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      The Ming Dynasty: A History of China, PART ONE, takes you back to the rough beginnings of Zhu Yuanzhang, a boy who grew up with almost nothing and later rose to found a new dynasty. His early struggles, his daring leap into rebellion, and the turning points that followed read less like distant history and more like the story of someone fighting his way through impossible odds.

      The journey leads through a land split by rival powers, where warlords fought for survival and control. You’ll stand at the Battle of Poyang Lake, one of the greatest clashes on water, and follow Zhu Yuanzhang in his hard-fought campaigns against Zhang Shicheng. From southern expeditions to the march north against the Yuan dynasty and the dramatic capture of Dadu, every step feels urgent, dangerous, and deeply human.

      But the battles outside were only half the struggle. Inside the new court, danger wore a different face. The Hu Weiyong case and the fall of Lan Yu show how ambition and mistrust shaped the dynasty from within. Even the strongest empire could tremble when friends became suspects and loyalty turned into a question of survival.

      The story doesn’t stop with Zhu Yuanzhang. You’ll meet Emperor Jianwen, whose rule was shaken by the Jingnan Campaign, and Zhu Di, the prince who seized the throne and became known as the Yongle Emperor. Under his reign, Zheng He’s massive fleets sailed across oceans, carrying China’s name to distant shores, while at home the Yongle court built an age of wealth, culture, and vision that still fascinates today.

      Later emperors like Hongxi and Xuande brought their own touch, steering the dynasty toward steadier governance and leaving marks of their own. From desperate beginnings to sea voyages that reached beyond the horizon, from brutal battles to palace intrigue, this book opens the Ming dynasty as a living tale of leaders, rivals, and dreamers whose choices shaped centuries of history.
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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            EARLY YEARS

          

        

      

    

    
      Mention the Ming dynasty, and everyone probably knows there is a Jingshan Park in Beijing. Perhaps some friends have visited Jingshan Park, and the thing most people there are familiar with is the Chongzhen Emperor’s hanging. At the spot where the Chongzhen Emperor hanged himself stands a stele. This stele was erected in 1944, on the 300th anniversary of the Chongzhen Emperor’s suicide, and is called the "Memorial Stele to Ming Sizong’s Martyrdom." Inscribed on this stele is a passage written by two learned elder intellectuals of the Qing dynasty, who were either senior Hanlin scholars or jinshi who had passed the imperial examinations — in short, they were scholars of high academic standing and social prestige at the time.

      At the beginning of this stele there are two sentences, the gist of which is that since ancient times, in the matter of obtaining the realm, no dynasty could surpass the Ming in doing so with proper legitimacy and orthodoxy. Even the remaining elder intellectuals of the Qing held this view, considering the Ming a model of rightful acquisition of the Mandate. Why is that? One should know that the founding emperor, Taizu, came from an ordinary family, carrying a three-foot-long sword, leading volunteer armies in revolt, expelling the northern Yuan forces, and successfully restoring the Chinese land. The Sixteen Prefectures of Youyun had been in the hands of northern non-Han regimes for as long as four hundred years; it was only through Taizu’s efforts that Han authority and order were restored. Thus the Ming’s acquisition of the realm was dignified and honorable. Who, then, is the Taizu emperor mentioned here? He is Taizu, the Hongwu Emperor Zhu Yuanzhang.

      Since ancient times, the births of emperors and generals, sages and extraordinary figures have often been accompanied by strange phenomena. Take historical figures, for example: when Emperor Gaozu of Han, Liu Bang, was born, legend has it that his mother was entwined by a large snake while resting outdoors; at the birth of Emperor Taizong of Tang, Li Shimin, it is said that two dragons played outside the gate of the house where he was born for three days before departing; when Emperor Taizu of Song, Zhao Kuangyin, was born, there were even crimson lights surrounding him, a strange fragrance that lasted all night, and his body was golden in color and did not change for three days. However, setting aside whether these things really happened, there is no need to probe their authenticity too deeply. If, as the legend says, Emperor Taizu of Song Zhao Kuangyin’s body remained golden for three days, if this happened today that baby would probably be rushed into an incubator for a full examination and emergency treatment — perhaps he would be suffering from icteric hepatitis.

      Let's continue with Zhu Yuanzhang of the Ming, that is, Taizu the Hongwu lord. The strange phenomena surrounding his birth were much like those reported for other emperors and sages; in fact, such legends are not confined to rulers of the Central Plains—Tibet’s great living Buddhas and high lamas are often said to have had similar portents at their births. It is said that the Hongwu lord was born on a day in October 1328 CE. His mother was Madam Chen; her specific given name is not recorded in the historical sources. In a drowsy dream, Madam Chen saw a deity of ethereal, transcendent bearing who held an elixir shining with brilliant golden light and, smiling, bestowed the pill upon her. After Madam Chen swallowed this elixir, the next day the baby was born. At the very moment of the child’s birth, a towering crimson light suddenly surged up in the room; the glare was so bright it startled the neighboring villagers. Seeing the dazzling red light from afar, they thought the household had accidentally caught fire and, panic-stricken. Soon someone arrived with a bucket of water, anxiously rushing to their house to put out the fire. With a whooshing sound, a bucket of water was flung into the room; when everyone looked closely, they saw a small infant calmly floating in midair. This infant was the future illustrious Taizu, Zhu Yuanzhang.

