely to resist the Jin invaders.

      There is a particularly moving story: when the Jin army captured a prefectural city, the defending general chose to surrender. Afterwards, a Jin commander led over a thousand Jin soldiers into the city. Just as they were entering the city gates, a Song guard named Tang Qi suddenly pulled a stone from his clothes and hurled it fiercely at the Jin commander, determined to kill him. Unfortunately, the throw missed its mark.

      Tang Qi was quickly captured by the Jin soldiers. The Jin commander, greatly surprised, asked Tang Qi, “Your own general has already surrendered. You are just a lowly guard—why would you risk your life for such a seemingly futile act of resistance?”

      Tang Qi replied with righteous indignation, “Though I am just a humble guard, I understand the principles of loyalty and righteousness. While I live, I am a subject of Song; in death, I will be a ghost of Song.”

      Upon hearing these words, the Jin commander turned to the surrendered Song general and said, “Look at this! As the leader of this city, your integrity does not even match that of an ordinary guard under your command.”

      The Song general, hearing this, was overcome with shame and lowered his head in silence. At that moment, Tang Qi turned to his own commander and said, “My monthly salary is no more than a single measure of rice, yet I am willing to die in service to my country. You, who have received the emperor’s favor and enjoy high rank and generous rewards, now open the gates and surrender at the approach of the Jin army. After a hundred years, how will you face your ancestors? How will you have the face to meet them in the afterlife?”

      The Song general was so ashamed he wished the earth would open up and swallow him whole. The Jin commander sighed and said, “Tang Qi, you are truly a man of honor. Will you surrender to the Great Jin?” Tang Qi replied resolutely, “I would rather die than surrender!” Thus, he sacrificed himself heroically for his country.

      From this story, it is clear that there were still many such brave and loyal men in the Song dynasty. Otherwise, the Southern Song could not possibly have endured for another hundred years.

      According to the History of Song, Emperor Gaozong Zhao Gou was actually a man accomplished in both civil and military affairs, not a cowardly person. In fact, when he was still Prince Kang, he had once demonstrated remarkable courage and resourcefulness. What is puzzling, however, is why, after ascending the throne, he became someone who only knew how to run away. When faced with crisis, this emperor always chose to flee.

      Emperor Gaozong Zhao Gou had a set of theories that he believed to be reasonable. He thought that stubbornly defending the capital was something expected of feudal lords, not something the Son of Heaven should do. In his view, during the Spring and Autumn and Warring States periods, the territories of the various feudal states were small, so when faced with foreign invasion, there was nowhere to escape, and thus they had no choice but to defend their cities to the death. But now, as the emperor, with vast lands at his disposal, he was perfectly able to withdraw to another area, regroup his forces, and launch a counterattack. He absolutely should not foolishly defend the ancestral land to the death. He even found so-called examples to support his argument.

      He pointed out that, in the past, Li Gang had advised his father and elder brother to defend the Eastern Capital, Bianliang, to the last. The result? In the Jingkang Incident, both his father and brother were captured. Had they managed to escape at that time, perhaps such a tragedy could have been avoided. Based on this, Zhao Gou drew the conclusion that there was no point in meaningless resistance to the death—when danger arose, one should flee as quickly as possible. With this reasoning, the emperor’s acts of flight seemed all the more justified.

      When the Jin army advanced south, Emperor Gaozong fled madly all the way. He fled from Hangzhou to Yuezhou, and when he could no longer stay in Yuezhou, he fled to Taizhou. But Taizhou could not shelter him either, and in the end, he could only board a ship and set out to sea, drifting on the vast ocean. If there had been airplanes or balloons at that time, the emperor would probably have gone up into the sky to escape calamity. As a result, when the Jin army marched southward and entered the prosperous and wealthy region of Jiangnan, it truly opened their eyes. Along the way, they plundered vast amounts of gold and silver treasures, their waists weighed down with heavy gold and silver ornaments. In this way, their advance naturally slowed down.

      It was precisely because the Jin army’s advance had slowed that Emperor Gaozong had time to keep fleeing south. As he fled, he continuously wrote letters to the Jin commander, begging him not to pursue any further. In his letters, he pleaded, “Now that you are attacking me, I am left with only two choices: either defend to the death or flee in disgrace. Look at the pitiful state I am in now—if I wanted to defend, there is no one left to hold the city for me; if I wanted to run, there is nowhere left for me to go. So, my only hope for survival rests entirely on your great mercy. I beg you, have pity on me and stop chasing me, will you?”

      He also wrote, “I have written to you several times before, expressing my willingness to relinquish my former imperial title and no longer be the emperor of Song. Instead, I humbly request that the Emperor of Great Jin grant me investiture, making Song a vassal state of Great Jin. In this way, there will be only one great power, your Great Jin, under heaven. What a splendid prospect that would be! Please, have mercy, stop pursuing me, pity me, and allow me to barely survive. Please return your troops to the north.”

      As the ruler of a nation, he had humbled himself to such an extent, yet the Jin were still relentless, continuing to lead their troops south in pursuit. Zhao Gou was left with no choice but to take to the sea, drifting for more than forty days. The soldiers who followed him could hardly bear it any longer.

