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      The Spring and Autumn & Warring States Periods: A History of China, PART ONE, takes you into one of the most combustible stretches of Chinese history — a world driven by raw ambition, fierce rivalries, and an insatiable hunger for power. From the crafty ascent of Duke Zhuang of Zheng, an early and consequential “minor hegemon,” to Duke Huan of Qi’s grand coalition that reshaped the political map, every chapter drags you straight into the heart of ancient China’s most violent, inventive centuries. This is not merely a catalogue of kings and pitched battles; it is a study of how people out-thought, out-fought, and out-waited one another in an age when survival demanded strategy above all else.

      You will meet the brilliant Guan Zhong, whose sweeping reforms turned Qi into a powerhouse, and Bao Shuya, the loyal friend who recognized his genius long before others did. You will follow Duke Wen of Jin, who returned from exile to claim real hegemony; witness the bitter, unforgettable duels of pride and revenge between Helü of Wu and Goujian of Yue; and watch the western state of Qin begin its relentless climb toward supremacy. These are stories of courage and cunning, of loyalty and treachery, and of the fierce ambition that forged empires.

      As the wars intensified, new strategists and reformers appeared to rewrite the rules — men like Sun Bin and Pang Juan, whose lethal rivalry transformed the art of war, and Shang Yang, whose radical legal reforms in Qin laid institutional foundations for China’s first imperial dynasty. You will see entire states rise and then fade: Wei’s brief blaze of brilliance, the partition and collapse of Jin into three states, and the endless jockeying among the Seven Warring States for dominance. Each tale offers another piece of the mosaic that ultimately made China what it would become.

      I wrote this book to make that distant world feel alive again — to bring back the voices behind the legends, the feelings behind the politics. These aren’t dry accounts to be filed away; they’re living drama, full of brilliant minds, messy human faults, and scenes that still hit you with fresh urgency more than two millennia later. You’ll hear the thunder of chariots on early battlefields, the low murmur of court intrigues slipping through palace corridors, and the sharp, unexpected laughter of rulers who knew their thrones could vanish in a single heartbeat.

      By the end, you’ll understand why the Spring and Autumn and Warring States eras keep drawing historians and storytellers alike. These were the centuries when China found its strength — when chaos forced new thinking, when ruthless ambition welded fractured states into something larger, and when figures like Guan Zhong (working with Duke Huan of Qi), the strategist Sun Bin, and the reformer Shang Yang laid the foundations for the empire that would change the world forever.
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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            THE FIRST MINOR HEGEMON

          

        

      

    

    
      In the previous book we told how King You of Zhou, desperate to please his favorite concubine Bao Si, kept lighting the beacon fires as a prank. The joke backfired spectacularly: the vassal lords stopped answering the alarms, and in 771 BCE the Quanrong tribesmen stormed through the defenses and sacked Haojing. King You was killed, and with the fall of the capital the Western Zhou era effectively came to an end — a dramatic moment often cited as the first time a Chinese dynasty’s capital was overrun by a non‑Zhou/nomadic force.

      After King You’s death, the discarded heir, Yijiu — the very prince once deposed in the palace intrigue — was raised to the throne by the leading nobles as King Ping of Zhou. Haojing lay in ruin and could no longer serve as the seat of power. Under the protection of allied vassal armies, King Ping moved the court eastward to Chengzhou, near what we now call Luoyang in Henan. That eastward move in about 770 BCE marks the beginning of the Eastern Zhou period.

      You’ve probably heard the old saying that the Zhou dynasty lasted eight hundred years. There’s a famous piece of folklore about Jiang Ziya, the sage also known as Jiang Taigong, and the early Zhou rulers: the story goes that when he first entered the service of the Ji house, a king showed his sincerity by pulling Jiang’s cart for eight hundred steps, and Jiang in turn promised, “You pulled me for eight hundred steps; I’ll help you rule for eight hundred years.” It’s a neat bit of mythmaking — and, in a way, it fits: by traditional reckoning the Zhou polity endured for roughly eight centuries. Whether the promise was literal or merely a poetic way to reckon longevity, the legend underlines how the ancients liked their history served with a dash of destiny — and, as the story concludes, the Zhou did indeed govern for about eight hundred years.

      But it’s important to note that those roughly 800 years actually split into two very different chapters. The first chapter — what we call the Western Zhou — spans roughly the first three centuries and was comparatively stable, with the royal house still exercising real authority. The second chapter, the Eastern Zhou, covers the last five hundred or so years, by which time the Zhou kings had become little more than ceremonial sovereigns, their power eclipsed by rising regional lords.

      The Eastern Zhou itself breaks into two famous eras: the Spring and Autumn period, followed by the Warring States. The Spring and Autumn period runs until the fragmentation of the state of Jin — the famous partition that created Han, Zhao and Wei. That split is conventionally dated to the enfeoffment recognized by King Weilie of Zhou (around 403 BCE, sometimes given as 402 BCE in different sources), and many historians mark that moment as the opening of the Warring States era.

      Through both the Spring and Autumn and the Warring States periods, one thing remained constant: sweeping upheaval. Both eras were defined by two dominant forces — chaos and change.

