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      The Western Xia Dynasty: A History of China takes you into the heart of China’s wild northwest, where the Tangut people—once scattered and overlooked—rose up to build their own empire. In a land wedged between powerful neighbors, the Tanguts didn’t just survive—they pushed back. From their early days under Tuoba Chici’s leadership to the strategic stronghold in Xiazhou, this story begins with a people determined to write their own chapter in history.

      As the Song dynasty grew stronger, the Tanguts played a dangerous game: holding their ground, staying loyal when it served them, and switching sides when it didn’t. When the mighty Later Tang tried to swap out their power base, the Tanguts held firm—leading to legendary resistance and the defense of their rugged homeland. In these early clashes, you'll see how grit and geography combined to shape a dynasty from sheer willpower.

      The turning point? When Li Yuanhao closed the gates—and crowned himself emperor. That moment changed everything. Declaring independence from the Song, launching the famous Battle of Yanzhou, and marching south in a bold invasion campaign, Li Yuanhao didn’t play small. As tensions exploded and battles raged, both Song and Xia had to decide: fight to the bitter end, or find a way to talk peace? “Song-Xia negotiations” weren’t your average diplomatic chats—they were power moves, backed by armies.

      But Western Xia wasn’t just about war. It was about strategy. Internal politics were a battlefield too. Using clever tricks like driving wedges between enemies, manipulating alliances, and balancing foreign threats, emperors like Li Liangzuo (Yingwu Yizong) proved that brains were just as valuable as soldiers. And when the Song launched their massive Five-Front Attack, Western Xia didn’t back down—it adapted.

      The later years brought both glory and cracks. Rival courts emerged, power was shared (and challenged), and the empire tried to walk the tightrope between bigger forces like the Mongols. From double-dealing diplomacy to final collapse, The Western Xia Dynasty doesn’t just tell you what happened—it pulls you into the minds of those who fought, ruled, and risked it all. And as for how it all ends? Well... you’ll want to read to the last page.
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      In the vast northwestern region of China, there once existed a mysterious dynasty that coexisted with the Liao and Jin dynasties—it was the Western Xia, established by the Tangut people. The regime founded by the Tanguts lasted for more than 300 years. At its peak, its territory was extensive, spanning over 20,000 li. What is quite surprising is that in the Twenty-Four Histories, which are regarded as the official histories of China, Western Xia was not recorded as an orthodox dynasty. What was the reason for this? What kind of people were the Tanguts? And how did they gradually establish the Western Xia dynasty, which dominated the northwest?

      The Tangut regime lasted as long as 300 years, yet in the highly significant Twenty-Four Histories, Western Xia was not regarded as an orthodox dynasty. In the long course of Chinese history, there was a very crucial principle, which was the emphasis on orthodoxy. Starting from the Tang dynasty, a tradition gradually formed in which each subsequent dynasty would compile the history of the preceding dynasty, in order to show that it had inherited the orthodox status of its predecessor, and at the same time to draw lessons from the previous dynasty’s experiences in governing the country and in the rise and fall of order and chaos.

      After the Yuan dynasty successfully completed the great task of unifying China, it began to compile the histories of previous dynasties. They created the “History of Liao,” “History of Jin,” and “History of Song,” which meant that, in the eyes of the Yuan people, the Liao, Jin, and Song were recognized as orthodox Chinese dynasties. However, Western Xia, which had coexisted alongside the Liao, Jin, and Song, did not have an independent chapter in the official histories. In the Twenty-Four Histories, there is no dedicated “History of Western Xia”; the relevant history of Western Xia is only recorded in the biographical sections of the “History of Liao,” “History of Jin,” and “History of Song,” and even then, it is categorized as a foreign nation. This shows that Western Xia was not regarded as an orthodox dynasty. Nevertheless, Western Xia had a significant impact in the historical context of its time, and its existence was also quite lengthy. If we count from the establishment of the regional regime by Tuoba Sigong, the ancestor of the Tangut people, at the end of the Tang dynasty, until its destruction by the Mongols, this period lasted for 350 years. In comparison, the two Song dynasties lasted 320 years, the Liao 210 years, and the Jin 120 years. Western Xia had a history of more than 300 years. Through in-depth research, scholars have found that in Sichuan there existed a tusi regime called Xiwujia Buer, which was very likely established by descendants of the Western Xia royal family. This regime lasted until the Kangxi reign of the Qing dynasty, when the central government implemented the policy of replacing native chieftains with direct rule, and only then did the tusi regime come to an end. In this sense, perhaps no other regime in Chinese history existed for such a long time, continuing from the Tang all the way to the Qing dynasty. This demonstrates that Western Xia’s position in Chinese history should not be underestimated, as it made significant contributions to the development and progress of the northwestern regions of China.

      Western Xia was a regime established by the Tangut people, but today the Tangut no longer exist. So where did they originate from? There are currently two main viewpoints. One holds that they were a branch of the Qiang people; the other believes they were a branch of the Xianbei. For example, contemporary historians still debate this, and there were also many disagreements in history. The “History of Liao” and “History of Jin” support one view, while the “Book of Sui,” “Old Book of Tang,” and “History of Song” have different records. The Tangut people who established the Western Xia regime were from the Tuoba family, and historically, the Tuoba are best known as the Xianbei, while the Tangut also bore the surname Tuoba. This easily leads to confusion, making people think they might be descendants of the Xianbei.

      However, if we look at the region where the Tangut people originally lived, it was not an area where the Xianbei were active. The Tangut people originated from the area around the source of the Yellow River on the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau. Therefore, the Book of Sui records that the Tangut were a branch of the Qiang people. During the Western Jin period, the Qiang suffered heavy blows from the Central Plains dynasties; some assimilated into the Central Plains, while others fled into the mountains and wilderness. Later, when the Western Jin dynasty collapsed, five ethnic minorities on the frontier—Xiongnu, Xianbei, Jie, Di, and Qiang—migrated inland and established fifteen separatist regimes in the north and one in the south. Collectively, these were known as the Sixteen Kingdoms, forming a standoff with the Eastern Jin. Thus, one viewpoint holds that the Tangut were descendants of the Qiang. After the Tangut people prospered, especially after they established their own regime, they claimed to be descendants of the Xianbei. When Tangut envoys visited the Central Plains dynasties, they would always mention, “We are descendants of the Tuoba family.” They claimed that as the Northern Wei declined, they migrated to their current homeland and settled there.

      Nowadays, one of the more widely accepted views among historians is that, based on a comprehensive examination of the Tangut’s customs, language and script, and early religious beliefs, the Tangut should be considered a branch of the Qiang. Their self-identification as descendants of the Tuoba family of Northern Wei was most likely intended to elevate their own status and demonstrate that they came from a noble and distinguished lineage—this was probably their main purpose.

      Regardless of whether the Tangut originated from the Xianbei or the Qiang, it is clear that the early Tangut were not particularly powerful.

      According to historical records, the rise of the Tangut began in the early Tang dynasty. So, how did the Tangut gradually develop and grow stronger? Who was the figure that led the Tangut to formally step onto the stage of history? All this remains to be explored.

      When the Tangut first began to rise, their society was still rather primitive. At that time, they were divided into many small tribes, such as the Tuoba tribe, Xifeng tribe, Yeli tribe, and so on. These tribes were not a unified whole, and were connected mainly through a shared primitive religious belief.

      There are such records in historical texts: every three years, they would hold a gathering, slaughter cattle and sheep to worship Heaven. Their contact with one another was limited to such simple activities. The region where the Tangut people originally lived bordered two powerful minority regimes— to the north was Tuyuhun, and to the south was Tubo (Tibet).

