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      The Late Han and Three Kingdoms: A History of China, PART ONE, plunges you into the heart of one of China’s most volatile and dramatic eras—a time when a great empire crumbled and legends were forged. From the fiery uprising of the Yellow Turbans to the meteoric rise of figures like Cao Cao, Liu Bei, Sun Jian, and Lü Bu, this narrative vividly brings to life the personalities who shaped an age defined by ambition, betrayal, and destiny. My aim was to immerse readers in that world—where power could shift overnight, and where sheer courage often meant the difference between life and death.

      The tale opens amid chaos. The Yellow Turban Rebellion sweeps across the land, setting in motion the downfall of the Han court. He Jin, once a humble butcher turned powerful general, meets his tragic end in a deadly clash against the palace eunuchs. Into this turmoil steps Dong Zhuo, whose ruthless cruelty shakes the imperial capital, alongside Lü Bu, the peerless warrior whose loyalty is as changeable as the wind. Their intertwined saga—and the fateful beauty of Diao Chan—turns the palace into a tempest of bloodshed and treachery.

      As the empire smolders, new heroes emerge onto the stage. Sun Jian, hailed as the “Tiger of Jiangdong,” leads bold campaigns, while Wang Yun’s defiant spirit ignites rebellion. The oath sworn by Liu Bei, Guan Yu, and Zhang Fei shines like a beacon in the darkness—three brothers united not by blood, but by honor and hope. Together, they confront insurmountable odds, from the upheaval in Xu Province to the downfall of mighty foes who once seemed invincible.

      Then comes the rise of true power. Cao Cao, brilliant and relentless, meticulously builds his strength piece by piece, turning chaos into opportunity. His story intertwines with the downfall of Lü Bu, the tragic plight of Emperor Xian, and the unending battles for dominance that follow. Down in the south, Sun Ce, the daring "Young Tiger of Jiangdong," charges headlong into legend, achieving swift victories before his life is cut tragically short — victories that lay the foundation for the Sun dynasty to emerge.

      The Late Han and Three Kingdoms: A History of China is my invitation to step into this fiery era of ambition — to feel the weight of history through the lives of those who lived it. From the alliances that shaped the land to the epic clashes that decided its fate, every chapter pulses with life, danger, and destiny. These were more than heroes and villains — they were men and women who dreamed, fought, and forever changed the course of China.
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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            THE YELLOW TURBAN REBELLION BEGINS

          

        

      

    

    
      The story of Romance of the Three Kingdoms is something almost everyone in China knows—yes, even kids can tell you a thing or two about it. This classic tale is packed with fierce warriors who shine like stars in the night sky and clever strategists who arrive like raindrops in a storm. Thanks to countless movies, TV shows, storytelling performances, and operas, these stories have been retold over and over. You’ll hear people quoting scenes or humming tunes from them—some parts are just too iconic to forget. The drama, the twists, the goosebumps—all of it hits you hard. Though folks say it’s “70% real history, 30% made-up,” it still paints a vivid picture of what life was like at the tail end of the Eastern Han Dynasty.

      Funny thing is, even though it’s called Romance of the Three Kingdoms, most of the drama actually happens before the Three Kingdoms period even begins—right when the Han Dynasty is crumbling. The first spark that kicks off the chaos? General He Jin tries to wipe out the palace eunuchs, but his plan blows up in his face. Then a bunch of bad guys storm the capital, turning the entire court into one big mess. All this happens shortly after Emperor Ling of Han dies.

      So, how did everything spiral so far out of control? Well, if you remember from the last chapter, Emperor Ling had been sitting on the throne for over twenty years, but the guy was all about living the high life. He didn’t care much for running the country—he was too busy partying, womanizing, and selling government jobs to whoever had enough cash. And he didn’t just trust the eunuchs; he treated them like his own parents. That’s how messed up things got. The dude had such a twisted sense of loyalty that people even joked maybe he got water in his brain during one of his skinny-dipping sessions with the palace maids.

      And get this—he once seriously asked his ministers, “So, how do you think I stack up against the past emperors?” In his own mind, he believed he was doing a stellar job. Why? Because he had figured out how to turn selling official titles into a steady, reliable source of income. He even looked down on his predecessors for not being as business-savvy as he was. Basically, he thought he was a genius. One minister played along and said, “Your Majesty and the former emperor are as wise as Yao and Shun.” At first, that sounds like high praise, right? But hidden within those flattering words was a sharp sarcasm—the minister was actually implying that Emperor Ling and his predecessor were like a turtle and a softshell turtle: different shells, but the same useless meat. In other words, both were equally terrible rulers. With a leader that clueless at the helm, it was no wonder everything else began to fall apart. The whole country was spinning out of control. And that’s exactly what happened in the final years of the Eastern Han—rebellions erupted left and right like storm clouds rolling in, leaving the government scrambling and utterly overwhelmed.

      The Qiang people had an incredibly long history. After the Eastern Han Dynasty managed to get the Xiongnu under control in its early years, the Qiang gradually emerged as the biggest threat along the empire’s western frontier. The Han court never developed a solid, long-term strategy to deal with these minority groups. Most of the time, officials made decisions based on gut feelings. Their harsh and often violent approach struck the Qiang hard, stirring up deep resentment and outright hatred.

      But the Qiang didn’t just sit back and take it. Their uprisings came in relentless waves, one after another. To crush their resistance, the Han government poured over 8 billion in military spending into the conflict, which dragged on for more than a decade. Here’s the heartbreaking part: not all that money went into actual fighting. Some generals took advantage of their power, skimming massive chunks of the funds. They used fancy jewelry and rare goods to bribe the emperor’s close aides instead. The whole government was a mess—nobody truly cared about the soldiers on the ground. Many died in battles they shouldn’t have even been in. Their bones ended up scattered across the wilderness, lying side by side in silence.

      Because the war against the Qiang dragged on endlessly, other social problems began to boil over. According to ancient records, by the end of the Eastern Han period, massive bands of bandits were running rampant across the Yangzhou and Xuzhou regions, mercilessly attacking towns and counties. It wasn’t just bandits causing havoc—the Western Qiang in the west, the Xianbei tribes up north, and the Rinan tribes in the south were all launching violent raids, stealing from the people and seizing land. They imposed heavy taxes on locals, driving both officials and common folk into a living nightmare. Those bandit attacks in the east felt like something straight out of a horror story. Meanwhile, threats from the west, north, and south closed in like a giant trap, leaving the Eastern Han government surrounded by danger on all sides. Among all these threats, the most serious came from the Xianbei. Records say they struck the borders nearly every single year. After the Xiongnu were driven out, the Xianbei rose as the dominant power on the Mongolian Plateau. They attacked repeatedly, keeping the imperial court in a constant state of panic, scrambling to respond to each new crisis.

      With enemies pressing in from every border, the country felt like it was burning from all directions. People were forced into grueling labor or military service without respite. For those already barely scraping by under a broken system, life grew even harder. So what was life truly like for ordinary people during those troubled times? And what serious struggles did they face in such a chaotic society?

      Back then, the gap between the rich and the poor was staggering. Society looked exactly like a pyramid—just a tiny handful of people at the top controlling almost everything, while the vast majority struggled at the bottom. By the late Eastern Han era, some powerful landlords had amassed staggering fortunes. One was said to have a personal fortune exceeding 370 million and kept between 300 to 400 retainers in his household. Especially the top-tier officials and influential figures—they shamelessly exploited their positions to grab as much wealth as they could. The sums they accumulated were utterly mind-blowing.

      During Emperor Ling’s reign, there was a small-time county magistrate in Chang'an whose only real power came from his father, a eunuch close to the emperor. That connection was all he needed to run rampant with corruption and bribery. When he was finally caught, investigators discovered he had secretly hoarded over ten million in cash.

      If someone so low in rank could steal that much, just imagine the scale of corruption among the higher-ups. Many local officials turned their positions into personal cash machines. They accumulated so much wealth that not even ten generations of their descendants could spend it all. These wealthy families and high-ranking officials lived in outrageous luxury. They snapped up land as if it were nothing—their private estates were scattered across every province, with farmland stretching all over the country. Meanwhile, ordinary people were barely surviving. There was only so much wealth to go around, and when a small group hoarded most of it, very little was left for everyone else. The poor had to scrape by on the edge of survival.

