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      The Jin Dynasty: A History of China, PART ONE, takes you deep into the rise of the Jurchens, beginning with their earliest ancestor and the customs that shaped their world. From mysterious origins to the story of Hanpu, the man who became the Jurchens’ founding figure, the book draws you into a time when small tribes struggled to survive, laying the roots of what would one day grow into a dynasty.

      The narrative then moves to Jingzu Wugunai, the leader remembered for uniting clans and pushing the dream of statehood. His clever strategies against the powerful Liao empire show how the Jurchens learned to navigate politics as well as war. Through patience, ambition, and shrewd judgment, he set the foundation for what later generations would build upon.

      You’ll also meet figures like Helibo, who faced rebellion at home while trying to keep his tribe together, and watch how the Wanyan clan gradually subdued rivals in the northeast. The story of the Jurchens is never simple—it’s full of betrayals, shifting alliances, and moments when everything could have collapsed. Yet against all odds, they pressed forward, until the dream of dominance began to look real.

      With Aguda, the Taizu, the dream of statehood finally became reality. His rise marks the beginning of the Jin dynasty, the moment when the Jurchens stepped onto the stage of world history. From there, the dynasty surged in power, breaking the Liao, and later colliding with the mighty Song.

      But this is not just a story of triumph. The pages also bring you close to dramatic rulers like the so-called “Mad Emperor”, the ruthless Hai Ling who seized power, and the decision to move the capital to Yanjing—what we now call Beijing. These bold, and sometimes reckless, choices kept the Jin dynasty in motion and left marks on history that can still be felt today. Every chapter opens a new door, and once you step inside, you’ll want to keep reading to see how far the Jurchens’ ambition carried them.
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      In 1125 AD, the once vast and extensive Liao Empire was overthrown by the Jurchen who had originally been subordinate to it.

      So what kind of people were the Jurchen? Where did they originate? How did they develop step by step from a primitive tribe into the powerful Great Jin dynasty of the north? What is the historical story behind this?

      According to the History of Jin, the origin of the Jurchen people is recorded as follows: “Before the Jin, they came from the Mohe clan. The Mohe were originally called Wuguji. Wuguji was the ancient land of the Sushen.” The Jurchen are one of China’s very ancient peoples, and their existence can be traced back to the era of Yao, Shun, and Yu. At that time they were called the Sushen. However, Sushen was not the people’s own self-designation, but a name given to them by the central Chinese dynasties. During the Wei, Jin, and Northern and Southern dynasties, Chinese historical records referred to them as Wuguji. By the Sui dynasty, Wuguji had been renamed Mohe, and they were divided into the Heishui Mohe and the Sumo Mohe. Mohe was their self-name; what does this name mean? It denotes the people of the forest, that is, forest-dwelling people. The Sumo Mohe and the Heishui Mohe tribes mainly lived by foraging and fishing and hunting, while the Mohe who lived on the plains had already begun relatively extensive farming and had even taken up settled life.

      One particularly interesting feature of this people is that they lived in semi-subterranean dwellings.

      When discussing the history of the two Song dynasties, we mentioned that when the Jin army marched south and destroyed the Northern Song, Emperors Huizong and Qinzong were taken to the northern country. There is a saying that the Jin people dug a well for the two emperors so that the two sat in the well and could only see the sky. But in fact, that was not a real well, but a kind of semi-subterranean house. Originally, the Mohe had led a reclusive life, foraging, fishing, and hunting in the forests and practicing extensive farming on the plains. This way of life continued for thousands of years, but during the Tang dynasty the situation changed.

      During the Tang dynasty there existed in the northeast a powerful polity — the Goguryeo regime. In the late Song period, the Sumo Mohe submitted to Goguryeo. Thereafter, Emperor Taizong of Tang dispatched armies and successfully destroyed the Goguryeo regime. After this, the Sumo Mohe seized the opportunity to establish a new state on the former territory of Goguryeo — the Bohai Kingdom. So could this Bohai Kingdom possibly have been an early prototype of the later Great Jin state? What ultimately was its fate in the long course of history?