      As the Li Tang dynasty rose in the east, it began to launch military operations against Tuyuhun. Seeing the growing power of the Tang dynasty, many small Tangut tribes surrendered to Tang rule and served as guides for the Tang army. The Tang army was determined to eliminate Tuyuhun once and for all. Years earlier, Emperor Yang of the Sui had failed in his campaign, but this time, the wise and capable Emperor Taizong of Tang appointed his most outstanding general, Li Jing—who was later the prototype for Pagoda-bearing Heavenly King Li in the novel Investiture of the Gods—as the chief commander. Li Jing led several hundred thousand troops, advancing along six routes, vowing to completely destroy Tuyuhun. The Tanguts had originally been under Tuyuhun’s control, but now most of them had submitted to the Tang. Because of this, the advance of the Tang army was very smooth.

      When the Tang army reached the area now known as Langdaopo in Gansu, scouts rushed back with urgent news: the great Tangut leader, Tuoba Chici, was leading tens of thousands of troops to block their path. What should they do? The Tang generals quickly asked whether Tuoba Chici had taken any offensive actions. The two scouts replied that there had been no attack; he had only made some gestures. The terrain at Langdaopo was extremely treacherous. Tuoba Chici had ordered his men to cut down trees and roll rocks down from the mountain, blocking the road completely so that the Tang army could not pass, no matter how hard they tried. If they tried to force their way through, they would surely suffer terrible losses. Remembering that, before their departure, the emperor had instructed them to adopt a policy of appeasement and indirect rule toward the Tanguts, to win them over and isolate Tuyuhun, and never to offend the Tangut people, the Tang general decided to send one of his envoys to persuade Tuoba Chici to surrender. The envoy accepted the order and set out.

      Of course, this envoy was arrogant and proud, thinking to himself: I am an envoy sent by the mighty Tang Empire, and now hundreds of thousands of troops are besieging Tuyuhun. You are nothing but a local strongman with so few men, and yet you dare to block the path of our great army—this is simply courting death! So, when he met Tuoba Chici, his attitude was haughty and disrespectful, which immediately enraged Tuoba Chici. Tuoba Chici abruptly drew the saber from his waist and, with a loud clang, struck it against the table. He then questioned the Tang envoy, “Do you know what my relationship with Tuyuhun is? I am the son-in-law of the old king of Tuyuhun; he is my father-in-law. Our relationship is extremely close, as if we were one and the same. The king of Tuyuhun has shown me great kindness—do you expect me to betray him and surrender to you? That is absolutely impossible! You’d better go back, or if I become angry, your life will be forfeit. Of course, I do not kill nameless nobodies with my blade. A petty character like you is not even worthy of my attention—get lost!”

      The Tang envoy, terrified, hurried back to his commander and, exaggerating the story, described how rude and dismissive Tuoba Chici had been, showing no respect for the Tang at all. Upon hearing this, the Tang general was furious and shouted, “You thankless bandit! I tried to persuade you with kind words, but since you refuse to listen, I’ll show you the might of the Tang army. When our heavenly troops arrive, not a single chicken or dog will remain here!”

      This Tang general was very clever; he had already attained the position of governor and knew well that a frontal assault was not the right approach. Therefore, he sought out local people to ask if there was a small path to go around behind Tuoba Chici, especially whether there was a way to launch a surprise attack on his main camp. When the local people saw the general take out gleaming gold and shiny silver—treasures they had never seen before, which could be exchanged for so many cattle and sheep—they immediately agreed to show him the way after receiving the gold and silver. At this time, Tuoba Chici was in full battle readiness, prepared for a head-on confrontation. However, he never expected that the Tang army would launch a surprise attack from the rear, catching him completely off guard. In this battle, the Tang army killed more than three thousand of Tuoba Chici’s soldiers and captured over sixty thousand head of cattle and sheep.

      Originally, the Tang army was facing a crisis of running out of provisions. This was because, when the Tang army reached Tuoba Chici’s territory, Tuoba Chici used the terrain to block their passage, cutting off their supply lines and putting the Tang army’s food supply in jeopardy. But with the huge number of cattle and sheep captured in this battle, the Tang army’s food problem was instantly solved.

      After suffering such a crushing defeat, Tuoba Chici also realized that the Tang army was by no means an easy opponent. He thought to himself, it seems my father-in-law has no hope left this time—the outcome is already decided. One must know that Li Jing, the great commander, had not even personally taken the field; it was just one of the six generals under his command who had beaten him so badly. He began to wonder whether it was meaningful to continue resisting. Was it really worth sacrificing himself for the state of Tuyuhun?

      After weighing his options, Tuoba Chici felt that there was no chance of victory if he continued to resist, so he conceived a new plan: to seek a new way out by recognizing another “father-in-law.” Meanwhile, the Tang general who had won the great victory excitedly reported to the emperor, writing in his memorial, “Tuoba Chici, this rebellious traitor, actually dared to block the advance of the mighty Tang army. I fought hard and ultimately won a great victory.”

      This Tang general was eagerly looking forward to being praised and richly rewarded by Emperor Taizong. However, things did not go as he expected. Emperor Taizong issued an imperial edict addressed to the six armies under Li Jing’s command. In the edict, Emperor Taizong earnestly admonished the generals not to attack the Tangut people without good reason. This inevitably raises the question: why would Emperor Taizong make such a decision?

      It must be said that Emperor Taizong truly deserved to be called a wise and enlightened ruler of his age. Toward the victorious general, he neither offered praise nor criticism, but instead, through this imperial edict, admonished the commanders of the six armies in a manner both gentle and solemn. Our present mission is not to defeat the Tanguts, but to bring them into the embrace of the Tang dynasty and win their sincere allegiance. The region where Tuyuhun is located—the source of the Yellow River in Qinghai—has been a grave concern for the Central Plains dynasties since the Shang and Zhou periods. We must completely resolve this longstanding problem, but how? Relying solely on military force is clearly not the answer; the real key is to win over their hearts. Therefore, I will not focus exclusively on your military achievements. If you can persuade the Tangut people to willingly submit to the Tang, I will be even more pleased.

      So, how should this be done? This time, Li Jing himself took charge. Li Jing was the Duke of Wei in the Tang dynasty and also served as the chief commander of the six armies, equivalent to the modern commander-in-chief. He personally sent an envoy to arrange a meeting with Tuoba Chici, conveying the message: “Our Commander Li wishes to meet with you and form an alliance. You may choose the location.” Tuoba Chici selected a place close to his own camp for the meeting. Li Jing arrived at the site with only a few dozen cavalrymen, showing no sign of precaution or mistrust. This deeply moved Tuoba Chici. The Duke of the Tang, after all, was a figure of great power and influence, while Tuoba Chici himself was merely a minor chieftain—though he claimed to command tens of thousands of elite soldiers, in reality, even eight-year-old children might have been counted among them. Looking at Commander Li, what a heroic figure he was!

      In former years, Li Jing had led three thousand armored cavalry to a great victory over the Turks, and had even captured the Eastern Turkic Jieli Khan alive at Yinshan. Such a renowned general now treated him with such respect. Therefore, Tuoba Chici was deeply moved.

      After the two sides met, Li Jing was the first to speak: “The previous battle was actually a misunderstanding. But to be frank, hadn’t we already sent someone to persuade you to surrender? Why did you still obstruct my army’s advance? Why would you be so short-sighted as to block our way? Now, His Majesty has issued an imperial edict, earnestly advising you to recognize the situation, submit to the Tang, yield the road, and provide us with provisions, water, and livestock. From now on, you will be counted as one of our own in the Tang, and all past matters will be wiped clean.” In his words, Li Jing was making it clear to Tuoba Chici that between the Tang and Tuyuhun, it should be obvious which was stronger. Tuyuhun was already in decline and on the verge of destruction—Tuoba Chici should not let himself be dragged down as well.