      Of course, we all know that “Zhu Yuanzhang” was not his original name, right? “Yuanzhang” was not his first given name. It was given to him later by a fortune-teller who made a living by divining characters and casting horoscopes at the gate of the Yonghe Temple after he joined the Red Turban Army and took up the path of rebellion. In his identity records, his original name was Zhu Chongba. How did the name Zhu Chongba come into being? In ancient China, especially during the Yuan dynasty, people’s names tended to be quite plain and even coarse. Why is that? In fact, in the remotest antiquity people named their children that way—neither shunning commonness nor avoiding unpleasant-sounding names. Take Duke Huan of Qi, whose given name was Xiaobai; today only a dog would be given such a name. If you called someone that now they’d be furious—you couldn’t even use it as a nickname—but back then people named casually. Later names gradually became more refined, yet during the Liao, Jin, and Yuan periods naming styles reverted to a more vulgar state. That was because the ethnic minorities were more naive and simple in character and did not pay much attention to names. Look at the names from the Liao and Jin periods, for example—names like Wanyan Jiu and Jin Shimu-gou; there were such peculiar names. By the Yuan, Han people’s naming became even more casual. To the Mongols, as long as the Han had some label it was fine. They hadn’t read many books and lacked cultural refinement, so naturally they couldn’t come up with good names.

      From this we can see that after Zhu Yuanzhang became emperor, when his ancestry was traced up four generations, his father, grandfather, great-grandfather and great-great-grandfather were all posthumously honored as emperors. For example, one generation up, the one honored as a certain ancestor-emperor was Zhu Fifty-Four — that was Zhu Yuanzhang’s father; one generation further up was Zhu Chu-yi; then Zhu Forty-Nine; and at the top was Zhu One Hundred Six. In other words, Zhu Yuanzhang’s father was Zhu Fifty-Four, his grandfather was Zhu Chu-yi, his great-grandfather was Zhu Forty-Nine, and his great-great-grandfather was Zhu One Hundred Six. From this we can see a pattern: the Zhu family liked to use numbers in naming, which is why by Zhu Yuanzhang’s generation he was called Zhu Chongba. So why were names given this way? It may be because the Yuan dynasty had relevant practices: those with status and position could solemnly choose a formal name. For those without status or position and without a specific trade or skill — if they weren’t craftsmen or artisans with a particular craft — could only be named with numbers. And their families didn’t have the strict generational-name ordering of families like Confucius’s, no “Qing”-generation or “Ling”-generation rules. So they’d call him that. He was Chong-ba, and he had an older brother Chong-qi. Whether their family started at Chong-one and went up to Chong-seven, we don’t know. Chongba’s circumstances were utterly miserable; he could be called the most wretchedly born among China’s emperors. Take Liu Bang, for example — he’s also famous to later generations; his original name was Liu Ji, right? What does Liu Ji mean? “Bo, Zhong, Shu, Ji” were ancient Chinese terms for birth order: “bo” for the eldest, “zhong” for the second. For example, Sima Yi’s courtesy name Zhongda means “second Da,” so you can tell he was certainly the second-born in his family; Tang Bohu was very likely the eldest, right? “Shu” is the third, “ji” is the fourth. See, poor families often give children names like this — names like Zhao Ergou, Er-ya, Da Niu, and Gousheng — all that sort of name, right? So Chongba’s origins were even more impoverished than Liu Bang’s. At least Liu Bang, in the previous regime, had held a post similar to the head of a neighborhood committee’s security, leading a group like a little-foot detective squad, running through the streets and alleys all day, responsible for checking family-planning matters, so he at least had such a job to do.

      But even that Zhu Yuanzhang could not do. His father was called Wusi'er and had long worked as a hired laborer in the household of the landlord Liu De, right? You see, the people of the landlord’s family had names — Liu De. Since he was a long-term laborer for the landlord, by our current classification of class status this would make him a tenant farmer. Tenant farmers were worse off than poor peasants; poor peasants might still own some land, whereas tenant farmers had to hand over most of their harvest to the landlord, and the family could only barely make ends meet and have enough to eat. So this child could never have lived at home like a young master, waited on hand and foot — that was absolutely impossible. As the saying goes, children of poor families have to take responsibility early; at a very young age they had to hawk goods with baskets, scavenge coal cinders, fetch water, chop wood — all sorts of chores they had to do themselves, right? Therefore, Chongba went to herd cattle for the landlord Liu De when he was very young. During his time herding cattle he made a group of good buddies, like Xu Da, Tang He, and Zhou Dexing; their original names may now be lost, they later changed their names, and as for what their original names specifically were, we don’t know.

      So there grew up a group of companions who had known each other since childhood. At that time, the game children loved most was playing emperor — just like when we were kids playing war and all fought to be the commander, everyone wanted to be the hero and nobody wanted to be the traitor; it’s the same idea. They wore tattered clothes, tore palm leaves into tiny pieces and stuck them on their faces as beards, then sat on a mound of earth and struck the pose of an emperor. Chongba particularly liked playing the monarch, and the other kids were happy to let him. He would sit on the dirt heap, put on an act, and cry out mockingly, “All my beloved ministers, rise,” with the whole performance convincing. Then each of the others would pick up a block of wood — what for? — to use as an ivory plaque, after which they would salute the “emperor,” shout “Long live!” and perform the ritual of three bows and nine kowtows. At the time everyone just thought it was fun: a bunch of kids from poor peasant families playing emperor was like a dream. No one expected that forty years later that childhood fantasy would actually come true. That little kid who sat on the dirt heap really did become the emperor, and those friends who held up broken wooden boards shouting “Long live!” all later became the founding heroes of the dynasty. This shows that people really must have dreams. Distant horizons offer not just poetry but also dreams. As the saying goes, fortunes shift every thirty years; the throne changes hands, and you never know — maybe one day it’ll be your turn. Zhu Chongba was headstrong and full of ideas from a young age. For that reason, the other children were glad to elect him as their “king of the kids,” and he became the class leader while also serving as the study and sports representative, taking on many responsibilities by himself.