      The Bohai Kingdom experienced a period of great prosperity during its development. In this phase, Bohai not only created its own script but also established a complete system of rites and music as well as governmental institutions. Its regime was passed down for more than ten generations.

      The founding of Bohai was closely related to the enfeoffment by Emperor Xuanzong of Tang, Li Longji. At that time, Emperor Xuanzong conferred the title "Prince of Bohai Commandery" on Dae Joyeong, the leader of the Sumo Mohe, and appointed him as the dudu (military governor) of Huhan Prefecture.

      From this appointment as dudu it can be seen that the Bohai state established by the Sumo Mohe was in fact a vassal state of the Tang dynasty, a local polity under Tang rule. This regime continued for over ten generations, surviving for nearly 200 years, and because of its high level of civilization and prosperity it was praised as the "Flourishing State East of the Sea." Its strong national power is convincingly demonstrated by the many artifacts unearthed today. For example, Bohai-produced sancai wares are almost identical to Tang sancai in technique and form; the tombstones and epitaphs of the Bohai people are all inscribed entirely in Chinese characters.

      Many sons of Bohai officials went to the Tang capital Chang'an to study. On one occasion a Bohai prince studied in Chang'an, and when he completed his studies and was preparing to return home, the famous Tang poet Wen Tingyun composed a farewell poem for him, which reads: "Though the border lies beyond the vast sea, carriage and writing share a single origin; great merits return to the old country, fine lines remain in China."

      This poem expresses that although the two states are separated by a vast sea, they nevertheless share a high degree of cultural unity, much like "same script, same standards." It also shows that people of the Central Plain tended to base ethnic identity more on culture than on pure blood ties. Therefore, some scholars believe the Bohai regime was essentially a polity deeply influenced by Han culture and highly sinicized. When the Sumo Mohe established the Bohai regime, the Heishui Mohe, by contrast, were more loyal to the former Goguryeo dynasty. The Heishui Mohe lived north of the Sumo Mohe.

      During the war between the Tang dynasty and the Goguryeo court, there are records claiming that the Heishui Mohe dispatched an army of 150,000 to aid Goguryeo. The credibility of that figure is extremely low. In the tribal era, how many people could the entire Heishui Mohe tribe have had? To concentrate an army of 150,000 would have been enormously difficult; such large-scale military mobilization was nearly impossible under the actual conditions of the time, and its eventual outcome is easy to imagine. In the tribal age, those primitive armed forces were equipped with little more than wooden shafts and stone arrowheads. When they fought the well-equipped, well-trained Tang armies, the result was inevitably a crushing defeat. After this defeat, the Heishui Mohe tribe came to a deep understanding of the huge gap between themselves and the Tang forces and realized their true strength. Thus, they chose to submit to the Tang dynasty.

      During the reign of Emperor Xuanzong (Li Longji), the Tang established the Heishui Dudu-fu in the Heishui region. The position of dudu for this Dudu-fu was held by the leader of the Heishui Mohe tribe. In modern terms, this was somewhat like ethnic autonomy. In reality, however, it was a policy of appeasement and control practiced by the Tang court. The court also bestowed the Tang imperial surname "Li" upon the leader of the Heishui Mohe. As we mentioned earlier, early leaders of the Khitans and leaders of the Tangut were likewise granted the Tang imperial surname; they all took the surname Li. The Tang dynasty's prestige was widely renowned, and the Li name carried great distinction throughout the realm. Thus, from the time of Xuanzong, the Heishui Mohe were vassals of the Tang. After the outbreak of the An Lushan Rebellion, the Tang state's power gradually declined, and its ability to control the northeast weakened, making effective governance difficult.

      Under those circumstances, the Heishui Mohe tribe turned to the Sumo Mohe. The Sumo Mohe had established the Bohai state. Because the Heishui Mohe and the Sumo Mohe originally belonged to the same ethnic group, the Heishui Mohe's submission to Bohai was a natural development. In this way, the relationship between the Heishui Mohe and the central Li Tang dynasty was severed.