      First, chaos. With the Zhou king no longer serving as an effective central authority, the feudal vassals began to bite and gnaw at one another. States that once owed ritual allegiance to the Zhou court now jockeyed for power, and the map of China fragmented into competing principalities. War became a constant reality: one lord tried to outshine the next, and it was ordinary people who paid the price.

      Second, change. This was a turning point in Chinese history. The old kinship-based, feudal order was breaking down, and over the centuries of the Spring and Autumn and into the Warring States period the polity shifted toward larger, more centralized, bureaucratic states. That slow transformation—moving from scattered tribal and familial rule toward organized, administrative governments—laid the groundwork for the imperial system that followed.

      The unmistakable hallmark of this era was the loss of the Zhou king’s unifying role. In the absence of a clear supreme ruler, ambitious vassal states vied for supremacy and powerful regional lords rose to prominence. You’ve probably heard of the Five Hegemons of the Spring and Autumn period and the Seven Warring States of the later era—names that have become almost household terms for this age of rivalry and reinvention.

      Now, there are actually two competing versions of the so-called “Five Hegemons.” One roster lists Duke Huan of Qi, Duke Wen of Jin, Duke Xiang of Song, Duke Mu of Qin, and King Zhuang of Chu. Another version swaps out Duke Mu and Duke Xiang for King Helü of Wu and King Goujian of Yue.

      Which list is correct? It’s a bit like arguing about who the Three Sovereigns were in myth—historians have squabbled over these roll calls for centuries, and you won’t get a definitive answer. It’s about as useful as asking, “Who was Qin Shi Huang’s real father?”—a question that spawns rumors more than clarity. So don’t let it steal your time.

      The larger point remains unchanged: the political landscape was chaos. The Zhou kings had already lost effective control, and the vassal states rushed in to occupy the void. And here’s the kicker—the very first state to make a name for itself wasn’t one of the usual heavyweights at all. It was the modest state of Zheng, a polity that had spent most of its life playing second fiddle before suddenly stepping into the spotlight.

      Among all the vassal states in the Spring and Autumn era, Zheng ranked pretty low. Its founder, known in tradition as Duke Huan of Zheng, was a member of the royal family—recorded in some sources as a son of King Li of Zhou (some accounts even call him the youngest). The family’s fortunes were tangled up with a turbulent time: King Li was driven out by a popular uprising, and his offspring only received their fiefs during the waning years of the Western Zhou dynasty.

      Zheng sat in the central plains (roughly the area of modern Henan), a frontier state that often bore the brunt of raids and unrest. It wasn’t exactly a cozy retirement post—the surrounding landscape was dotted with rival groups and restless border peoples. Some historical sources mention threats from western “Rong” tribes (the Quanrong among them), but it’s more accurate to say Zheng faced pressure from various non-Zhou groups on the margins rather than being immediately adjacent to the Quanrong heartland.

      Duke Huan wasn’t thrilled about being the state’s border guardian. “This place is forever at war,” he grumbled to himself. “Every time the enemy comes, I’m the first to meet them. First in line means first to die—hardly an appealing bargain.” So he began to scheme: if his people couldn’t stay safe here, where could they go?

      At that moment, one of his ministers offered a clever plan: “Let’s move south of the He and Ji rivers.”

      This area, in what is now Henan province, was recommended because of its rich, fertile lands and obvious promise. Duke Huan, however, hesitated. “I can’t just move in,” he said. “There are already two small vassal states there. Where are we supposed to settle?”

      His minister had an answer. “Those two states are unpopular — their rulers are harsh and despised. If we move in and steadily take control of their border towns, their lands will slowly become ours.”

      Duke Huan liked the sound of that. In those days power spoke loudest: the strongest army and the boldest rulers set the rules. So he pushed his people southward, and before long he had secured ten towns for Zheng between those two neighboring states. Using those towns as a base, he gradually relocated his people — the families, their livestock, and their household goods — until, according to tradition, Zheng had firmly established itself in the region that is today Xinzheng in modern Henan province.

      Duke Huan was exhilarated by this new site. Nestled in the heart of the Central Plains, it offered fertile fields and ready access to trade routes—an immeasurable improvement over the battered borderlands where they’d constantly skirmished with the Quanrong.

      Yet fate had other plans. Though he had moved his people to safety, Duke Huan remained a noble and advisor at the Zhou court, bound by duty to the king. When the Quanrong descended on Haojing and the court called for help, he answered without hesitation. According to tradition, he rode to the capital’s defense to guard King You, fighting bravely alongside his royal kin. In the end, the battle cost him his life.

      So, despite his cunning relocation and the promise of a fresh start, Duke Huan never lived to enjoy the full fruits of his labors. That task fell to his successor, Duke Wu of Zheng, who carried on the work of building and consolidating the state.

      Now, given Zheng’s royal ties—born from a grant to a member of the Zhou royal house and guided by the son of a celebrated warrior—other states began to treat Zheng with a new degree of respect. When King Ping of Zhou moved the capital eastward (the famous migration to Luoyi around 770 BCE), it was Zheng’s forces that helped escort and protect the king on the trek into Henan, a region they knew intimately.

      That protection paid off. Zheng’s influence kept growing, and under Duke Wu the state took firm root and began to prosper. He set the foundations; it was his son, Duke Zhuang of Zheng, who would turn that foundation into fame.

