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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      The Western Han Dynasty: A History of China, PART TWO, invites you into an age of heroes, visionaries, and tragedies that forged the soul of an empire. I wrote this book to breathe life into the men and women who built, defended, and sometimes imperiled the very realm they adored. From Liu Bang’s rough-and-tumble beginnings to the luminous calm of Emperor Xuan’s restored order, this tale follows the rise, splendor, and transformation of one of China’s greatest dynasties—a world where loyalty could raise you to the heights or hurl you into ruin.

      You’ll march west with Zhang Qian, the indomitable envoy whose journeys opened the routes later famed as the Silk Road, and whose reports revealed the lands of the so‑called “Heavenly Horses” of Ferghana—creatures that soon became emblems of imperial power and prestige. At his side in spirit stand soldiers like Li Guang, the Flying General, whose courage ended in heartbreak, and Li Ling, whose capture by the Xiongnu ignited a storm at court and steeled Sima Qian’s resolve to complete his defiant masterpiece, the Records of the Grand Historian—a historian’s cry against injustice. These are not distant names in a textbook; they are flesh-and-blood people, driven by faith, pride, and the dream of an honor that might outlast death.

      Inside the imperial court, brilliance and peril walked hand in hand. You’ll meet Zhang Tang, an iron-fisted minister whose mastery of law could not shield him from the corrosion of ambition, and Zhufu Yan, a schemer of rare talent lifted high by policy and wit before the inevitable fall. The enigmatic Liu An, Prince of Huainan, reached for immortality and lost everything in the grasp. In the palace shadows, witchcraft trials and betrayal consumed the innocent, leaving Emperor Wu haunted by the ghosts of his own choices and by the loss of his rightful heir, Crown Prince Liu Ju.

      Beyond the palace, the struggle for survival and redemption did not relent. You’ll witness Huo Guang’s iron regency and the Rebellion of Yan, the flash-in-the-pan rise of Liu He, and the astonishing return of Liu Bingyi, lifted from obscurity to claim the throne. The steadfast loyalty of Su Wu—who refused to yield even after nineteen years of exile among the Xiongnu—became the empire’s moral compass. The downfall of the Huo clan, the quiet wisdom of Huang Ba and Gong Sui, and Zheng Ji’s defense of the Western Regions show how integrity and courage could still blaze forth in an age ruled by power.

      At last, under Emperor Xuan, the Han found its balance again. His reign restored law, prosperity, and hope—an era remembered as the true rejuvenation of the Western Han.
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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            ZHANG QIAN’S WESTERN JOURNEY

          

        

      

    

    
      Since the era of Emperor Liu Bang, the Han Dynasty had maintained a policy of marrying princesses to the Xiongnu as a means of securing peace. Yet, by the time Emperor Wu ascended the throne, the Han Empire had grown in strength and self-assurance, and this strategy—offering royal brides for temporary truces—began to feel increasingly humiliating. On the surface, a Han princess marrying into the Xiongnu might become a queen of sorts, but when compared to the flourishing and refined Han civilization, the Xiongnu’s distant, rugged lands appeared wild and untamed. Their marriage customs were just as alien; for example, a woman might be wed to both a king and his son, a practice utterly baffling to Han sensibilities. To the Han people, the Xiongnu were little more than barbarians. More crucially, these so-called peace agreements seldom lasted long and offered no lasting security. Thus, Emperor Wu resolved to abandon marriage diplomacy and launch decisive military campaigns against the Xiongnu.

      As preparations for war gathered momentum, the Han court recognized they could not face the Xiongnu alone. The Xiongnu had proven themselves fierce and relentless adversaries in previous battles. The emperor therefore tasked his ministers with seeking out allies—particularly nations that had suffered under Xiongnu domination. After all, a united front would greatly improve their chances of success.

      Soon, word came from a former Xiongnu captive about a kingdom called Yuezhi, which once thrived between Dunhuang and the Qilian Mountains. Years earlier, the Xiongnu had crushed the Yuezhi; their ruler had killed the Yuezhi king and, in a grisly act of humiliation, fashioned the king’s skull into a wine cup. Following their defeat, the surviving Yuezhi fled westward, harboring a deep, burning hatred for the Xiongnu. They hungered for revenge but lacked the strength to wage war on their own.

      Upon hearing this, Emperor Wu was thrilled. He clapped his hands together and exclaimed, "The Xiongnu turned their king’s skull into a wine cup? Such deep-rooted hatred cannot go unanswered. If we join forces with the Yuezhi, we might finally bring the Xiongnu to their knees." But there was a problem: no one knew exactly where the Yuezhi had resettled. Finding them would mean embarking on a long, perilous journey. The road ahead promised harsh deserts, towering mountains, and lands controlled by the Xiongnu. The emperor worried that no one would volunteer for such a dangerous mission.

      So, he posted an official notice calling for someone brave enough to travel west and find the Yuezhi. To his surprise, it didn’t take long for a man to step forward. His name was Zhang Qian.

      Zhang Qian had grown up as a shepherd boy before becoming a court official. By that time, he served as a palace attendant under Emperor Wu. Known for his resilience and honesty, Zhang Qian was someone people trusted. When he saw the emperor’s notice, he volunteered without hesitation. Emperor Wu was pleased; he had always regarded Zhang Qian as dependable and capable. Without delay, he appointed him as the official envoy to seek out the Yuezhi. To support his mission, the emperor assigned him over 100 companions, along with a former Xiongnu man to act as a guide and interpreter.

      In 139 BCE, the second year of the Jian Yuan era, Zhang Qian and his team embarked on their westward journey. Their expedition would take them across vast, uncharted lands, with the Yuezhi tribe lying far beyond the western horizon.

      Traveling westward was no simple feat. The group confronted harsh landscapes—towering mountains, endless deserts, and treacherous paths. To make matters worse, their route cut through territory controlled by the Xiongnu.

      As Zhang Qian’s caravan pushed through the narrow Hexi Corridor, their worst fears came true. A large Xiongnu patrol spotted them and swiftly captured the entire group. Zhang Qian was taken to the Xiongnu court, where he was presented before the reigning ruler, Hunxie Chanyu.

