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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      The Sui, Tang, Five Dynasties: A History of China, PART ONE, pulls you back into one of the most electric stretches in world history — an age when empires rose, collapsed, and rose again. From the bold vision of Yang Jian, the founder of the Sui, to the dazzling heights of the Tang, this book traces how ambition, courage, and the hunger for power rewrote the destiny of ancient China. I wrote this not as a ledger of dates but as a living, breathing epic — a story of people whose choices changed the world.

      The tale opens with Yang Jian, the man who stitched a shattered land back together and reunited China after nearly three centuries of division. As Emperor Wen, his reforms, discipline, and administrative overhaul breathed new life into a weary nation. But the dream he built began to crack under his successor Yang Guang (Emperor Yang), whose taste for glory and costly campaigns against Goguryeo drained the empire’s strength. In the final days of the Sui the country was aflame with revolt — the Wagang army rose (led by Li Mi), and with it kindled the first sparks of a new age.

      Out of that storm rose Li Yuan, a noble scion who sensed an opening to restore order. With audacity and perfect timing he founded the Tang dynasty in 618 — a dynasty whose name would blaze across history. But no crown is won without blood. His son Li Shimin, remembered to posterity as Emperor Taizong, settled his claim in the violent Xuanwu Gate incident of 626, killing rival princes and seizing the throne. From that crucible came the Golden Age of Zhenguan — an era of law, poetry, and statecraft whose influence reached from the steppes of Central Asia to the very approaches of Goguryeo.

      The empire’s reach expanded further under Li Zhi, known as Emperor Gaozong, aided by brilliant commanders such as Su Dingfang. Their armies campaigned across distant lands and scored dramatic victories — none so decisive in the near seas as the Battle of Baekgang in 663, when Tang forces, allied with Silla, crushed the Baekje restoration army and its Yamato Japanese backers. That clash reshaped power on the Korean Peninsula and underscored Tang’s dominance by both land and sea. Yet even at its most radiant, an empire hides shadows; Gaozong’s reign would soon be tested by fresh storms, at home and abroad.

      The Sui and Tang dynasties were not simply powerful kingdoms in the abstract; they were stages on which real men and women fought and dreamed, where ambition met history and forged consequences that ripple across time. If you’ve ever wanted to taste what empire, ambition, and destiny truly meant in ancient China, this journey will take you there.
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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            THE RISE OF THE SUI

          

        

      

    

    
      In February of 581, on a day when the weather seemed ordained for drama—clear skies and bright sunlight—the Northern Zhou court witnessed a scene no one expected. The emperor, Emperor Jing of Northern Zhou, was only nine years old. Standing before the assembled officials, he announced that he would pass the throne on. Plainly put, he felt the weight of the crown was far too heavy for him.

      He insisted that the powerful regent, Yang Jian, should take over. Yang Jian, confronted with this sudden offer, demurred politely at first, declining again and again. But the boy-emperor would not relent, pressing and pleading until, after a tense back-and-forth, Yang Jian seemed to have no choice. He accepted the abdication edict and the imperial seal—the tangible symbols of supreme authority. Almost immediately he changed the country's name to Sui and established Daxing as the new capital (the site is in what is now Xi’an, Shaanxi). In a single, fateful day the Northern Zhou dynasty came to an end.

      Some people just couldn’t wrap their heads around it. When a dynasty falls and another rises, it’s usually a chaotic, bloody affair — palace coups, generals carving out power, the whole ugly show. So why did Yang Jian’s takeover look so smooth? Was it just because the emperor was a child whose judgment wasn’t mature? That’s too neat an explanation. The real reason Yang Jian could found the Sui so easily was that he wasn’t acting alone — he had the backing of a powerhouse coalition: the famous Guanlong Group.

      What was the Guanlong Group, exactly? “Guan” points to Guanzhong, the heartland of Shaanxi, while “Long” refers to the陇 region — the Longxi/陇右 area in what’s now Gansu. The wealthy clans and military-aristocratic families clustered across this Guanzhong–Longxi belt together made up the Guanlong elite. Why did they wield such decisive influence, often determining which house would sit on the throne? To answer that, you have to go back to the Northern Wei era.

      Northern Wei, to secure its capital of Pingcheng (today’s Datong), set up a ring of military garrisons around the city. Those garrison commanders and the local aristocracy were largely Xianbei nobles. After Northern Wei split into Eastern and Western Wei, power in the west fell to Yuwen Tai, who ran the government from behind the scenes. To counter Eastern Wei and stabilize his rule, Yuwen Tai didn’t rely on a single army or faction — he built a broad coalition. That meant political marriages, the promotion and incorporation of Han elites, and institutional moves that tied Xianbei military families and Han local aristocrats together. Over time, those interlocked families and commanders across Guanzhong and Longxi coalesced into the Guanlong Group.

      From the late Northern Wei through the early Tang, this network of military clans and noble houses sat at the very center of the Chinese political stage for roughly two centuries. Dynasties might change names and emperors might come and go, but so long as the core interests of the Guanlong elites weren’t fundamentally threatened, the system stayed intact. In other words, the face of power changed while the power structure beneath it did not. It’s the same logic that explained the dominance of the southern aristocratic lineages — the Wang, Xie, Yuan, and Xiao families — whose influence survived the rise and fall of Jin, Liu Song, Qi, Liang, and Chen. The players shifted, but the true centers of power remained.

      Now a new question rises: how did Yang Jian come to be counted among the Guanlong circle? To answer that, we need to look closely at his roots. Yang Jian himself claimed descent from Yang Zhen, the upright Grand Commandant of the Eastern Han — a pedigree that could do much for a man's prestige, though how much it helped him in practice is hard to measure. What is beyond doubt is that the real pillars of his early political capital were two living men: his father, Yang Zhong, and his father‑in‑law, Dugu Xin. Let us turn first to Yang Zhong.