      Duke Zhuang became a legendary presence in Chinese annals, ruling for some forty‑three years and leaving behind a string of stories that schoolchildren still learn today — tales like “Zheng Bo defeats Duan at Yan” (郑伯克段于鄢) and the eerie, memorable episode known as “Meeting Mother in the Yellow Springs.”

      Duke Zhuang’s birth was dramatic from the very start. His mother endured a long, brutal labor that nearly killed her—an ordeal that, in our age, might be resolved by a modern cesarean; in his time, there were no such options, and childbirth was a dangerous gamble for women of every class.

      Because of that harrowing delivery, she gave him the name “Wusheng,” literally “born with difficulty.”

      Duke Zhuang of Zheng, originally called Wusheng, carried his origin story in his name. “Wusheng” isn’t some lofty classical epithet; it’s plain, contemporary speech for a child who came the wrong way round. In other words, he was a breech birth—the awkward, near-fatal entry into the world that almost cost his mother her life. So, naturally, that fraught beginning left its mark: the tale goes that his mother never grew particularly fond of him.

      In ancient China, people didn’t always pick elegant names the way they began to during the Han. In the pre‑Qin era, names could be blunt, crude, even intentionally unflattering — they didn’t shy away from ugly or vulgar nicknames. Some accounts even joke that a ruler like King Cheng of Chu had a nickname that translates roughly as “Black Butt,” though that sounds more like a later anecdote than a firm historical fact. By contrast, Duke Huan of Qi really did go by the childhood name Xiaobai, which today would sound more like a pet name than a princely one. Back then, names were just labels — the equivalent of modern nicknames like “Tiedan” or “Gousheng” — people didn’t fuss over making them sound lofty.

      So when his mother named him Wusheng, the choice felt like a slight: she’d clearly resented the trouble he’d caused her. Her real favorite was Duke Zhuang’s younger brother, Gongshu Duan, who’d been born without incident and won her affection outright. Yet by the rules of the time, the eldest son — in this case Duke Zhuang — inherited the throne.

      Even after Duke Zhuang took power, his mother’s partiality never stopped. She doted on Gongshu Duan and kept prodding her son to give his brother more and more. “Your little brother’s had it rough — you should help him,” she’d nag. “Give him this, give him that, and don’t forget the best city in Zheng — Jingcheng.” It wasn’t the capital, just one of Zheng’s most valuable and strategically important cities.

      Duke Zhuang, ever the dutiful son, agreed to everything. "You want a title? Fine. You want land? Done. Whatever you ask for, it’s yours." He granted them all they requested — no grumbling, no grudges.

      But gratitude turned to arrogance. His mother and brother began to mistake his generosity for weakness. The mother even leaned in close to Gongshu Duan and whispered, "Let's bring your brother down. You can take the throne, and we'll avenge all I suffered when he was born."

      So the plotting began. They thought the mild-mannered duke would never fight back. What they didn't see was the steel beneath his gentleness. When the moment came, he moved with cold speed and absolute purpose. Mustered troops struck before the rebels could react; Gongshu Duan was cut down, and the duke's mother was taken prisoner. That dramatic reversal — the crushing of Duan at Yan by Zheng's ruler — became one of the storied episodes in the annals: a calculated, decisive reclaiming of power.

      This whole situation offers an instructive, almost darkly satisfying lesson: sometimes the smartest move is to let someone’s own pride do the work for you—let them grow arrogant, overreach, and watch them collapse under the weight of their hubris. That’s exactly what happened here. By indulging his mother and brother, Duke Zhuang had effectively set them on a path to their own undoing.

      After routing Gongshu Duan, Duke Zhuang turned to his mother with a cold resolve. “You were unfair,” he said. “We’re both your sons, and yet you chose the younger one. Fine. From now on, we’re finished. We will not see one another again—except, perhaps, in the Yellow Springs.” He was invoking Huangquan, the underworld of Chinese lore: the place where the dead meet.

      Even as he spoke with ruthless finality, filial feelings tugged at him. The harsh declaration sat uneasily in his chest; guilt kept surfacing. “It wasn’t easy for my mother, after all,” he told himself. “Everyone makes mistakes.” But a ruler’s words are bonds in themselves—once uttered, they could not be taken back.

      One of his ministers came up with a crafty solution. “Have you ever been to the Yellow Springs? No, of course you haven’t — it’s down beneath the earth, the realm of the dead. Let’s dig a passage and you can meet your mother there.” So they tunneled into the darkness, and Duke Zhuang walked into that subterranean corridor and met his mother, keeping his promise without technically violating his oath. The tale came to be called “Meeting Mother in the Yellow Springs.”

      The story captures a core strand of Chinese moral imagination: however tangled or painful a family tie, filial reverence is expected. In traditional thought—especially under the influence of Confucian ideals—children were urged to show deep respect for their parents’ authority and wishes, even when those wishes felt unfair.

      After he had steadied affairs at home and demonstrated his strength by vanquishing his brother and confronting his mother, Duke Zhuang turned his gaze outward. Fear at home was no longer enough for him—he wanted to leave a mark on the wider political stage.