      Chanyu eyed the envoy with a sneer. “You say you’re heading to the Yuezhi? They lie to our north. How do you plan to get there? If I wanted to visit the Kingdom of Yue in the south, I’d have to cross Han lands. Would you let me pass? Of course not. So why should I allow you to cross Xiongnu territory?”

      From the Xiongnu perspective, Chanyu’s words made perfect sense. There was no reason for them to grant Han envoys free passage, just as the Han would never permit Xiongnu envoys to roam their lands unchecked. As a result, the Xiongnu imprisoned Zhang Qian and his companions, keeping them under close watch.

      Zhang Qian endured a long and grueling captivity—ten years in total. The Xiongnu tried to wear down his resolve by giving him a Xiongnu wife. Together, they had children, and his family was well cared for. Food, clothing—everything he needed was provided, and even the Xiongnu ruler showed him an unexpected degree of respect. On the surface, Zhang Qian seemed content, going through the motions of daily life without open resistance. But deep inside, he never forgot the mission his emperor had entrusted to him. He never once considered surrendering to the Xiongnu.

      Then, one morning, the opportunity Zhang Qian had long awaited finally arrived. At dawn, just as the guards began to doze off, he quietly mounted a swift horse and galloped northward. For over ten days, he trekked across an unforgiving desert. By day, the heat was suffocating—so intense it made his head spin and his throat crack. By night, the cold bit through his bones, leaving him shivering uncontrollably. The temperature swings reached nearly 60 degrees Celsius. Despite hunger, thirst, and exhaustion, Zhang Qian pressed on relentlessly until he finally arrived at Dayuan.

      Dayuan was famed for its prized "blood-sweating" horses, alongside vast fields of lush alfalfa and succulent grapes. The King of Dayuan, who had long admired the prosperity and power of the Han Dynasty, was both surprised and honored to receive an envoy from such a great empire. He paid no heed to the fact that Zhang Qian had escaped from the Xiongnu—he welcomed him with open arms.

      Zhang Qian laid out his mission. "If you help me reach the Yuezhi kingdom, the Han emperor will surely reward you handsomely," he promised. The King of Dayuan readily agreed. "That’s a small favor, easily done," he said with a warm smile. To show his sincerity, the king even arranged for a local who spoke the Yuezhi language to accompany Zhang Qian as a translator. He also warned that their journey would take them through Kangju territory, where language differences might otherwise cause problems.

      After expressing their gratitude, Zhang Qian and his team departed from Dayuan, accompanied by Dayuan soldiers who escorted them safely. Before long, they crossed into the lands of Kangju.

      Since Dayuan and Kangju were friendly neighbors, and Zhang Qian carried a letter of introduction from the king of Dayuan, the Kangju ruler welcomed them warmly. Without hesitation, he dispatched an escort to guide them onward toward the kingdom of the Yuezhi.

      After enduring years of hardship and countless obstacles, Zhang Qian finally set foot on Yuezhi territory. Overcome with emotion, he felt the weight that had long burdened his heart begin to lift. The mission he had carried for so long was now within reach of completion.

      Would the Yuezhi agree to join forces with the Han to fight the Xiongnu?

      The dream was beautiful, but reality was harsh. Zhang Qian found the Yuezhi, but they had no interest in war. After the Xiongnu destroyed their old kingdom, many Yuezhi people had moved westward, while others stayed behind in their ancestral lands. The western group became known as the Greater Yuezhi, while those who remained were called the Lesser Yuezhi. Zhang Qian had arrived in the kingdom of the Greater Yuezhi, which had settled in what is now Afghanistan.

      At that time, Afghanistan was nothing like the war-torn land we know today. Instead, it was fertile and rich in resources. The Yuezhi had grown fond of their peaceful new home. With no Xiongnu threats nearby, they were content to leave the past behind. They saw no reason to fight for their old lands when their new territory, in their eyes, was even better. “We lost something, but we gained something better,” they said.

      The ruler of the Greater Yuezhi was a queen. When Zhang Qian presented his proposal, she politely declined, showing no desire to disturb the peace and prosperity her people currently enjoyed.

      Zhang Qian, however, was not one to give up easily. For an entire year, he persistently tried to persuade the Yuezhi queen. Time and again, he warned that the Xiongnu might grow stronger and pose a serious threat in the future. Yet the Yuezhi remained stubborn, firmly convinced there was no reason to join the Han in a war they saw as irrelevant to their present state.

      Feeling disheartened and out of options, Zhang Qian resolved to return to Han territory and report the outcome to Emperor Wu. He knew the journey back would be just as perilous as the journey there—especially since they would again have to cross lands controlled by the Xiongnu. To minimize the risk of capture, they chose a more southerly route.

      But luck was not on their side. As they neared the territory of the Qiang tribes, Zhang Qian and his men were ambushed by a group of Xiongnu raiders and captured once again.

      Although the Xiongnu were furious at his repeated attempts to escape, they chose not to execute him. Instead, they returned him to the very place where he had been imprisoned before, reuniting him with his Xiongnu wife and children. Once again, Zhang Qian found himself confined, spending over a year in captivity.

      Eventually, the internal power struggles within the Xiongnu presented Zhang Qian with a chance to break free. Amidst the turmoil, he managed to escape, taking his wife, children, and his loyal interpreter—Tang Yi Fu—with him. After enduring further hardships and braving countless dangers along the way, this small group finally made it back to Han territory.

      When Zhang Qian first set out years ago, over a hundred people accompanied him on this daunting journey. But now, only he, Tang Yi Fu, his Xiongnu wife, and their children remained. The rest had either perished along the way or vanished without a trace.

      Upon his return, Zhang Qian requested an audience with Emperor Wu. The emperor, who had long believed Zhang Qian to be dead, was utterly astonished. Thirteen long years had passed since Zhang Qian’s departure, and seeing him return against all odds deeply moved everyone at court.

      As Zhang Qian stood quietly in the grand hall, silence fell over the assembly. His hair was tangled and unkempt, his face marked by years of exposure to harsh elements, and his garments worn thin by the relentless journey. The wooden staff he carried—a symbol of his diplomatic mission—had nearly lost all its decorative tassels, its appearance worn down much like the traveler himself.

      Tears welled up in Emperor Wu’s eyes.