      Tuoba Chici lowered his head and pondered for a while, then said to Li Jing, “What you say is true, and I am not an unreasonable man. However, I have one condition: we must swear an oath in blood. Only then will I open the road for you and provide the needed provisions and supplies. Otherwise, I truly cannot trust you. In the past, when Emperor Yang of Sui led an expedition against Tuyuhun, he also solemnly promised us that the campaign was not related to our Tangut people and only asked us to guide their way. But who could have expected that once the Sui army arrived, they attacked our Tangut people as well. This shows that you people of the Central Plains are far too cunning, while we Tanguts are simple-hearted and straightforward. If you ask me to sign some paper, I’m sorry, but I am illiterate—that trick won’t work on me.

      Don’t think you can fool me like that. Heaven knows what you might write. We only trust in the ancient ritual of kneeling together and drinking blood wine to swear an oath. Are you willing to do this?”

      Li Jing replied without hesitation, “No problem, let’s hold the ceremony at once.” After the ceremony was completed successfully, Tuoba Chici opened up the road as agreed. However, he did not provide the Tang army with provisions or guides; clearly, he still harbored doubts about the Tang and had not yet fully lowered his guard.

      This time, the Tang dynasty dispatched six armies to besiege Tuyuhun and ultimately achieved a decisive victory. However, among them, one of the armies did not make any notable achievements during the campaign. On their return journey to the capital, this army passed through the tribe of Tuoba Chici. The commander of this force secretly thought to himself: I failed to distinguish myself in the conquest of Tuyuhun; why not take this opportunity to deal with Tuoba Chici? This tribe has large herds of cattle and sheep and a large population. Their clothing and hairstyles are also quite similar to those of the Tuyuhun. If I could capture one or two thousand people and bring them back to Chang’an to present as prisoners at the Meridian Gate, that would still count as a major accomplishment.

      So, the Tang commander launched a surprise attack, catching Tuoba Chici completely off guard. This raid inflicted extremely heavy losses on the population and livestock of Tuoba Chici’s tribe. Afterwards, the Tang commander hastened to report this so-called “great victory” to the court. Having suffered a severe blow, Tuoba Chici had no choice but to flee. After fleeing, he rebelled once again. He felt that the Tang dynasty was untrustworthy—after all, they had promised not to attack him, but in the end, they had still launched an assault.

      When the Tang commander reported his victory to the court, the court naturally conducted an investigation. Upon investigation, the problem became clear: by this time, Grand Commander Li had already succeeded in destroying Tuyuhun. Yet, all of a sudden, so many prisoners and livestock appeared. After a thorough investigation, it was discovered that the target of the Tang commander’s attack was actually Tuoba Chici, an ally of the Tang. Tuoba Chici had already surrendered to the Tang dynasty, so launching an attack against him under these circumstances was truly unacceptable.

      It should be noted that the emperor had repeatedly admonished them to establish good relations with the Tangut people in order to isolate Tuyuhun. Grand Commander Li had even sworn a blood oath with Tuoba Chici and had put in great effort to win him over. But now, this commander had done such a thing. As a result, the court promptly issued an edict that this commander be executed. The other commanders, seeing this, hurried to plead for him. They appealed to the court, saying that since they were all colleagues, this commander had only made a momentary mistake, and that he was usually very intelligent. They begged the court to spare his life in view of his past military achievements.

      In the end, after careful consideration, the court declared that since so many had pleaded for him, his death sentence could be waived, but he could not be forgiven for his crimes. Thus, the commander was dismissed from office, exiled, and never employed again. Witnessing the sincerity displayed by the court, Tuoba Chici once again came to the interior. He assured the court that he would never rebel again.

      When Emperor Taizong learned of this news, he was greatly pleased. He immediately announced that from that day forward, Tuoba Chici would no longer bear the surname Tuoba, but would instead be granted the imperial surname Li—a tremendous honor. At the same time, he was bestowed the title “Duke of Pingxi.” From this point on, the Tangut people officially became part of the Tang dynasty. Therefore, it was during this period that the Tuoba family of the Tanguts first adopted the surname Li.

      Emperor Taizong bestowed the surname Li upon the Tangut tribe that had originally borne the surname Tuoba, and granted Tuoba Chici the title of Duke of Pingxi. From that moment, the Tangut people officially stepped onto the stage of political history.

      However, with the destruction of Tuyuhun, the Tibetan Empire gradually grew stronger. Tibet frequently launched attacks on the Tanguts, continuously encroaching on their lands. Facing such a powerful Tibetan Empire, what measures would the Tanguts take in response? Because the Tibetan Empire harbored ambitions to expand its territory northward, it posed a serious threat to the survival of the Tangut people. As a result, the Tanguts submitted a memorial to the Tang court, earnestly requesting permission to move inland. In their letter, they expressed their misery: “The Tibetans are constantly harassing us, and we can no longer bear such suffering. We humbly beg Your Majesty to find us another place to settle, so that we may live within the interior of the Tang dynasty.” Out of compassion and consideration, the court granted the Tanguts’ request, and they began their migration inland.

      During this migration, the Tanguts mainly moved to two places. One was Songzhou, which is present-day Songpan in Sichuan; the other was Qingzhou, which is now Qingyang in Gansu. Both Gansu and Sichuan also suffered from Tibetan military incursions, and the Tibetan army captured Chengdu several times, making the situation extremely perilous. In this complex environment, the Tanguts adopted a flexible survival strategy. When the Tang dynasty was strong, they tended to submit to the Tang; when Tibet was in the ascendant, they would choose to yield to Tibet.

      There is a popular saying today, “The Qiang dwell between Han and Tibet,” which is a most fitting description of the Tanguts. Indeed, when the Tang (Han) dynasty was strong, they submitted to Tang; when the Tubo (Tibetan) empire was strong, they submitted to Tibet.

      Tangut soldiers were often seen among the ranks of the Tibetan army. This was especially true after the outbreak of the An Lushan Rebellion, when the national strength of the Tang dynasty declined sharply. Tibetans, Uighurs, Turks, and Tanguts frequently joined forces to raid the Tang frontiers, posing a grave threat to the stability of the Tang dynasty. The great hero Guo Ziyi, who played a key role in quelling the An Lushan Rebellion, was deeply worried. He advised the court: “The Tangut people must be relocated again—they cannot be allowed to live adjacent to Tibet, or else they will easily collude with the Tibetans to cause trouble.” So, where should they be relocated? Guo Ziyi suggested moving them to northern Shaanxi, which is now the Ordos Plateau. This region was farther from Tibet, making it less likely for the Tanguts to conspire with the Tibetans. Thus began the second large-scale migration of the Tangut people.

      After migrating to northern Shaanxi, the Tanguts gradually formed two main tribes. One was the Pingxia tribe, to which the Tanguts who would later establish Western Xia belonged. The Pingxia tribe centered around Xiazhou, which is present-day Hengshan in Shaanxi. The other was the Dongshan tribe, so named because they lived east of the Liupan Mountains. From then on, the Tanguts took the Ningxia region as their core area, where they lived, multiplied, and gradually grew stronger.

      After the An Lushan Rebellion, the Pingxia Tanguts who had settled in Hengshan, Shaanxi, enjoyed a period of relative peace and stability, which allowed them to recuperate and further develop. As time passed and the Tang dynasty drew to its close, during the reign of Emperor Xizong, the Huang Chao Rebellion erupted like a violent storm. The army led by Huang Chao swept across all of China like an unstoppable flood, traversing both north and south of the great rivers. Wherever they went, the situation changed dramatically. Ultimately, this formidable force advanced all the way to Chang’an and succeeded in capturing the splendid capital.