      One day they all went out to herd cattle. Zhu Chongba was out with this gang of kids tending cows, and after a while they got hungry. But they were children and naturally had no money — let alone any balance in PayPal, which would definitely be zero. Hungry with nothing to eat, what could they do? Zhu Chongba suddenly had an idea and said, “We’re herding the cows right here, aren’t we? The cows are right in front of us. Why not just slaughter a cow and eat it? We could skewer some meat, have hand-torn beef, beef large intestine, omasum and so on — ready ingredients, eat them however we want.”

      Without hesitation, Zhu Chongba brought the knife down, and the huge ox’s head fell to the ground with a thud. Then the kids began to cut up the meat. After they finished cutting, they hurried to gather firewood to roast the beef. The smell of the roasted whole ox spread everywhere — utterly tempting. You must understand, these children’s families were poor and often went without enough to eat; especially in ancient times, ordinary people might eat meat only a few times a year, let alone beef. At that time cows were used for plowing, and slaughtering one was against the law. But in that moment the children couldn’t care about any of that; each one ate until his belly and intestines were full, belching as if a whole beef shank might fall out of his mouth.

      After eating their fill, everyone’s stomachs were satisfied, but Zhu Chongba slapped his forehead and suddenly realized they were in trouble. The cow didn’t belong to them — it belonged to the landlord Liu De, not to the Zhu family. If they had slaughtered and eaten the landlord’s cow, how could they explain its disappearance if the landlord asked? What could they do? Panic set in, and they began to blame each other, everyone talking at once. Some said, “It’s all your fault — you were so greedy and insisted on eating.” Others said, “You insisted that this ‘2–8 combo’ was a bargain; now look — how are we going to deal with this?”

      While everyone was in a state of chaos, Zhu Chongba stayed calm and said, "Don't panic, listen to me. Bury the leftover hide, bones, and offal, clean up the blood on the ground. Then leave one ox tail and stick it into a crevice in the rock — do it like that, it’ll definitely be fine." The rest of it would have nothing to do with everyone else. The kids, hearing this, thought it sounded easy and, all hands and feet, went about doing what they'd agreed. They dealt with the ox: they buried the parts that needed burying, cleaned up the places that needed cleaning, and stuck the ox tail into the rock crevice. Then the herdboy hurried back to report to the landlord: "I'm back." The landlord said, "You're back — where's my cow?" The herdboy replied, "Your cow slipped into a crack in the rocks. We tried to pull it out but couldn't; we could only stand by and watch it go in. If you don't believe me, come see — the cow's tail is still sticking out of the rock crevice." The landlord, hearing this, flew into a rage and cursed, "You little brat, don't give me that — that’s one of the tricks I used to play back in the day. Who knows whether you ate the cow and are trying to fool me." Saying that, he beat the herdboy savagely, as if he wanted to "cook" him; he thrashed him all over, leaving him battered. After beating him, the landlord drove the herdboy away and said, "Don't herd my cattle for me anymore — get out! Go home and bring your father."

      When the landlord called the herdboy's father over, he unloaded a torrent of abuse and said, "You must compensate me for this cow; even if you pay in installments, you must pay me."

      As a result, the herdboy’s father’s burden grew even heavier. Think about it: he already had to pay rent to the landlord, and now, on top of that, there was the cost of compensating for the cow. This extra expense suddenly increased his burden, and the whole family’s life grew even harder; they fell into dire straits. In the eyes of the kids, Chongba’s image grew ever taller. This brother was righteous and loyal, wasn’t he? He himself was beaten so that his whole body was bruised, and his family’s situation was pitiful. Looking up, there wasn’t a single roof tile to keep out wind and rain; looking down, there wasn’t even a place to plant a peg. How poor were they? The whole family had only one pair of pants they could wear—whoever went out would put them on. Usually everyone went about with hardly any clothes on, either lying on the bed or huddled on the kang, covering themselves with a layer of soil to make do; that was all they could do. Even so, he remained very loyal to us brothers. So from then on, if anything happened, we had to listen to Chongba, follow Big Brother Chongba’s arrangements, right? That’s how his status kept rising.

      Time flowed by like water, and in the blink of an eye Chongba turned fifteen. His hometown was Haozhou, which is today Fengyang in Anhui. You’ve all heard the saying, “Speak of Fengyang, praise Fengyang—Fengyang used to be a good place”; it was this place that was hit by drought. One unlucky thing followed another, like a leaking roof that just happens to be drenched by a night storm—good fortune didn’t come, but disaster after disaster did. The following year there was a locust plague. I don’t know if any of you have seen a locust plague with your own eyes, but the locusts come in such dense swarms they can almost blot out the sky. When they land in the fields and then fly away again, crops that were taller than a person are reduced to only an inch or so of growth—it's devastating. So once the locusts struck, there was nothing to be done; all the crops were stripped clean. Immediately afterward, the terrible epidemic came.