      In 925 AD, the Liao founder Yelü Abaoji destroyed the Bohai state. After that, the Heishui Mohe submitted to the Liao. From that time on, the tribe's ethnonym was changed from Mohe to Jurchen. Later, to avoid the naming taboo of Liao Xingzong Yelü Zongzhen — because the emperor's personal name was Zongzhen, the name "Jurchen" could no longer be used and had to be avoided. The method of avoidance was to remove the two dots under the character "真."

      Therefore, in some historical records it is written as "Nüzhi." In fact, "Nüzhen" and "Nüzhi" refer to the same people. The Liao dynasty adopted a divide-and-rule strategy toward the Jurchens. How exactly did they divide and rule? The Liao registered the Jurchen tribes within present-day Liaoning Province and taxed them; these Jurchen were called "enrolled Jurchen" (shú Nǚzhēn). In other words, if you submitted to the Great Liao, your information would appear on the household register and you paid taxes, effectively becoming a Liao subject — such Jurchens were called enrolled Jurchen. In other areas, such as Jilin, Heilongjiang, and the Russian Far East, Jurchen tribes were only required to bring tribute to the Liao and were not entered on the household register; these were called "unregistered Jurchen" (shēng Nǚzhēn). The Jurchens who later founded the Jin dynasty were mainly drawn from this unregistered group, not from the enrolled Jurchen who had become part of the Liao household registry. To govern these unregistered Jurchen, the Liao established a special office at what is now Nong'an in Jilin, called the Huanglong Prefecture Military Commission, whose main duties were to monitor and manage the Jurchens and keep a close watch on their movements. The Liao also set up a government-controlled market in Ningjiang Prefecture to conduct trade with the Jurchens.

      There is no doubt that trade between the Liao and the Jurchens was highly unequal. The Khitans often bought Jurchen goods at very low prices while selling their own goods at high prices, and even extorted the Jurchens. The Khitans called this abusive practice "beating the Jurchen" (dǎ Nǚzhēn), and its obvious purpose was to deliberately hinder Jurchen development. Under Liao rule — more precisely, under Liao oppression — the Jurchens lived in hardship.

      Rising between the White Mountains and Black Water, the Jurchen people were extremely fierce. They had indomitable blood in their veins and would never meekly remain forever under rule; they longed to change their fate and to pursue freedom and independence.

      So by what means did the Jurchen people gradually grow stronger? And which outstanding leader led the Jurchens out of the age of ignorance and barbarism?

      According to the relevant entries in the History of Jin, the progenitor who led the Jurchen people out of their barbarous state was named Hanpu. He was not a Jurchen but came from Goryeo. Hanpu arrived in Jurchen territory around the end of the Tang dynasty. Because the Jurchens had not yet invented a script, no historical records naturally record the exact circumstances of his arrival. It is now difficult to know whether he came to this land simply to rest and relax or whether he came to deal with some particular affairs. When he first entered Jurchen territory he was already in his sixties, alone in this strange place, sustaining himself by gathering wild fruit, fishing, and hunting.

      Hanpu frequently moved among the Jurchen tribes. He was kind, warm, and benevolent, and as the Jurchens had more contact with him they grew to like him more and more. The Jurchens learned that Hanpu came from the Goryeo region, whose level of civilization was more advanced than their own. So they wanted to entrust Hanpu with handling a matter for them.

      One Jurchen chieftain came to Hanpu and said earnestly, “Our tribe is often at war with other tribes. Each fight leads to casualties. In addition, our tribe has a rather bad custom.” The chieftain frowned slightly and continued, “If one of our people is killed by a neighboring tribe, our whole tribe will turn out en masse to exact revenge. This is not a private matter for a single family when someone dies; it is a matter for the entire tribe — what is called kin vengeance. If you kill one of ours, our whole tribe will fight yours. If you kill one of ours, we will make you pay with two of yours; and the other tribe does the same — if you kill two of them, they will kill four of you. In this way the killings continue without end, and everyone has grown weary of killing. To tell the truth, our tribe does not have many people in total. You must understand that a tribe in those days might have had fewer people than a present-day natural village. Such continuous slaughter is not a long-term solution, yet we have never been able to find an effective remedy — what are we to do? After all, the rule has been passed down by our ancestors. Can you make everyone stop this endless bloodletting? Our people’s words have no effect. You happen to be an outsider who has come a long way from Goryeo, where civilization is more advanced. So can you step forward and mediate for us, and get both sides to stop the killing?”