      Duke Zhuang realized that with no real central authority left in the kingdom, it was time for someone of his rank to step forward and claim leadership. He forged alliances with the states of Qi and Lu, then turned his attention to smaller neighbors like Xu and Song. He smashed their resistance, forcing those states to acknowledge his authority. Before long, even Qi and Lu treated Duke Zhuang as the dominant power in the region.

      At that moment, Zheng truly stood taller than many—Qi and Lu included—and states such as Xu and Song hardly registered on the balance of power. So it was only natural, in the rough-and-tumble logic of the age, that they accepted Zheng as the top dog. Duke Zhuang was elated. “Wow, I’m the boss now!” he crowed. But not everyone was impressed—there was one man who still claimed the final word: King Ping of Zhou.

      King Ping was furious. “Who put you in charge?” he thundered. “For three hundred years my house has been the ruling line. What gives you the right to play leader? You’re only a guest official in my court—how dare you act like the master!”

      So King Ping sent a messenger to dress down Duke Zhuang of Zheng. “What’s this nonsense? Who gave you leave to attack Xu and Song? Who told you you could tie up with Qi and Lu and start bossing everyone around? You’re all my vassals—don’t forget it!”

      Duke Zhuang paused and weighed his options. “True enough, my lord,” he said, measuring his words. “Right now I’m strong, and the Zhou king’s pull has clearly weakened. But he still commands a kind of authority—enough that outright defiance would be rash.” So, playing it shrewdly, Duke Zhuang bowed and answered, “You’re right, my lord. The fault is mine. How shall I make amends? I will obey your orders. To prove my loyalty, I’ll send my son to the Zhou court as a hostage. If you ever find me wanting, you may deal with him. And perhaps you should send your own son to live in Zheng—he can keep an eye on me and oversee my conduct. That way, if you’re displeased, you’ll know exactly who to hold to account.”

      On the surface it looked like submission: Duke Zhuang’s son bound for the Zhou capital, and the Zhou prince arriving to inspect Zheng. In reality, though, it was a classic hostage swap—politics dressed up as contrition, each side trading a pledge of safety for a grip on the other.

      Duke Zhuang was sharp. By swapping sons — a kind of hostage exchange — he was quietly sending a message: I’m not beneath the Zhou king; I’m his equal. But the Zhou crown prince didn’t see it that way. “I’m the Son of Heaven’s son! One day I’ll sit on the throne — and now I’m supposed to live as a hostage in the household of what used to be a servant? Absurd!” The sting of that humiliation ate at him, and he died young; sources hint that the resentment and anger took a heavy toll.

      When King Ping died, he was succeeded by his son, King Huan of Zhou. King Huan was incandescent with rage. To him, Zheng had overstepped: “Zheng has run wild! They have brought disgrace — and cost my family dearly. This is blood on the mat; I cannot forgive it.”

      So King Huan moved swiftly and stripped Zheng of its standing at the Zhou court, barring its nobles from holding posts there. When the news reached Zheng, the ministers were incensed. “How dare the Zhou king treat us like this! If our troops hadn’t escorted the royal family through those perilous times, they might have been wiped out by the Quanrong — we did them a huge favor, and now instead of gratitude they kick us out? We should teach them a lesson!”

      But Duke Zhuang held them back. "No, no. He's still the king, and a direct assault would be an insult. We must provoke him into making the first move. Once he strikes, we'll have the pretext to retaliate—and with that, the legitimacy we need. You can't simply attack a sovereign out of hand."

      The officials nodded. "We have a plan." They sent three thousand troops into the Zhou king's lands to seize and harvest his wheat. They stripped the fields bare. By the following year there was so little grain left that the Zhou king's people were left with nothing to eat.

      When King Huan learned of it, he erupted. "This is outrageous! They've taken all our wheat! We have nothing to eat! I must do something about this!"

      One of the Zhou ministers, a touch sharper than the rest, saw straight through the ploy. “Your Majesty,” he said quietly, “this is exactly what Duke Zhuang is after. He’s baiting you into a quarrel. Don’t give him the satisfaction. Think of the wheat as alms — a gift to a beggar. It’s not worth a fight.”

      King Huan, forcing calm into his voice, nodded. “Very well. We’ll call it a charitable offering. Let it be.”

      When Duke Zhuang learned that the Zhou king had not taken the bait, he snapped an order: “All right, recall the troops. The wheat is gone — but the rice is ripe now. Go harvest that too!”

      So Zheng’s soldiers came back and stripped the rice paddies clean. This time King Huan couldn’t hold his temper. “This is too much! First they take our wheat, and now they’re after the rice—are they trying to starve us out? This can’t go on!”

      The king sent envoys with scathing words to rebuke Duke Zhuang. Duke Zhuang retorted coldly, “What’s the fuss? I took some wheat and rice. You never rewarded me when I did you a great favor by saving your family—on the contrary, you stripped me of my title. I’m simply claiming what I’m owed.”

      King Huan exploded. “Outrageous! If I let this slide, who will respect me? Who will ever take me seriously again?”