      Some people say this was the same Black Death that ravaged Europe and Asia. You should know the Black Death didn’t only run rampant in Europe — China wasn’t spared either. The scenes at that time were utterly miserable; for a while there wasn’t a village that didn’t don sackcloth and mourning, and you could hear wails of grief everywhere, right? In some villages dozens could die in a single day — that was how severe it was. So Chongba’s family naturally couldn’t escape this calamity; they fell into a pit of poverty and illness. Generally speaking, rich people are relatively less likely to die of disease — why is that? Because they are well nourished and can afford skilled doctors when they get sick. They can pay for intensive care units and first-class hospitals; even if it costs tens of thousands a day, they can afford it. But the poor are different: they fear sickness most of all, because once illness strikes they usually face ruin. In less than half a month, Chongba’s 64-year-old father Wusi, his eldest brother Zhongyi, and his mother Mrs. Chen all died one after another. The once warm and harmonious home no longer existed, and parental love vanished without a trace. To survive, Chongba and the remaining family members had no choice but to scatter and flee in all directions, each going his own way.

      So what could Chongba do? Having no other option, he returned to his old village’s Huangjue Temple, shaved his head, and was ordained — becoming a novice monk. It should be explained that entering a temple doesn’t automatically make one a full monk. A newly arrived novice first has to shoulder all kinds of labor, and it’s mostly dirty, backbreaking work. But in the monastery that’s also considered a form of practice. Chongba, however, wasn’t happy about doing these things; his original purpose in going to the temple was really just to get a bite to eat. Who could stand to make a teenager spend his days before the dim lamp and ancient Buddhas while doing heavy labor?

      Once, while Chongba was cleaning the Buddha hall, he accidentally tripped over the statue of the Kalan guardian deity. This Kalan deity refers to Guan Yu — Lord Guan; in some paintings or sculptures, behind Lord Guan’s two shoulders there are halo-like things that look like a shawl. That is the Kalan deity in Buddhism, that is Lord Guan, right? He accidentally tripped over the statue of Lord Guan, then picked up whatever was at hand and beat the statue of the Kalan deity — isn’t that so?

      Just then, the candles burning before the Buddha in the main hall had been gnawed off by rats. The abbot, seeing this, was furious and immediately called Chongba over and gave him a tongue-lashing: "What kind of cleanliness is this?!" Chongba was scolded so badly that his anger flared up. He said to the abbot, "The Kalan guardian in the main hall enjoys the incense offerings of the world all day long, yet can't even look after a candle. Those candles were offered to the Kalan deity, and now the rats have eaten them—why doesn't he display his divine power? Why doesn't he strike the rat dead, or just eat the rat himself? How can you blame me?" The angrier Chongba grew, the more he fumed, and he simply picked up a brush.

      It wasn't clear when his companion had learned to write, but after Chongba grabbed the brush he wrote five large characters on the back of the Kalan statue—"Exile three thousand li." At that time, "exile three thousand li" was a severe punishment second only to beheading. People then were extremely devout toward Buddhism, especially the Kalan Bodhisattva; everyone would kowtow when they saw him. And young Chongba, not only had he struck the Bodhisattva's statue, he had also "sent it into exile," treating the Bodhisattva like Lin Chong while imagining himself as Gao Yanei—this was an outrageous thing. From this you can see Chongba had a strong personality.

      After Chongba arrived at Huangjue Temple, he never had a single good day. Why was that? Because the landlords had no surplus grain either, they had to go out begging too. Originally, Chinese monks didn't have to go begging—why was that? Because temples had their own endowments. Local farmers paid rent to the temple to support it. Many wealthy landlords donated twenty acres of irrigated land to the temple; that became temple property. Tenants would pay rent to the temple on time, so the monks could eat their fill and keep warm, and Chongba could come there to scrounge a meal. But now, faced with disaster, things were very different. When the locusts ravaged the land, they targeted the fields of tenant farmers and poor peasants, leaving landlords' land untouched. The locusts showed no class discrimination; they stripped everyone's crops alike. What could be done in the face of such circumstances? Even the monks in the temple fell into a grainless famine. The abbot, helpless, said to his brothers, "I'm really sorry, everyone. Given the situation, we'll each be given a broken bowl and a stick, and we'll go into town. From now on, we'll turn this place into the Haozhou branch of the Beggars' Sect — everyone go out to beg for alms."

      At that time only seventeen and not yet of age, Chongba took a bowl and a stick and went out to "collect alms." Called alms-collecting, it was in fact begging. In those chaotic years, who still cared about rules? Once your head was shaved you could go out to beg. So Chongba had no choice but to set out on the road of begging. He begged his way from Haozhou to Hefei, then turned toward Henan. He passed through Gushi and Xinyang, then went on to Ruzhou and Chenzhou, passing Luyi and Bozhou. After wandering around Henan and Anhui for three years, Chongba returned to Huangjue Temple.

      During the three years Chongba spent wandering, peasant uprisings were raging at the end of the Yuan dynasty. The Zhizheng emperor of the Yuan was debauched and incompetent, and the forced recruitment for river works sparked the wildfire of the Red Turban uprising. At that time Mingjiao leaders Han Shantong and Liu Futong rose up and openly rebelled. They set up a state called Song and planted two large banners at their gate, the banners prominently bearing the imperial Song era name. There was also a couplet: the upper line read, "Three thousand tiger warriors, striking straight at Youyan," and the lower line read, "The dragon flies to the imperial realm, reopening the sky of the Great Song." Han Shantong proclaimed himself a descendant of Song Huizong, and Liu Futong claimed descent from Liu Guangshi, one of the four generals who once revived the Southern Song. Their open rebellion ignited a wave of uprisings across the land.