      Toward the end of the Han Dynasty, brutal taxes and endless demands from the government drained the life out of the common folk. Many struggled just to find enough food from one day to the next. Their clothes were so threadbare they couldn’t keep out the wind or rain. Just staying alive became a daily battle—a battle that led to tragedies too painful to even speak of.

      In the summer of 151 CE, during the first year of the reign period (though not officially named Yuanjia), a severe drought struck the capital region. In places like Renzhou and Liangguo, the famine became so desperate that people started resorting to cannibalism. Four years later, in the second month of the first year of Yongshou (around 156 CE), similarly horrifying scenes unfolded again in Sizhi and Jizhou. Then, in the spring of 170 CE, during the third year of Jianning, things grew even darker: in Henei, a wife ate her husband, while in Henan, a husband ate his wife. As heartbreaking as these acts were, they weren’t even the worst. Some families, too impoverished to raise their newborns, made the tragic choice to kill their own babies—because they simply had no other option.

      Society had reached a breaking point: the richest 3% controlled 97% of the wealth. Some elite families were worth billions, while even low-level bureaucrats embezzled tens of millions, owned dozens of properties, and hoarded luxury watches as casually as if they were candy. Meanwhile, the average person couldn’t afford a home, a proper education, or healthcare.

      With conditions like these, how could anyone talk about a peaceful society? If things hadn’t fallen apart, that would have been the real surprise. The harder people were pushed, the angrier they became. Regular folks are human too—they need food, clothes, and shelter. When denied even the basics and backed into a corner, they finally stood up and fought back, grabbing whatever weapons they could find just to secure one more meal—to survive.

      During the final years of the Eastern Han Dynasty, a folk rhyme circulated widely among the people: “Hair like chives, cut it and it grows back; head like a rooster, chop it off and it still crows. Officials may seem frightening, but never underestimate the common folk.” This rhyme captured the spirit of resistance and the unshakable will of the people at that time, loud and clear.

      By the time Emperor Huan and Emperor Ling ruled, the people, desperate to survive, were rising up repeatedly. Some were even audacious enough to declare themselves emperors—one such figure took the title “Yangming Emperor.” But it wasn’t just the Han Chinese joining these uprisings; many ethnic minorities also threw in their lot. Even some low-ranking officers, originally dispatched to crush these rebellions, defected and joined the cause. Their fierce spirit of resistance echoed the legendary uprising led centuries earlier by Chen Sheng and Wu Guang. Though these smaller revolts were eventually crushed by the combined forces of government troops and powerful local warlords wielding their private armies, they laid the groundwork for something far greater—the Yellow Turban Rebellion.

      The Yellow Turban movement didn’t erupt suddenly; it had been simmering in secret among the people for over a decade before bursting into a full-scale military uprising. So why didn’t the Han court act when the threat was still small? Why did they sit back and allow it to grow? And under what conditions did this massive rebellion finally ignite?

      This rebellion was deeply intertwined with Daoism, China’s native religion, especially connected to a text called the Taiping Qingling Shu—also known as the Scripture of Great Peace. During the reigns of Emperor Shun and Emperor Huan, this book was even presented to the imperial court. But the officials glanced at it, branded it witchcraft, and dismissed it without a second thought.

      After that, the book began to spread like wildfire among the common people. A man from Julu named Zhang Jiao got hold of it and went on to found a religious movement called the Way of Great Peace, or Taiping Dao. Traveling through the eastern provinces, he preached his message, calling himself the “Great Teacher of Virtue and Kindness.” His teachings drew on the wisdom of ancient masters like Laozi and the Yellow Emperor. Zhang Jiao told his followers that they could be healed by confessing their sins and drinking a special potion—fu shui—which was simply water mixed with paper charms and chanted spells. Many people believed in this healing method. For those with minor ailments, or perhaps those who weren’t really sick, the potion seemed to work wonders. After drinking it and putting their faith in its power, they began to feel better. Zhang Jiao claimed this was because they truly believed in the Way of Great Peace. But if someone with a more serious illness didn’t improve, he blamed their lack of faith. This clever tactic kept everyone from questioning him. His following swelled rapidly, and soon enough, his followers began to treat him like a god.

      Zhang Jiao used this healing ritual as a tool to spread his message. His semi-public preaching stirred a massive response among the people. Ordinary folks were desperate for something—anything—to believe in. The government seemed indifferent to whether they lived or died, but here was someone who genuinely cared. As Zhang the Great Healer showed concern, poor farmers eagerly spread the word, flocking to him in droves.

      But Zhang Jiao didn’t preach alone—he sent disciples in all directions to keep spreading his teachings. Over more than a decade, his movement exploded, swelling to hundreds of thousands of devoted followers. These were not just casual listeners; many were deeply committed. Some even sold everything they owned to find Zhang Jiao. Roads became crowded with people traveling to see him, many begging along the way. Tragically, not all made it. They gave up everything, hoping for a new life, but died on the journey. Reports say that tens of thousands perished this way, a testament to the desperate times they lived in.

      Incredibly, some local officials didn’t see Zhang Jiao as a threat at all. In fact, they praised him for teaching kindness and winning the hearts of ordinary people. But not everyone was fooled. A few recognized that he harbored grander ambitions. Among them was Grand Commandant Yang Ci, who warned Emperor Ling to first dismantle Zhang Jiao’s expanding network before targeting the leader himself. However, the imperial court was in turmoil—eunuchs had seized control, political purges were rampant, and the ruling elite were too consumed with their power struggles and greed to pay attention to the rapidly growing Taiping Dao. No one was watching closely.

      Zhang Jiao saw this chaos as the perfect opening. While the court was entangled in its own crises, he quietly and meticulously organized his anti-government movement. Even before this, he had dispatched eight disciples throughout the land, using religion as a veil while preparing the people for rebellion. Over more than a decade, tens of thousands across the Central Plains heeded his call, connecting across counties and provinces. From Qingzhou and Xuzhou, to Youzhou, Jizhou, Jingzhou, and Yangzhou—the people of all eight provinces rose together. In Bazhou alone, reports spoke of hundreds of thousands of believers.

      Zhang Jiao divided his followers into 36 units based on geography, akin to forming 36 military divisions. The larger units numbered over 10,000 members each, while even the smaller ones had six to seven thousand. Each group had its own leader. What began as a spiritual movement had now transformed into a highly organized, armed force.

      Their slogan was powerful and quickly caught fire: “The blue heavens are dead, the yellow heavens shall rise. In the year of Jiazi, the world will be blessed.” This sparked genuine excitement among the people. They boldly painted the characters “Jiazi” in white clay across government buildings in the capital, Luoyang, as well as offices in the provinces. According to the plan, Ma Yuanyi, a leader of one of the larger factions, was to gather tens of thousands of followers from Jingzhou and Yangzhou, then converge at the designated time to launch the uprising.

      Ma Yuanyi made several secret trips to Luoyang, where he collaborated covertly with Xu Feng, a eunuch close to the emperor. Xu Feng agreed to act as an insider during the rebellion. Their plan was to launch a coordinated attack on March 5th, 184 CE, with rebels rising simultaneously both inside and outside the capital. Despite the vast scale of this operation, most local officials remained completely unaware. A few sensed something was amiss and reported their suspicions to the court. But Emperor Ling, obsessed with his hedonistic lifestyle, paid no heed. Known for outrageous antics like swimming and running naked, he dismissed the warnings without a second thought.

      Then, just as the uprising was about to begin, internal strife tore the Taiping Dao apart. A traitor emerged—one of Zhang Jiao’s own disciples reported everything to the imperial court. Panic gripped the government. They swiftly ordered the arrest of Ma Yuanyi, who was captured in Luoyang and gruesomely executed by being torn apart by chariots. Following this, Emperor Ling issued a decree commanding top officials—including the Three Excellencies and the Colonel-Director of Retainers—to launch a massive investigation. Their orders were to root out Taiping Dao followers from the palace, government offices, the imperial guard, and even among ordinary citizens. Over a thousand people were executed as a result. The emperor also ordered the governor of Jizhou to hunt down Zhang Jiao directly.