      Readers of my book The Northern and Southern Jin Dynasties will recognize the world he inhabited: during the Western Wei era a single figure, Yuwen Tai, effectively controlled the court. Under Yuwen Tai served a number of notable generals — among them Yang Zhong, who rose to prominence within that power network. In that age, proximity to the right patron brought concrete rewards. Contemporary sources record that Yang Zhong acquired a Xianbei-style name, Puliuru, signaling his absorption into the Xianbei-dominant elite culture of the time. In short, Yang Zhong emerged as a Han man with a pronounced Xianbei identity — one of the recognizable representatives of the Guanlong Group.

      Later, the Yuwen clan displaced Western Wei and founded the Northern Zhou dynasty. Because of his long record of military achievement, Yang Zhong was elevated to the title Duke of Sui. When he died, his son Yang Jian inherited not only his father’s rank and honors but also his place within the web of power—formally taking the title Duke of Sui and effectively entering the Guanlong circle. That was the first strand tying him to the old aristocratic order.

      The second strand came through marriage. Yang Jian’s father‑in‑law was Dugu Xin, a leading general of Western Wei who earned a reputation so famous that contemporaries called him “the greatest father‑in‑law under heaven.” Why that grand epithet? Because several of Dugu Xin’s daughters married into the very centers of power. One daughter became Yang Jian’s consort (the well‑known Dugu consort who later figures as empress), another became the empress of Emperor Ming of Northern Zhou, and yet another entered the Li clan and was connected to the family that produced Li Yuan, the founder of the Tang. In short, multiple daughters of Dugu Xin wound up as imperial wives or mothers of emperors—an extraordinary concentration of familial ties to the throne, and the reason his name was spoken with that particular mix of awe and envy.

      So why did Yang Jian, once he finally sat on the throne, keep his household unusually restrained, with no parade of concubines? The answer lies in the double edge of those same connections. The Guanlong network had opened doors and paved his path to power, but the tangled loyalties and expectations that came with it could also be a source of grave trouble. What had helped him rise could, if left unmanaged, splinter his authority—and that tension shaped many of the choices he made thereafter.

      The suspicion and distrust that ran through the emperors of Northern Zhou make for a striking example. Take Emperor Xuan of Northern Zhou, Yuwen Yun. He was the father of the dynasty’s final ruler, Emperor Jing (Yuwen Chan), and—crucially—also the son‑in‑law of Yang Jian: his wife, Empress Yang (Yang Lihua), was Yang Jian’s daughter. As Yang Jian’s prestige and influence grew both at court and among the people, Emperor Xuan’s wariness turned steadily into outright paranoia.

      Their political quarrels sharpened that distrust. In a famous outburst, Emperor Xuan struck Empress Yang and swore that one day he would wipe out the whole Yang family. He then summoned Yang Jian to the palace and ordered his attendants: if Yang Jian showed a single sign of threat or oddness upon entering, kill him on the spot. Faced with imminent danger, Yang Jian did something telling—he kept his composure, calm as a statue as he walked into the throne hall. Seeing no visible menace, Emperor Xuan could not bring himself to carry out the order.

      Not long afterward, Emperor Xuan fell ill and died. His son, Yuwen Chan, inherited the throne as the last emperor of Northern Zhou (Emperor Jing), and Yang Jian moved quickly and smoothly to seize real control of the court. The episode is a sharp lesson in vigilance and crisis awareness: even when the reigning child-emperor posed little personal danger to Yang Jian, there were still other, powerful rivals to be reckoned with. I discuss this phase in my earlier work The Northern and Southern Dynasties; since this series is so extensive some readers may not have seen that section, so we’ll do a short recap here. The first opponents were the princes of the Yuwen family.

      At that time the emperor was still a child, while an older generation still cast a long shadow over the realm: five powerful princes—known in sources as the princes of Zhao, Chen, Yue, Dai and Teng—each wielded large, semi‑independent fiefs and traced their power to the dominant Yuwen house. Sensing how dangerous it was to leave those regional strongmen untouched, Yang Jian hatched a plan. He sent word that a princess would be married off to a Turkic khan to seal a diplomatic tie, and used that marriage as the pretext to summon the five princes to the capital.

      Trusting the summons, the princes came without great suspicion. Once inside the imperial city, however, they discovered they had walked into a trap: cut off from their own power bases, they found themselves drawn into Yang Jian’s orbit and at his mercy.

      At first Yang Jian did not set out to exterminate these men outright—after all, they were members of the royal house. But resentment smoldered, and the situation did not settle. The Prince of Zhao, above all, was furious; he staged a banquet that, in its intent, echoed the notorious Hongmen Banquet—an attempt to snuff out Yang Jian. The assassination plot failed. Yang Jian survived, seized the initiative, openly broke with the princes, and moved decisively to crush them, ordering their execution and eliminating a generation of rivals.

      Yang Jian then turned his attention to another group of political opponents: the powerful ministers and aristocrats who had long dominated Northern Zhou. Trouble erupted soon enough in the famous Yuchi Jiong rebellion. In June 580, Yuchi Jiong — a leading general and kinsman of the Yuwen household — rose in arms from Xiangzhou. He was joined by other regional commanders, including Wang Qian of Yizhou, who had ties to the imperial family, and Sima Xiaonan of Yunzhou. Yang Jian answered swiftly and ruthlessly, organizing his forces and crushing those high officials and royal kin who dared to resist. With those two major threats neutralized, the final step was only a matter of time: Yang Jian accepted Emperor Jing’s abdication, took the throne, proclaimed the Kaihuang era, and founded a new dynasty, called Sui. The dynasty’s name derived from Yang Jian’s earlier ducal title, Duke of Sui; the familiar anecdote about his changing one written character for “Sui” is a later folk explanation, and versions vary in the sources.