      By then the Yuan court was utterly corrupt, and the Mongol cavalry that had once thundered across the world and overthrown countless states had by this time largely lost its fighting edge. Thus, during the three years Chongba wandered, the situation across the realm underwent tremendous change. In his travels he saw with his own eyes the land torn apart, the national situation worsening, and the people’s lives declining day by day. He realized that a time of great chaos was approaching. Once chaos engulfed the land, men like him would have a chance to make their mark. So, after returning to Huangjue Temple, Chongba set himself to diligent study, broadly learning various kinds of knowledge and skills. He made like-minded friends and together they strove to create a grand undertaking.
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            TURNING POINT

          

        

      

    

    
      After Zhu Chongba returned to Huangjue Temple, he began to study hard with determination, actively and widely making friends, and was planning in his heart to achieve a great undertaking. At this critical moment, he received a letter from his childhood friend Tang He. In the letter Tang He told him: "I am now in Haozhou, serving in the camp of the rebel leader Guo Zixing, Commander Guo. I hope you can come as soon as possible so we can realize our grand ambitions together." When Zhu Chongba saw the letter, he became suspicious: Is this asking me to rebel? If this were known to others, it would be a big problem. So he hurriedly burned the letter.

      As the saying goes, paper cannot wrap fire. The next day he received news, perhaps secretly told to him by someone at the temple who was close to him: "The letter your Liangshan bandit friend wrote you has been discovered, and someone will soon go to the authorities to denounce you; the authorities will come to arrest you. I think that even if they treat you leniently, you'll certainly be thrown into prison this time." Originally Zhu Chongba was still hesitating; seeing the situation now he thought: "Either way it's death; rather than sit and wait to die, I might as well take a chance." So he steeled himself, decided to rebel, thinking that wherever he went he could still live, and by risking this life there might be a slim chance of survival. Thus he went to join Guo Zixing.

      It was on a certain day in the year 1352 AD; the exact day can be investigated further. At that time the sun had just risen, and Zhu Chongba arrived beneath the walls of his hometown, Haozhou. At that moment the Red Turban army led by Guo Zixing had just captured Haozhou. The Red Turbans were the collective name for the peasant rebel armies at the end of the Yuan dynasty; their forces were dispersed into many branches and did not have close unified ties with one another. In the Wu and Shu regions there were many Red Turban forces. Some of these Red Turban forces did not take orders from the regime established by Liu Futong. At that time, the Red Turbans under Guo Zixing had just successfully taken Chaozhou. Chaozhou was under extremely tight security; the soldiers on guard were highly tense, on the one hand guarding against spies sent by the Yuan dynasty infiltrating the city to gather intelligence, and on the other constantly on alert for possible counterattacks by Yuan forces.

      Suddenly the city guards noticed a man come into view. He was very tall, wearing a tattered kasaya, and his face was oddly shaped, like a shoehorn. If you’ve seen the cartoon "Ikkyū-san," he looked a lot like the elder disciple Xiu Lie — that kind of shoehorn-faced monk walking toward the city gate. The garrison’s first reaction was to suspect him as a spy. After all, in their minds spies usually dressed like this, thinking they wouldn’t attract attention, when in fact they stood out all the more. The more they looked, the more certain they were he was a spy, so they approached and questioned him: “Kid, where’s your ID?” He answered that he hadn’t brought it. They asked, “Then can you remember the number?” He said he couldn’t. The guards concluded, “I think you’re a spy. What are you doing here?” He replied, “I’ve come to enlist.” The soldiers didn’t believe him and said, “How could you be here to enlist? The commander has ordered that it is better to mistakenly kill three thousand than to let one get away — off with you!” They then dragged this man named Chongba off to the jail.

      Chongba was incredibly strong. When the soldiers tried to bind him he writhed and struggled so much that it took several men to overpower him. This only convinced the soldiers further that he must be a spy; they thought, what kind of monk could be so strong? Normal monks sit cross-legged all day chanting “Namu Amida Butsu”—how could they be so powerful? After a long struggle, the soldiers finally tied him up tightly, sent him to prison, and planned to execute him on the charge of being a spy for the Yuan forces.

      When it came time to execute these so‑called spies, Guo Zixing was to come to supervise the beheadings. He wanted to see how many spies had been captured this time and to ask what evidence there was to prove they were spies. Zhu Chongba looked up and saw the marshal had arrived. Understandably, when Guo Zixing went out he would surely be accompanied by adjutants, bodyguards and the like, with people in front carrying a banner reading "Grand Marshal Guo" to clear the way—he could not possibly have come alone to face the common people. Zhu Yuanzhang (that is, Zhu Chongba) saw this and directly spoke up, saying, "Isn't the Marshal supposed to uphold and save the realm? Why kill a brave man?" Scenes like this have actually recurred repeatedly in Chinese history. Han Xin, when facing execution, cried out words like that; Li Jing, similarly on the brink of death and about to be beheaded, uttered words to the same effect. So, take what I’m telling you as a bit of entertainment if you like—whether you believe it is up to you. If you insist on arguing about the truth of it, I can’t help you; you can puzzle it out yourself.

      That said, when Zhu Yuanzhang called out "Marshal" it immediately caught Guo Zixing's attention. Guo Zixing thought this young man was interesting. Look at others who face execution: they fall to their knees with a bang, begging for mercy, crying miserably and calling out "Father! Grandmother!" endlessly, always using the line "an eighty‑year‑old mother above and a nursing child below" to elicit sympathy. But this youngster, by contrast, had a face full of fearless expression. So Guo Zixing seriously questioned Zhu Chongba about his name and background. "What's your family name? What's your given name? Who introduced you? Do you have a letter of introduction? Where are you from?" After detailed questioning, they learned that it was Qianhu leader Tang He who had introduced him. Guo Zixing thought, fine, it seems this boy truly came to enlist. Zhu Chongba left a very deep impression on Guo Zixing: the young man was a talent, a bit blunt and hotheaded, unwilling to give up and daring to take risks. So, Guo Zixing did not assign Zhu Chongba to the unit where his childhood friend Tang He served; instead he kept him by his own side as a personal guard, a retainer specifically tasked with protecting his safety.