      Faced with such a perilous situation, Emperor Xizong was thrown into panic like a startled bird, fleeing in haste to Shu (Sichuan). During his flight, the emperor urgently issued edicts, calling on regional military governors everywhere to quickly raise troops and come to his aid. At that time, the leader of the Pingxia tribe was Tuoba Sigong. When he received the order from above, perhaps he was not even qualified to receive the imperial edict directly, but instead had the emperor’s command relayed to him by other military governors. That edict was like a solemn official document, explicitly instructing him to raise his troops—the general meaning being, “You too should send your forces to help.”

      Upon hearing this order, Tuoba Sigong did not hesitate. He quickly gathered twenty thousand elite cavalrymen, filled with loyalty and ambition, preparing to retake Chang’an. Leading these twenty thousand iron cavalry, he sped forward and successfully joined forces with the armies of several other military governors. After combining their troops, they formed a mighty and imposing force of fifty thousand soldiers. When the emperor heard this news, he was overjoyed and immediately promoted Tuoba Sigong, elevating his official rank and status. Encouraged by the emperor’s commendation, Tuoba Sigong became even more determined and enthusiastic. He personally led his twenty thousand cavalry, charging toward Chang’an like a tiger descending from the mountains, and engaged in a fierce and thrilling battle against Huang Chao’s army. In this battle, Tuoba Sigong sent his younger brother, Tuoba Sizhong, as the vanguard to spearhead the assault and open the way for the main force.

      At that time, the main commander of Huang Chao’s forces was Zhu Wen, who would later overthrow the Tang dynasty and establish the Later Liang as its founding emperor. Although his reputation in Chinese history is extremely poor, he was born into poverty and endured a life full of hardships and adversity. Such a harsh environment did not wear down his spirit; instead, it forged his martial skills, making him an outstanding general well-versed in military strategy and adept at commanding troops.

      In ancient armies, the smallest combat unit was the squad. When a squad went into battle, if the squad leader was unfortunately killed and some of the squad members chose to retreat (of course, not all would retreat, only some), then the entire squad would be executed. This was because, according to the iron discipline of the army, the soldiers were required to do everything in their power to rescue the squad leader; if the squad leader died and they returned alone, this was absolutely unacceptable. Conversely, if most of the soldiers were killed in action but the squad leader survived and returned, the squad leader would also be executed. On the battlefield, the soldiers all knew that there was no way out—they could only charge forward bravely and live or die together with their comrades. Only by courageously killing the enemy and successfully repelling the foe could they then withdraw safely and have the chance for promotion and reward. If any failed to return, those who did make it back would all face the punishment of death—either killed on the battlefield, or executed under the military law of the warlord.

      It was precisely because of such strict military discipline that Zhu Wen’s troops fought with great bravery, and Zhu Wen himself was especially talented in military affairs and skilled at commanding battles. Did Huang Chao greatly rely on Zhu Wen? At that time, the two armies confronted each other across the Wei River. Tuoba Sizhong led over a thousand elite cavalry to challenge the enemy; he was highly skilled in martial arts and extraordinary in ability. He drew his bow, set an arrow, and with a “whoosh,” a sharp arrow shot straight into the iron crane on the bridge over the Wei River. Witnessing this, Zhu Wen was startled and thought to himself, “This man is truly formidable! If he can hit the iron crane with one arrow, wouldn’t he be able to pierce me through if he aimed at me?” With that thought, Zhu Wen decisively waved his command flag and ordered his troops to retreat.

      When Tuoba Sizhong saw Zhu Wen’s army retreating, he thought little of Huang Chao’s forces and, filled with heroic spirit, charged toward the enemy lines with his more than a thousand cavalrymen. But Zhu Wen was no easy opponent; he had already set up an ambush all around. As soon as Tuoba Sizhong’s cavalry rushed into the ambush, they were immediately trapped in a desperate situation. After fierce fighting, Tuoba Sizhong and all the soldiers he led were killed in battle; not a single one survived. Afterwards, Zhu Wen led a counterattack, and Tuoba Sigong’s army suffered a crushing defeat. Tuoba Sigong thought to himself, “I am, after all, an outsider by surname; there’s no need for me to risk my life for the Li Tang dynasty. I might as well return to my homeland of Pingxia.” So he withdrew with his defeated troops back to Pingxia.

      Not long after Tuoba Sigong returned to his homeland, Emperor Xizong issued another edict, requesting Tuoba Sigong to once again mobilize his troops to suppress the Huang Chao rebellion.

      The last defeat by Huang Chao’s army still cast a shadow over Tuoba Sigong’s heart; recalling that brutal battle, he still felt lingering fear. But if he refused to raise troops, it would be defying the imperial decree, which was tantamount to betraying the Tang dynasty. So, would Tuoba Sigong eventually send troops or not?

      Tuoba Sigong pondered repeatedly and weighed the pros and cons. He thought, “Forget it, our Tuoba tribe has always received generous treatment from the Tang dynasty. If the Tanguts had not migrated here back then, we would probably have already been swallowed up by the Tibetans, and our people might no longer exist—perhaps we would have long since become a part of Tibet.”

      Now, the fact that I can carve out my own domain here and rule with such prestige is entirely thanks to the great favor of the Tang dynasty. The emperor values me so highly and keeps urging me to send troops, so I will do it one more time. Thus, Tuoba Sigong once again led out eight thousand troops. At this time, military governors from all over the country raised their own armies and organized forces to support the emperor, so that for a while, there was a great number of troops. They surrounded Chang’an on all sides, forming a powerful encirclement. Seeing the overwhelming strength of the government forces, Huang Chao decided, “Fine, our army will withdraw for now—we’ll give up Chang’an for the time being.” He then led his troops out of Chang’an.

      Tuoba Sigong truly gained an enormous advantage from this. He was the first to charge into Chang’an, like an arrow leaving the bowstring. He quickly reported to the court, saying, “I have successfully recovered Chang’an—this is the great achievement of Tuoba Sigong.” At that time, Emperor Xizong was far away in Shu and did not know the true situation. Upon hearing that Chang’an had been recovered, he was overjoyed and immediately issued an edict to reward Tuoba Sigong. The emperor said, “I grant you the imperial surname Li. I remember that your tribe was once given the surname Li before, but never mind that—this time I grant it again. Was Tuoba Chici your direct ancestor? Maybe not, but that doesn’t matter. From now on, you are his descendant. From now on, you will bear the surname Li, not Tuoba. Your army shall be named the Dingnan Army. You came forward in the nation’s crisis and achieved great merit in pacifying rebellion, so your force will be called the Dingnan Army. The land of Xiazhou in northern Shaanxi where you reside will be yours to keep and defend. You are now promoted—Tuoba Sigong, now known as Li Sigong, is given the title of Military Governor of the Dingnan Army.”

      Later, Li Sigong accumulated many more merits and was promoted to the position of Tong Zhongshu Menxia Pingzhangshi, which was equivalent to the post of chancellor.

      Because of this, at this time, the Tuoba tribe of the Tangut people, once a minor border tribe, successfully stepped onto the political stage of the Tang dynasty, transforming into a brilliant new star in the political arena of Tang. In 895 AD, Li Sigong unfortunately passed away. After his death, his position needed to be inherited. His son had died before him, and his grandson was still young, so the position was passed on to his younger brother, Tuoba Sijian, who naturally should now be called Li Sijian, and he assumed the important post of Military Governor of the Dingnan Army.