      In sharp contrast to the lavish, wasteful ways of the last Northern Zhou court, Yang Jian — Emperor Wen of Sui — set a stern example of frugality. He made simplicity a political habit: apart from occasional state banquets, his everyday meals rarely featured more than a single meat dish. Torn garments and cracked vessels in the palace were mended and reused at once. His thrift was not petty miserliness but a deliberate policy rooted in moral and practical calculation. He often reproved his heir, Yang Yong: “Heaven favors no one for birth alone; it favors those who possess virtue. Look to history: no ruler secured lasting peace by indulging in luxury. Those who fed their appetites first brought ruin to their houses and their states could not endure.” For Yang Jian, the ruler’s tastes shaped the realm’s fate — “what the ruler favors, his subjects will follow.” Under Emperor Wen’s lead, ministers, nobles and rich merchants abandoned ostentation: silks, gold, jade and pearls were put away. State expenditures and the daily costs of office fell; burdens on the common people eased. He pushed for lighter taxes and reduced corvée labor, consistently putting the people’s recovery and relief before courtly display. Those policies won him popular support and created the breathing room needed for the sweeping reforms that followed. In the first year of Kaihuang (581), Emperor Wen ordered a comprehensive new legal code, modeled on Northern Zhou law — the code that would become famous as the Kaihuang Code.

      During the Northern and Southern Dynasties, the north long fell under the sway of non‑Han regimes—tribal powers such as the Xianbei who, while often eager to learn Han customs and pursue Sinicization, still struggled to build stable, mature administrations. Their legal systems were uneven and ill‑developed, and when it came to adjudicating guilt and punishment they rarely relied on clear, consistent statutes. Instead, interrogation often meant brutal physical torment: suspects were burned or seared by hot irons, whipped, beaten. Under such merciless methods, who could not be forced to confess whatever their tormentors demanded?

      Inevitably, confessions extracted under torture became the easy currency of the courts. Against that backdrop, Yang Jian moved decisively to remold the law and promulgated the Kaihuang Code. The new code removed many of the most barbaric penalties of earlier practice and set down, with greater clarity, the list of the “Ten Abominations.” These covered the gravest offences—treason against the state, brazen insults to the imperial family and court, and the most serious breaches of human and family duties (later summarized in the legal tradition as crimes that could not be pardoned). For everything else the code allowed room for mitigation: punishments could be reduced, and pardons granted according to circumstances. On special occasions—national celebrations or the accession of a new ruler—large numbers of prisoners could even receive an official amnesty.

      In addition, the Kaihuang Code introduced another notable safeguard: if ordinary people felt they had been wronged and the county office refused to accept their petition, they had the right to appeal step by step to the prefectural, commandery, or provincial authorities. At the time the administrative layers were organized into three tiers—what we might call prefectures/provinces, commanderies, and counties—and, in practice, a determined petitioner could even take their grievance all the way to the emperor. Those precise legal clauses and clear procedures pulled the Sui judiciary onto a firmer track of legal order; they helped curb wrongful convictions and, to a tangible degree, eased the plight of common folk.

      Because the Kaihuang Code was both comprehensive and practical, many of its principles survived the dynasty that followed. After laying down new criminal statutes, Yang Jian also moved boldly to change how officials were chosen. Rather than leaving appointments solely to the old aristocratic networks, the Sui curtailed the iron grip of the clan-based Nine-Rank system and promoted more open methods of selection. That shift toward examinations and merit-based selection was then taken further by his son, Emperor Yang (Yang Guang), who in 605 formally instituted an examination mechanism for recruiting officials. What began in the Sui would be refined into the imperial examination system that endured—through many changes and refinements—until its abolition in 1905, a span on the order of thirteen centuries.

      The organization of the central government also went through adjustments in this era. Various configurations—some short-lived, some overlapping—appear in the records before the administration settled into the familiar Three Departments and Six Ministries structure: the Secretariat, the Chancellery, and the Department of State Affairs as the top-level policy organs, with six ministries handling executive functions beneath them. Earlier or parallel arrangements sometimes listed additional palace or scholarly offices—institutions responsible for drafting edicts, keeping archives, or serving the inner court—but their roles and influence varied with time. Ultimately, the broad arc of institutional development straightened into the Three Departments model: the Secretariat, the Chancellery, and the Department of State Affairs.

      The Secretariat drew up the drafts and shaped policy; the Chancellery’s job was to scrutinize them. If the Chancellery found a plan sound, it passed it on to the Department of State Affairs to be carried out; if not, it was sent back or rejected.

      In the Sui, the Central Secretariat is often called the Neishi Sheng — a change usually attributed to a naming taboo connected to Yang Jian’s father, Yang Zhong. Whether that was the sole reason is debated, but functionally the office performed the same role it had in later dynasties. As one historical assessment put it: “All important state affairs were handled by the Secretariat; the duty of receiving and submitting memorials shifted to the Chancellery, while the Department of State Affairs became chiefly an executive body that followed orders.” In practice, the three department heads together matched the old singular Chancellor in rank and responsibility.

      That was the point: the office of Chancellor, once concentrated in a single person, was turned into a collective mechanism — a deliberate check against the old pattern whereby a Chancellor could become all-powerful. Chinese history furnished plenty of cautionary tales: during the Three Kingdoms, the Jin and the Northern and Southern dynasties, powerful ministers and regents often became the real masters behind the throne; Wang Mang’s seizure of the throne in the Western Han is another stark example. People even joked, with a mix of fear and expectation: “You’re already Chancellor—why haven’t you taken the throne yet?”