      Zhu Chongba's performance in the troop was outstanding — brave and resourceful. He seemed born for a life of rebellion. He thought long-term and was exceptionally loyal to his comrades. In danger he was always the first to rush forward; when there were gains, he never hoarded them but shared everything with the others. Thus he quickly stood out among his brothers and became a man everyone respected.

      After only two months in the army, Zhu Chongba was promoted to jiuren‑zhang, literally the leader of nine men — essentially a squad leader. Think about it in modern terms: a new recruit starts as a private, only after half a year might he become an upper private, and to become a squad leader you'd typically have to work up through corporal or sergeant ranks step by step. Yet Zhu Chongba became a squad leader in just two months — truly, heroes are born in chaotic times. Guo Zixing took a particular liking to him; looking at Zhu Chongba he said with a smile, “Chongba, you’re a likeable child, so lovable. I want to keep you by my side — how can I make sure you stay? I’ve got it: I’ll give you my daughter in marriage.” Thus Guo entertained the idea of becoming Zhu’s father‑in‑law. But the girl he offered was not his own biological daughter — Guo was not foolish, who knew whether he even had a biological daughter? He gave his adopted daughter, Miss Ma, to Zhu. This Miss Ma would later become the famed Empress Ma, Ma Xiuying (nicknamed "Big‑Footed Ma"). Ma Xiuying had been adopted by Guo Zixing when she was twelve. When her adoptive father promised her to Zhu Chongba, she was already twenty‑one. In that era it was more proper to marry at twenty‑three or twenty‑four, so a twenty‑one‑year‑old who had not yet married was counted among the "leftover" women.

      Before joining the army Zhu Chongba had lived a miserable life, often unable to fill his stomach and begging from place to place. Now he could eat his fill and keep warm, command a few men, and was about to marry and set up a household — he was so happy he didn't know which way to turn.

      When Miss Ma appeared before him, Zhu Chongba was momentarily stunned. Why? He had imagined that a marshal’s daughter would be a pampered, elegant young lady. But the girl standing before him had none of the refined, well‑bred qualities he had pictured. Why was that? It turned out Miss Ma had natural, unbound feet — in other words, her feet had never been bound. No wonder she was still unmarried at twenty‑one. Zhu Chongba just stood there dumbfounded. At that moment Miss Ma walked up to him with poise and smiled, asking, “Young man, why are you staring at me so fixedly? What do you mean — do you think I’m ugly? Look at your own shovel‑shaped face; doesn’t it go perfectly with my big feet? We’re made for each other.” Zhu Chongba could only force a bitter smile. Then Miss Ma said, “Don’t despise my big feet — big feet can walk farther and see more of the world. I’ll certainly make a good and capable helpmate for you.” Besides, a marriage granted by Marshal Guo was not something one could simply refuse. So Miss Ma combined softness and firmness in her approach, and her aggressive words sent everyone present into loud laughter. Chongba felt a little embarrassed, but he found the girl sincere and straightforward, and actually rather admirable. In an instant his liking for her increased sharply, and the two were married.

      In fact, we all know that the custom of foot‑binding in China began only from the Northern Song. It is said the first to bind her feet was a palace maid most favored by Li Yu, the last ruler of Southern Tang. Why did she bind her feet? The story goes that Li Yu liked to watch a particular dance and had a palace maid named Yao Niang stand on a lotus‑shaped platform of gold he had made, dancing so that it seemed as if she were stepping on golden lotuses with each step. To win Li Yu’s favor, Yao Niang, though her feet were already small, felt they still looked large standing on the lotus and so began to bind them. From then on people thought the smaller a girl’s feet, the more beautiful.

      So the reason small feet were called "golden lotuses" comes from this. A girl's feet had to be dainty — the so‑called "three‑inch golden lotus." By the end of the Yuan dynasty, Song‑Ming Neo‑Confucianism had long since taken hold, and if a family's daughter had large feet, she would have a hard time getting married. Miss Ma was different from ordinary girls: she had not had her feet bound. Later, when she became empress and rode in a sedan through Jinling, a sudden gust of wind lifted the sedan curtain and revealed the empress's pair of natural large feet for everyone to see. Thus the news that the empress had not bound her feet spread. From this came the idiom "to expose Ma's feet" (lu ma jiao) — that is how it originated.

      After Ma Dajiao (Big‑Footed) and Zhu Chongba were wed, Ma Dajiao truly treated Zhu Chongba with wholehearted kindness. Once Guo Zixing was instigated by others — Guo, you see, had a very soft ear (something we'll mention again later). He believed the instigation, imprisoned Zhu Chongba, and refused him food. Ma Dajiao, worried for her husband, hurried to make steamed cakes for him. Just as she finished, her foster mother Madam Zhang walked in. Afraid that Madam Zhang seeing the cakes would cause unnecessary trouble, she anxiously stuffed the cakes into her bosom. After Madam Zhang came in, she and Ma Dajiao chatted about household matters. As they talked, Madam Zhang noticed something was off with her "daughter" and asked, "What's the matter?"