      They thought, “When will this kind of life ever end?” Thus, some began to harbor thoughts of rebellion. Once, when the boat landed at the shore, a group of mutinous soldiers tried to seize the boat. At that time, Zhao Gou had only a few palace attendants by his side, completely unable to stop the rioters. Just as the mutineers were about to charge onto the boat, Consort Wu bravely stepped forward. She drew her bow and shot three of the mutineers dead on the spot, then shouted at the rest, “The person on this boat is the current emperor. Since you are here, your duty is to protect him—you are not allowed to seize the boat!”

      Seeing how formidable even a woman could be, the mutinous soldiers thought that the emperor’s entourage must all be martial arts experts. They quickly shouted “Long live the emperor!” and expressed their willingness to protect him. At this point, Zhao Gou had become so wretched that he had to rely on a woman for protection. In order to secure his throne, Zhao Gou did nothing but flee; his former courage and fearlessness had long since vanished, and now, only under Consort Wu’s protection did he manage to escape disaster by a stroke of luck.

      So, what kind of woman was Consort Wu? Why did she have the courage to step forward when Zhao Gou was in mortal danger? And what interesting anecdotes did history leave behind regarding Zhao Gou’s flight at sea?

      At the age of fourteen, Consort Wu was selected to enter the imperial palace, serving Prince Kang, Zhao Gou. She was born into a military family and was known for her courage and insight. Throughout Zhao Gou’s constant flight, Lady Wu always wore military attire, carried a bow and arrows, and guarded Zhao Gou’s safety.

      In truth, no matter how brave Lady Wu was, in terms of martial skills, she was no match for Zhao Gou. Originally adept in both civil and military arts, courageous and resourceful, Zhao Gou became like a frightened bird after the Jingkang Disaster—at the first sign of alarm, all he knew was to run, which is truly regrettable. Perhaps for this reason, Zhao Gou and Lady Wu’s relationship remained very close. After Zhao Gou ascended the throne, his original wife, Lady Xing, was honored as Empress in name, but since she had been captured and taken to the north, Lady Wu remained only a noble consort. It was not until his mother, Empress Dowager Wei, returned from the south with definite news that Lady Xing had died, that Lady Wu was finally instated as empress. Wu lived through the reigns of four Song emperors—Gaozong, Xiaozong, Guangzong, and Ningzong—and did not pass away until she was over eighty years old. One could say that this old lady endured countless hardships throughout her life, but ultimately enjoyed a peaceful old age.

      Gaozong and his ministers continued drifting at sea, just like that. On the Lantern Festival of the fifteenth day of the first lunar month in the third year of the Jianyan era—a day meant for family reunion—the ruler and his ministers could only float upon the sea. Suddenly, they noticed two large sea vessels, riding the wind and waves, heading straight for them. The emperor and his officials were thrown into panic, thinking that Jin pursuers had arrived and that even the Jin had taken to the sea. They immediately went on high alert and planned to scatter their fleet. Soon after, Emperor Gaozong sent the navy to question the approaching ships about their purpose. It turned out that the two ships were selling oranges. Upon learning this, Emperor Gaozong was overjoyed and immediately ordered that all the oranges on the two ships be bought and distributed for the soldiers to enjoy. After so many days of hardship, hardly anyone had tasted fresh fruit, so having two shiploads of oranges was a most welcome surprise.

      It happened to be the Lantern Festival that night, so Emperor Gaozong ordered that the orange peels be carefully removed, filled with lamp oil, and fitted with wicks to make small orange lanterns, which were then set afloat on the sea. In an instant, thousands upon thousands of tiny orange lanterns drifted across the surface of the water—a scene both magnificent and full of romantic spirit.

      Historical records describe the scene at that time as follows: the wind was calm and the water perfectly still, with tens of thousands of points of light standing like pillars upon the surface.

      Occasionally, flies would flit about.

      Amidst this vast expanse of sea, if it had been a time of peace and prosperity, with the imperial palace and inner courtyards nearby, a bright moon hanging high in the sky and ten thousand lights sparkling like pearls on the water, such a scene would surely have been breathtakingly beautiful, wouldn’t it? Unfortunately, at this moment, everyone was in flight from disaster. Emperor Gaozong, witnessing such beauty, must have been filled with mixed emotions.

      The Jin army kept up their pursuit of Emperor Gaozong, shouting, “Search the mountains and comb the seas to capture Zhao Gou!” They eventually discovered that the emperor had truly escaped to the sea. The Jin forces had originally intended to continue their chase, but as northern cavalry were not adept at naval warfare, they could only sigh at the ocean and were ultimately forced to abandon the campaign. With this, the emperor was soon able to return.

      As Emperor Gaozong persistently avoided the enemy, most of his ministers followed his example; at the sight of the Jin army, they would scatter like rats before a cat, knowing nothing but flight and fearing the enemy as if they were tigers. Perhaps at that time, they did not know that the earth was round—if they had, perhaps they would have run in circles, eventually ending up where they started anyway. However, not everyone in the Southern Song court was so timid and prone to fleeing. Among the generals, there were indeed men of loyalty and courage. The Jin invasion of the south produced a number of famous anti-Jin commanders, among whom the most renowned were the “Four Generals of Zhongxing.” So, who exactly were these “Four Generals of Zhongxing”?
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