      So when Yang Jian reorganized the top offices, he effectively sliced up the Chancellor’s monopoly. By dispersing those prerogatives, he made it far harder for any one minister to amass the sweeping authority that had produced so many palace takeovers in earlier eras.

      Moreover, it’s important to understand that the heads of the Three Departments were, in rank, on a par with the chancellor — and that each department officially had one chief and two deputies. Concretely, the Department of State Affairs (Shangshu Sheng) counted a Shangshu Ling as its nominal chief, with the Shangshu Zuo Pushe and Shangshu You Pushe serving as deputy chiefs; the Chancellery (Menxia Sheng) listed the Shizhong as its chief and the Zuo Shilang and You Shilang as deputies. (For completeness: the third member of the triad, the Secretariat or Zhongshu Sheng, likewise had its own titular head — the Three Departments together formed the core of early imperial administration.)

      On paper that made nine top posts in all — but paper only tells part of the story. In practice those chief posts were often left vacant or filled only as honorific titles. The highest names in the official hierarchy were rarely used for day‑to‑day governance; they were more commonly conferred on ministers who had rendered exceptional service, sometimes as marks of retirement or in the final stages of life. Real administrative work was normally handled by deputies and acting officials, while the grand titles remained largely ceremonial.

      Because of these arrangements, blatant seizures of state power by a single chancellor became far less common after the Sui reforms. It would be wrong to claim absolute immunity from all power struggles in later centuries — factional strife and powerful ministers certainly reappeared at times — but the institutional changes made outright usurpation by a chancellor far rarer through the Sui, Tang, Song, and Yuan periods. In the Ming and Qing dynasties the formal office of chancellor no longer existed, though other mechanisms of concentrated influence could and did occur.

      Beyond restructuring the central government, Emperor Wen of Sui carried out sweeping reforms that touched every corner of society. He promoted and reorganized military and land systems — notably measures that led to the wider use of the fubing militia and helped lay the groundwork for equal‑field arrangements — and he enacted policies that stabilized tax and grain storage. Those changes brought relative peace between north and south, improved food supplies and granary reserves, and encouraged a marked rise in population and economic activity. Society enjoyed an era of prosperity and order that later historians would sum up as the “Rule of Kaihuang.”

      During the reign of Emperor Wen of Sui, the Sui state grew stronger by the year, a bright, gathering force standing in stark contrast to the Chen dynasty in the south, which by then was already teetering on the edge of collapse. The Chen emperor at the time was Chen Shubao — the dynasty’s last ruler and a descendant of its founding house, Chen Baxian — a man who has gone down in history as famously incompetent. His failings, however, were of a particular kind. Unlike some of the brutal or twisted sovereigns we’ve met from the Northern Qi or Liu Song, Chen Shubao was neither ruthless nor bloodthirsty; he was indulgent and possessed a certain artistic temperament.

      The very first thing he did upon taking the throne was to remake his surroundings. Since its founding the Chen court had kept a modest inner compound, but Chen Shubao decided his quarters were far too plain for an emperor. In front of the hall where he conducted state affairs (referred to in some accounts as Lingguang Hall), he ordered the erection of three towering pavilions. Each rose several zhang into the sky, and their interiors were sumptuously appointed—pure, unabashed extravagance. When the three pavilions were finished, Chen Shubao took one for himself, his favorite concubine Zhang Lihua occupied another alone, and the third was shared by two other favored consorts.

      From that point on, governing ceased to interest him. He gathered a circle of literary courtiers, men skilled in elegant phrases, and had them fashion ornate lines of verse. He would pick the most decorated couplets, set them to music, and assign them to the palace ladies, who were taught to sing the pieces in rotation until the halls never fell silent. The court became a continuous festival of song and display. The most famous of these numbers was known as “Yushu Houting Hua” — “Jade Trees in the Rear Courtyard” — a decadent little cycle of images that ran like this:

      In the bright forest after rain, high towers lift their heads; the beauty sits with painted brow, a face to overthrow a realm. Light and shadow flicker at the gate; her skin, like cream-born jade, sends out a soft radiance. At first she seems aloof and cool, then suddenly parts her lips in smile. These beguiling concubines bloom like dew-kissed flowers; their jade-like figures glow and fill the rear court with brilliance. But flowers bloom and wither, never lasting long; fallen petals blanket the ground, and in the end everything returns to dust.

      If you listen carefully to these lines, you'll notice that—no matter how you read them—they breathe an air of decadent ease, a velvet complacency that somehow foretells a nation's fall.

      Later, the great Tang poet Du Mu wrote in Mooring at Qinhuai:

      Mist shrouds the cold river, the moon shrouds the sand; at night I moor by the Qinhuai, close to a tavern. The singing girls know nothing of a nation's ruin; across the river they still sing "Hou Ting Hua."

      Here, “Hou Ting Hua” (後庭花) refers to that very tune—often translated as “Flowers of the Rear Court” or sometimes rendered more romantically as “Jade Tree in the Rear Courtyard.” It was the emblematic song of Chen Shubao’s excesses, and it stands in stark contrast to the image of Yang Jian, the man who would become Emperor Wen of Sui — a ruler remembered for thrift, hard work, and an uncommon concern for his people.

      Among the Four Southern Dynasties — Liu Song, Southern Qi, Liang, and Chen — the Chen regime was the smallest and the weakest. There was a weary saying among later commentators that the southern emperors loved pleasure so much that even the basic duties of state could not be long maintained; under a ruler as dissipated and careless as Chen Shubao, the dynasty’s fate felt almost preordained. Yang Jian recognized that the moment to knit north and south together was at hand, but he did not rush. He understood all too well that the campaign to extinguish a dynasty was not a simple border skirmish; it demanded patience and careful calculation. Move too quickly for short-term gain, and a would-be unifier might end up humiliated — as Cao Cao was at Red Cliffs or as Fu Jian was at Fei River.