      Although Zhang Qian’s westward journey did not accomplish its original diplomatic mission, it brought back a wealth of detailed geographical knowledge about the Western Regions. Upon his return, Zhang Qian presented Emperor Wu with a comprehensive report on the lands beyond Han territory, vividly describing their landscapes, customs, and trade routes. He spoke of kingdoms such as the Yuezhi, Kangju, and Dayuan, as well as others like Wusun, Anxi, and Shendu. Zhang Qian’s accounts included meticulous details about their locations, natural resources, populations, cities, and military capabilities.

      Before this expedition, the Han court had no inkling of a kingdom called Shendu—what we now recognize as India—lying to the southwest of China. While in Daxia, Zhang Qian encountered goods from Sichuan, including bamboo canes and Shu cloth. This discovery left him puzzled. He immediately inquired with the locals about the origins of these items. The merchants explained that they had procured them from Shendu, a kingdom situated southeast of Daxia.

      Upon returning home, Zhang Qian informed Emperor Wu of his discovery. He reasoned that if Daxia was located approximately 12,000 li southwest of Chang’an, and Shendu lay several thousand li southeast of Daxia, then the distance between Shendu and Chang’an could not exceed that between Daxia and Chang’an.

      Recognizing that Sichuan lay southwest of Chang’an, and knowing that Shendu traded goods from the Shu region, Zhang Qian concluded that the kingdom of Shendu must be relatively close to Sichuan.

      With this insight, Zhang Qian proposed to Emperor Wu that envoys be dispatched southward from Sichuan to establish a direct trade route linking China with Shendu and the Central Asian kingdoms. This new route would bypass the territories of the Xiongnu and Qiang entirely. While Zhang Qian’s geographical deductions were generally accurate in direction, his distance estimates were somewhat imprecise. Eager to forge connections with countries such as Dayuan, Kangju, Yuezhi, Shendu, and Anxi in order to isolate the Xiongnu, Emperor Wu readily accepted Zhang Qian’s proposal. He appointed Zhang Qian to oversee the mission from Yibin, Sichuan.

      Southwest China had long been home to various ethnic groups collectively known as the Southwestern Barbarians. These communities had historically remained isolated from the Central Plains dynasties. Carving out a route through the rugged, mountainous terrain was no easy task. The region was notorious for its harsh environment—steep mountains, narrow paths, and unpredictable weather. Locals had a saying: "Not three flat li of land, not three sunny days in a row." Travel was arduous, and contact with the Han Dynasty was nearly nonexistent.

      In 122 BCE, the first year of the Yuan Shou era, Zhang Qian dispatched four expedition teams, all setting out from Han territory and heading toward Shendu. The teams advanced deep into Dian territory, a kingdom famed for its elephant-riding warriors. Dian soldiers fought atop elephants, earning the region a formidable reputation among the Han people.

      Upon arriving in Dian, the Han envoys discovered that merchants from Sichuan had already been trading in Dian and the surrounding areas. The locals, however, knew very little about the Han Empire. When the Han envoy met with the King of Dian, the king curiously asked, “Is your Han kingdom bigger or stronger than our Dian kingdom?”

      The envoys later reached Yelang, where the Marquis of Yelang asked the very same question. This encounter gave rise to the famous saying, "Yelang's arrogance." Through these exchanges, the southwestern tribes began to grasp the strength and prosperity of the Han Dynasty. In return, the Han court recognized the strategic importance of forging stronger ties with Dian, Yelang, and other southwestern groups.

      Despite the explorers' relentless efforts, all four teams were eventually halted by various tribes after traveling hundreds of kilometers. None succeeded in reaching Shendu, but their reports offered the Han court invaluable insights into the geography and cultures of these distant lands. This knowledge later paved the way for the establishment of new administrative districts in the southwest during the first year of the Yuan Ding era.

      Years later, Emperor Wu launched a military campaign against the Xiongnu, appointing Wei Qing as the commanding general. Zhang Qian, with his profound understanding of Xiongnu tactics and the harsh desert terrain, was entrusted to guide the Han army. As they marched across vast, barren steppes far beyond the Great Wall, the Han forces battled relentless sandstorms and the constant challenge of securing water and fodder. Zhang Qian’s expertise proved crucial; he directed the army to fertile grazing grounds, ensuring the horses remained strong and the troops well-supplied. Thanks to his guidance, the Han forces secured a decisive victory.

      After the battle, Zhang Qian was honored for his invaluable contributions and rewarded with the noble title of Marquis of Bowang.

      In 121 BCE, the second year of the Yuan Shou era, Zhang Qian was ordered to assist General Li Guang in launching another campaign against the Xiongnu from the region of Youbeiping. Li Guang led a vanguard force of 4,000 light cavalry, charging ahead boldly, while Zhang Qian followed closely behind with 10,000 troops serving as the rear guard.

      However, Li Guang advanced recklessly, plunging deep into enemy territory without waiting for reinforcements. His unit soon found itself caught in a deadly ambush set by 40,000 Xiongnu warriors under the command of the Left Xian King. For an entire day and night, Li Guang’s men fought desperately, their courage tested to the limit. By the time Zhang Qian’s forces arrived, many Han soldiers had already fallen. The Xiongnu retreated, but Zhang Qian’s troops, exhausted from the grueling battle, were unable to give chase.

      The campaign exacted a heavy price. Li Guang’s unit was nearly wiped out, and Zhang Qian’s forces failed to secure a decisive victory. Back in Chang’an, the imperial court reviewed the battle under Han military law. The final verdict balanced Li Guang’s contributions against his mistakes, while Zhang Qian—having arrived late to the battlefield—was stripped of his marquis title and demoted to commoner status.

      In the years that followed, Emperor Wu of Han launched a series of relentless campaigns against the Xiongnu. These sustained efforts eventually forced the Xiongnu to abandon their stronghold in the southern desert, pushing them to retreat northward. With the path to the Western Regions finally open, Emperor Wu deemed it the right moment to send Zhang Qian on a new mission — one aimed at strengthening ties with the western kingdoms.

      When Zhang Qian received the news, his heart swelled with anticipation. He promptly reported to the emperor, explaining that to the west of the Xiongnu lay a kingdom called Wusun. This kingdom, too, had suffered under Xiongnu oppression. Though once a vassal of the Xiongnu, Wusun had grown stronger and was becoming increasingly unwilling to obey the Xiongnu’s commands.