      In a fit of rage, King Huan of Zhou mustered the armies of Chen, Cai, and Wei, taking command of the central contingent himself. He stitched those forces into a three-pronged assault aimed straight at Zheng. The king’s host—more a coalition of summoned vassal troops than a single standing army—marched out with the stated purpose of punishing Duke Zhuang and crushing Zheng into submission.

      To King Huan, this was a proper reckoning of a wayward subject. In his own mind, everything lined up: the moment was right, the ground was favorable, and he had allies at his back. The reality, however, looked very different.

      From the other lords’ point of view, the whole affair reeked of pettiness. All this hullabaloo over Zheng harvesting a little of his own wheat? It read as childish, scarcely befitting a king’s dignity.

      Second, King Huan himself wasn’t a warrior. He’d been raised cushioned by palace life—surrounded by comforts and courtiers, never once tasting the grit of a battlefield. He assumed a royal title alone would cow his enemies; what might have carried weight back in the Western Zhou days no longer did in this age. By contrast, Duke Zhuang of Zheng was a hardened commander—seasoned in war and ruthless even within his own house. A pampered king like Huan was simply outclassed.

      And as for the vaunted strength of King Huan’s forces? The contingents from Chen, Cai, and Wei were largely theatre. Chen and Cai’s troops, especially, were weak and more interested in looting than fighting; they weren’t there to win a fight so much as to snatch spoils afterward.

      Duke Zhuang knew all this and told his men, “Don’t worry. Yes, the royal army looks fearsome, but I have a plan. In our first few battles, we’re going to retreat on purpose.”

      In the first clashes, Zheng’s troops pretended to be defeated, falling back again and again. King Huan’s face lit up. “See? The rebels scatter the moment the royal army shows up! Press on!” Chen, Cai, and Wei surged forward with greedy eyes, already imagining the loot in Zheng’s capital.

      But Duke Zhuang had no intention of meeting them head-on until the moment was right. He waited, biding his time, letting their confidence swell until it became arrogance. Then, when the enemy was sure of victory, he struck back.

      His first blows fell on the armies of Chen and Cai. Once those armies realized they were under a real, fierce assault, panic spread like wildfire. “We didn’t come to actually fight—only to grab easy plunder!” they cried, and turned tail.

      In a set-piece encounter, one army’s collapse ruins the whole line. Watching Chen and Cai break and flee, the Wei troops thought, “We’re not going to be the only ones left holding the field!” and they fled too.

      This left only King Huan’s personal guard — a force more suited to parades than pitched battle. They glittered on the ceremonial grounds, but when the real fighting began they had neither the training nor the will to stand. The moment Duke Zhuang of Zheng’s troops struck, those guards collapsed like a brittle wall.

      King Huan suddenly understood how dire his situation was and tried to flee, flanked by a few loyal bodyguards. In the chaos of the rout his chariot collided with one of Duke Zhuang’s commanders. The commander spotted the Zhou king, drew his bow, and released an arrow that found Huan’s shoulder. Picture it — the “Son of Heaven,” the sacred symbol of imperial authority, pierced by an arrow loosed by the general of a vassal state.

      There was no time for royal dignity. With dignity shattered and forces in disarray, King Huan and the remnants of his army fled — battered, humiliated, and mortally diminished in prestige. This clash, commonly identified with the Battle of Xuge (707 BCE), is widely regarded as the first major battle of the Spring and Autumn period, and it ended in disaster for the Zhou royal family.

      Some of Duke Zhuang’s ministers urged him to give chase — to hunt down the Zhou king and finish what had been started. But Duke Zhuang, mindful of larger consequences, refused. “There’s no point in pursuing him,” he said. “Even if we caught him, what would we do? Execute him? He remains the king in name even after defeat. Better to draw a line here and let it end.”

      He sent an envoy to King Huan of Zhou with a formal apology. “I am truly sorry. That arrow was aimed at a bird and, by accident, struck Your Majesty. It was not intended, and it will not happen again.”

      King Huan, aware that pressing the matter would gain him nothing, had little choice but to accept the apology. “Very well,” he replied. “It wasn’t that serious. I’ll let it pass this time.”

      From that moment on, the Zhou king’s hold on power began to unravel — the veneer of royal authority was stripped away. In the power vacuum that followed, Duke Zhuang of Zheng rose to prominence and is often remembered as the Spring and Autumn period’s first “minor hegemon.” But why do historians add the qualifier “little”?

      First, Duke Zhuang’s achievement was fleeting. Once he died, Zheng’s influence quickly waned; the state never matured into a long-lasting great power.

      Second, geography boxed Zheng in. Yes, it sat in the fertile Central Plains, but it was hemmed in by stronger, more expansion-capable neighbors and was constantly vulnerable to raids and pressure. It wasn’t like the major states that could rely on natural advantages: Qin’s heartland in the Guanzhong basin offered relatively secure and productive land; Qi enjoyed the protection and resources of the sea; Chu controlled vast southern territories with room to grow. Zheng, by contrast, was trapped in the crowded center of the map, with little space to breathe or expand.

      So, after Duke Zhuang’s death, Zheng’s brief period of dominance vanished — its hard-won influence fading almost as quickly as it had risen. Before long, the volatile chessboard of the Spring and Autumn age reasserted itself, and a new generation of true hegemons began to assert control, leading coalitions, enforcing order, and carving out the rules of interstate politics.