      Ma Dajiao, because the hot cakes in her bosom had become unbearably hot, had to tell Madam Zhang the truth: "Mother, your son‑in‑law has been locked up by Father; at this rate he'll starve to death. He's a living person. And he hasn't done anything wrong — it's Father's soft ears, listening to what others say. I just finished baking the cakes; you came in, and I panicked and shoved them into my bosom."

      On hearing this, Madam Zhang quickly said, "You silly girl, take the cakes out at once." When Ma Dajiao took them out, everyone saw that her chest had been badly scalded. Madam Zhang hurriedly dressed the wounds and then told her to take the cakes to her husband. Then Madam Zhang went to see Guo Zixing and said, "You fool, our son‑in‑law is such a good man — how can you lock him up?" Only then did Guo Zixing release Zhu Chongba. However, scars remained on Ma Dajiao's chest.

      After that, whenever Zhu Yuanzhang (that is, Zhu Chongba) acted up and swaggered, saying things like, “Now that I’m emperor I’ll take concubines,” Ma Dajiao would fling open her clothes and point to the scar, saying, “Look — this was burned for you.” Zhu Yuanzhang was helpless; he could only grumble to himself that the empress kept pulling these kinds of “performance art” stunts, which were truly hard to withstand.

      At that time Zhu Chongba began to think: “I’ve married and have become a minor leader; after all, I’m the marshal’s son‑in‑law. It’s really inappropriate to still be called Zhu Chongba — I need to change my name. I heard from a master that changing your name might change your luck. Besides, when I’m called Zhu Chongba everyone greets me ‘Ba ge! Ba ge!’ — people might think I’m some kind of bird, and that won’t do. My surname is Zhu; if you add the 'speech' radical it becomes the character 诛, meaning to annihilate — this name needs serious reconsideration.” “Yuan” represents the Yuan dynasty, and “zhang” refers to a kind of jade shaped like a blade. Based on this, he took the name “Zhu Yuanzhang,” implying that sooner or later he would completely defeat the Yuan dynasty.

      “Guorui” signified an auspicious omen for the nation. It was as if from the moment he changed his name it already foreshadowed that Zhu Chongba would one day overthrow the Yuan emperor’s rule and thereby unify the realm. At that time in Haozhou city, besides Guo Zixing, there were four other marshals led by Sun Deya. The small city of Haozhou astonishingly had five Red Turban marshals. Although they all belonged to the Red Turban army, each of them was scheming for his own interests.

      At that time the Yuan court was busy suppressing peasant uprisings around the country. The main Yuan forces were stationed mostly north of the Yangtze River, in the northern regions. By contrast, the south was a weaker area under Yuan rule. Thus the southern peasant rebel armies, rather than openly resisting the Yuan, were often fighting to carve out and defend territory for themselves, and they even attacked one another. During the Yuan period, the Yuan army successfully captured Xuzhou to the north of Haozhou. That battle dealt a heavy blow to the local rebel forces in Xuzhou, scattering their ranks. Xuzhou then belonged to Shandong jurisdiction, and Shandong was already quite close to the Yuan regime’s core areas. For that reason the Yuan paid great attention to rebellions in this region. After the rebel forces were defeated and Xuzhou fell, the two leaders who had been leading the uprising there — one named Peng Zaozhu, also called Peng Er (it is speculated that Peng Er may have been his real name and Peng Zaozhu a later appellation), and the other named Zhao Junyong — led their remaining men to Haozhou seeking shelter and support.

      These two leaders already enjoyed considerable prestige and standing within the Red Turban ranks; their influence and call to arms were not to be underestimated, and their status even surpassed that of the five marshals in Haozhou city. When they arrived in Haozhou they gradually took control of the situation there, effectively usurping the authority that had belonged to the five Haozhou marshals.

      As a result, the five marshals in Haozhou split into two factions. The bold, straightforward and honorable Guo Zixing was relatively close to Peng Zaozhu; the two reached consensus on many matters and supported one another. Sun Deya and the other three marshals drew nearer to Zhao Junyong, sharing common political stances and decision‑making. Thus the small city of Haozhou came to be divided into two opposing powers. Though all seven leaders were in the same city, each harbored his own designs and had different intentions, and the tensions among them only intensified over time. One must remember that a fortress is most easily breached from within; wherever there are people there will be differing positions and opinions, and even without threats from outside, internal disputes and conflicts will arise.

      Finally, one confrontation broke out completely. Here's what happened: one day Guo Zixing went out shopping with no guards to protect him, no attendants, not even a horsewhip in hand. While he was unguarded, Sun Deya secretly plotted and, taking advantage of the moment, struck Guo Zixing and had him captured. When Guo Zixing’s men learned of this, they were thrown into chaos. They all said, “Big brother has been taken — what can we do?” and scattered, each going off to find new support. Even Guo Zixing’s two sons were panic‑stricken, not knowing how to respond to this sudden calamity. They thought: Father has been captured — what should we do? They even entertained the idea of breaking up and fleeing. At that time Zhu Yuanzhang was leading troops on campaign. When he suddenly heard that his father‑in‑law Guo Zixing had been seized, he was frantic and thought to himself: no matter what, I must go rescue my father‑in‑law! He planned to return to the camp immediately to save Guo Zixing.

      His men tried to dissuade him: “Absolutely not! Think about it — the other side has long prepared a trap and is just waiting for you to fall into it. Even Guo Zixing’s own sons have abandoned him; as a son‑in‑law, why make such a fuss? A father‑in‑law isn’t irreplaceable — we can recognize another, take another concubine; why cause trouble over this?”