      If you can accomplish this, old sir, you live alone without a companion to care for you. As long as you succeed in mediating, our tribe has a virtuous woman of sixty — for some reason she has not married even at sixty, and her age is close to yours. We intend to give this virtuous woman to you in marriage, and then you will formally become a member of our tribe. When Hanpu heard this, he thought it was no great matter — just settling a dispute — and, full of confidence, said he could handle it and asked them not to worry. So Hanpu went to mediate with the neighboring tribe.

      Who would have thought that Hanpu, coming alone, arrived at the Jurchen tribe that would later become the Wanyan clan ruling the Great Jin dynasty. How then did Hanpu completely resolve the problem of killings between tribes? How did Hanpu, a man from Goryeo, suddenly become the leader of the Wanyan tribe?

      How did he mediate? In fact there is a record that Hanpu told the leaders of the other tribes: “Killing one person leads to dispute, and the fighting never ends, resulting in many casualties. Why not execute only the ringleader who caused the trouble, and have the tribe compensate for the losses with goods? That way you can avoid fighting and even profit.” What does this mean? It means that if someone kills a person from your tribe and you fight them back and forth, so many people die and it is utterly meaningless. The correct approach is that whoever killed someone should be the one punished. If your third son was killed by someone from their tribe, you only need to find and execute the killer; do not harm those who did not participate in the killing — punish only the ringleader who caused the trouble. Then have their tribe compensate you with goods. In this way you will not suffer further casualties and can even gain something from it. Do you think handling the matter this way is feasible? The neighboring tribes were also tired from fighting and actually did not want to continue; it was only a question of who would first voice the idea. So Hanpu’s tribe effectively made the matter explicit, and of course the neighboring tribes were naturally willing to accept it; from then on, they no longer carried out vendettas.

      Therefore, after this mediation succeeded, the other tribes all thought Hanpu was a capable man. But they also thought that they could not always ask Hanpu to mediate whenever a tribe went to war — after all, Hanpu did not have that much time or energy. And they also had to consider: what if one day Hanpu died?

      Hanpu said, "Let's do it this way. As the saying goes, 'without rules nothing can be established,' so let's set a rule. From now on, if someone from one tribe is killed by a neighboring tribe, the tribe that killed must compensate with six taels of gold, ten cattle, and ten horses. If you kill someone, your family must send one person to become their son — in effect to serve as a hostage. Rest assured that the person who goes to be that 'son' will not be in mortal danger. Since the other family has lost someone, they are grieving and have also lost a laborer; when a strong working man comes to their household, they certainly will not kill him." Once this rule was fixed, it amounted to the earliest customary law among the Jurchen tribes. The rule Hanpu set was observed by the Jurchen tribes for two hundred years, and from then on killings between tribes never happened again.

      Thus, the Wanyan tribe that had invited Hanpu to mediate kept their promise and gave a sixty-year-old virtuous woman in marriage to Hanpu. Moreover, they not only acknowledged Hanpu as one of their people but also made him the head of the tribe, that is, the chieftain. Because Hanpu was so decisive — their tribe had been fighting since the time of their great-grandfather and kept fighting until now — and yet Hanpu solved the problem with just a few words so that they no longer had to fight, everyone felt he was capable of leading the tribe and therefore honored him as their leader. Hanpu married this sixty-year-old virtuous woman, and even more astonishingly, the couple produced two sons and a daughter. At that time both husband and wife were already in their sixties, and for people of such advanced age to bear two sons and a daughter is difficult to explain by modern medical knowledge. There is no need to argue over how improbable this is; after all, the records say so. We normally learn history in two ways, right? One is through written records; the other is by relying on material remains and monuments. If you have no written record or material evidence proving that the woman the ancestor married was not sixty but sixteen, then you should accept that this sixty-year-old woman bore two sons and a daughter. In fact, the exact age of this Jurchen woman is not the crucial point; what matters is this historical record, which once again confirms that the Chinese nation was formed through the great fusion of many ethnic groups. The descendants of Hanpu the Goryeo man and the Jurchen woman established the historical Great Jin. After the Jin state was founded, they posthumously honored several generations of ancestors, elevating them to emperors. The Jurchens were quite persistent in posthumously honoring ancestors, unlike the Central Plains dynasties, which often did not honor many generations — as mentioned earlier, Western Xia only honored two generations, right?