      But who was the first of these true hegemons? That’s a story for next time.
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            THE BIRTH OF A TRUE HEGEMON

          

        

      

    

    
      We talked about the rise of the first major figure in the Spring and Autumn period: Duke Zhuang of Zheng. But Zheng’s brief moment in the spotlight was quickly overshadowed. Soon, the true powerhouse stepped onto the stage of pre-Qin China—the genuine hegemon, Duke Huan of Qi.

      So, what made Duke Huan of Qi stand out as the dominant force? A big part of it was Qi’s prime geographical position.

      Now, where exactly was Qi located? It occupied what is today Shandong province. When people mention Shandong nowadays, they often think of the land of “Qi and Lu,” two ancient states separated by Mount Tai, nestled in the vast expanse of the North China Plain. This region was flat and open, lacking natural barriers—ideal conditions for chariot warfare. In contrast, places like Sichuan were rugged and mountainous; here, chariots were practically useless—donkeys would have been a far better choice for navigating those tough terrains!

      On the Qi-Lu land, with Mount Tai marking its boundary, this geographical feature was crucial. Don't be fooled by its relatively modest height of just over 1,000 meters—on the vast North China Plain, that made it an impressive natural barrier. If you wanted to attack Qi from the south, crossing Mount Tai was nearly an impossible task.

      To the east, Qi was bordered by the sea. In ancient China, there was no real naval force to speak of. Battles were mostly fought on rivers or lakes, not out at sea. Even later, during the era of the Beiyang Fleet, they were still called the “Beiyang Water Force,” not a full-fledged navy. Take the famous Battle of Red Cliffs, for example—it wasn’t fought on the open ocean but on a river.

      So, with the sea to the east and Mount Tai to the south, Qi occupied an incredibly advantageous position—somewhat like how the United States today is flanked by the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans, with no major threats pressing from north or south. This geographical edge made it tough for outside enemies to invade, giving Qi a significant defensive advantage.

      The second major reason Qi prospered was its access to vital resources, especially fish and salt. In ancient China, ordinary people seldom ate meat. It wasn’t until the economic reforms of the late 20th century that meat became a regular part of the average diet. In fact, after these reforms, people started eating so much meat that now there are worries about health issues like high cholesterol! But back then, meat was a luxury reserved mostly for officials, who were nicknamed the “meat-eaters,” while common folk, often called “vegetable-eaters,” had to make do with greens.

      But Qi had something special: fish! Although fish wasn’t as rich or prestigious as beef or lamb, it was still considered meat. And then there was salt—an essential commodity for survival. You might be able to skip certain foods, but salt is indispensable, right?

      Thanks to its abundant fish and salt resources, Qi grew incredibly wealthy. Even today, Shandong province, where Qi once stood, is known for its robust economy. That’s yet another advantage Qi had over other states.

      The third key factor was Qi's prestigious status. Who founded Qi? None other than Jiang Ziya—the very man who served as the chief advisor to both King Wen and King Wu, the visionary founders of the Zhou dynasty. Today, we’d think of him as a top-ranking official, a mastermind behind the throne.

      After establishing himself as a founding pillar of the new dynasty, Qi quickly rose to prominence, becoming the dominant state in the East. The other lords in the region looked up to Qi, following its lead. But during the Western Zhou period, Qi wasn’t exactly a household name. Back then, Lu enjoyed greater fame and prestige, being descendants of the legendary Duke of Zhou. Not only was Lu more renowned, but it also held a higher rank—Lu was a dukedom, while Qi was merely a marquisate, which meant Lu wielded more influence. Qi simply couldn’t compete with Lu at that time.

      Then Duke Xiang of Qi took the reins, and everything changed—though not for the better. Qi stumbled from one scandal to another. Why? Because Duke Xiang lacked any moral compass. To put it bluntly, he was an utterly terrible ruler—one of the worst in Chinese history. Sure, history is littered with bad rulers—violent, greedy, lustful men—but Duke Xiang was on a whole other level.

      Duke Xiang had a sister named Wen Jiang, who was absolutely stunning. Qi arranged for her to marry a prince from Zheng named Prince Hu. Everything was set—the matchmakers had made all the arrangements. But suddenly, Prince Hu backed out. He said, "Nope, I can’t do this. I’m not worthy of marrying a princess from Qi. Take the dowry back, and let’s just cancel the whole thing."

      At the time, everyone was baffled. After all, Zheng was a noble state and had once been a hegemon. Why wouldn’t Prince Hu feel worthy of this marriage? It didn’t add up—Zheng had even come to Qi’s aid when it was under attack from nomads in the North. Prince Hu himself had led the troops to save Qi. So why on earth would he think he couldn’t marry Wen Jiang?

      Eventually, the truth surfaced. It wasn’t that Wen Jiang was too good for him—it was quite the opposite. Wen Jiang had a terrible reputation. She wasn’t exactly virtuous and had been involved in scandalous behavior before the marriage. And here’s the most shocking part: she had an affair with her own brother, Duke Xiang.

      That’s incest. And back in those days, incest was an unthinkable disgrace—far worse than any political scandal you might hear about today. It was the kind of scandal that even a notorious ruler like Emperor Yang of the Sui dynasty wouldn’t dare to commit.