      Once Zhang Jiao realized that the plan had been compromised, he wasted no time. He immediately dispatched messengers to every region, traveling tirelessly day and night to urge local leaders to rise up as soon as possible. Across the empire, rebel groups quickly answered the call. They wore yellow scarves as a symbol of their cause, which is how they came to be known as the Yellow Turbans.

      In February of that year, Zhang Jiao proclaimed himself the "General of Heaven." His brother, Zhang Bao, took the title "General of Earth," while Zhang Liang declared himself the "General of Man." Together, they led their followers in burning government offices and looting towns. Most local officials found themselves powerless to resist—many abandoned their posts and fled. Within just a month, the uprising had spread like wildfire throughout the empire. Even the capital city, Luoyang, was deeply unsettled. In some regions, local unrest grew so intense that ruling authorities were challenged or even temporarily overthrown by their own people, signaling widespread support for the rebellion.

      This movement had been simmering for years, and when it finally erupted, it was massive in scale. Yet despite all the careful planning and momentum, the rebellion was crushed in just nine months by the combined forces of the central government and powerful local families.

      During the crackdown, both court officials and regional commanders seized the turmoil as an opportunity to claim greater power for themselves. This upheaval opened the door for new political players to emerge—among them, a rather unexpected figure: He Jin, a former butcher who would soon rise to become one of the most influential men in the empire.

      When Emperor Ling ascended the throne, he appointed Lady Song as his empress. She was dignified, serious, and exceedingly proper—so much so that she rarely indulged in lightheartedness or jokes. This starkly contrasted with the emperor’s playful and unruly nature. Sensing the emperor’s lack of fondness for her, some palace factions began to maneuver against her. The emperor’s favored concubines banded together, spreading rumors and fabrications aimed at discrediting Empress Song.

      Soon enough, the eunuchs entered the fray. As mentioned earlier, Emperor Huan’s brother, the Prince of Bohai, had once made the grave mistake of withholding bribes from the eunuchs. Though he promised them generous gifts, he never delivered. The eunuchs retaliated by orchestrating the massacre of his entire family. Now, the prince’s wife, Lady Song, happened to be the aunt of Empress Song—the wife of Emperor Ling. This connection made one of the leading eunuchs, Wang Fu, uneasy. Fearing Empress Song might harbor resentment for the fate of her aunt and uncle, he decided to strike preemptively. He accused the empress of practicing witchcraft and black magic to curse the emperor.

      Emperor Ling totally bought it. As we mentioned earlier, nothing terrified the imperial court more than rumors of curses and dark magic—such whispers were among the greatest taboos within the palace walls. Without a second thought, the emperor ordered Empress Song’s imperial seal to be seized. Empress Song—full name Song Shi—was thrown into prison, where she eventually perished in misery. Her father and brothers were executed as well.

      Soon after, Emperor Ling elevated Lady He to the position of empress. She hailed from a humble butcher’s family in Nanyang and was selected to enter the palace, where she later gave birth to Prince Liu Bian. Being the mother of a royal son instantly boosted her status, and she was crowned empress. Her brother, He Jin, also came from a butcher’s background, but thanks to his sister’s newfound influence, he managed to secure a place at court. Their mother was granted the title Lady of Wuyang. Just like that, the entire He family soared in rank and privilege—a classic case of one person striking it rich and the whole family riding the wave.

      Empress He was fiercely jealous. She knew her title hinged solely on her bearing a son, so she lived in constant fear of other concubines who were pregnant or already had royal children. Many of those women quietly disappeared from the scene. One of them, Lady Wang, gave birth to Prince Liu Xie. Empress He had her poisoned. When Emperor Ling found out, he erupted in fury and shouted, “You dared to kill my beloved concubine!” He was ready to strip Empress He of her title right then and there.

      But the He family had spent years cozying up to the eunuchs, constantly flattering and bribing them. So when this crisis hit, the eunuchs went all out to plead for mercy on Empress He's behalf. Their efforts paid off—Emperor Ling reversed his decision and chose not to depose her.

      After the Yellow Turban Rebellion erupted, Empress He’s brother, He Jin, was promoted to Grand General. For the first time, someone from the Empress’s family held one of the empire’s most powerful military posts. Emperor Ling also began taking a keener interest in military affairs. In the fifth year of the Zhongping era, he established the Western Garden Eight Colonels (Xiyuan Bajiao Wei), a special military command unit.

      He appointed the eunuch Jian Shuo, who served as a junior chamberlain, as Colonel of the Upper Army. Yuan Shao, then commander of the Imperial Tiger Guards, became Colonel of the Central Army. Bao Hong took charge as Colonel of the Lower Army. Cao Cao, holding the rank of Yilang (consultant officer), was appointed Colonel of the Military. Zhao Rong, a subordinate of He Jin, was given the role of Left Colonel of Stationed Troops. Feng Fang became Right Colonel of Stationed Troops. Xia Mou, known as a remonstrating official, was made Left Colonel, and Chunyu Qiong was appointed Right Colonel. All these commanders reported directly to Jian Shuo, who coordinated and directed their operations. Among this group—the Western Garden Eight Colonels—several would go on to become major players in the unfolding drama of the era.

      Let’s start with one of them: Yuan Shao, who hailed from a family of immense prestige. At that time, he held the position of Colonel of the Central Army and maintained a close relationship with the Grand General He Jin. Later, as the chaos of warlords carving out their own territories unfolded, Yuan Shao emerged as the dominant power in the Hebei region. His name was known far and wide, and his influence extended across the land.

      So, how did Yuan Shao ascend through the ranks? What made his background so uniquely powerful?

      Yuan Shao, courtesy name Benchu, was born into one of the most influential aristocratic families of the late Eastern Han dynasty. Thanks to the recommendation system in place at the time, powerful families often had their sons nominated for government positions, particularly the title of xiaolian—a designation for civil servants recognized for their moral integrity and capability. Consequently, it was common for sons of noble families to enter officialdom, making bureaucratic power almost hereditary in practice. By the time Emperor Ling sat on the throne, many descendants of the dynasty’s founding heroes still held top government posts and wielded significant influence at court.

      Starting with Yuan Shao’s great-great-grandfather, Yuan An, five members of his family spanning four generations held the esteemed title of the Three Excellencies. His father, Yuan Feng, served as Minister of Works (Sikong), one of the three highest offices in the land. His uncle, Yuan Wei, held the title of Minister over the Masses (Situ). Another uncle, Yuan Cheng, served as Commandant of the Left Guard but died young. Yuan Shao was born to a concubine and was later adopted by Yuan Cheng. Some accounts even suggest he was an illegitimate child, the product of a secret affair, and his origins were often called into question. His cousin, Yuan Shu, enjoyed mocking him by referring to him as low-born.

      Yuan Shao was renowned for his handsome appearance and commanding presence. Both Yuan Feng and Yuan Wei held him in high regard. Thanks to his powerful family background, he secured a position as a court officer at a very young age. Before he reached twenty, he was appointed magistrate of Puyang County. At that time, Puyang likely had fewer than ten thousand households, so the chief official there bore the title of county magistrate.

      Not long after, Yuan Shao’s mother passed away, and he observed the traditional mourning period. Shortly afterward, his father also died, prompting another period of mourning. Altogether, he spent six years honoring his deceased parents. When the mourning concluded, he declined the court’s summons and chose instead to live in seclusion in Luoyang.

      At that time, the Eastern Han government was sinking ever deeper into darkness. The eunuchs tightened their grip on power, ruthlessly suppressing the “partisans”—a faction mainly made up of scholars, officials, and university students. Though Yuan Shao claimed to be living a quiet and secluded life, avoiding the world, he was secretly forging strong connections with partisans and courageous, outspoken men. Among his close allies were Zhang Miao, He Yong, and Xu You.