      Thus Yang Jian kept up a mask of friendship toward the Chen court—courteous words and lavish gifts—while all the while quietly biding his time, ready to seize any plausible pretext to launch a campaign. Before long, that very pretext arrived.
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            YANG JIAN AND THE RISE OF A UNIFIED CHINA

          

        

      

    

    
      After Yang Jian displaced the rulers of Northern Zhou and took power for himself, he founded the Sui Dynasty and assumed the throne as Emperor Wen. He wasn't the sort of man to be content ruling a single province; his real aim was to weld the whole country into one peaceful realm. That made the Chen Dynasty in the south an obvious obstacle—like a thorn in his side that had to be pulled out. But before he could turn his full attention to the south, another problem arrived on his northern doorstep: the Turks.

      The Turks were the latest powerhouse to rise out of the long succession of steppe peoples that had followed the Xiongnu, Xianbei, and Rouran. Over the course of the Northern and Southern Dynasties they had quietly consolidated control across the vast grasslands and deserts to the north. In 552, the Turks struck a decisive blow against the Rouran Khaganate, seizing the Mongolian steppe and founding the Göktürk Khaganate. At that time Western Wei and Northern Qi had little capacity to resist; they were forced to placate the new power with large amounts of money, plentiful gifts, and even by sending people—hostages and marriage alliances—to show their goodwill.

      By the time of Northern Zhou, this practice of heqin had become routine: dynasties offered princesses and payments to keep the nomads calm. For example, a Northern Zhou princess known in the sources as Princess Qianjin was married into the Turkic elite to seal ties. But once Yang Jian became Emperor Wen and established Sui, his approach toward the Turks changed. He stopped the lavish largesse of earlier regimes and sharply curtailed what he gave them.

      Given these circumstances, Princess Qianjin’s husband, Shabolüe Khan, proclaimed that Northern Zhou and the Turks were “brotherly nations,” and—using the guise of avenging Northern Zhou—marched an army into the Central Plains in Kaihuang’s second year, a force said to number as many as 400,000. As they swept through the countryside, the Turkic troops looted, burned, and wrought countless atrocities. In truth, the rhetoric of revenge was a pretext; there was little real kinship between them, and their true aim was to plunder the wealth of the Central Plains.

      When Yang Jian learned of the invasion, he promptly abandoned his plan to strike the Chen state. By avoiding a two-front war, he was able to concentrate his main strength against the Turkic incursion. To his surprise, Shabolüe Khan fared poorly against the disciplined Sui forces. After several engagements the Turks were decisively beaten, and internal fractures deepened: the Turkic world split into Eastern and Western factions, with Shabolüe aligning with the Eastern wing. Cornered and weakened, he had no choice but to back down.

      Princess Qianjin even went so far as to petition the Sui court to take the Yang surname and be adopted into Emperor Wen’s family. Emperor Wen agreed without hesitation—after all, an adopted daughter who cost him nothing and bolstered ties with the steppe was a bargain—bestowing upon her the honorific usually rendered as “Princess of Great Righteousness.” He hoped the gesture would calm relations and anchor a fragile peace between Sui and the Turks.

      But peace, in that volatile frontier, rarely lasted. Yang Jian soon put a subtler plan into motion. Spotting the split between the Eastern and Western Turks, he dispatched envoys laden with gifts to curry favor with the Western faction, deliberately fanning discord between the two camps. The result was exactly what he had anticipated: rivalry spiraled into outright savagery, and the two Turkic wings descended into mutual slaughter.

      Amid this bloodletting, Shabolüe Qaghan fell ill and died. His passing only opened the door to further chaos: his two sons turned on one another, each throwing his weight into the scramble for the khagan’s throne. The internecine fighting dragged on, and with every skirmish the Turks’ overall strength was sapped.

      This was a familiar pattern on the steppe—swift rises followed by sudden collapses. Unlike the Central Plains, where hereditary succession and bureaucratic institutions at least aimed to regularize transfer of power, the nomadic world vested authority in whoever could hold it. When a dominant leader perished, there was often no system to preserve unity; once-powerful confederations fragmented and rival factions inevitably dashed for supremacy—an outcome that, given the circumstances, was almost predetermined.

      In this way the northern frontier of the Sui dynasty settled down. Having successfully blunted the power of the Turkic forces, Yang Jian could at last turn his gaze southward toward the Chen—waiting for the right moment to strike and finish off the Southern kingdom. That moment came in the fifth year of Kaihuang. If anyone deserves credit for opening this door, it was a tiny polity called Western Liang. But where did that little state come from? Let’s wind the clock back.

      A generation earlier, after the capture of the Liang emperor in 554, the splintering of Liang began in earnest. In the aftermath, Western Wei installed a member of the Liang house—Xiao Cha—as a puppet ruler, and by 555 the rump regime of Western Liang had taken shape. Its real control never extended far beyond Jiangling and the neighboring districts. From then on Western Liang survived only on the patronage of stronger northern powers: first Western Wei, then Northern Zhou, and finally the Sui court after Yang Jian rose to power. Even when Yang Jian usurped the Northern Zhou throne, the tiny court at Jiangling kept its head bowed. All that changed in Kaihuang 5 (585).