      The land that the Xiongnu occupied originally belonged to the Wusun. The Wusun people still held a deep emotional connection to their ancestral homeland, and they were tempted by the wealth and gifts that the Han could offer. Zhang Qian proposed that if they approached the Wusun with valuable presents and invited them to reclaim their old lands, the kingdom might agree to form an alliance with Han. Such an alliance would be like cutting off the Xiongnu’s right arm, significantly weakening their hold on the region. If Wusun sided with Han, other kingdoms—such as Dayuan, Kangju, and the Da Yuezhi—would likely follow suit.

      Emperor Wu was ecstatic at the prospect. Gaining so many allies at once, even at the cost of some gold and silk, seemed a small price to pay. Without hesitation, he appointed Zhang Qian as Zhonglang General and charged him with leading another expedition into the Western Regions.

      So, in 119 BCE, Zhang Qian set out with a large delegation of 300 men. Each carried two horses, and they brought along thousands of cattle and sheep, as well as gold foil, fine silk, and other goods valued at tens of millions of coins.

      The first stop on this second journey was Wusun. Upon arrival, Zhang Qian respectfully presented gifts to the Wusun king and spoke earnestly:

      “Great King, if you choose to return east to your ancestral lands, the Han emperor will gladly grant you full authority over that territory. He will even offer you a Han princess as your wife and provide generous gifts as a token of goodwill. Once our two nations are united by family ties, we can join forces against the Xiongnu. What do you think of this proposal?”

      The Wusun king hesitated. He was old, and his grip on his people had weakened over time. Knowing the gravity of this decision, he gathered his ministers for a discussion.

      Unlike some rulers, the Wusun king valued his advisors’ opinions. Yet many of these officials had spent years under Xiongnu rule. The Han Empire was distant and unfamiliar to them. They had little understanding of its vast territory or the strength of its armies. The Xiongnu, however, were close by—just beyond the horizon, ever ready to strike if Wusun were to defect. Moreover, the Wusun people had grown comfortable in their new lands. They saw little reason to leave.

      So Zhang Qian waited patiently. Days slipped into weeks, and weeks melted into months. Yet, the Wusun court remained indecisive. Growing anxious about the ticking clock, Zhang Qian decided to take matters into his own hands. He dispatched his deputies, carrying gifts and official credentials, to visit neighboring kingdoms: Dayuan, Kangju, Da Yuezhi, Daxia, and Anxi. Meanwhile, the Wusun king agreed to send translators to accompany the Han envoys, easing communication.

      Before the deputies could return, the Wusun king proposed a bold new idea: sending an envoy directly to Han territory to witness its wealth and strength firsthand. Zhang Qian welcomed the suggestion wholeheartedly. “Yes,” he thought, “let them see with their own eyes how mighty and prosperous Han really is. Only then will they understand that aligning with us is the wisest choice.”

      The Wusun king selected several representatives and dispatched them alongside Zhang Qian on the journey to Chang’an. Along with them, they brought dozens of prized horses as tribute—a gesture of goodwill and respect.

      When the Wusun envoys arrived in Chang’an, they were utterly amazed. The grand palaces, bustling markets, and elegantly dressed citizens left them at a loss for words. Han civilization was unlike anything they had ever imagined. The wealth, the majestic architecture, and the orderly governance—all far beyond what they had experienced through their dealings with the Xiongnu.

      Upon returning to Wusun, the envoys eagerly recounted the splendor of Han to their king. “The Han people live in silk and feast on the finest foods,” they said. “Their cities stretch wide and their armies stand strong. Compared to Han, the Xiongnu are insignificant. We should ally with them as soon as possible.”

      News of Han’s power began to ripple across the Western Regions. Although the Wusun king ultimately chose not to relocate, Han’s influence only grew stronger. In response, Emperor Wu strategically divided the Hexi Corridor into two commanderies: Jiuquan and Wuwei. This administrative move effectively severed communication between the Xiongnu and the Qiang tribes—like slicing off the enemy’s arm.

      After Zhang Qian returned to Chang’an, he was appointed Grand Envoy, a position akin to today’s foreign minister, entrusted with overseeing all diplomatic relations with foreign states.

      During his two expeditions to the Western Regions, Zhang Qian exhibited extraordinary perseverance and bravery, amassing a wealth of geographical and cultural knowledge about the various countries west of Han territory. These invaluable insights were later documented in the Records of the Grand Historian and the Book of Han, ensuring that Zhang Qian’s pioneering explorations would be remembered and studied for generations.

      So, what lasting impact did Zhang Qian’s missions have on the political and cultural exchanges between the Han Dynasty and the Western Regions?

      Thanks to Zhang Qian’s tireless efforts, relations between the Han dynasty and the Western kingdoms grew noticeably stronger. The Longxi Plateau became a bustling hub where foreign envoys arrived and departed almost daily. Sadly, Zhang Qian never lived to witness the long-term success of his endeavors. Just one year after his return, his health deteriorated from years of relentless travel and hardship. He passed away, leaving behind a diplomatic legacy that would continue to shape China’s interactions with the wider world.

      Even after his death, Zhang Qian’s efforts bore fruit. A year later, the deputies he had dispatched to various kingdoms returned to Chang’an, having successfully completed their missions. They brought with them not only gifts and news but also envoys from these distant lands. Emperor Wu warmly received these foreign guests, treating them with great respect and bestowing generous gifts of gold and silk upon them.

      Although Zhang Qian’s two expeditions didn’t fully achieve their initial goals, their historical significance was immense. His first journey aimed to unite with the Da Yuezhi to fight the Xiongnu, but the Yuezhi showed no interest. His second journey sought to persuade the Wusun to return to their ancestral lands and join Han in an anti-Xiongnu alliance, but the Wusun, too, declined the offer. Yet these apparent setbacks paved the way for a different kind of success. Zhang Qian had opened a direct line of communication between China and the Western Regions, igniting cultural and commercial exchanges that would go on to shape global history.