      So, naturally, it caused a huge uproar. But Duke Xiang didn’t give a damn about public opinion. In the end, they succeeded in marrying Wen Jiang off to Duke Huan of Lu.

      Now, Duke Huan was probably completely unaware of this dark secret when he married Wen Jiang. He was over the moon to wed such a stunning woman and treated her like a precious treasure. This marriage turned Qi and Lu into in-laws, tightening the bond between the two states.

      One day, Duke Xiang invited Duke Huan over for a friendly visit, saying, “Brother-in-law, it’s been a while. Why don’t we get together and strengthen our bond?” Duke Huan gladly accepted and came along with Wen Jiang.

      When they arrived, Duke Xiang said warmly, “I haven’t seen my sister in years. Bring her here—I want to catch up.”

      Well, you can guess what happened next. Sparks flew between the siblings, and before long, they found themselves drawn together once again.

      Now, bad news travels fast, and this situation was no different. Before long, Duke Huan caught wind of what was happening. Enraged, he confronted Wen Jiang, saying, “Don’t think I’m unaware of what you’ve done! Once we return home, I’ll make you pay. I’m only holding back because we’re on your brother’s land right now, but once we’re back, you’ll see what happens.”

      Frightened, Wen Jiang rushed to her brother, whispering, “My husband says he intends to kill me once we get back.”

      Duke Xiang thought to himself, “Well, there’s only one way to handle this—if he plans to kill you, then I’ll kill him first. After all, we’re on my territory, so I can do whatever I want.”

      It’s said that when the two rulers were parting ways after the banquet, Duke Xiang of Qi had a carriage brought over for Duke Huan of Lu. “Take my carriage back,” he said. “It’s much better than yours.” Duke Huan didn’t suspect a thing and climbed into the carriage.

      The carriage hadn’t gone far when suddenly a scream erupted from inside. Back then, carriages were made of wood and draped with curtains. When someone pulled the curtains aside, they found Duke Huan dead—his eyes bulging, ribs crushed. A strongman had been hiding inside the carriage, squeezing the life out of him. With bones snapping under the pressure, Duke Huan was killed right then and there.

      The ministers of Lu were too terrified to speak up. After all, they were still on Qi’s territory, surrounded by soldiers armed to the teeth, swords drawn and bows ready. So, they kept quiet.

      When they returned to Lu, they lodged a protest, but since Lu was much weaker than Qi, all they could do was grumble something like, “Your security was seriously lacking. How could this happen on your watch? Look at how other states handle their defenses! How did things get so out of hand here?”

      Duke Xiang, realizing he’d gone too far, gave a half-hearted apology. “My bad. Who was responsible? Let’s have them executed!” And with that, the matter was dropped—at least on the surface.

      But you can’t just go around assassinating other rulers without consequences. This act sent shockwaves across the land. Even within Qi, people were outraged. One man, in particular, was furious. His name was Gongsun Wuzhi—yeah, his name literally means “ignorance,” which might sound funny to us now, but back then, it was simply his name.

      Gongsun Wuzhi wasn’t upset because Duke Xiang had killed his brother-in-law or even because of the scandal involving his sister. No, what truly angered him was what happened when Duke Xiang seized power: Wuzhi’s rank was stripped away, his salary slashed, and his lands and titles confiscated.

      So, he marched straight up to Duke Xiang and demanded, “What’s the meaning of this? What crime have I committed? How did I fall from being a top official to practically a nobody? I want an explanation.”

      Duke Xiang replied with unapologetic arrogance, “Remember when we were kids and you beat me in a fight? That’s why. What, you mad about it? You gonna do something about it?”

      Gongsun Wuzhi remained composed and said, “No, I’m not angry right now. But just you wait.”

      It wasn’t long before Gongsun Wuzhi got his opportunity.

      At that time, two of Qi’s top generals were stationed along the border. Duke Xiang had promised them, “You’ll guard the border for one year, and after that, I’ll rotate you out and bring in fresh commanders. You’ve done more than enough for the country.”

      But when the year was up, Duke Xiang broke his promise. “Sorry, I can’t find replacements right now. You’re going to have to stay for another year.”

      The generals were furious. “You said one year! We’ve been away from home far too long. We’re willing to stay, but our soldiers have families and farms. They can’t just drop everything and serve for another year!”

      So, they returned to their troops and asked, “What should we do now?”

      The troops, fed up, shouted back, “What do we do? We rebel! Violence is the only language this guy understands. We’ve got swords, spears, arrows—if we don’t rise up now, when will we?”

      With that, the two generals led their army straight to the capital, determined to overthrow Duke Xiang.

      Gongsun Wuzhi saw his moment. He marched right into the palace, assassinated Duke Xiang, and seized control of Qi. But here’s the catch: Wuzhi had been oppressed for so long that once he gained power, he wielded it with ruthless abandon. It’s like when a slave becomes the master—they often end up even harsher than their predecessor. Wuzhi had no interest in fairness or kindness. He simply thought, “Now it’s my turn!”

      But it didn’t take long before people grew tired of him, and the opposition swiftly overthrew and killed him. With no ruler left in Qi, chaos quickly spread. What could be done?