      At that moment, Xiao Cong (the Western Liang ruler in question, often styled Emperor Jing in later records) looked feeble on paper, and anti‑Sui sentiment within his realm began to fester. Before long an officer of Western Liang actually tried to hand the city over to Chen—a plot that leaked out and failed, but which enraged Yang Jian. For Yang Jian’s plans to march south, Jiangling was a linchpin: any disorder there could wreck his entire campaign. The failed betrayal rang in his ears like an alarm. The top priority was to tighten control over Jiangling. Yang Jian moved fast—first creating the post of Jiangling Chief Commander to keep a watchful eye on Xiao Cong, and then, within a couple of years, issuing an order summoning Xiao Cong to the Sui court while garrisoning troops in Jiangling. The message was blunt: absorb Western Liang outright, neutralize any threat, and clear the path for the southern expedition.

      When the people of Jiangling heard the news they were shattered. Tears came to their eyes as they looked at one another; many said, “Our ruler is being sent away—he may never come back. This journey to the capital will likely end with him held as a hostage.” Faced with the imperial edict, Xiao Cong felt powerless but dared not resist. How could tiny Jiangling or the surrounding prefectures stand against a mighty empire? With no choice left, Xiao Cong led more than two hundred officials and set out for the arduous road to Chang’an.

      Nobody foresaw what would happen as soon as Xiao Cong left. The Liang polity collapsed into chaos, and seizing the moment Xiao Cong’s own uncle—known in the chronicles as Xiao Yan—petitioned the Chen governor of Jingzhou to accept his defection. The governor arrived before Jiangling with troops and escorted Xiao Yan and over a hundred thousand of Liang’s people into Chen’s protection. Chen Shubao was delighted. He issued a general amnesty, bestowed the titles Kaifu Yitong Sansi and Governor of Dongyangzhou on Xiao Yan, and welcomed the newcomers. But he failed to see the sting of that hospitality—like a neighbor’s runaway child who, upon reaching another house, starts calling the new head “father,” and the person, without a second thought, accepts the child. How could the child’s real father not be furious?

      Thus, when word reached Chang'an that members of the Liang royal house had fled south and taken refuge with the Chen, and that the Chen court had calmly received those Liang people, Yang Jian exploded with fury. Indignant, he declared, “I am the father of all under Heaven—how could I abandon them and fail to come to their aid simply because of a single great river?” He immediately ordered the mass construction of warships, preparing for an assault on the Chen dynasty.

      Some ministers counseled caution. “Your Majesty,” they urged, “let the shipbuilding be done in secret; do not make your preparations public.” Yang Jian replied with cold resolve, “The Chen have overstepped. I act by Heaven’s mandate to uphold justice—why should I hide it? I want them and the whole world to know that I am coming for them!” His tone left no room for doubt: he intended to cast Chen Shubao as unjust and unrighteous, a ruler who harbored defectors and received our surrendered people, thus shattering the fragile peace that had stood between the two states. Under the banner of righteous judgment, mercy would be set aside—he would be relentless.

      In this way, what happened around Jiangling became the pretext the Sui needed. The incident gave Yang Jian the moral and political opening to move south—and with that opening, the forces of Sui swept away the Chen state.

      Starting in the winter of the seventh year of the Kaihuang era, the Sui court quietly moved into a state of military readiness. Yang Jian did not rush straight into battle. Instead he summoned his closest ministers and asked them how best to bring Chen to its knees. The advisers were eager to offer strategies, and among their proposals two cunning plans particularly pleased him.

      The first plan was a study in psychological warfare and timing. It argued that the Sui should exploit the climatic and agricultural rhythm that split the empire: the south of the Yangtze followed different planting and harvesting seasons than the north. Whenever southern crops neared harvest, Sui forces would stage a convincing show of preparation for a southern campaign—enough to alarm the Chen court and the civilian population, but not so much as to commit to an invasion. The Chen government and its garrisons would be forced to spend time and attention mobilizing and protecting the harvest. Then, at the last moment, Sui troops would stand down and return to their fields to reap their own crops. Repeat this trick enough times—like the fable of the boy who cried wolf—and the Chen commanders would grow used to false alarms. When the day finally came that Sui truly struck, panic and hesitation would have hollowed out Chen’s readiness.

      The plan went on: because many southern houses were built largely of timber and bamboo and because rice-growing regions stored food differently than the northern granaries, the south was thought to be especially vulnerable to fire and disruption. Sui agents could be sent covertly into several targeted districts to set fires when the wind was strong; after the victims rebuilt, agents would strike again in other designated counties. A string of such calamities would strain Chen’s coffers and sap civilian morale. Once their economy and logistics were weakened, a concerted assault to encircle and besiege their cities would meet far less resistance. That, the ministers argued, would make victory almost inevitable. This was the first ingenious plan.

      The second masterstroke, from a purely military-deployment perspective, was to raise a fleet in the upper reaches of the Yangtze—to amass warships, forge a visible naval threat, and awe the enemy with an impressive display of force. At the same time, elite troops would be quietly concentrated downstream, ready for a sudden crossing. If the Chen generals threw their strength to the upper river to meet the obvious naval threat, the downstream elites would cross in sequence. If, instead, they fixed their defenses on the lower reaches, the fleet upriver would beat its drums and push eastward. As the saying goes, to pacify the south of the Yangtze one must first seize the high ground upstream; control the heights and the victory follows.

      Hearing these two designs, Yang Jian was elated and cried out, “Truly, talent abounds in Great Sui!” He took both plans—each to varying degrees—and set them in motion. For a full six months he mapped out the campaign with painstaking care, a display of how cautious and deliberate he could be when the fate of a dynasty was at stake.