      Zhang Miao was a well-known figure, counted among the so-called “Eight Gourmets” of the partisan faction. He Yong was also a prominent leader within the group, closely linked to Chen Fan and playing a major role during the height of the partisan purges. Even amid the crackdown, He Yong frequently slipped into Luoyang several times a year to meet with Yuan Shao, strategizing and helping fellow partisans evade disaster. Xu You was another key player in the resistance against eunuch dominance.

      Among Yuan Shao’s closest allies was none other than Cao Cao. Together, they formed a political alliance united by a single goal: to end the eunuchs’ stranglehold over the imperial court. Their activities did not go unnoticed. The powerful eunuch Zhao Zhong was furious and openly accused Yuan Shao, declaring, “That Yuan Benchu acts all high and mighty, refusing imperial appointments and surrounding himself with lawless outcasts. What exactly is he plotting?”

      Yuan Wei, a senior member of the Yuan family, caught wind of Yuan Shao’s actions and harshly scolded him, saying, “What are you thinking? Are you trying to drag the entire Yuan clan into ruin? Why would you go out of your way to provoke the eunuchs like this?” Yet, Yuan Shao stood his ground and refused to back down.

      In the first year of Zhongping, when the Yellow Turban Rebellion erupted, the imperial court was forced to lift the ban on partisans and issued a general amnesty. It was at this turning point that Yuan Shao finally accepted a position under Grand General He Jin. Later, as one of the Western Garden Colonels, he often gathered with others to discuss strategies aimed at eradicating the eunuchs’ grip on power. Jian Shuo, the head of the Eight Colonels—an elite force controlled by the eunuchs—began to grow uneasy about Yuan Shao’s ambitions. To keep him at bay, Jian Shuo reassigned Yuan Shao away from the capital, appointing him as the Administrator of Jingzhao in Chang’an.

      He Jin, a member of the imperial family through marriage, was deeply frustrated by the eunuchs’ chokehold on the court. Yuan Shao saw this as the perfect opportunity to forge an alliance with He Jin, hoping to join forces to wipe out the eunuch faction once and for all. Thanks to Yuan Shao’s noble lineage, He Jin trusted him implicitly, and the two men soon developed a close and powerful bond.

      With Yuan Shao now on board, the faction led by He Jin—who represented the Empress’s family—grew even stronger. It wasn’t long before tensions between the two main power blocs at court—the imperial relatives and the eunuchs—reached a boiling point. The conflict escalated so fiercely that He Jin nearly lost his life. So, what exactly transpired between these two powerful groups?

      By April of the sixth year of the Zhongping era, Emperor Ling’s health was deteriorating rapidly. He was clearly nearing the end of his life, yet the question of who would become crown prince remained unsettled. This succession crisis only added fuel to the fire between the eunuch faction and the Empress’s relatives led by He Jin. It was like a volcano on the verge of eruption.

      Earlier in his reign, several of Emperor Ling’s sons had died young, leaving him heartbroken. When Empress He gave birth to Liu Bian, the emperor—worried for the boy’s safety—had him raised by a Daoist named Shi. Because of this, people later called him “Lord Shi.” Meanwhile, Lady Wang’s son, Liu Xie, was raised directly by the emperor’s mother, Empress Dowager Dong, and became known as “Lord Dong.”

      As Emperor Ling’s health steadily declined, court officials grew increasingly insistent, urging him to resolve the pressing issue of the crown prince’s succession. Yet the emperor found himself trapped in indecision. Though Liu Bian was the elder son, he was seen as frivolous and shallow—lacking the calm authority and gravitas essential for a ruler. It was a bitter irony, considering the emperor himself was hardly a paragon of virtue—truly, like father, like son. In contrast, the younger Liu Xie, still just a child, carried himself with a regal dignity and a natural aura of leadership. Slowly, Emperor Ling began contemplating the removal of Liu Bian in favor of Liu Xie. However, fearing the inevitable backlash from the court, he wavered, unable to commit to a decision.

      Meanwhile, the eunuchs, led by Jian Shuo, fully grasped the stakes at play. They knew that if Liu Bian ascended the throne, the influential He family would rise in power, threatening their own positions. Crafting a cunning plan, they seized upon the rebellion of Han Sui in the northwest as a convenient pretext, advising Emperor Ling to dispatch He Jin to lead the army and crush the uprising.

      But He Jin was no fool. Seeing through their ploy at once, he rejected the bait and proposed an alternative strategy. Citing renewed disturbances from the Yellow Turbans in Qingzhou and Xuzhou, he requested permission to send Yuan Shao eastward to quell the unrest in Xuzhou and Yanzhou. Once Yuan Shao returned with his forces, He Jin would then march west to confront Han Sui—buying himself precious time.

      And so, the matter hung unresolved in the air. A few days later, Emperor Ling finally passed away. At that moment, Jian Shuo was still inside the palace, already scheming his next move. His plan was clear: eliminate He Jin first, then place Liu Xie on the throne. To do this, he sent word to He Jin, summoning him to the palace under the guise of discussing urgent state affairs.

      He Jin, unsuspecting and unaware of the trap, accepted immediately and rode his carriage straight to the palace. But fate had other plans. The officer assigned to escort him was someone who had known He Jin for years. When they met at the palace gate, this officer gave He Jin a subtle but urgent look, silently warning him to turn back at once. The message was unmistakable: this place was a den of wolves—once he stepped inside, he wouldn’t be coming back out.

      Instantly grasping the danger, He Jin panicked and ordered his driver to turn the carriage around. He took a shortcut back to his military camp, where he quickly mobilized his troops and seized control of the official residences of various regional lords stationed in the capital. With this decisive move, he effectively blocked the eunuchs from installing an emperor of their own choosing.

      To buy more time, He Jin publicly announced that he had fallen ill and refused to enter the palace. Jian Shuo, realizing that his plot to assassinate He Jin had failed and feeling mounting pressure from all sides, reluctantly agreed to crown Liu Bian as emperor. At that time, Liu Bian was only fourteen years old. He honored his mother, Empress He, with the title of Empress Dowager, and from that moment on, she began overseeing the court and managing state affairs.

      Shortly afterward, the court issued a general amnesty for prisoners and changed the era name to Guangxi. Liu Xie, the younger son, was granted the title Prince of Bohai, which was later changed to Prince of Chenliu. He was just nine years old.

      The court also appointed Yuan Wei, General of the Rear, as Grand Tutor, assigning him to handle the affairs of the Secretariat alongside Grand General He Jin. In the Han dynasty, the highest military rank was Grand General, followed by General of Agile Cavalry and General of Chariots and Cavalry. Below them were the five directional generals—Front, Rear, Left, Center, and Right. Therefore, Yuan Wei, as General of the Rear, was deemed qualified to serve as Grand Tutor.

      At this point, it could be said that the scholar-official class had scored a brief victory. But that triumph was fleeting, almost like a candle flickering in a storm. The power struggle between the imperial relatives, the scholar-officials, and the eunuchs had spiraled into a point of no return—an all-out, life-or-death showdown. While the faction led by He Jin and backed by the scholar-officials seemed to hold the upper hand for the moment, let’s be honest—did anyone truly expect the eunuchs to quietly concede defeat and wait for their downfall?

      Absolutely not.

      So, where would things go from here? That’s a question we’ll dive into in the next chapter.
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      He Jin, once a humble butcher before rising to become a top general, never saw eye to eye with the eunuchs at court. Though they all hailed from modest beginnings and were once ordinary folks themselves, these two factions couldn’t stand each other. Their relationship was defined by nothing but mutual disdain. Around the time Emperor Ling of Han was nearing his death—and shortly after the emperor passed away—one of the eunuchs, Jian Shuo, began plotting something sinister. He aimed to eliminate He Jin once and for all. But fortune favored He Jin; Jian Shuo’s plot failed, and He Jin managed to narrowly escape a deadly trap.

      Later, when He Jin had firmly seized control of the court and discovered that Jian Shuo had tried to assassinate him, his fury was like a blazing wildfire within. He seethed, “You damned eunuch, how dare you defy me? Let’s see how you handle what’s coming next.” This moment ignited a quiet but deadly resolve. Rather than lashing out immediately, He Jin began to lay out a careful plan, preparing to strike back at Jian Shuo and exact his revenge.