      The Jurchens’ practice of posthumously honoring ancestors could be traced back several centuries; when the Qing was established it was the same, and their ancestral honors could reach back across centuries. Thus the Jurchens posthumously honored Hanpu as the founding emperor. After Hanpu died, his son inherited the tribal chieftainship; when the son died the position passed to the grandson; when the grandson died it passed to the great-grandson; by the fourth generation it was Hanpu’s great-grandson Suike.

      After the Jin dynasty was established, Suike was posthumously honored as Emperor Xianzu. Hanpu was the founding ancestor and Suike the Xianzu; the two generations between them were not honored with the title “ancestor” but were called Emperor De and Emperor An. So why was Suike posthumously honored as Xianzu? What far-reaching deeds did he accomplish?

      Suike taught the Jurchens to build houses, allowing them to abandon living in pit-houses. This seemingly ordinary change was actually of great significance. In that era, improvements in living conditions were an important sign of civilizational progress. Regrettably, the historical records do not say where Suike’s house-building techniques came from—whether he was taught by a skilled person or was naturally gifted and self-taught; this remains a historical mystery. After Suike taught the Jurchens to build houses and settle down, their way of life underwent a fundamental transformation. They gradually freed themselves from the long-standing unstable pattern of relying on hunting and fishing and began to move toward settled agriculture. This transition laid a solid foundation for the stability and development of Jurchen society and also advanced the Jurchen people’s civilizational progress. In light of Suike’s outstanding contributions to improving living conditions and promoting this change in lifestyle, he was later honored as Emperor Xianzu.

      After Suike died, his son inherited the position of leader of the tribal confederation. His son was Shilu, who was posthumously honored by the Jin as Emperor Zhaozu. It should be noted that the title “emperor” was only a later posthumous honor; at the time Shilu was actually the leader of a tribal confederation—comparable in modern terms to a township or village head, a grassroots administrator. So what outstanding qualities did Shilu possess that led him to be honored as Zhaozu?

      Hanpu was honored as the founding ancestor because he established the earliest customary law for the Jurchen by setting compensation terms. Suike was honored as a forefather because he taught the Jurchens to build houses and improved their living conditions. Since the first two ancestors each had their own distinct contributions, what important contributions did Shilu make to the Jurchen people that led him to be honored as Zhaozu?

      In ancient China, temple names for emperors followed clear rules: a founder of a dynasty is called "Zu" (ancestor), while a ruler who preserves and continues the achievement is called "Zong." In other words, only those emperors who opened up a wholly new situation qualify to be called "Zu." What Shilu did was to clarify legal provisions and establish regulations. Some may wonder: during the time of the founding ancestor Hanpu, didn’t the Jurchens already have simple legal stipulations, such as that killing someone requires compensation of six taels of gold, ten horses, and ten cattle, and sending a person as a hostage? Why then did Zhaozu Shilu have to reestablish laws? The historical record states: "sheng Jurchen had no written contracts, no constraints, not subject to regulation."

      How should this sentence be understood? Here "sheng Jurchen" refers to the raw/undeveloped Jurchen tribes. At that time the Jurchens had not formed written legal codes and lacked clear behavioral norms and mechanisms of constraint. In such circumstances, even if people violated rules it was difficult to punish and manage them effectively. Without codified laws as a basis, many actions were hard to determine as unlawful and could not be appropriately punished. Therefore, Shilu’s reestablishment of laws had important practical significance and historical value. Given this situation, Zhaozu conceived the idea of reestablishing normative systems. After reviewing matters, Zhaozu found that customs inherited from the founding ancestor’s era, after five generations and such a long period, had in many respects fallen behind the times and needed to be changed in accordance with the era’s development. Moreover, many people at the time treated the old rules with indifference and did not observe them. Based on these factors, Zhaozu resolved to redraw statutes and norms.