      In the eighth year of Kaihuang—March of 588 AD—after completing his preparations, Emperor Wen of Sui, Yang Jian, formally listed twenty major crimes attributed to Chen Houzhu and proclaimed a large-scale expedition to conquer the Chen dynasty. The Sui forces then mobilized roughly 518,000 troops and advanced in several columns, converging on the southern bank of the Yangtze. News of this mobilization threw the Chen court into panic; ministers scrambled to offer plans and counsels. Chen Shubao, however, remained outwardly calm, smiling as he reassured them: “The auspicious aura of our dynasty is right here. Cavalry from Northern Qi once came, and the armies of Northern Zhou have come too—yet they were all repulsed. The auspicious aura gathers in Jiankang (today’s Nanjing); the fate of the realm rests with Southern Chen. Why do you fret? The Yangtze is a natural barrier—let it be our defense.”

      Thus the Chen court’s attitude toward the approaching storm stood in stark contrast to the Sui’s grim determination. By the following year the Sui forces had already pushed deep along the upper Yangtze. At this critical juncture, Chen Shubao actually ordered the warships stationed at Jiangzhou and Southern Xuzhou to be withdrawn. Jiangzhou corresponds to present-day Jiujiang in Jiangxi Province; Southern Xuzhou roughly to modern Zhenjiang in Jiangsu Province. The strategic significance of those two points was plain: Jiangzhou guarded the upstream approaches to Jiankang, while Southern Xuzhou stood watch over the downstream approaches. Initially, Chen Shubao had assigned his two sons to hold those places, precisely to consolidate Jiankang’s defenses so the capital might remain as steady as Mount Tai.

      Unexpectedly, Chen Shubao ordered his two sons to bring their warships home. The reason was almost laughable: with the New Year approaching, he decided the holiday simply could not be spent without his sons at his side. He wanted a family reunion — to present them with New Year gifts, receive their formal kowtows, and enjoy a festive dinner. He even imagined the spectacle of their warships arrayed at the palace gates as a display of prestige.

      This absurd whim left two fortified positions suddenly stripped of their guardians, as if the emperor had severed his own arms — a supremely foolish, self-inflicted blow to his defenses. When Yang Jian heard of it, he barely contained his delight; it was as though the Chen dynasty had handed him victory on a silver platter.

      No sooner had this news spread than the Sui forces launched their great offensive, descending like tigers from the hills. The Chen troops along the Yangtze, caught unprepared and undermanned, repeatedly collapsed before the Sui advance. Alarmed ministers urged the court to act. One hastily submitted a blunt memorial: “Your Majesty, if things go on this way, our Chen dynasty will soon be destroyed!” Chen Shubao, enraged by the bluntness, had the minister arrested and executed that very day as an example. The result was chilling — no one in the court dared speak the truth thereafter; military reports were hidden or softened.

      With defences weakened and warnings smothered, the Sui army swept up the river unimpeded, bearing straight for Jiankang. Jiankang itself lay helpless and unprepared, like an undefended city exposed to the Sui assault.

      When Chen Shubao learned that the Sui army was nearing the city gates, he utterly lost his composure. Like a helpless child, he babbled, “I’m still only a baby—I don’t want to fight a war. How can you make me do this?” He wept day and night, abandoning whatever dignity an emperor should have. His advisers pleaded with him: “Your Majesty, Jiankang is naturally strong—this is a city of tigers and dragons. There are still a hundred thousand Chen troops in the vicinity. If, while the Sui besiege the inner city, we seize the chance to strike out and encircle them at places such as Zhongshan and Shitou City, we may yet turn the tide.” But Chen Shubao would not listen. He clung to the comfort of his narrow domain and flatly refused to consider any wider strategy.

      The Sui commanders then offered large sums to win over Chen generals Ren Zhong and Xiao Mohe, persuading them to deploy their forces in a thin, scattered line stretching some twenty li through the Baitugang area east of Jiankang. Ren Zhong, on seeing the disposition, grew deeply uneasy and could only curse inwardly. The defensive line ran twenty li from north to south, with no way for the flanks to come to one another’s aid. The enemy could strike at any point and defeat each segment in turn.

      As Ren Zhong had feared, a single clash was enough to shatter the Chen army: heavy casualties, generals surrendering one by one, and the fighting strength all but ruined. Worse still, the troop morale collapsed completely. Take Xiao Mohe for example: the battle itself was fierce, yet he offered no resistance — both tragic and absurd, the story went, because he had learned that Chen Shubao was having an affair with his wife. Feeling utterly betrayed, Xiao laid down his arms and gave himself up to the Sui. Ren Zhong, by contrast, barely escaped and slipped back to his camp.

      By the next day the Sui forces had seized Jiankang and quickly ringed the imperial palace. Chen Shubao, voice choked with tears, produced what gold he had left and begged Ren Zhong desperately to raise more troops. Ren Zhong could only shake his head: the outcome was already decided, and there was no one left willing to fight for the emperor. He could not bear to tell Chen Shubao that bluntly, so he tried to soothe him instead. “The situation is desperate, Your Majesty,” he said. “The only viable course is for you to take a boat upriver. The ministers and soldiers will stand ready to protect Your Majesty with their lives.” Chen Shubao weighed his options, saw none better, and ordered Ren Zhong to make the necessary preparations. Ren Zhong agreed without hesitation. “I will. When everything is ready, I will come to escort Your Majesty. Please wait for me.” With that, he turned and left.

      Chen Shubao barked orders at the palace maids—help me wash, dress me quickly—then paced and waited, every minute stretching into an hour as he anxiously expected Ren Zhong to return. Half a day slipped by, and still there was no sign of him. In truth, Ren Zhong had never meant to accompany the emperor upriver to join the army; he had slipped out of the city and surrendered himself to the Sui forces.

      By then the Chen imperial palace had emptied: only a handful of desperate soldiers clung to their posts, while virtually all the civil and military officials had fled, leaving no trace. The atmosphere was hollow with abandonment.