      But Zhu Yuanzhang was resolute. He said, “No! My father‑in‑law showed me favor! Back then I was nothing but a poor beggar, wandering and begging, my name was Zhu Chongba — it was my father‑in‑law’s appreciation that gave me the name ‘Yuanzhang.’ This is no trivial matter! How can I not go to his rescue? If a man is not loyal and filial, how can he be a man at all? How could he face heaven and earth? I, Zhu Yuanzhang, am a man who has risen above low tastes, a noble man, a true man, a man of principle — rescuing my father‑in‑law is a duty I cannot shirk!”

      Seeing his insistence, his men said, “Fine, fine — if you want to go, go. Don’t waste any more words.” Thus Zhu Yuanzhang resolutely decided to rescue his father‑in‑law.

      Zhu Yuanzhang knew well that this rescue could not be a head‑on fight; he understood that if his men directly confronted the enemy, it would be like throwing a meat bun at a dog — a one‑way trip with no return. After some thought, he decided to go directly to Peng Er.

      When Zhu Yuanzhang saw Peng Er, he said earnestly, “Uncle Peng, you and my father‑in‑law have always been on good terms. Now he’s been seized by Sun Deya — what do you think should be done?” The moment Peng Er heard this he flew into a rage and spat, “Hmph! How dare they lay a hand on one of my men — it’s outrageous!” With that he at once mustered his troops and prepared to go rescue Guo Zixing.

      In the rescue operation, Zhu Yuanzhang rode at the head of the charge and was the first to burst into Sun Deya’s house. When he saw his father‑in‑law, Guo Zixing was battered and covered in wounds, a sight that made one’s heart ache. Zhu Yuanzhang was filled with fury and quickly led his men to carry Guo Zixing out. Thus Guo Zixing was finally out of danger. As for Sun Deya, Zhu hated him with a gnawing, teeth‑grinding fury, as if he wanted to tear him apart alive. From then on the hatred between the two was like the collapse of heaven and earth — an enmity spanning land and sea, utterly irreconcilable; they became bitter enemies who could never coexist. With Haozhou riven by such internecine strife, weren’t they afraid the Yuan army would invade?

      As we mentioned before, the main Yuan forces were concentrated in the north. The garrisons the Yuan kept in the south were mostly units made up of troops who had surrendered during the Southern Song — these soldiers were called the xin‑fu army: not “xin‑fu” as in “newly pacified troops,” but “newly submitted” troops, newly attached to Yuan service. These men occupied a very low social position; sometimes during drills in the barracks they were only allowed to use wooden weapons, while real swords and spears were locked up and kept guarded. Why was this? Because they feared these troops might rise up in revolt.

      So when the realm fell into chaos, these men did their work perfunctorily — showing up but not putting in effort. Basically, if they could ensure they were not wiped out and could keep themselves safe, that was already quite good. Besides, Mongol officials were in charge of them. The attitude was: if the sky were to fall there are taller people to prop it up — if there’s a war, let those higher‑ranking ones send troops; they themselves would simply aim to survive. If the peasant armies grew strong, they would not hesitate to switch their allegiance to them. With this sort of behavior everywhere, Haozhou became a shambles, the various forces fighting each other to the death. After all, the Yuan army had already taken Xuzhou; their next obvious target was Haozhou. Everyone understood that they could not continue infighting. If they kept behaving like the snipe and the clam — struggling with each other — the fisherman would be the one to profit. They needed to unite first, concentrate their strength to drive the Yuan army away. Once the Yuan troops were driven off, then they could resolve their internal conflicts.

      Under Zhu Yuanzhang’s lead, riding at the forefront as an example to others, Haozhou was ultimately saved. However, the cost of that defense was very heavy; the casualties among the soldiers were substantial. Seeing this, Zhu Yuanzhang felt things could not continue as they were. Why so? Because if it went on, there would only be losses of personnel without any replenishment. Men would only keep dying or gradually leaving, with no new recruits joining — how could that work? What to do, then? Zhu Yuanzhang hit upon a plan: he decided to return home to recruit soldiers to replenish his forces. Thus, in mid‑June 1353, Zhu Yuanzhang went back to his hometown to enlist men. His childhood companions — the ones who had drunk and eaten skewers with him, Xu Da, Zhou Dexing, Guo Ying, and all the acquaintances from his village and neighboring hamlets — seeing that the playmate who had gone out to make his way in the world had now become a Red Turban leader, came one after another to join him. Before long, Zhu Yuanzhang had recruited more than 700 men. These seven hundred or so men became Zhu Yuanzhang’s core force; at that point Zhu essentially had his own army, roughly the size of a battalion and even approaching that of a small regiment. Because of this, Zhu Yuanzhang laid a solid personnel foundation for the later founding of the Ming dynasty and assembled his basic team.

      When Zhu Yuanzhang returned to Haozhou, Guo Zixing saw him and could not help exclaiming, “My son‑in‑law is really impressive!” It turned out that Zhu had, in one go, recruited more than seven hundred strong young men. Guo Zixing thought that each of these lads could eat heartily — being able to eat beef was a sign of excellent appetite. One must understand that those with good appetites are often healthy and full of vigor. So in Guo Zixing’s eyes, these were rare promising recruits. Accordingly, Guo Zixing appointed Zhu Yuanzhang as zhenfu, a government post. Simply put, the several hundred men under Zhu’s command would be entirely under his authority, and the position’s powers were similar to what we would now call a regimental commander. From that time on, Zhu Yuanzhang officially embarked on an official career and had a force truly under his own command.
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