      As time passed, by the year 907 AD, the once-glorious Tang dynasty came to an end. After the fall of the Tang, as we know, the Later Liang was established. Li Sijian immediately pledged allegiance to the Later Liang. Unexpectedly, dynastic changes in the Central Plains occurred with remarkable speed; within just over fifty years, five dynasties—Liang, Tang, Jin, Han, and Zhou—rose and fell in succession. Yet the leaders of the Pingxia tribe remained steadfast amid all these changes, recognizing whoever was in power as their sovereign. After Later Tang overthrew Later Liang, Li Sijian had already passed away, and his successor was named Li Renfu. Li Renfu acted decisively, immediately submitting to Later Tang and presenting himself as a vassal. In order to effectively control the Pingxia tribe, Later Tang specially granted its leader the title “Prince of Shuofang.” From then on, the leader of Pingxia officially enjoyed the honor of princely rank.

      After Li Renfu’s death, his successor was Li Yichao. He continued the policies of Li Renfu and had already submitted to Later Tang. Thus, he once again sent a memorial to the court, declaring that he would uphold the wishes of his late predecessor and willingly serve as a loyal subject of the Great Tang. At that time, the reigning emperor of Later Tang was Mingzong, one of the few outstanding monarchs of the Five Dynasties period. As we discussed earlier, he was a man of great talent and vision, and the fighting power of his army was extremely strong. After Mingzong ascended the throne, he began to consider eliminating the latent threat posed by Xiazhou, determined not to allow the existence of a regime that outwardly submitted to the court while inwardly harboring duplicity and acting ambivalently.

      In light of this, Mingzong of Later Tang decisively dispatched troops to suppress the Pingxia tribe. What he did not expect was that, in trying to remove this “thorn,” he ended up being painfully pricked by it instead. More importantly, this incident completely changed the relationship between the Tuoba tribe and the Central Plains dynasties. So, what exactly happened in this matter?
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      After the fall of the Tang Dynasty, Chinese history entered the period of the Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms. In this era of frequent regime changes and chaotic situations, the Tangut Tuoba tribe continued to develop and expand its strength, gradually growing stronger. After the Later Tang was established, Emperor Mingzong of Tang intended to pacify the Tanguts and dispatched a large army marching north to attack Xiazhou. At that time, the Tanguts, who were relatively weak and isolated, faced the question of whether they could withstand the fierce and overwhelming attack from the Later Tang army.

      After the Later Tang regime was successfully established, Li Yichao, the military governor of Dingnan Army, submitted a memorial to the court, requesting to be officially appointed by the imperial court. When Emperor Mingzong of Tang saw this memorial, he was delighted, believing that this was an excellent opportunity to weaken the power of the warlords.

      This was because Emperor Mingzong of Later Tang was extremely worried that Xiazhou might collude with the Khitan and plot against the Central Plains. Xiazhou’s strategic position was very important and could not be underestimated.

      This city was built by Helian Bobo, the Heavenly King of the Great Xia state during the Sixteen Kingdoms period. Helian Bobo was a Xiongnu, and during the Sixteen Kingdoms period he established a regime called the Great Xia in this area. After establishing the Great Xia, Helian Bobo began constructing his capital city here, building a city and naming it Tongwan City, which later became known as Xiazhou. Even today, the ruins of Tongwan City still exist and are relatively well preserved. When the city was built, white sand from the riverbed was mixed with lime and water to construct it. Just how strong was this city? At the same time as building the city, Helian Bobo ordered the forging of weapons such as iron swords and knives. To supervise the quality of construction, he devised an extremely cruel method: he ordered people to stab the finished city wall with the forged knives. If a knife could pierce the city wall, the person who built the wall would be executed immediately and their body would be built into the wall; if the knife could not pierce the wall, the person who forged the knife would be executed. This shows that King Helian Bobo was extremely brutal by nature. Therefore, Tongwan City was built upon the bones of countless people, and its strength was as solid as a fortress, utterly impregnable. Moreover, because the materials used to build the city were riverbed sand mixed with white lime, under the sunlight, the entire city appeared snow-white, so the local people called it "Baichengzi" (White City).

      Later, the Pingxia branch of the Tangut settled in Xiazhou. This place was not only of great strategic importance, but the city itself was so solidly built that it became a source of anxiety and a major threat to the Central Plains dynasties. Now that Li Yichao had submitted his memorial, earnestly requesting to be officially appointed by the court—it should be noted that his position as military governor had originally been conferred by the Tang Dynasty and later recognized by the Later Liang, but up to that point, the Later Tang had not formally appointed him. Thus, after he submitted his request, the Later Tang court began to deliberate on the matter. When Emperor Mingzong of Tang heard about it, he agreed it was feasible and was willing to grant the appointment. However, Emperor Mingzong proposed not to appoint Li Yichao as the military governor of Xiazhou, but rather to make him the military governor of Fuyan, and to have him exchange positions with the current military governor of Fuyan, An Congjin. Li Yichao was to go to Fuzhou to take up his new post—this Fuzhou was actually present-day Fuxian in Shaanxi—thus removing him from his ancestral base in Xiazhou to a new place of assignment. At the same time, An Congjin would be sent to take up the post in Xiazhou. In Emperor Mingzong’s mind, he thought: Doesn’t Li Yichao desperately want me to officially recognize him? Then I’ll arrange it this way, removing him from his deeply rooted base—his real intention was to weaken Li Yichao’s power as a regional warlord.

      After receiving the imperial edict, Li Yichao read it carefully and immediately understood the court’s intentions. This was clearly a strategy to lure the tiger away from the mountain! He knew very well that if he left the land that his ancestors had painstakingly managed for generations, it would be like a fierce tiger leaving the mountains and falling onto the flat plains, bound to be bullied and at the mercy of others. Therefore, he secretly made up his mind that he would never obey this command from the court.

      Emperor Mingzong of Later Tang also knew that Li Yichao would not easily comply with the court’s arrangements. Therefore, he ordered An Congjin to lead tens of thousands of troops northward, preparing to forcibly take over Xiazhou under the protection of military force. When Li Yichao learned of this, he hurriedly submitted a memorial to the emperor. In it, he earnestly expressed his willingness to take up the post in Fuzhou. However, he also explained that before leaving, he needed to carry out some pacification work locally. He said he had to pack up his belongings, since “a ruined family is still worth ten thousand strings of cash,” and gathering all those items would take some time. Moreover, he needed to bid farewell to the elders and villagers of his hometown. He also mentioned that the people in the city were unwilling to let him leave, and he intended to take them along to Fuzhou. In reality, he was planning to leave the court with an empty city, though he did not state this explicitly to the emperor. The imperial edict initially praised Li Yichao, saying that he was considerate of the greater good and a loyal subject, and that the court was aware of his loyalty. However, the last two sentences of the edict carried a clear threat: “Those who obey will not suffer the slightest harm; those who defy the order will have their entire family exterminated.” This was undoubtedly a warning from the emperor to Li Yichao: if he knew what was good for him, he would obey the order—if he complied, he would not be harmed, and could still serve as a military governor in Fuzhou and enjoy high office and generous rewards; but if he defied the order, his whole family would be wiped out. When Li Yichao heard these words, he realized that the emperor had made his intentions abundantly clear and that there was no longer any room for negotiation. Now, he could only break with the court completely. He resolved in his heart: I simply will not go—let’s see what you can do about it.

      When Emperor Mingzong of Later Tang learned of Li Yichao’s attitude, he was instantly enraged. He thought to himself that he had just ascended the throne, and already someone so fearless dared to openly challenge the emperor’s authority. He immediately ordered the troops to advance quickly and to take Xiazhou at all costs, determined to show that insolent Li Yichao just how serious the consequences would be for defying the emperor.