      His act of revising the statutes aroused the dissatisfaction of many women. These women believed the new laws were unfavorable to them, and so they harbored resentment and even planned to entomb Zhaozu alive to prevent the implementation of the new statutes.

      The people of the tribe would not accept this, especially many of Zhaozu’s elders, who were furious. They thought, who is this youngster to casually change the laws? You have just become leader of the tribal confederation and dare to alter the rules set by the ancestors — how can that be allowed? Since these people did not recognize Zhaozu’s reform of the laws, how did they express their displeasure? They actually planned to bury Zhaozu alive. Thus Zhaozu was bound and prepared at any moment to be executed by live burial. Just as the people brought him to the edge of the pit and were about to fill earth into it, a key figure appeared and saved him. Who was this person? It was Zhaozu’s uncle, Xielihu.

      The historical records state that when his uncle Xielihu learned that the people of the tribe planned to kill Zhaozu, he said, "My brother's son is a man of virtue and ability; he will surely be able to establish the family and bring stability and prosperity to the tribe. Why would you want to casually bury him alive?" Upon hearing the news, Xielihu hurried to the scene, blocked the people who were about to fill the pit, and shouted, "Everyone stop, you cannot do this! This is my brother's son; he is a man of virtue who will in time make our tribe grow and prosper. How can you be so foolish as to dig a pit and bury him? Let him out at once!"

      After saying this, Xielihu quickly strung his bow and shot arrows toward the crowd. Of course, by himself how many people could he possibly kill with bow and arrow? His action was actually a demonstration of his stance: he was an elder in the tribe, the brother of the previous leader. Now that they were going to bury his nephew, he would not stand by and watch; even if he risked his life he would protect Zhaozu. When the arrow was loosed, the people were frightened. Seeing that the brother of the former leader had come forward to intervene, they realized they could not casually bury Zhaozu. Moreover, those who wanted to bury him were not united in purpose and had no leader with influence. In addition, Xielihu enjoyed great prestige in the tribe; he was advanced in years and highly respected. So when he stood up and declared his position, the loosely organized rabble immediately scattered like startled birds and beasts. Thus Zhaozu escaped disaster; he wiped the cold sweat from his brow and, still shaken, said, "That was close — I almost got buried." After that, his resolve to carry out reforms grew stronger: the more people tried to stop him, the more determined he became to complete them. To promote the tribe's development and growth, he carefully drafted clear and definite legal statutes.

      Of course, there was a problem: the Jurchens at that time had no written script, so how were these clear statutes recorded? That is left to free speculation, as if one were imagining freely across the wide sky. The historical records state that he drew up legal provisions; perhaps they were recorded by carving on wood or by knotting ropes; in any case, these provisions were formulated.

      After drafting the statutes, he strengthened the management of tribe members. The members gradually submitted to governance and no longer engaged in rebellious behavior. Shilu then began external campaigns, attempting to conquer other tribes. Because his own tribe had become stable, they hoped to form friendly unions with other tribes. If other tribes shared a strong desire to unite, they could join voluntarily; if a tribe’s willingness to unite was weak, he would use force to compel them to unite, then merge the various villages into a single township and conduct joint military actions, ultimately achieving full unification.

      These five tribes were not merely nominal; after merging their strength continued to grow. Shilu felt that although the tribal population had become large, the area they inhabited was too small and crowded to meet the needs of further development. What was to be done? The only answer was outward expansion. So Shilu led his people to expand outward, but this action produced an unexpected outcome.