      The Han people later honored Zhang Qian’s accomplishments with the term "Zao Kong," meaning "breaking open the void"—a vivid expression that perfectly captured the revolutionary impact of his journeys. In essence, he had unlocked the gateway to the Western world, revealing lands that had before been little more than distant whispers on the horizon. Seizing this unprecedented opportunity, Emperor Wu sent out additional envoys to the Western Regions, further solidifying these fresh diplomatic and trade ties. Before long, Zhang Qian’s name resonated throughout the 36 kingdoms of the Western Regions.

      Zhang Qian’s legacy was so revered that the Han court deliberately concealed news of his death for as long as possible. Envoys traveling west often claimed they were acting under Zhang Qian’s authority—a clever ruse that proved effective. The kingdoms of the Western Regions, still holding Zhang Qian in the highest esteem, welcomed these envoys with warmth and trust.

      This steady exchange of information, goods, and people between Han China and the Western Regions laid the foundation for what would later be known as the Silk Road. This historic route linked China with Central Asia, India, Persia, and eventually stretched all the way to the Mediterranean world.

      The Silk Road began in Chang’an, stretching westward through the Hexi Corridor. From there, it branched into northern and southern routes that skirted the edges of the vast Tarim Basin, crossed the towering Pamir Mountains, and traversed Central Asia before finally reaching the eastern shores of the Mediterranean. Altogether, this sprawling network extended roughly 7,000 kilometers.

      More than just a trade route, the Silk Road served as a powerful bridge between East and West, sparking a level of cultural exchange previously unimaginable before Zhang Qian’s pioneering missions. Chinese silk, lacquerware, and ceramics journeyed westward, while exotic goods like grapes, walnuts, glassware, and even the intricate art of goldsmithing made their way into China.

      Yet, it wasn’t only merchandise that traveled these ancient paths. Chinese agricultural techniques, papermaking innovations, and metalworking skills spread across Asia, while foreign musical instruments, artistic styles, and religious ideas—including Buddhism—flowed into China through this vital corridor.

      However, not all aspects of this newfound interconnectivity brought positive outcomes. Alongside honest traders and inquisitive scholars, less scrupulous characters also emerged. Some envoys, originally dispatched to forge diplomatic ties, succumbed to greed and corruption, using their official missions as a cover for smuggling and personal enrichment.

      Meanwhile, Emperor Wu’s own ambitions contributed to the strain in these relationships. His drive to assert Han dominance sometimes eclipsed the spirit of peaceful exchange that Zhang Qian had so earnestly hoped to nurture.

      Tensions quietly simmered beneath the surface for a time, until they eventually burst forth into open conflict. But what exactly triggered this breakdown in relations between the Han dynasty and the Western kingdoms?
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            THE QUEST FOR HEAVENLY HORSES

          

        

      

    

    
      In the previous chapter, we explored Zhang Qian’s second mission to the Western Regions. Upon his arrival in the Wusun Kingdom, the Wusun king promptly dispatched envoys to escort Zhang Qian on a visit to the Han Dynasty. As these envoys crossed into Han territory, they were instantly captivated by the grandeur and prosperity of this mighty empire. The bustling cities, sprawling fields, and meticulously organized society left a deep impression on the Wusun envoys. When they returned home, they eagerly recounted the Han Dynasty’s strength and splendor to their king. From that moment forward, the Wusun Kingdom treasured its diplomatic ties with the Han Dynasty even more.

      When the Xiongnu caught wind of the growing alliance between the Han and the Wusun, their fury knew no bounds. Determined to maintain their dominance, the Xiongnu launched a campaign of intimidation. The Wusun king, fully aware of the lingering power the Xiongnu wielded over neighboring states such as Dayuan and the Yuezhi, was gripped by fear. Seeking protection, he resolved to forge an alliance with the Han through marriage.

      In the third year of Yuanfeng, 108 BCE, the Wusun sent a tribute of one thousand exceptional horses to the Han court as a proposal for marriage. These magnificent steeds were so extraordinary that people along the route could not stop marveling at them. They quickly became known as the “Heavenly Horses.” Upon receiving these prized horses, Emperor Wu of Han was overjoyed. He selected a young woman from the imperial family, Princess Xi Jun, to wed the Wusun king. The princess was sent forth accompanied by a lavish dowry of gold, silver, and the finest silks.

      Princess Xi Jun's dowry was so lavish it sparked the envy of many Western Regions states. The Wusun king was overjoyed and bestowed upon her the title of Right Consort. When she arrived in Wusun territory, she brought not only her immense wealth but also hundreds of attendants. She quickly set to work, hosting grand banquets in her yurt and inviting the Wusun elite. Her generosity and charm won her many allies, strengthening the influence of the Han Dynasty in the region.

      Despite her political success, Princess Xi Jun was deeply unhappy. Emperor Wu, upon hearing of her loneliness, reportedly commissioned artisans to create a musical instrument called the "Ruan" to ease her sorrow. Centuries later, renowned poets like Bai Juyi and Huang Tingjian penned heartfelt poems lamenting her plight, immortalizing her story.

      But why was she so unhappy? The root of her sorrow lay in her marriage. The Wusun king was old—older than her grandfather. They met only a few times a year, sharing a meal and some wine, but communication was difficult due to the language barrier.

      Imagine a young woman, vibrant and full of life, marrying a man old enough to be her grandfather. Unlike some women who might pursue wealthy older husbands, Princess Xi Jun hailed from a wealthy family herself. She cared little for riches; what she truly yearned for was a deep emotional bond. Yet, once in Wusun, she felt like a stranger—lost in a foreign land, her heart aching for the home she left behind.

      When Emperor Wu learned of her loneliness and sorrow, he sent gifts each year—luxurious fabrics, intricate screens—to offer some solace. But these material treasures could hardly soothe the ache of homesickness that weighed on her spirit.

      Before long, the aging Wusun king realized his days were numbered. According to Wusun customs, he desired Princess Xi Jun to marry his grandson after his passing. Among the Wusun, widow inheritance, or "levirate marriage," was customary. However, for Princess Xi Jun, raised with Han Chinese values, the notion of marrying her late husband's grandson was unimaginable—akin to marrying a relative, something deeply wrong in her eyes.