      As tensions mounted, one of He Jin’s close allies, Yuan Shao, urged him to go even further. Yuan Shao believed that taking down Jian Shuo alone wouldn’t be enough. If they were to make a move, they might as well go all in—wiping out every single eunuch in the palace. These men had been meddling in government affairs for far too long, and it was high time to end the chaos once and for all. Killing just one wouldn’t solve the problem; the only true solution was to sweep them all away in one decisive blow.

      He Jin didn’t just listen to Yuan Shao. He also began reaching out, bringing in sharp and strategic minds from across the realm. He wanted thinkers and planners—people who could help him pull off a major move. On top of that, his younger brother He Miao held a significant position in the government as well, bearing the title of General of Chariots and Cavalry. In the military ranks of the Han dynasty, the titles of Grand General, General of Agile Cavalry, and General of Chariots and Cavalry were among the highest honors. By this point, the He brothers already held two of these top posts, giving their family a firm grip on power within the court.

      He Jin’s series of moves had Jian Shuo on edge. The eunuch couldn’t shake the growing panic in his chest. He thought to himself, “Looks like this former butcher general sees me as the next pig on the chopping block. He’s sharpening his knife, and I’m the one he’s planning to slice up.” In Jian Shuo’s mind, he was nothing more than meat on the cutting board, and He Jin was holding the blade. If things continued as they were, it was only a matter of time before he was wiped out. That was something he simply couldn’t allow. He had to strike first, before it was too late.

      Fortunately for Jian Shuo, he still wielded some power. He commanded a portion of the imperial guards, which gave him a bit of leverage. Swiftly, he began reaching out to his fellow eunuchs, searching for anyone who might be willing to help. He penned letters to Zhao Zhong and Song Dian, both senior eunuchs serving inside the palace chambers. In his letters, he warned them: “Grand General He Jin and his brother have seized full control of the court. They’re acting like tyrants. Now they’re joining forces with the so-called ‘righteous scholars’ across the land, plotting to wipe out all of us who served the late emperor closely. The only reason they haven’t moved yet is because I still command some troops. We cannot sit and wait. We must act first, seize the upper hand, and shut the palace gates. Then we capture He Jin and execute him.”

      Now, the position of "Senior Attendant" in the palace wasn’t just a mere title. These eunuchs served right by the emperor’s side, with the power to send messages directly to him. But sharing the same rank didn't mean they all shared the same goals. In fact, eunuchs often pursued their own agendas—each playing a different tune on a different trumpet.

      When it came time to decide whether to back Jian Shuo’s plan, not everyone was on board. Some were interested, while others hesitated. Take Guo Sheng, for instance. He and He Jin hailed from the same hometown, and as the saying goes, "When two folks from the same place meet far from home, it strikes a chord." Guo Sheng had been instrumental in helping He Jin and his sister—the Empress Dowager—climb the political ladder. Back when Emperor Ling sought to strip the Empress of her title, it was Guo Sheng who stepped forward to defend her.

      Because of their shared history, Guo Sheng maintained a strong bond with He Jin. So, after consulting with Zhao Zhong and others, he chose to reject Jian Shuo’s request. More than that, he took the letter Jian Shuo had written and handed it straight to He Jin. For He Jin, it was like being handed a pillow just as he was dozing off—too perfect to ignore. He acted immediately, ordering Jian Shuo’s arrest and imprisonment. Not long after, Jian Shuo was executed, leaving He Jin in full command of the military.

      With Jian Shuo out of the picture, He Jin’s influence surged even further. But as the saying goes, “The taller the tree, the more it catches the wind.” The eunuchs still saw He Jin as their sworn enemy, but there was another faction—an outside force—that also began to view He Jin as a serious threat. This new power wasn’t simply lurking in the shadows; they were gearing up to challenge him. But who exactly were they? And did they truly have the strength to stand toe-to-toe with He Jin?

      After Emperor Ling’s death, Empress He was elevated to Empress Dowager and took a more active role in court affairs. However, the emperor’s grandmother, Dowager Dong, was still alive and influential. Her nephew, Dong Zhong, held the prestigious title of General of Agile Cavalry. Meanwhile, He Jin and his younger brother were already occupying top military positions—He Jin as Grand General, and He Miao as General of Chariots and Cavalry. With Dong Zhong positioned as the third leading general, tensions began to simmer. Dong Zhong was far from pleased with the He family’s tight hold on power. He muttered to himself, “We’re both from the imperial in-law clans, so why is He Jin the one calling all the shots?” From that moment, he started maneuvering to wrest some authority away from He Jin.

      Though Dong Zhong and He Jin held equivalent ranks in title, Dong Zhong had one distinct advantage—the family connection to Dowager Dong. She was the emperor’s grandmother, effectively giving her the status of Grand Empress Dowager. Dong Zhong, as her nephew, carried extra weight behind his name, whereas He Jin was merely the Empress Dowager’s brother.

      When the power struggle erupted between Dong Zhong and He Jin, the palace eunuchs were ecstatic. At last, they saw an opportunity to back someone who could stand up to He Jin’s dominance. Without hesitation, they threw their support behind Dong Zhong. Meanwhile, Dowager Dong herself was far from pleased with Empress Dowager He quietly pulling the strings from behind the throne. She thought to herself, “I’m the emperor’s grandmother—so why do I have no say in any of this?” That really got under her skin. She wanted a slice of the political pie as well.

      But Empress Dowager He wasn’t about to let that happen. She pulled out all the stops to prevent the Grand Empress Dowager from meddling in court affairs. That drove Dowager Dong to the brink. In a moment of fury, she snapped at Empress Dowager He, “You think you’re so powerful just because of your brother He Jin? Don’t forget, I could give a single order and have General Dong Zhong chop off his head like it’s nothing. Don’t test me.”

      Such bold words didn’t go unnoticed. Empress Dowager He was shaken and quickly warned her brother, “That old woman says she could wipe us all out just like that.” He Jin took the threat seriously. He began to think, “The Dong family is trouble. If we don’t deal with them now, they’ll become a real threat. If we want to be the top imperial family, they’ve got to go.”

      So He Jin began to work behind the scenes, rallying a group of officials to unite and submit a petition. Their argument sounded official enough: according to Han dynasty customs, consorts of kings were not supposed to remain long in the capital. They requested that Dowager Dong return to her home state.

      Though Dowager Dong held a lofty status as the emperor’s grandmother, her title technically made her a "Queen Dowager," not an "Empress Dowager." When Emperor Ling ascended the throne, the official empress of the previous emperor was Empress Dou. That’s why Dowager Dong, who had only been married to a regional prince, was never elevated to full Empress Dowager status when her son became emperor.

      With He Jin pushing from the outside and Empress Dowager He supporting him from within the palace, the petition passed swiftly. Empress Dowager He had all the legitimacy on her side—after all, her own son had taken the throne and become the ruler of the empire.

      Right after that, He Jin acted swiftly. He dispatched troops to surround the residence of the General of Agile Cavalry. Dong Zhong was caught completely off guard. With no chance to escape, he was arrested on the spot and stripped of all his titles. Realizing there was no hope left and nothing he could do to change his fate, Dong Zhong sank into utter despair. In the end, he took his own life.

      The news struck Dowager Dong like a thunderclap out of a clear sky. Shocked and terrified, she couldn’t bear the emotional blow. Her health quickly deteriorated under the relentless pressure, and not long after, she passed away suddenly.

      As for the true cause of Dowager Dong’s death, it became one of those enduring mysteries people could only speculate about. Much like the unsolved intrigues within Qing dynasty palaces, her death was shrouded in secrecy and imagination. Everyone had their own version of the story. If someone believed she died of grief, then that was how she vanished in their minds. If someone thought she was poisoned or scared to death, that was their version. It remained a mystery with no definitive answer.

      But for He Jin, this series of moves came at a steep price in the court of public opinion. The people simply couldn’t swallow what he had done. After all, he was seen as the man responsible for the death of the emperor’s grandmother—the late emperor’s mother—a fact that left a lingering bitterness among the common folk.