      In battles to conquer other tribes, Shilu was virtually invincible, and many nearby small tribes chose to submit. What Shilu could never have imagined, however, was that after winning a brilliant victory and returning to the Wanyan tribe with a large haul of spoils, he would unexpectedly lose his life. How did this happen? Among the traditional six domestic animals, the horse was accorded very high status — an idea that had taken hold long before and persisted into the later Manchu Qing dynasty. People at that time would not lightly put horses to pull heavy loads. Take the Jurchens, for example: in wartime they rode warhorses across the battlefield, but in daily life they rarely rode. This was because the Jurchens were not a typical steppe people; they were forest-dwelling folk with their own distinctive way of life. They hunted, fished, and some even practiced settled agriculture. Unlike steppe peoples where wild horses ran in herds and, if one horse fell, another could be caught and tamed for use, in the Jurchens’ environment horses were far less numerous and a rider might have only a single mount. Unlike the Khitans, who on a campaign might have three to five horses per person or even as many as ten, the Jurchens in peacetime usually did not ride much because horses were simply too precious; they were even reluctant to have horses carry loads. After all, horses were important partners in war and had to be carefully tended.

      Because of this, the Jurchens cherished their horses greatly. They would rather carry heavy loads themselves than let the horses be burdened. For example, when they captured a pig, they would carry it themselves instead of putting it on a horse, because they knew that if a horse were injured from overwork it would be useless when war came. So when the Jurchens returned with their spoils, they led their horses slowly by the reins. When they reached a place called Puyan, they were utterly exhausted and had to stop to rest. The so-called army was in fact only a hundred or so people, and they made camp there.

      At that point Shilu asked his followers the name of the place where they had stopped. His followers told him it was called Pu-yan. When Shilu heard this, he immediately felt the name unlucky. It turned out that "Puyan" in the local tongue meant a festering sore.

      Shilu said anxiously, "How can we rest in a place that signifies a festering sore? This place is utterly unsuitable for stopping." He believed the place name portended bad omens, so he decided to press on, hoping to avoid the unlucky spot. Thus they had to continue carrying the pig and leading the cattle, trudging onward with difficulty. Because of the excessive exertion and bad weather, Shilu fell gravely ill; his body grew very weak and he lay at death's door. As if misfortunes were not enough, while everyone stood anxiously around Shilu they were attacked by robbers. From our modern perspective this is hard to understand: in primordial clan times all goods were communal, so how could robbers appear? Yet the historical record clearly says "bandits came." That is because the Jin Shi was compiled by officials of the Yuan dynasty, and it was completed as the Yuan was on the brink of collapse.

      Perhaps the civil officials who compiled the Jin Shi described the attackers according to the conventions of their time and therefore called them robbers. If we try to imagine the scene back then, it may not have been common bandits at all but the displaced people from tribes that Shilu had scattered — refugees who came to seize supplies or to take revenge; in any case they launched a surprise attack on Shilu’s camp. At that time Shilu was already mortally ill, on the verge of death, but he still rose to fight.

      To rid themselves of these unwelcome guests, Shilu had to keep marching while fighting as they went. Unfortunately, Shilu died along the way. He was Zhaozu, the Jurchens’ fifth-generation leader, and at that time the chieftain of his tribe. After Shilu’s death, his people carefully wrapped his body for transport back to the tribe for burial. Those so-called robbers who pursued them — who may well have been displaced people from the tribes he had scattered — doggedly followed and became oddly interested in Shilu’s corpse.

      Perhaps they mistook his body for treasure. In fact, the Jurchens of that period possessed little in the way of valuables. It is quite possible these pursuers did not know Shilu was dead, only seeing a group of people cautiously escorting some package and assuming it must be precious. So they swarmed in and seized Shilu’s body.

      When they returned to their camp and opened the cloth bundle or jar that contained Shilu’s corpse, they were immediately remorseful, thinking what a mistake it had been to steal such a thing.