      Distressed, she wrote to Emperor Wu, pleading to be allowed to return home. But Emperor Wu, determined to maintain the Han-Wusun alliance as a bulwark against the Xiongnu, refused her request. In his reply, he urged her to embrace Wusun customs and reminded her of the strategic importance of the marriage. "You are already a queen," he wrote. "Remain steadfast, endure the hardships, and you may become queen twice over. Where else could such a destiny be found?"

      With no other choice, Princess Xi Jun reluctantly married the Wusun king’s grandson. When the old king passed away, his grandson ascended the throne, and she became queen. Yet true happiness eluded her. The emotional strain weighed heavily on her health. Not long after giving birth to a daughter, Princess Xi Jun died.

      After the birth of her daughter, it became clear that this child had no claim to the Wusun throne. Determined to reinforce the alliance with the Wusun Kingdom, Emperor Wu of Han sent another imperial woman, Princess Jie You, to marry the Wusun king. Shortly after their marriage, the Wusun king died—unlike his grandfather, he did not inherit that remarkable longevity. Following Wusun custom, Princess Jie You then married the new Wusun king. Together, they had three sons and two daughters. These children grew to become influential figures in the region—some ascended as kings, others rose as generals, and some married into noble families—each playing vital roles in the political life of the Wusun Kingdom.

      Since Princess Xi Jun’s marriage, the bond between the Han Dynasty and the Wusun kingdom had remained steady and peaceful. By the time Princess Jie You entered the scene, the success of Emperor Wu’s strategy of forging alliances through marriage was becoming even clearer.

      In this era of tranquility, the Silk Road blossomed like never before. Han goods, culture, and influence spread far across the Tianshan Mountains. Nations throughout the Western Regions competed eagerly to establish friendly ties with the Han court, offering rare treasures as tribute. Yet, despite this widespread peace and prosperity, Emperor Wu surprisingly launched a war in pursuit of a prized treasure: horses. But why go to such extremes for these animals?

      Years earlier, the explorer Zhang Qian had returned from his remarkable mission with tales of the Kingdom of Dayuan—home to a breed of extraordinary horses. These horses were said to sweat blood-red droplets when they ran, as if flames coursed through their veins. Zhang Qian’s vivid stories ignited the emperor’s imagination and set the stage for grand ambitions.

      Since then, every envoy returning from the Western Regions sang praises of the "blood-sweating horses" of Dayuan. Emperor Wu grew increasingly restless; the desire to acquire these magnificent creatures consumed his thoughts day and night. He dispatched envoy after envoy, each carrying lavish gifts, all in hopes of securing these prized steeds. So many envoys were sent that those who followed could easily trace the footprints of their predecessors across the dusty roads.

      Why send so many envoys? The answer lay not only in imperial ambition but also in the personal motives of the men themselves. Ever since Zhang Qian had pioneered the route to the Western Regions, the officials and soldiers who had accompanied him kept petitioning the emperor tirelessly, extolling the wealth and wonders of foreign lands. They claimed that sending envoys westward would bring great benefits to the empire, but beneath these lofty proclamations, many sought personal gain and glory.

      Eager to expand his influence and secure powerful allies, Emperor Wu readily approved their requests, bestowing upon them symbols of imperial authority. Yet these envoys often did more harm than good. Many were smooth-talking opportunists who, upon witnessing the extravagant gifts meant for Western rulers, couldn't resist slipping some into their own pockets.

      These envoys also exploited the local people. In city after city, they wielded their authority to force merchants into selling goods at rock-bottom prices. Then, turning around, they resold those goods at inflated rates for their own profit. The inhabitants of the Western Regions quickly grew to despise these envoys, seeing the Han representatives as deceitful and arrogant. Since Han forces were stationed far away and unlikely to respond swiftly, some states even began withholding food and supplies from the envoys altogether.

      Hungry, thirsty, and humiliated, the envoys reacted with fury. They cursed the locals and reported their mistreatment to Emperor Wu. Tensions escalated rapidly, making conflict almost inevitable.

      The spark ignited when the small kingdoms of Loulan and Gushi, both under the influence of the Xiongnu, ambushed and killed Han envoys, seizing their possessions. Enraged by this affront, Emperor Wu ordered a punitive expedition. Han forces swiftly mobilized, attacking and destroying both kingdoms.

      Loulan, once a flourishing trading hub in the heart of the desert, eventually fell into ruin and was swallowed by shifting sands. When future generations unearthed its remains, they were reminded of the formidable might of the Han Dynasty. The name Loulan became a symbol of Han’s swift and decisive retribution. As the famed poet Li Bai later penned, "I wish to wield my sword beneath the moon, to sever Loulan's fate."

      In truth, Loulan was a modest kingdom, home to barely 10,000 souls. It took only 700 Han soldiers to bring it to its knees.

      At that time, the lands known as the Western Regions—including Dayuan, famed for its legendary blood-sweating horses—were caught in a delicate balance. Like reeds swaying in the wind, these kingdoms hesitated, unsure whether to align themselves with the mighty Han Dynasty or the formidable Xiongnu. The unyielding pressure from both sides made their position dangerously precarious.

      The recent actions of the Han army had already sent a clear message. After the Han forces ransacked the region and annihilated Loulan, the Western states were left reeling in shock. The pressing question now was whether Dayuan would bow to Han authority or unite with the Xiongnu in defiance. And could Emperor Wu finally secure the legendary heavenly horses he so desperately craved? The answer remained shrouded in uncertainty.

      In the wake of Loulan and Gushi's defeat, the Han court swiftly installed loyal local rulers to maintain control over the region. Tirelessly, Han envoys journeyed through neighboring kingdoms, broadcasting the formidable power of the Han Dynasty. This strategy bore fruit—many smaller states renewed their allegiance, their respect for Han strength reignited. The swift and ruthless destruction of Loulan hung over the land like a dark omen.

      Yet, the kingdoms lying west of Dayuan remained largely indifferent. They believed their vast distance shielded them from the reach of the Han armies. Buoyed by this confidence, they showed little eagerness to cooperate with Han envoys. Meanwhile, the Han government, its attention consumed by other pressing matters, never took the time to establish formal diplomatic protocols or firmly assert control over these remote states.