      The Tangut people had deep feelings for the Xiazhou region, which they had painstakingly managed for generations, and were truly unwilling to leave their homeland. Faced with the menacing Later Tang army, the Tanguts were in a difficult position, with neither allies to form an alliance nor any outside support; they could only defend Xiazhou on their own.

      At this moment, as the leader of the Tanguts, what brilliant stratagems would Li Yichao come up with to resist the Later Tang army?

      Li Yichao quickly deployed scouts along the route to set up defenses. As soon as the Later Tang army set out, the scouts continuously reported the latest developments to the front lines. For example, they would give detailed reports on the position of the Tang army, informing everyone exactly where the Tang troops had arrived and that they were now 130 li away from Xiazhou. This stretch of 130 li was extremely arduous, with very inconvenient transportation, and, worse still, there was no water source along the way at all—the Tang army had to cross a vast desert to reach Xiazhou.

      The geographical environment around Xiazhou was unique: it was surrounded by an oasis, and beyond the oasis lay a boundless desert, making the area almost completely isolated from the outside world. In the 130 li journey, the Tang army could not find any water source, putting them in a very precarious situation. Li Yichao made a decisive move, ordering over ten thousand elite Tangut soldiers to be mobilized. These soldiers, moving in small groups of three or five, or dozens or a hundred at a time, continuously harassed the rear of the Tang army. Their objective was very clear: to prevent the Tang soldiers from eating well, drinking enough, or sleeping peacefully. During the 130-li march, the Tang army had to fight the Tanguts almost every day. One day, a sentry post might be wiped out by the Tanguts; a couple of days later, two sentries might be killed; and on another night, the Tanguts might set off firecrackers and beat war drums all night long, making it impossible for the Tang soldiers to get any sleep. Moreover, because there was no water source, the food supplies the Tang army had brought were gradually running out.

      By the time the Tang army finally reached Xiazhou after so many difficulties, they were already exhausted and demoralized; the soldiers were worn out, and even the horses had lost their vigor. But An Congjin had come under imperial orders and dared not delay, so he immediately commanded the troops to besiege Xiazhou. As soon as the fighting broke out, it became clear that the city built by King Helian Bobo all those years ago truly deserved its legendary reputation. From the time Xiazhou had been built until then, nearly 500 years had passed. If it had been any other city, it would probably have already collapsed into ruin. Yet when the Tang army attacked using cloud ladders to scale the walls, this tactic proved useless. The defenders on the city walls were so vigilant that with a light push of a bamboo pole, the cloud ladders would immediately fall, sending the attacking soldiers plummeting to their deaths. Helpless, the Tang army had no choice but to switch to digging tunnels.

      When they began digging tunnels, they were shocked to discover that the walls of Xiazhou were as solid as iron or stone. The soldiers tried using shovels to dig and chisels to break through but could not make the slightest dent. In those days, even sharp swords had difficulty piercing the city walls—how could shovels possibly succeed now? It was like trying to dig into a block of iron with a shovel; as soon as the shovel struck the wall, it would snap with a “bang.” With no alternative, the Tang army could only surround Xiazhou and lay siege to it. The problem, however, was that there was no water source around Xiazhou, and the city was far from the rear, making it impossible to transport food supplies. Faced with such difficulties, the morale of the Tang army plummeted to rock bottom.

      At this point, Li Yichao climbed to the top of the city wall and shouted loudly to An Congjin: “Lord An, our land here is extremely barren. Xiazhou is small and poor, and there is not a bit of gold or silver treasure in the city. Even if you put in all your strength to capture this city, you won’t gain anything from it. Therefore, we sincerely ask Lord An to report to the court on our behalf and preserve Xiazhou as a frontier outpost for the state. In this way, it can still serve to defend the nation and guard our borders.”

      Standing below the city, An Congjin listened to these words and felt a mix of emotions. He thought to himself: When I was the military governor in Fuzhou, everything was going smoothly. But the emperor insisted on making me switch places with here. This place is small and poor—what benefit can I get by coming here? But the court’s orders are imperial commands, the majesty of which cannot be defied, so I have no choice but to serve the court.

      As soon as An Congjin began his siege of Xiazhou, the Tanguts once again resorted to their usual tactics. They launched attacks in all directions, constantly harassing the Tang army’s supply lines and cutting off their water sources. An Congjin was at his wits’ end and had no choice but to hurriedly retreat. At this point, imperial orders were the least of his concerns, for if the stalemate continued, his tens of thousands of troops would likely be lost here. The Tangut cavalry seized the opportunity to pursue, ultimately achieving a comprehensive victory. At first, Emperor Mingzong of Later Tang had launched a military campaign against the Tanguts, aiming to recapture the crucial stronghold of Xiazhou, but the result was a total and utter defeat. Li Yichao was extremely astute; after successfully defeating the Later Tang forces, he knew when to stop. He immediately submitted a memorial to the court, most earnestly pleading guilty: “Your humble servant has committed an unforgivable crime, daring to take up arms against the central government’s troops. I am guilty of a capital offense and deserve death many times over. I beg Your Majesty to punish me severely.” When Emperor Mingzong of Later Tang read the memorial, he was put in a difficult position. He thought to himself: I’ve already sent troops to attack him, yet I still couldn’t win. Now that he has taken the initiative to admit fault, I might as well accept it as a way to save face. He replied to Li Yichao: “You must not do this again in the future. You requested to be officially appointed, correct? Very well, whatever position you were given by the former dynasty, I will grant you the same. You shall continue to serve as the Military Governor of Dingnan Circuit and fulfill your responsibilities well.”

      After Li Yichao’s major victory, the various Central Plains dynasties—including Later Tang, Later Jin, Later Han, and Later Zhou—no longer dared to launch military campaigns against the Tanguts lightly. As a result, the Tangut regime gained a precious opportunity to recuperate and strengthen itself, continuously increasing its power.

      With the end of the Five Dynasties period, the Song Dynasty was established. So, what attitude and approach would the newly founded Song regime take towards the Tangut people?

      At that time, the chief of the Pingxia tribe and Military Governor of Dingnan Circuit was named Li Yiyin, who was a brother of the same generation as Li Yichao. As soon as Li Yiyin learned of the founding of the Northern Song, he immediately submitted a memorial to the court, requesting to be officially appointed. He also changed his name, no longer calling himself Li Yiyin. Why was this? It turns out that the father of Song Taizu Zhao Kuangyin was named Zhao Hongyin, so to avoid using the same character out of respect, Li Yiyin changed his name to Li Yixing.

      When Emperor Taizu of Song, Zhao Kuangyin, saw how considerate Li Yixing was, he was very pleased and could not help but sigh, “Later Tang really shouldn’t have attacked them. Just look at how well-behaved he is, even taking care to avoid using my father’s name. That’s truly admirable.” As a result, the emperor announced that the Song court fully recognized the Li family’s rule over the local area, keeping everything as it was and maintaining their original system of governance and range of power. However, the emperor also made one request: “Could you send troops to cooperate with the Great Song and harass Northern Han for me?”

      It should be noted that during his campaign to pacify the Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms, Emperor Taizu adopted a strategy of first the south, then the north; first the easy, then the difficult. Northern Han was entrenched in the Shanxi region and proved to be a major headache. The emperor wanted to first subdue the southern regions, but Northern Han kept causing trouble in the north, which greatly vexed him. Therefore, he hoped that Li Yixing could send troops to harass Northern Han. Li Yixing did not agree to this request. Being exceedingly clever, Li Yixing understood that if he sent his own troops to fight Northern Han, there would inevitably be casualties, and that would not benefit the development of his own power. Since he had no personal enmity with Northern Han, why should he send troops to fight them? Yet Li Yixing also could not afford to offend the Song dynasty—what was he to do? He thought: Don’t you need warhorses for your battles? I’ll present you with three hundred fine horses. It’s important to remember that Song was always short of horses. As we all know, whether fighting against the Liao, or later the Jin and Western Xia, one key reason for the Song’s frequent defeats was the lack of cavalry, and the main reason for not having cavalry was the shortage of horses. Now, suddenly receiving three hundred excellent horses, Emperor Taizu was naturally overjoyed. He even personally supervised the craftsmen to make an exquisite jade belt for Li Yixing—crafted entirely from the finest Hetian jade. When inquiring about Li Yixing’s waist size, the emperor couldn’t help but grimace—this was going to be costly.