      Only one man remained—Yuan Xian, the Shàngshū Púshè—prepared to stand with the emperor to the end. Chen Shubao looked around the deserted halls and saw that those fawning courtiers who had once clustered around him like shadows were gone. A surge of shame and grief washed over him. He turned to Yuan Xian and confessed, “I treated you no differently than the others, yet in this hour you alone have not abandoned me. I am ashamed. It seems I have not only lost my good fortune but my moral standing as well; even the once-respected gentry and officials of Jiangdong have abandoned integrity and principle.”

      Yuan Xian hadn't even finished speaking when the clamor of an approaching crowd and the thunder of hooves swelled outside the hall. Terror seized Chen Shubao so suddenly that his only instinct was to hide. Seeing the emperor recoil, Yuan Xian pressed his plea with earnestness. "Your Majesty," he said, "now is no time to curl up like a turtle slipping back into its shell. The situation is already grim: whether you stand and face it or try to hide, the outcome may be the same—death. If we cannot escape that, then let us at least confront it with dignity and integrity. Think of Emperor Wu of Liang, who met Hou Jing with calm resolve and, in doing so, preserved some measure of honor for the realm."

      Chen Shubao heard the words but could not share the sentiment. Inwardly he muttered, "You're trying to make me brave with examples. But didn't Emperor Wu of Liang end up dying in Hou Jing's custody, starving in disgrace? How on earth can I model myself on that?"

      Ignoring the repeated entreaties of his attendant, Chen Shubao insisted on taking two of his concubines — Zhang Lihua among them — and made a frantic dash toward the rear of the palace to find a place to hide. He groped through the gloom, heart hammering, hands trembling as he searched; when he bent his head, his eyes fell on a yawning, ink-black well, its mouth gaping as if into the world’s belly.

      “This will do,” Chen Shubao muttered. Without hesitating, he stepped forward, seized the coarse rope, braced himself, and prepared to lower himself and his two consorts into that crushing, silent dark.

      At that moment Yuan Xian finally caught up, breathless and desperate. He fell to one knee and pleaded, his voice raw: “Your Majesty, this is beyond shameful. At the very least, spare your ministers this ignominy—preserve some shred of dignity. How else will you answer before the late emperor in the hereafter?”

      But fear had seized Chen Shubao outright. His hands trembled, his face was ashen, and the words flowed past him like wind. Terrified to the core, he could not be moved by Yuan Xian’s entreaty.

      Soon dusk began to fall, and Sui soldiers had already poured into the palace. They tore through hall after hall, hunting for the Chen emperor but finding no trace of him. Officers ordered their men to comb every nook and cranny, and before long a small, overlooked well was discovered.

      From the dark bottom of that well came a faint, trembling voice: "Please—don’t throw stones! Hurry and pull us up!" The soldiers fumbled for a rope, hauled, and soon Chen Shubao appeared at the lip of the well, flanked by two of his concubines. Word of the scene spread like wildfire: some said the two beauties, pale and terrified, smeared their cosmetics in their panic against the rim. Curious onlookers later swore the pale powder could still be seen along the stone edge. From then on the spot took on a name in the people’s mouths—the “Rouge Well.” In later years, recalling the emperor’s ignoble fall and the collapse of his realm, many came to call it the “Well of Humiliation.”

      Thus, after more than three centuries of fragmentation, China finally dawned on a new era of reunification. The vast lands north and south of the Yangtze were folded back into a single empire, and with reunification came new appetites. Emperor Wen of Sui fixed his gaze on Jiaozhou — the long–lost southern frontier, the land later called Giao Chỉ in many sources — a borderland that included parts of today’s Guangdong and Guangxi and the northern reaches of what is now Vietnam.

      But how had a separate polity taken root there? The story was not a single, neat rupture at the end of the Han. The Red River plain had a long memory of uprisings and local rule — from the Trưng Sisters in the first century to many later local leaders — and, in the mid–sixth century, the opportunity came again. As Liang authority weakened, a local magnate named Lý Bôn (also written Lý Bí) rose up and, in 544, proclaimed the kingdom of Vạn Xuân — the “Ten Thousand Springs” — even taking imperial style and titles. Later historians would call his house the Early Lý.

      News of this southern audacity reached the Liang court and enraged Emperor Wu of Liang. To him, the disorder of the Central Plain was an internal matter; outsiders who set themselves up as kings or emperors could not be tolerated. He dispatched the capable general Chen Baxian to put down the rebellion. Chen’s forces swept into Jiaozhou like tigers loosed from a mountain: swift, ruthless, and decisive. By the late 540s the Liang armies had crushed Lý Bôn’s regime, and for a time Vạn Xuân was broken and the region returned, at least nominally, to Chinese control.

      The remnants of the Yue emperor Li Ben’s forces were not completely wiped out. After his death, his elder brother took up the mantle without hesitation: he reorganized the scattered bands, renamed the polity “Ye Neng,” and carried on the same lineage and claim that had once flown under the Wanchun banner. In other words, despite the change of name, the Wanchun Kingdom and the Ye Neng Kingdom were, in effect, one continuous line of resistance.

      For years the Ye Neng rulers kept up the fight against Chen Baxian. They met Chen’s armies in battle again and again, only to be driven back each time; the clash between the local power and Chen’s forces became a grinding, unending contest. Then, as with so many rebellions, they waited for the moment when the center would falter.

      That moment came when the Liang dynasty collapsed into chaos. Seizing the opportunity, Li Ben’s elder brother pushed once more to bring Jiaozhou back under the old Li family’s control. Time marched on, and by the time Yang Jian — Emperor Wen of Sui — finally reunited China, the local leader in that region was a man known as Li Fozi, a former lieutenant of Li Ben.
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