      As a result, Han envoys found themselves facing humiliating situations when passing through these territories. If they failed to pay, they were denied food; if they didn’t present valuable gifts, they couldn’t obtain the livestock and tools essential for their journey.

      Despite all these hardships, the lure of profit continued to draw people toward the Western Regions. Merchants understood the immense fortune to be made by trading goods, especially by reselling them at higher prices. So, many still volunteered eagerly to venture west. However, despite their tireless efforts, none succeeded in obtaining the prized horses of Dayuan. They returned empty-handed to report to Emperor Wu, saying, "Dayuan’s fine horses are hidden away in Ershi City. They refuse to part with them."

      Upon hearing this, Emperor Wu resolved to try once more. He dispatched envoys bearing a thousand pieces of gold and a golden horse as a gesture of goodwill, hoping to trade these for the real prize. "Surely," he thought, "if we offer gold in exchange for their best horses, they’ll agree."

      In Dayuan, the king gathered his officials and said, “The Han Dynasty is far away. The journey is long and fraught with danger—many perish along the way. They would never dare send a large army here. There’s no need to worry. The horses in Ershi City are the pride and treasure of our nation. We cannot, and will not, hand them over.” The council nodded in agreement. Then the Dayuan king sent a message to the Han envoys: “No horses.”

      The Han envoys were furious. In a burst of rage, one of them grabbed a hammer and smashed the golden horse into pieces right before the eyes of the Dayuan officials. “If you won’t trade, then so be it!” they shouted, turning on their heels and storming off.

      The Dayuan ministers were outraged. “How dare these Han envoys insult us so openly?” After the envoys had left, the Dayuan king ordered his border guards to intercept them. The soldiers lay in ambush, attacked the Han delegation, killed them, and seized the gold they had brought with them.

      News of the incident quickly reached Chang'an. When Emperor Wu learned what had transpired, his face darkened with fury. "I sent gold to buy horses—that alone was a slight. But to murder my envoys and steal my gold? If I let that slide, they will never understand the sharp edge of a Han sword."

      At that moment, a former envoy who had been to Dayuan stepped forward and advised, "Your Majesty, Dayuan’s military might is weak. With just three thousand soldiers, armed with strong bows and sharp arrows, we could easily crush them."

      The emperor mulled this over. After all, only seven hundred cavalrymen had subdued Loulan. The western states were small and scattered, so the plan made sense. Moreover, Emperor Wu had personal reasons—he doted on Lady Li and wanted to honor her family. Seizing the opportunity, he appointed her brother, Li Guangli, as General of the Western Expedition. Alongside six thousand allied cavalry and tens of thousands of unruly young men gathered from across the empire, Li Guangli was ordered to lead the campaign westward.

      Why send so many troublemakers? These young men had been wreaking havoc back home—smashing shops, vandalizing carts, and stirring up endless trouble. "If they’re so eager to fight," the emperor mused, "let them go break foreign walls instead of local markets."

      The emperor was confident. Taking down Dayuan seemed straightforward enough. Yet Dayuan lay far beyond the Pamir Mountains, across a vast expanse of desolate, unforgiving wilderness. The journey alone was a colossal challenge. No one could foresee just how brutal the campaign would become.

      Emperor Wu harbored no illusions about Li Guangli’s military prowess. He was no match for legendary generals like Wei Qing or Huo Qubing. Still, the emperor hoped Guangli might scrape together enough victories to earn a noble title. With that hope in mind, Li Guangli led his men westward.

      The expedition was grueling from the very beginning. As the army trudged through the salt marshes, numerous small kingdoms along their path slammed their gates shut, refusing to sell food or supplies. The Han troops attempted to besiege these cities, but most efforts ended in failure. The few towns that did fall offered only brief respite with their grain stores. Yet, many more held firm, forcing the Han army to press onward, their bellies empty and morale steadily breaking down.

      Though few perished in battle, hunger took an unrelenting toll, claiming countless lives. By the time the army arrived at Yucheng, only a few thousand soldiers were left. Exhausted and half-starved, they launched an assault on the city. But the defenders were well-prepared, showering the attackers with arrows and stones, turning the battlefield into a slaughterhouse. The Han forces suffered a crushing defeat.

      Li Guangli, disheartened, gathered his officers. "We couldn't even take Yucheng," he lamented. "Look at us—worn down and starving. If we press on to Dayuan now, it will be the end of us." Reluctantly, he ordered a retreat. By the time they reached the border, only one in ten soldiers had survived.

      From the frontier, Li Guangli sent riders galloping towards Chang'an, urgently explaining the dire circumstances: "The distance is vast, our supplies are dangerously low. The soldiers are eager to fight, but without provisions, they cannot continue the march. We beg for reinforcements before we dare attempt another assault."

      When Emperor Wu read the report, his fury erupted like a volcano. "Dayuan, a mere pitiful little kingdom—and this is how we return? Utter incompetence, sheer incompetence!" Enraged, he dispatched messengers with orders to intercept Li Guangli’s retreat and compel him to hold his position in Dunhuang.

      Meanwhile, word came from the northern frontier: a Han army had been ambushed and utterly wiped out by the Xiongnu. Panic rippled through the court. Ministers pleaded with the emperor to abandon the costly Dayuan campaign and redirect focus to the pressing northern threat. But Emperor Wu would not hear of it.

      "If we back down now," he declared, "who will respect us? Dayuan will mock our weakness, the Western Regions will turn their backs on us, and our envoys will continue to endure humiliation. No. We initiated this war—we will see it through to the end."

      Determined to make a bold statement, he punished the officials who counseled retreat. At the same time, he pardoned prisoners from the jails and conscripted unruly youths alongside seasoned border cavalry.

      Over the course of more than a year, Emperor Wu of Han relentlessly dispatched reinforcements to Dunhuang to bolster General Li Guangli’s forces. The troops sent numbered over sixty thousand, excluding the many civilians who followed, carrying their personal belongings. Additionally, one hundred thousand oxen, thirty thousand horses, and tens of thousands of donkeys and camels were mobilized to sustain the expedition. Mountains of grain, weapons, and crossbows were transported from all corners of the empire. More than fifty officers were assigned to command various units within the army.