      According to historical records, the ceremonial waist circumference was as much as ten “wei,” which converts to about four chi. Back then, the shape of trousers was peculiar; the waist was longer than the length of the pants, right? If he bestowed a ring, it would have to be two sizes larger than anyone else’s, let alone a belt. Thus, Li Yixing exchanged three hundred fine horses for a jade belt, which he wore with great satisfaction as he continued to dominate his land.

      A few years later, Li Yixing passed away due to illness, and his son Li Guangrui succeeded him, continuing to serve as the Military Governor of Dingnan Circuit. At this time, Emperor Taizu was steadily weakening the power of the regional governors, which filled Li Guangrui with fear. He thought to himself that sooner or later, something like “removing military power over a cup of wine” would happen to him. So, Li Guangrui submitted a memorial to the court to sound out the situation, requesting permission to go to Bianjing to pay respects to the emperor. Normally, for those military governors from the inland regions, once Emperor Taizu summoned them to Bianjing, they could forget about ever returning—their power would be stripped away.

      Since the task of pacifying the Ten Kingdoms was not yet complete at the time, Emperor Taizu still needed the Li regime to contain Northern Han. Therefore, Taizu issued an edict, stating: “That region is crucial, so you should not come here. Stay and keep Northern Han in check.” Upon receiving this news, Li Guangrui was overjoyed and did not travel to the capital to pay his respects. Afterward, there were occasional small-scale clashes between him and Northern Han. Northern Han, not knowing its own limits, was clearly unable to defeat the Song but thought the Pingxia tribe was easy to bully, so they went to plunder them. Li Guangrui, fighting alongside the Song army, fought bravely in battle, annihilating more than three thousand Northern Han soldiers and capturing large quantities of grain, weapons, and other military supplies. Through this encounter, the Northern Han side came to realize that the Tanguts were not easy to deal with. At this time, Emperor Taizu unfortunately passed away, and Emperor Taizong, Zhao Guangyi, ascended the throne. As soon as Zhao Guangyi took the throne, Li Guangrui immediately submitted a memorial, stating that he had changed his name. He explained that since the emperor’s name was Zhao Guangyi, he could no longer be called Li Guangrui, so he changed his name to Li Kerui. Emperor Taizong was very pleased with this, feeling that he was as courteous and understanding as his father—indeed, like father, like son, both knew how to avoid taboos regarding the emperor’s name. As a result, Emperor Taizong promoted Li Kerui to the post of Grand Commandant (Jianjiao Taiwei), the highest military rank. Two years later, Li Kerui died of illness. After that, his son inherited the position of Military Governor of Dingnan Circuit. A few years later, that son also died of illness. Another son, Li Jipeng, inherited the position of Military Governor of Dingnan Circuit. Li Jipeng served as military governor for just over a year before leading his entire family to the imperial court to pay respects to Emperor Taizong. When Emperor Taizong heard of this, he was overjoyed. Why was that? According to historical records, “never since the previous generations had such a thing happened”—meaning that no local military governor had ever voluntarily come to see the emperor, especially not someone from such a different ethnic background. In the past, the court had only implemented a loose-control policy toward such non-Han groups, allowing them a certain degree of autonomy. But now this vassal came of his own accord, and not just by himself, but bringing his whole family along. So, during the banquet, as the emperor and his ministers sat together and conversed, Emperor Taizong asked Li Jipeng, “My loyal subject, what has given you such enlightenment? Why did you bring your whole family to Bianjing to see me?” Li Jipeng hesitated and could not give a clear answer for a while. After repeated questioning by the emperor, Li Jipeng had no choice but to tell the truth. He said, “The reason I have such enlightenment is because my uncles forced me to. After my father died, my elder brother inherited the position, and after he died, it should have been my turn to succeed, since my brother’s child was still young, and according to the rule of succession from brother to brother, it was supposed to be me. But my uncles were dissatisfied, and they drove me out. Two of my uncles, one became the military governor of Yinzhou, the other of Xiazhou, and I had nowhere to go but to come to court.” After hearing this, the emperor thought this was wonderful—since the Li family had internal strife, it was the perfect opportunity to put an end to the separatist regime of the Pingxia tribe once and for all. Therefore, the emperor appointed the general Cao Guangshi as the Inspector-in-chief of Four Prefectures, commanding him to lead the army north to retake the four prefectures long occupied by the Li family. As soon as Cao Guangshi set out with his troops, the local Tangut aristocrats were thrown into panic. Li Jipeng had a clansman named Li Jiqian, who then raised a rebellion.

      Li Jiqian was none other than Emperor Taizu of Xia, the founder of the Western Xia dynasty. When Emperor Taizong of Song demanded the recovery of the four prefectures and ordered the entire Li family to move to the capital, the young Li Jiqian, who was only in his twenties, firmly opposed it. Faced with the powerful deterrence of the Song army, how could this young man rely on his own strength to preserve the Tangut people?

      Li Jiqian resolutely objected, declaring, “I am unwilling to enter the court; I do not want to become a subject of the Song and be reduced to a slave forever.” During the Song dynasty, the court ordered the entire Li family to migrate inward. At this time, Li Jiqian chose to flee. Why did he run? It should be known that the Song army was already at the gates. The local gentry of Jizhou all had to relocate as ordered, and he simply could not find a suitable excuse to slip away. In reality, he was contemplating leading a rebellion. But in the face of the vast and imposing imperial army, to openly revolt at such a moment would be tantamount to seeking his own doom.

      However, Li Jiqian had a very capable strategist, a Han Chinese named Zhang Pu, who was of great assistance to him. Zhang Pu sought out Li Jiqian and carefully analyzed, “At present, our forces are weak. To confront the imperial army head-on would not be wise. We must first escape to a safe place and there gather strength, actively forging alliances with the local powerful families. If we rely on our own meager forces to resist the imperial court, our chances of success are extremely slim. We must unite all the local families who are dissatisfied with the court; only then will we have a greater chance of resisting.”

      Li Jiqian found Zhang Pu’s words very reasonable. So, he publicly announced that his wet nurse had passed away and that he needed to hold a funeral for her. He had a coffin loaded onto a cart, and his men donned mourning clothes. In reality, these men wore armor beneath their robes and carried mourning staffs in their hands. The coffin was not filled with the wet nurse’s body, but with all kinds of weapons. In this way, several dozen people swaggered toward the city gate. The Song soldiers guarding the city saw this and thought: they are in mourning—if we open and search the coffin, it would be highly inappropriate. Moreover, Li Jiqian held the court-appointed position of Director of Foreign Affairs for the tribal settlements. In the future, if these men were to become officials at court, each would wield more power than us gate guards. If Li Jiqian bore a grudge and spoke ill of us in higher circles, our heads would not be safe. Therefore, they dared not stop Li Jiqian and his party, nor could they find an excuse to prevent them from leaving the city. Thus, Li Jiqian left the city smoothly.