      Shilu’s kinsmen, seeing that their leader’s body had been taken, understood the grave nature of the situation. They fought desperately and ultimately managed to retrieve Shilu’s corpse. In this way Shilu was finally able to return to his tribe and be laid to rest, rather than be left to rot in the wilderness or die far from home. Thus it is clear that in the long history of the Jurchen people, Shilu is without doubt a tragic hero. He carefully planned and drew up a series of detailed regulations, striving to unify his own tribe. Through his tireless efforts, tribal affairs gradually fell into order, institutions were strengthened, and administrative systems became more complete. Thereafter, by virtue of his exceptional leadership and foresight, he brought several neighboring small tribes into the fold. The Jurchens thereby achieved the important transition from a single tribe to a tribal confederation and embarked on a broader path of development.
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      After inheriting the position of tribal chief, Jingzu Wugunai set forth the grand ambition of unifying the Jurchen tribes. At that time the Liao state not only had strong military power and a prosperous economy, its strength far exceeded that of many neighboring regimes, and it implemented extremely harsh governance policies toward surrounding subordinate regimes. In such severe circumstances, Wugunai nevertheless relied on his own wisdom and strategy, and under the close surveillance of the Liao, advanced the process of Jurchen unification step by step. So what clever strategies did Wugunai use to engage the Liao rulers in a thrilling contest of wits and courage, thereby continuously accumulating and strengthening his own power and laying a solid and firm foundation for the Jurchens to establish their own state in the future?

      The Wanyan tribe of the Jurchen people, after the unremitting efforts and development of five generations, had by the generation of Zhaozu Shilu gradually shown strong momentum; the tribe's scale and strength had both significantly increased. Unfortunately, Shilu fell seriously ill and died while returning from a victorious campaign against a neighboring tribe. After Shilu's death, his son Wugunai naturally inherited the position of tribal chief. Later, when the Jin state was officially established, Wugunai was posthumously honored as Jingzu to commemorate his achievements. During Jingzu's tenure, the Jurchen tribes entered a period of vigorous development and their overall strength increasingly grew. Among the many tribal leaders before the establishment of the Jin state, Wugunai was undoubtedly one of the most outstanding representatives; he fully deserved the lofty title "great" and could be said to be a great leader.

      In historical records there is the following detailed account of Wugunai: "Jingzu was forgiving and tolerant; throughout his life he did not show joy or anger. He gave his wealth to others, shared his food and gave away his clothes, stingy in nothing; if people offended him, he would not hold it against them."

      What does this actually mean? This passage says that Wugunai was broadhearted and benevolent, possessing a generous spirit, able to easily forgive others' faults and showing great tolerance toward all matters — truly magnanimous enough to accommodate the affairs of the world. He did not show joy or anger on his face; whether confronted with things that made him happy or angry, he would not easily display them, making it hard for others to fathom his true feelings. In matters of wealth and supplies he was extremely generous, often bringing out his possessions to share with others, even going so far as to give his food to others and take off his clothes for others to wear, without any stinginess or reluctance. It was precisely because of his generosity that he could win people's trust and support and tightly unite the members of the tribe. After all, in interpersonal relations, the more one gives, the more one often gains. Conversely, if a person is selfish and miserly, they will gradually lose the people's hearts and ultimately be forsaken by all. Even if someone offended him, violated his wishes, or disagreed with him, he would not become angry or hold a grudge, but would still treat them with a peaceful mind. It was precisely because Wugunai possessed these excellent qualities that during his rule the cohesion and fighting strength of the Jurchen tribes continuously increased and they became ever stronger. When Wugunai served as leader of the Jurchen tribal alliance, the person in power in the Liao was the historically famed first powerful woman of the Liao — Empress Dowager Chengtian, Xiao Yanyan. Empress Dowager Chengtian was wholly preoccupied with how to go to war with the Song dynasty and how to extract benefits and advantages from the Song. The Song and Liao states, like fierce tigers, fought one another and had no time to attend to these small northeastern tribes. Wugunai seized this opportunity to vigorously develop his own power and continuously annex surrounding tribes. As his power gradually grew — and one must realize what a figure Xiao Yanyan was! She watched in all directions and listened on all sides; she was exceedingly shrewd. Although she was busy fighting the Song, she did not neglect affairs elsewhere. When she saw that the once scattered Jurchens in the northeast were tending toward unification, Xiao Yanyan keenly perceived this. She felt that this could not be allowed to continue, for in the long run it would become a hidden danger to the Liao. So she sent people to admonish the Jurchen tribes. At that time two tribes had just been annexed by the Wanyan tribe, which gave the Liao an excuse to mobilize forces to chastise them, and the Liao sent envoys to the Wanyan to demand an explanation.
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