      Upon discovering that Dayuan's capital lacked wells and depended entirely on water drawn from an external river, Emperor Wu dispatched hydraulic engineers to accompany the army. Their mission was to divert the river away from the city and excavate tunnels through abandoned water channels. Following an imperial decree, various groups were pardoned and conscripted—corrupt officials, fugitives, men married into wealthy merchant families, individuals convicted of assault, and those with merchant family backgrounds all found themselves drafted into service.

      This influx of manpower ensured a steady stream of supply carts rolling toward the Western Regions. To bolster the campaign’s success, the emperor appointed two renowned horse experts as officers, charged with selecting the finest steeds once the city was captured.

      The conflict between the Western Han Dynasty and Dayuan played out over two campaigns, spanning a total of four years. Emperor Wu left no stone unturned in preparing for the second offensive. The pressing question remained: would this second expedition succeed? And how would this war over the legendary blood-sweating horses redefine the Han Dynasty’s diplomatic ties with the Western Regions?

      With his newly reinforced army, General Li Guangli once again set out westward. This time, his forces cut an imposing figure. Along the way, small kingdoms hurried to welcome them, offering food and supplies, unwilling to risk opposing the mighty Han army. Yet when they reached the Kingdom of Luntai, the locals stood firm and refused to submit. In response, Han troops launched a swift assault, captured the city, and pressed onward without hesitation.

      At last, they arrived at the towering walls of Dayuan’s capital. By this point, Li Guangli commanded an army of thirty thousand soldiers. The Dayuan forces surged out to meet the invaders, but as the Han archers unleashed a deadly volley of arrows, the defenders panicked and fled back inside, slamming the gates shut behind them.

      Li Guangli considered ordering an immediate assault, but hesitated. A failed attack could only embolden Dayuan or buy time for reinforcements to arrive. Instead, he followed Emperor Wu’s strategy: his engineers diverted the river that fed the city, cutting off its water supply and leaving the defenders parched and desperate.

      The siege dragged on for more than forty days. Inside the walls, anxiety mounted as exhaustion and despair took hold of the people. The nobles convened an emergency meeting. One of them rose and declared, "Our king concealed the horses, murdered the Han envoys, and brought this calamity upon us. If we do nothing now, we will all be slaughtered. I say we kill the king, surrender the horses, and petition the Han army to withdraw. If they refuse, we can still fight—but at least we’ll have tried."

      The others nodded in grim agreement. Outside, the outer city had already fallen, and panic was spreading. The Dayuan king, terrified, retreated into the inner city, but his days were numbered. The nobles dragged him from his hiding place, executed him, and presented his severed head to General Li Guangli.

      "We are willing to hand over every fine horse in the city," the nobles said. "We will also supply your army with provisions. But if you reject our offer, we will kill every last horse. Be warned—reinforcements from Kangju are on their way. Once they arrive, your army will be trapped between us and them."

      In truth, Kangju had no real intention of engaging in battle. Their forces held back, stopping far from the battlefield, cautious not to provoke the formidable Han army.

      Meanwhile, Li Guangli received troubling news: Dayuan still held Han laborers skilled in digging wells. Thanks to their expertise, the city continued to access some water. Food supplies also remained abundant. This meant the defenders could potentially withstand the siege far longer than anyone had anticipated.

      Li Guangli pondered his situation deeply. The emperor had sent him with a clear mission: to eliminate the Dayuan king—the very man responsible for murdering Han envoys and withholding the coveted horses. Now, the king’s head was effectively within his grasp. But if he rejected Dayuan’s offer, the defenders would fight to the bitter end. And if Kangju chose to strike while the Han army was weakened, the entire campaign could spiral into disaster.

      After carefully weighing his options, Li Guangli agreed to the terms set by Dayuan.

      True to their word, Dayuan delivered on their promise. They handed over their finest horses, allowing the Han soldiers to select as many as they desired. The Han forces chose dozens of top-tier stallions, along with over three thousand breeding horses—both males and females—of medium and lower quality. To secure future cooperation and maintain influence, Li Guangli installed a pro-Han noble as the new king of Dayuan. The two sides formalized their agreement with a treaty, and the Han army began its long journey back home.

      As the army moved eastward, news of Dayuan’s defeat spread like wildfire across the Western Regions. One after another, the small kingdoms along the route sent envoys to pay tribute and escort the troops all the way to Chang’an. Some even offered their own young nobles as hostages, a clear signal of their submission to the Han Dynasty.

      The victorious army returned with more than a thousand of the prized blood-sweating horses. Yet, despite this apparent triumph, the price paid was steep. While battlefield casualties were relatively low, many soldiers died from neglect and harsh conditions. Poor leadership, rampant corruption, and the commanders' complete disregard for their troops had turned the campaign into a grueling ordeal.

      By any objective standard, this military expedition was far from a clear victory. Its goal was simple—to seize horses—but its execution was like wielding a butcher’s cleaver to kill a chicken, crude and excessive. In the end, the outcome was, at best, a stalemate. However, because the commanding general was none other than Li Guangli, the brother of Emperor Wu’s beloved Lady Li, the emperor issued a grand proclamation celebrating the so-called victory. Li Guangli was granted the title Marquis of Haixi, and the other officers received generous rewards.

      The defeat of Dayuan sent shockwaves through the Western Regions. This show of force made it easier for Han envoys to travel safely. From Dunhuang to Yan Ze, watchtowers and relay stations sprang up swiftly. In Luntai, hundreds of Han soldiers were stationed to cultivate the land and guard the trade routes. Officials were appointed to manage logistics, ensuring that future diplomatic missions would be well supplied.

      A year later, internal strife erupted in Dayuan. A new king ascended the throne, and the Han court officially recognized his rule. As a gesture of goodwill—and perhaps out of apprehension—Dayuan pledged to send two of their finest "heavenly horses" to Han each year. At long last, Emperor Wu obtained the legendary horses he had long dreamed of.

      Yet, this lavish pursuit of personal desire came with a heavy price. The emperor had launched a massive military campaign and entrusted command to an incompetent general, chosen solely because of family ties. Li Guangli, despite his mediocrity, was rewarded with a noble title.

      Meanwhile, another general, sharing a similar name but possessing unmatched talent—Li Guang—lived and died without ever receiving the honor he truly deserved.

      Why was that?
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