      As the saying goes, “The sky is high for birds to fly, the sea is wide for fish to leap.” After leading his few dozen men out of the city, Li Jiqian immediately took off his mourning robes, retrieved weapons from the coffin, mounted his horse, and galloped away at full speed. They traveled more than three hundred li in one stretch, arriving at a place called Dijingze. This place later became the site of Genghis Khan’s mausoleum, and the water and grass here were exceptionally abundant. After reaching Dijingze, Li Jiqian began gathering followers and frequently raided the borders of the Song dynasty. These actions greatly enraged the imperial court. After all, his elder brother, as military governor, had already surrendered, while he was just an insignificant minor official, fleeing everywhere with a handful of men. If the court did not deal with him, it would truly undermine its authority. Therefore, the court decisively ordered troops to suppress Li Jiqian.

      At that time, Li Jiqian was merely a young man in his twenties. Although he had a Han Chinese strategist assisting him, he initially had little experience in warfare. After all, the experience of war cannot be learned from books alone; it must be accumulated gradually through actual battles.

      The Song army sent against him consisted entirely of well-trained professional soldiers. They launched a night raid, sweeping through with unstoppable momentum and achieving a great victory. In this battle, the Song army killed more than five hundred of the enemy. It should be noted that Li Jiqian originally had very few men—only a few dozen when he escaped. After much difficulty, he had managed to gather some more followers, but now over five hundred were killed and more than four hundred tents were burned. Li Qian and his younger brother fled in haste, but his elderly mother and wife were both captured alive by the Song troops.

      Although Li Jiqian and his brother managed to escape, his forces were utterly destroyed, and both his mother and wife had fallen into the hands of the Song army.

      In such a desperate situation, how could Li Jiqian make a comeback and rise again?

      At this point, Li Jiqian could be said to have lost everything. However, despite his youth, he possessed keen political instincts. So, he thought of forming alliances through marriage with the local powerful families. He went around inquiring, “Does your family need a son-in-law? I think I’m quite suitable.” In this way, he practically married the daughters of all the local influential families.

      Li Jiqian was well aware that his family wielded great influence in the local area, and the people there had long remembered the Li family’s benevolence. Now that he had also formed marital alliances with these powerful families, just as the historical records stated, “In the past, people often turned to the Li family because of their accumulated kindness and support,” these people came one after another to pledge allegiance to Li Jiqian. As more and more people joined him, Li Jiqian’s power grew steadily, gradually becoming a major threat in the eyes of the imperial court. Seeing this, the court urged Cao Guangshi, the Inspector-in-chief of the Four Prefectures, to launch an attack on Li Jiqian. Cao Guangshi was a renowned general, and the position of Inspector-in-chief of the Four Prefectures was, by today’s standards, equivalent to the rank of commander of a major military region. Although Li Jiqian’s forces had become quite formidable, Cao Guangshi’s troops were, after all, regular government soldiers. These government soldiers were superbly equipped and rigorously trained in a systematic manner, so in his repeated confrontations with Cao Guangshi, Li Jiqian was always at a disadvantage. In this situation, Li Jiqian wrote a letter to Cao Guangshi, saying, “General Cao, I sincerely admire you and the imperial army. The court’s army is powerful, and after careful consideration, I have decided to surrender to the court. I would like to choose a place for us to meet and form an alliance, according to the traditional ritual of swearing an oath with blood. Once we have completed the blood oath ceremony, I will wholeheartedly submit to the court, and all past conflicts and hostilities will be put behind us.”

      Upon reading this letter, Cao Guangshi felt that the situation before him was just like when Li Jing, Duke of Wei from the Tang dynasty, subdued Tuoba Chici. He couldn’t help but feel a surge of pride, imagining himself about to replicate the glorious feat of General Li reclaiming the Tuoba tribe. He did not think the matter through carefully and set out for the rendezvous with just over thirty cavalrymen. It should be noted that by this time, the Tanguts were no longer as simple and honest as they once had been. After years of immersion in Central Plains civilization, their manners and way of thinking had changed greatly; they were no longer the naïve Tangut tribe of old. Yet Cao Guangshi failed to consider these factors deeply and walked straight into the ambush that Li Jiqian had meticulously prepared.

      Cao Guangshi swaggered to the appointed place with his few dozen men. Upon arrival, they dismounted, and before Cao Guangshi could even speak, Li Jiqian’s soldiers, who had been lying in ambush, suddenly swarmed in from all directions, unleashing a hail of arrows. In an instant, this commander of a “major military region” of the Song dynasty was killed on the spot, and the dozens of cavalrymen who accompanied him were all slain as well.

      After Cao Guangshi was killed, according to historical records, “Because they gathered at Yin, the prefecture again fell, and Huizhou was sacked, the city and towns burned before they departed.” Had not the lands of the five prefectures already been offered to the imperial court? Now, Li Jiqian was wantonly wreaking havoc and committing misdeeds in these prefectures, simply to prevent the court from easily profiting from them. When the court learned of Cao Guangshi’s death in battle, it had no choice but to once again dispatch a renowned general to suppress the unrest. The famous general sent this time, as previously mentioned, was Wang Shen. During the Song dynasty’s second campaign against the Liao, Wang Shen served as the military supervisor under Pan Mei and had even forced Yang Jiye to his death. This time, Wang Shen led his troops to confront Li Jiqian in fierce battle and achieved a major victory. In this battle, Wang Shen’s army killed over five thousand of Li Jiqian’s soldiers, and seeing the situation deteriorate, Li Jiqian had no choice but to flee in disorder.

      After this defeat, Li Jiqian realized deeply that relying on his existing strength alone was far from enough to contend with the Song dynasty. Thus, he began to consider surrendering to the powerful Liao dynasty. Would the Liao people accept Li Jiqian? Upon seeing Li Jiqian voluntarily submitting to Liao, the Khitan ruler naturally saw this as an extremely favorable development. After all, having Li Jiqian surrender would, at the very least, provide Liao with another force to restrain the Song. Liao appeared quite magnanimous; after all, the region of Pingxia had never had much connection with Liao throughout history and was not part of Liao’s territory to begin with.

      Since Li Jiqian was willing to surrender to the Liao dynasty, the Khitan emperor immediately issued an edict, appointing Li Jiqian as King of Xia and Military Commissioner of Dingnan. When the Song court learned that Li Jiqian had submitted to Liao, they realized this would not be an easy matter to handle. Now that Li Jiqian had the Liao dynasty as his backer, any rash attack by the Song would inevitably affect relations between Song and Liao. What was to be done? The chancellor Zhao Pu offered the emperor a suggestion: he believed they could adopt a “use barbarians to control barbarians” strategy. After Li Jiqian surrendered to Liao and entrenched himself in the Pingxia region, the Song could send Li Jiqian’s elder brother, Li Jipeng, back to the area. With Li Jiqian aligned with Liao and Li Jipeng loyal to Song, the two great powers could manipulate the situation from behind the scenes, turning these two brothers into puppets fighting each other on the front lines—a spectacle as entertaining as a shadow puppet play. The emperor thought Zhao Pu’s idea was quite feasible and immediately summoned Li Jipeng to court. The emperor told Li Jipeng he was to return to Xia Prefecture and continue serving as its prefect and as Military Commissioner of Dingnan. From that day forward, Li Jipeng would no longer bear the surname Li; the emperor granted him the surname Zhao. Li Jipeng had originally borne the surname Tuoba, then Li, and now Zhao—just like one of those “three-surnamed slaves” whose loyalty is ever-shifting. The emperor also renamed him Zhao Baozhong, and ordered him to go back and defeat his younger brother Li Jiqian, thus rendering meritorious service for the court. Upon hearing this, Li Jipeng was overjoyed and readily accepted his new surname and name. However, for the sake of consistency, we will continue to refer to him as Li Jipeng here.
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