      With the Dong family’s influence completely eradicated, He Jin stood unchallenged at the very summit of the political hierarchy. At this point, removing the long-standing threat posed by the eunuchs ought to have been a simple matter. Yet, surprisingly, He Jin hesitated. He stalled and failed to act immediately. Why? What was holding him back?

      After some deliberation, He Jin presented a proposal to Empress Dowager He. He suggested removing all eunuchs below the rank of Senior Attendant and replacing them with regular officials known as “langguan.” These were ordinary men, not palace servants. But Empress Dowager He flat-out refused.

      She explained her reasons, saying, “From ancient times until now, it has always been eunuchs who managed palace affairs. This tradition has been handed down through generations in our Han dynasty. We simply can't just discard it. Besides, the late emperor has just passed away. I can’t exactly stroll around the court, all dressed up, meeting male officials as if it’s nothing. I’m a woman, and there are certain matters I simply cannot handle directly. I need eunuchs to help me deal with men.”

      He Jin listened carefully, and in a way, her words did make sense to him. So he backed down and didn’t press the issue any further. Still, he hoped she would eventually change her mind. For the time being, he decided to go after only the most arrogant and unruly eunuchs first. This approach was very similar to what Dou Wu had done years before.

      However, Yuan Shao felt that wasn’t nearly enough. He pointed out that the eunuchs had the closest access to both the Empress Dowager and the emperor. Every official’s memorial and the emperor’s edicts passed through them first. If they weren’t completely wiped out right now, they would end up causing endless trouble down the line.

      But Empress Dowager He’s mother, known as Lady of Wuyang, and her younger brother, He Miao, the General of Chariots and Cavalry, had both taken bribes from the palace eunuchs more than once. When they learned that He Jin was planning to eliminate the eunuchs, they quickly rushed to the Empress Dowager, doing everything they could to stop him. They didn’t hold back—even stirring up trouble within their own family. They accused He Jin of overstepping his bounds by planning to execute the emperor’s close attendants on his own, claiming he was seizing too much power and making decisions without consulting anyone else. In their eyes, such reckless behavior would only undermine the empire’s foundations and lead to disaster.

      Hearing these repeated accusations, Empress Dowager He began to hesitate. She started wondering if maybe her mother and brother had a point after all. This caused a deep rift within the He family. Everyone had their own opinions, pulling in different directions. The mother was undermining her own son, while the brother challenged his older sibling. Caught in the middle, the Empress Dowager found herself torn—should she trust her brother He Jin, or heed her mother’s warnings?

      Even though He Jin had risen to the top as Grand General, holding military power firmly in his hands, his roots were still humble. He was like a man who’d suddenly struck it rich overnight—an ordinary man now sitting at the pinnacle of political power. Deep down, his feelings toward the eunuchs were complicated. On one hand, he hated them; on the other, he feared them. He couldn’t shake the mixture of respect and anxiety he had built up over the years. So, while he agreed with Yuan Shao’s ideas and longed for the glory that would come from purging the court of corruption, he just couldn’t bring himself to act with full confidence.

      As a result, the plan to remove the eunuchs dragged on. Time passed, and He Jin still hadn’t made up his mind. Yuan Shao saw that He Jin had the intention but lacked the courage. It was like craving a fresh fish but refusing to endure the smell. So Yuan Shao kept pressing, offering new strategies. He suggested that He Jin summon renowned warriors and powerful generals from across the country, inviting them to bring their armies to the capital, Luoyang. This way, they could use their presence to pressure the Empress Dowager into approving the elimination of the eunuchs.

      He Jin liked the idea and decided to proceed. But just as he was about to act, his chief secretary, Chen Lin—essentially what we’d call a chief of staff today—hurried in to stop him. Chen Lin warned him with an old saying: “Catching a sparrow with your eyes closed might work sometimes, but trickery has no place in serious matters.” Especially not in state affairs. He told He Jin, “You already have the emperor’s trust and command the military. That’s not in question. If you want to get rid of the eunuchs, it’s like burning hair with a roaring fire—it’s an easy task. Just give the order. The people are behind you, and heaven itself would approve. A few loyal men could carry it out with no problem.”

      “But now, instead of using the power already in your hands, you’re turning to outsiders for help. If all these powerful armies start marching into the capital, someone’s bound to seize the opportunity to rise up and cause chaos. What you’re doing is like flipping a sword around—pointing the sharp edge at yourself and handing the hilt to someone else. Sooner or later, someone’s going to stab you with it. That’s how wars start, and the whole country could fall into disaster.”

      But He Jin didn’t take his advice.

      When Cao Cao, then the Colonel Director of Retainers, caught wind of all this, he couldn’t help but laugh out loud. “Eunuchs serving in the palace—that’s been a fact of life forever,” he said. “The real problem isn’t their mere presence, but when rulers heap power and favor on them, letting their influence spiral wildly out of control. To deal with them, you don’t need an army. Just eliminate the worst offenders. Send an ordinary prison guard—that’s enough. No need to stir up a fuss by rallying troops from all over the land. If you try to wipe them all out at once, rumors will spread and the whole plan will crumble. Mark my words, this is a doomed enterprise.”

      Cao Cao would later rise to become one of the most powerful figures at the twilight of the Eastern Han dynasty. He eventually served as Chancellor of the Han court, commanding lords in the emperor’s name, and laid the foundation for the state of Cao Wei during the Three Kingdoms era. But at this moment, he was still a relatively low-ranking official. So, what path had this future legend traveled to reach this point?

      Cao Cao, who would later shake the foundations of the entire Chinese political landscape, has long been one of history’s most debated and complex figures. His courtesy name was Mengde, and as a child, he was affectionately called Aman. He hailed from the Pei region and was born into a family with official ties. His adoptive grandfather was the eunuch Cao Teng, a man who served under four emperors and wielded considerable influence within the imperial court. At one point, Cao Teng was even granted a marquisate in recognition of his service. Cao Cao’s father, Cao Song, was Cao Teng’s adopted son. During the reign of Emperor Ling, Cao Song rose through the ranks to become Grand Commandant, one of the highest offices in the government.

      Yet, the Records of the Three Kingdoms points out that the deeper origins of Cao Cao’s family were already murky, with their background becoming increasingly hard to trace. There’s even an alternative account suggesting that the Cao family originally bore the surname Xiahou. Regardless of which version holds truth, one fact remains clear—both Cao Cao’s grandfather and adoptive grandfather were eunuchs, and Cao Song inherited the marquis title from his adoptive father.

      As a young man, Cao Cao was sharp and quick-witted, possessing an uncanny ability to navigate all kinds of tricky situations. But he was also known for being rebellious and wild. He loved playing the hero—helping the weak and punishing the wicked—but he often disregarded the social conventions of his time. He showed little interest in personal virtue or scholarly pursuits. Because of this, to most people back then, there was really nothing about him that seemed especially promising or remarkable.

      But there was one man—Qiao Xuan, a former Grand Commandant—who saw something in Cao Cao that others failed to notice. With sharp insight and foresight, he believed that Cao Cao was far from an ordinary figure. Qiao Xuan made it a point to meet him and spoke earnestly: “The world teeters on the edge of chaos. Troubles are stirring everywhere. In times as perilous as these, if no one with genuine talent steps forward—someone who can act in harmony with fate’s call—then there’s little hope that the world can be saved. I believe that person might very well be you.”

      He then offered Cao Cao some advice: “Your reputation hasn’t yet spread far and wide. I suggest you seek out Mr. Xu.” This Mr. Xu was Xu Shao, renowned for his keen ability to judge people’s character and talent. He, along with his cousin, was highly respected in their region. The two would often meet to discuss and evaluate the local figures—commenting on people’s daily behaviors and achievements, updating their opinions and rankings month by month.

      Thanks to this unique and consistent reviewing method, people in the Runan region began referring to these as the “Monthly Comments.” Later, Cao Cao went out of his way to visit Xu Shao and asked him directly and sincerely, “What kind of person do you think I am?”