      The ministers recalled that the previous ruler had two sons living in exile—Prince Jiu, the elder, and Prince Xiaobai, the younger. They thought, “Let’s bring one of them back to take the throne. We can’t leave the state in such turmoil!” So, messengers were dispatched at once to find the two princes.

      By tradition, the elder brother, Prince Jiu, should have been the rightful heir. But the situation was complicated. Prince Jiu was staying in Lu, where Duke Zhuang ruled. Now, Duke Zhuang was not exactly the most straightforward or generous of rulers. Instead of sending Prince Jiu back immediately, he started bargaining, saying, “He’s been living here for years. Who’s going to cover his expenses? And what do I get once he becomes the ruler of Qi?”

      He was wasting his time with all this bargaining. Duke Zhuang should have just sent him back and dealt with everything else later. But he kept stalling, which only frustrated the messenger from Qi even more.

      The ministers of Qi grew anxious. “We can’t just wait around for Duke Zhuang to make up his mind! Let’s bring Xiaobai back instead. Whoever reaches Linzi, the capital, first will become the ruler—it doesn’t matter who.”

      At that time, Prince Xiaobai was staying in the small state of Ju. Originally, he hadn’t even wanted to go there—he had hoped to seek refuge in Song instead, since Song was bigger and more prestigious. But Song was caught up in its own internal troubles and refused to take him in, so Xiaobai ended up in Ju after all.

      Why were these two princes living in foreign lands in the first place? Well, their teachers—Prince Jiu’s mentor was a man named Guan Zhong, and Xiaobai’s guide was Bao Shuya—had already seen the writing on the wall. They knew that Duke Xiang’s reign would inevitably lead to chaos, so they decided to send the two princes out of Qi before things spiraled further. Back then, it was quite common for princes to seek refuge in other states—much like how, in 18th-century Europe, rulers from one country often ended up on the throne of another. So, the two princes fled to safety.

      Meanwhile, one of the top officials in Qi, impatient to settle the succession quickly, secretly sent a message to Xiaobai: “Hurry back! Your brother is stuck in Lu and might not make it in time. If you arrive first, the throne is yours.”

      The ruler of Ju, spotting an opportunity, thought to himself, “If this guest of mine becomes the ruler of Qi, he will never forget my kindness.” So, he made sure everything was ready for Xiaobai’s departure. “What do you need? A carriage? Horses? Guards? Food? Take whatever you want, but get going!”

      With that, Xiaobai dashed off at full speed, racing back to Qi to seize the throne before his brother could return.

      One of Qi’s ministers, who happened to be staying in Lu at the time, hurriedly brought the news to Prince Jiu: “You can’t just sit here doing nothing! Your brother Xiaobai is already rushing back to claim the throne. If you don’t act fast, it’ll be too late. It’s a race—whoever arrives first takes it all. What will you do?”

      Hearing this, Prince Jiu panicked and immediately sought out Duke Zhuang of Lu, urging, “Stop stalling! I must leave at once!”

      But it was already too late—Xiaobai had gotten a head start, and even if Jiu set off immediately, there was no way he could catch up. So, what could they do?

      Guan Zhong, Prince Jiu’s advisor, came up with a plan. “Don’t worry, my lord,” he said confidently. “I’ll go after Xiaobai and take care of him. Once he’s out of the picture, the throne will be yours for sure. You can travel at your own pace, and I’ll handle this.” Without hesitation, Guan Zhong gathered a small band of men, jumped into his chariot, and rushed off to intercept Xiaobai.

      The day was scorching hot, with the sun beating relentlessly from a cloudless sky. The air felt like a sauna, thick and oppressive, and even the dogs were panting heavily with their tongues lolling out. The leaves on the trees were curled up and shriveled from the heat, and everyone moved sluggishly under the sweltering sun.

      Prince Xiaobai was eager to return to Qi, urging his team to push forward despite the scorching heat. His men were soaked in sweat and utterly exhausted; when they finally reached the cool refuge of a shaded forest, they had no choice but to pause and catch their breath.

      No sooner had Xiaobai’s group come to a standstill than they heard the unmistakable sounds of horses and chariots drawing near. The jingling of bells and the thunderous rumble of wheels filled the air as Guan Zhong and his men arrived, their urgency palpable.

      Seeing them, Prince Xiaobai couldn't help but think, “This doesn’t look good.”

      Guan Zhong leapt down from his chariot and approached Xiaobai with a serious look. “Greetings, Prince. Where are you headed?”

      “I’m on my way back to Qi for Duke Xiang’s funeral,” Xiaobai replied calmly.

      Guan Zhong’s face grew stern. “There’s no need for you to go. Your elder brother, Prince Jiu, is the rightful heir. This duty falls to him, not you. You should turn back now.”

      Xiaobai, growing increasingly angry, said, “We’re brothers—both sons of the former ruler. I’m only here to pay my respects, not to claim the throne. I’m not here to fight for power; I just want to say goodbye. Why shouldn’t I be allowed to come?”

      Guan Zhong replied coldly, “Fine, do as you please. But don’t say I didn’t warn you.” Without another word, he turned and climbed back into his chariot, signaling his men to prepare to leave.
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