      But Xu Shao didn’t appreciate Cao Cao’s attitude or the way he handled matters, so he chose to remain silent. Cao Cao, however, wasn’t pleased with this silence and threatened him, saying, “If you don’t share your opinion, I’ll make sure you regret it.”

      With no other option, Xu Shao finally spoke up: “If you lived in a time of peace, you would be a capable and accomplished official. But in an age of chaos, you would become a cunning and ruthless warlord.” Upon hearing this, Cao Cao burst into hearty laughter. From that moment on, the phrase “a capable minister in times of peace, a treacherous hero in times of turmoil” stuck with him throughout his life.

      In the third year of the Xiping era, when Cao Cao was just twenty years old, he entered the capital city of Luoyang through the civil service recommendation system, praised for being “filial and incorrupt.” He was appointed as a langguan, an entry-level official. Not long after, he was promoted to Magistrate of the Northern District of Luoyang.

      Now, Luoyang, the capital of the Eastern Han dynasty, was teeming with royals and nobles. The sons of these elite families gathered there, constantly stirring up wild and outrageous antics. Keeping them under control was no small feat. With sayings like “the law doesn’t touch nobles” floating around, what power did the law really have to keep them in check?

      Cao Cao was not one to back down. He issued a clear set of rules and enforced them strictly. To make his authority unmistakable, he had over ten brightly colored staffs—known as the five-colored rods—crafted and hung on both sides of his office gate. He declared that anyone caught breaking the rules would be beaten to death with those very rods.

      At the time, the influential eunuch Jian Shuo enjoyed great favor with the emperor. One night, Jian Shuo’s uncle broke the city’s curfew and ventured out unlawfully. Cao Cao showed no mercy. He ordered his men to beat the man to death on the spot using the five-colored rods. From that moment on, illegal behavior in the capital dropped sharply. No one dared defy the rules, and no one wanted to risk crossing Cao Cao or challenging the strict laws he enforced.

      Of course, this move offended Jian Shuo and several other influential figures at court. However, thanks to Cao Cao’s father, Cao Song—who still wielded considerable connections—they didn’t confront him head-on. Instead, they gave him a promotion in name only, quietly reassigning him far from the capital to serve as the magistrate of Dunqiu County. At that time, Cao Cao was just twenty-three years old.

      When the Yellow Turban Rebellion erupted, Cao Cao was appointed Cavalry Commandant and tasked with joining forces alongside General Lu Zhi to suppress the rebels in Yingchuan. The campaign was a resounding success: they crushed the uprising and killed tens of thousands. As a result of this military victory, Cao Cao was promoted to Chancellor of the Jinan Kingdom.

      While serving as Chancellor of Jinan, Cao Cao maintained his no-nonsense approach to governance. By then, his authority and rank had grown significantly. The position of Chancellor was equivalent to that of a governor, overseeing more than ten counties. Within these counties, most local officials were closely tied to powerful families and aristocrats. Corruption, bribery, and lawlessness ran rampant, and no one dared to challenge it. All of Cao Cao’s predecessors had turned a blind eye.

      But the moment Cao Cao assumed office, he launched a sweeping crackdown. He submitted a petition to the court, demanding the dismissal of 80% of the local officials. This bold move sent shockwaves throughout the region. Corrupt officials panicked and fled, and from that point on, government orders were obeyed, and peace was gradually restored across the realm.

      This all took place during one of the darkest chapters of the Eastern Han dynasty, a time when the imperial court shamelessly sold official positions and noble titles. Although the court granted Cao Cao the title of Gentleman of Righteousness, he refused to curry favor with the elite. Instead, claiming illness, he retreated to the countryside.

      There, he spent his springs and summers immersed in reading, while his autumns and winters were devoted to hunting—living a quiet, reclusive life for a while.

      It wasn’t until the fifth year of the Zhongping era that Emperor Ling, in an effort to consolidate his rule, established a new military command system known as the Eight Colonels of the Western Garden. Due to family connections, Cao Cao was appointed as the Colonel Director of Retainers—one of the eight key positions within this system.

      When Emperor Shao, Liu Bian, ascended the throne, Cao Cao returned to the capital, Luoyang. He was deeply skeptical of He Jin’s plan to summon regional warlords to purge the eunuchs. After all, some of these commanders—like Dong Zhuo, the governor of Bing Province—were men of great ambition. Inviting them into the heart of power could only unleash chaos on an unprecedented scale.

      So, what exactly had Dong Zhuo done during his time governing the provinces? And why did he inspire such intense fear and hatred?

      Dong Zhuo hailed from Shaanxi, born into a wealthy and influential local family. His home lay close to the lands inhabited by the Qiang people in the northwest. From an early age, he enjoyed a life of privilege, which bred in him a wild, reckless, and unruly spirit. Growing up, he was bold and brash, with a violent streak that unsettled those around him. As an adult, Dong Zhuo was not only physically strong and well-built but also highly skilled in martial arts. He could ride swiftly on horseback, shooting arrows with deadly precision in both directions, cutting down his enemies with ease. His brutal and intimidating presence, combined with his formidable physique, made the local people deeply fearful of him. No one in his village dared to cross him, and even the nearby Qiang tribes treated him with cautious respect.

      The Qiang chieftains, eager to ensure their safety, went out of their way to appease Dong Zhuo. They submitted to him and sought to cultivate friendly relations, all to keep peace. It was not uncommon for Qiang leaders to visit Dong Zhuo’s residence bearing livestock and gifts, treating him as if he were a sworn blood brother. Well-versed in their customs and culture, Dong Zhuo recognized the opportunity to leverage this to his advantage. Seeing the deep fear and respect they held for him, he began forging alliances among the Qiang, selecting loyal followers and sowing the seeds of his future power.

      Driven by ambition, Dong Zhuo spared no expense from his family’s fortune. Whenever a Qiang chief came to visit, he would slaughter cattle and sheep, shower his guests with gold and silver, all to win their favor and secure their loyalty. Over time, the Qiang people not only feared his strength but also came to appreciate his generosity. They began to follow him willingly, obeying his every command.

      There was even one occasion when a Qiang leader noticed that Dong Zhuo’s livestock was nearly depleted after being served during a feast held in his honor. Moved by Dong Zhuo’s generous hospitality, the leader embarked on a long journey to present over a thousand cattle as a gift in return. This singular act alone spoke volumes about the deep respect Dong Zhuo had earned among the Qiang people.

      Yet Dong Zhuo didn’t stop there. He diligently worked to protect and elevate his standing among the local elites. Leveraging his superior combat skills and sharp intellect, he began to absorb other local forces, steadily expanding his power.

      He often portrayed himself as a wandering hero, gaining a reputation as a master swordsman. This image attracted large groups of outcasts and troublemakers—men with nowhere else to turn and little regard for law or honor. But Dong Zhuo treated them with loyalty and brotherhood, winning their hearts completely. They followed him without hesitation, ready to fight and die for him.

      During that period, Dong Zhuo rose to prominence as a dominant figure in the Longxi region. He wielded influence not only within government circles but also in the underworld, earning respect from officials and fear from outlaws alike—a true “boss” whose presence commanded every arena he entered.

      In 167 CE, Dong Zhuo held the position of Yulin Lang, an imperial guard officer. Shortly thereafter, he was promoted to military adviser (jun sima) and dispatched to support General Zhang Huan in quelling a Qiang rebellion in Bing Province. Throughout this campaign, Dong Zhuo threw himself into battle with unrelenting vigor. He charged fearlessly across the battlefield, shooting arrows from both sides while on horseback, showcasing unmatched strength and courage. His string of military successes quickly elevated his status. As a result, he was promoted to Langzhong and later appointed Inspector of Bing Province as well as Governor of Hedong Commandery. By this time, Dong Zhuo had firmly established himself as a powerful regional commander with genuine authority.

      Yet, his fortune took a downturn. During a campaign to suppress the Yellow Turban Rebellion, Dong Zhuo suffered a devastating defeat. Held responsible for the loss, he was dismissed from his post and sent back to his native Longxi region.

      In the very first year of the Zhongping era under Emperor Ling, rebellion erupted in Beidi Commandery. Two warlords, Bian Zhang and Han Sui, quickly gained momentum. They assassinated the imperial governor appointed by the court and, by the second year of Zhongping, advanced on the Three Adjuncts (Sanfu) under the banner of “eliminating the eunuchs.” Their forces pressed dangerously close to Yuanling, pushing the Han Dynasty to the brink of collapse. In a state of panic, Emperor Ling summoned nearly every capable general and elite soldier to stand against the rebels.

      For Dong Zhuo, this chaotic moment presented the perfect opportunity to stage a comeback.

      He was appointed General Who Defeats the Barbarians (Polu Jiangjun) and stationed at Meiyang to defend Luanling. Throughout the fierce battles against Bian Zhang, Han Sui, and their allies, Dong Zhuo once again made a name for himself with his battlefield prowess. As a reward for his achievements, he was granted a marquis title and control over a thousand households' worth of taxable land.

      In the third year of Zhongping, the Qiang and Hu tribes erupted into open rebellion. Han Sui rallied a massive force—reportedly numbering around one hundred thousand men—and launched a sweeping campaign across Shaanxi. He joined forces with other warlords, including Ma Teng, to assault the Three Adjuncts, the top officials of the imperial court. Their combined might was overwhelming, and their advance appeared unstoppable.

      By the fifth year of Zhongping, Han Sui and Ma Teng had pushed as far as Chencang, directly threatening the twin capitals of Chang’an and Luoyang. In a swift response, Emperor Ling urgently appointed Dong Zhuo as General of the Front (Qian Jiangjun) and commanded him to unite with Huangfu Song, the General of the Left, to break the siege. Together, they successfully routed the rebel forces, earning Dong Zhuo high praise and substantial rewards from the imperial court once more.

      Through these relentless military campaigns, Dong Zhuo steadily built a formidable army of fierce, battle-hardened soldiers. His power base expanded rapidly, and as his influence grew, he began to openly disregard the authority of the court altogether.

      This growing arrogance deeply alarmed the central government, prompting the imperial court to seek ways to strip Dong Zhuo of his military command.

      But how exactly did Dong Zhuo navigate this intense power struggle with the court and manage not only to hold on but to tighten his grip, expanding his authority even further?

      In the sixth year of the Zhongping era, the court summoned Dong Zhuo to assume the title of Shaofu—the Minister of the Imperial Household—a prestigious-sounding post that, in reality, held no military power whatsoever. It was a classic case of a promotion in name only, a disguised demotion meant to sideline him.

      Dong Zhuo saw through the court’s ploy immediately. With a blend of tact and unyielding firmness, he declined the appointment outright, refusing to accept the position. Without any effective means to compel him, the court found itself powerless to act.

      Later, when Emperor Ling fell gravely ill, he issued an edict appointing Dong Zhuo as the Governor of Bing Province—a position of immense prestige, considering that the Han Empire had only thirteen such governors in total. Yet, the court simultaneously demanded that Dong Zhuo surrender his military command to the renowned general Huangfu Song.

      In response, Dong Zhuo penned a memorial to the throne, stating, “I am old now, lacking both wisdom and skill in warfare. Your Majesty has shown me great kindness mistakenly. For over ten years, I have commanded these troops, and we have forged a deep bond. The soldiers trust me, respect my leadership, and are willing to lay down their lives for me. I humbly beseech Your Majesty to allow me to lead them into Bing Province to guard the frontier.”

      No matter how much the court insisted, Dong Zhuo stood firm and refused to relinquish his military authority.

      Dong Zhuo and Huangfu Song had long been at odds. Back in 189 CE, during the campaign against the rebel Wang Guo, Wang’s forces were exhausted and began to retreat after being surrounded. Huangfu Song ordered a pursuit, but Dong Zhuo disagreed. He believed it was unwise to relentlessly chase an enemy already on the verge of collapse. Ignoring Dong Zhuo’s warning, Huangfu Song pressed forward on his own and achieved a decisive victory, slaughtering over ten thousand enemy soldiers. From that day on, Dong Zhuo was deeply embarrassed and nursed a grudge against him.

      Seeing how things were unfolding, Huangfu Song’s nephew offered some advice: “Right now, the military might of the entire realm rests solely in you and Dong Zhuo. You’ve already clashed with him, and peace between you seems impossible. Dong Zhuo openly defies the emperor’s orders. As a general of the state, you have the empire’s authority to move against him. Taking him down will show your loyalty to the court and rid us of a dangerous threat. Success is within your grasp.”

      But Huangfu Song was a man of principle, strict and by the book. After hearing his nephew’s counsel, he responded, “It’s true that Dong Zhuo has disobeyed the imperial edict and deserves punishment. Yet if I strike him without the court’s permission, I too would be guilty of insubordination. It’s far better to report this matter to the court and let the emperor decide. We must not take matters into our own hands.”

      So Huangfu Song sent a report to the imperial court, seeking guidance on how to deal with Dong Zhuo. By that time, however, Emperor Ling was gravely ill, barely holding on to life. Although he issued a formal decree reprimanding Dong Zhuo, it ultimately had no effect. Defying the order, Dong Zhuo stationed his troops in Hedong Commandery, keeping a close watch on the unfolding political turmoil.

      When Grand General He Jin summoned the frontier warlords to the capital, Dong Zhuo’s power had already soared to an impressive height. Commanding a formidable force mainly composed of soldiers from Liang Province—a mix of Han Chinese and nomadic tribes such as the Hu—Dong Zhuo’s influence grew stronger by the day, despite the imperial court’s attempts to limit him. Riding the wave of his military victories and expanding reputation, his ambition swelled beyond control. He dismissed the authority of the court, seeing himself as an unstoppable rising power.

      After securing his position in Hedong, Dong Zhuo effectively claimed the entire Longxi region as his own domain. He was no longer merely a warlord commanding a large army; he held legitimate official status appointed by the central government as a key frontier commander. With power firmly in his grasp and an army at his back, Dong Zhuo’s boldness only intensified. He began devising a detailed plan to seize control of the central government.

      Even though Dong Zhuo stayed in the provinces, his network of spies and informants stretched deep into the very heart of the capital. He had a sharp understanding of the intense factional struggles playing out within the imperial court. So when news of Emperor Ling’s death arrived, Dong Zhuo felt a quiet thrill of anticipation. He had been carefully watching the court’s every move and was ready to seize the moment as soon as it arrived. And when He Jin rose to power and began to control the imperial court, Dong Zhuo sensed that the time to make his move towards Luoyang had finally come.

      Now, let’s turn to He Jin’s fateful decision to summon Dong Zhuo.

      Many officials vehemently opposed this move. Everyone knew the kind of man Dong Zhuo was — dangerous, ominous, with a rotten character and ruthless methods. But He Jin dismissed all their objections without hesitation. This infuriated Zheng Tai, who was so disgusted by the decision that he resigned his post on the spot. He had no desire to serve under someone who would invite such a figure into the capital. As he put it, “If I can’t beat him, I’m better off walking away,” and with that, he left.

      As Zheng Tai was leaving, he made sure to warn Xun You and the others, saying, “You all need to get out of here too. He Jin is utterly impossible to work with—he’s a total fool. Don’t waste your time on someone like that.”

      In addition to summoning powerful regional forces like Dong Zhuo’s, He Jin also ordered numerous officials to return to their hometowns to recruit troops. His plan was straightforward: while maintaining his grip on power at court, he aimed to have loyal forces stationed throughout the provinces, creating a network of mutual support. It was a strategy reminiscent of the later days of the Republic of China, when Li Zongren held office in the central government and Bai Chongxi commanded troops on the battlefield—they backed each other up seamlessly.

      He Jin hoped that by establishing this military presence both inside and outside the capital, he could exert enough pressure on his sister, Empress Dowager He, to finally agree to eliminate the eunuchs once and for all.

      But the big question remained—would He Jin’s plan to wipe out the eunuchs actually succeed?

    





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/image-1-final.jpg
.‘/ P -
HUI WA Hay

THE
LATE HAN
AND
THREE
KINGDOMS

A HISTORY OF CHINA







