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      The Sui, Tang, Five Dynasties: A History of China, PART THREE takes us into one of the most chaotic times in China’s past. It was an age full of endless fights for power, amazing acts of bravery, and heartbreaking tragedies that make you stop and think.

      On this wild journey, we meet eunuchs like Li Fuguo who were hungry for power. They thought they controlled everything, but it was just an illusion. Meanwhile, fierce battles were destroying the pseudo-Yan regime all over Henan, showing how fragile power really was.

      When everything seemed out of control, generals like Guo Ziyi stepped up. They risked everything to pull the empire back from falling apart. These were not made-up heroes; they were real people whose courage and sacrifices gave the empire a chance to survive.

      This book doesn’t just show how the empire fell apart from the inside. It reveals how ambitious military governors built their own small kingdoms and ignored the emperor. Chang’an, once a rich and beautiful city, was looted and burned many times. Emperor Dezong tried bold reforms to save the empire, but his plans ended in chaos as soldiers rebelled faster than he expected.

      The chaos got worse with the Tubo invasions breaking through strongholds like Dazhen Pass, and the Sweet Dew plot trying to kill corrupt eunuchs. The court became a dangerous place, full of deadly fights between powerful factions. Even when rulers tried to fix things, new crises kept popping up.

      Then the Huang Chao uprising exploded, sweeping through Tongguan and setting Chang’an on fire for days. Farmers, soldiers, and warlords were pulled into the madness. Zhu Wen switched sides over and over—first helping Huang Chao, then betraying him—while Li Keyong fought until the very end to stop the rebels. These choices show the harsh reality people faced and the tough decisions they had to make to survive.

      This book is not just about winners and losers. It tells the pain and pride of people who watched their cities burn and soldiers who never gave up. The cruel power struggles and acts of courage come together to paint an epic story of history.

      In The Sui, Tang, Five Dynasties: A History of China, PART THREE, I bring these events and people to life with detailed writing. From power-hungry eunuchs to brave generals, from ambitious warlords to angry peasants, each person carries a piece of this dramatic time. This book isn’t just about the past; it’s a deep look at human nature, courage, and the fight for power.

      When you read this book, you’ll step into a world full of twists, betrayals, and amazing bravery. From bloody battlefields to plots in the palace, from fearless generals to suffering civilians, each chapter will make you think. This is a gripping epic of history and a must-have for anyone interested in ancient China.
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Chapter 1


          

          
            Crush pseudo-Yan in Henan

          

        

      

    

    
      On April 18, 762 AD, the Emperor Su Zong of the Tang Dynasty passed away suddenly. At that moment, the powerful chief eunuch Li Fu Guo stepped in and played a key role—he stood up against everyone else and supported the Crown Prince Li Yu to take the throne. The new emperor, Li Yu, became known in history as Emperor Dai Zong of Tang. What's interesting is that Emperor Dai Zong was actually the first emperor in Tang history to be put on the throne with the help of eunuchs. From this point, the eunuch group started to gain more and more power and turned into a force that couldn't be ignored in the politics of the Tang Dynasty.

      Li Fu Guo believed he had done a huge favor by helping Dai Zong become emperor, so he started acting even more overbearing. He once spoke to Dai Zong in a really arrogant way, saying, "All you folks need to do is be loyal to the court. Let this old servant handle everything outside. You, Your Majesty, just relax in the palace." Back in the Tang Dynasty, people in the palace called the emperor "Da Jia." Later, in the Song Dynasty, they used "Guan Jia," and by the Ming Dynasty, "Wan Sui Ye" started to appear. When Li Fu Guo said these crazy words, Dai Zong was furious. His anger shot up right away. But since Li Fu Guo still held tight control over the imperial army, Dai Zong had no choice but to hide his feelings for the moment. On the surface, he treated Li Fu Guo with a lot of respect and even called him "Shang Fu." After that, no matter if it was big or small things in the court, Dai Zong had to let Li Fu Guo do whatever he wanted.

      Back then, all the officials in the court, whether they were scholars or generals, had to follow an unwritten rule if they wanted to enter or leave the palace: they needed to go see Li Fu Guo first before they could meet with Dai Zong. Even though Dai Zong looked like he respected Li Fu Guo on the outside, secretly, he was always thinking hard about how to take him down. Soon, he realized that another powerful eunuch, Cheng Yuan Zhen, might actually be the ally he needed. Cheng Yuan Zhen used to be one of Li Fu Guo's right-hand men, but he secretly wanted to take Li Fu Guo’s place and get more power for himself. So Cheng Yuan Zhen quietly wrote a memorial to Dai Zong, suggesting that Li Fu Guo’s power should be limited. When Dai Zong saw this, he was thrilled. He thought, "The enemy of my enemy is my friend." With Cheng Yuan Zhen on his side, Dai Zong finally felt confident enough to take action against Li Fu Guo.

      On June 11th of that year, Emperor Daizong of Tang decisively issued an order to dismiss Li Fuguo from his crucial posts as Army Marshal and Minister of Personnel. At the same time, he arranged for Cheng Yuanzhen to temporarily take over the position of Army Marshal. Emperor Daizong also bestowed a spacious mansion outside the imperial palace upon Li Fuguo, which in reality meant he was no longer permitted to reside within the palace. This series of actions was a clear signal that the emperor intended to remove Li Fuguo from the center of power. It was only then that Li Fuguo began to feel somewhat anxious. He submitted a memorial requesting to resign from his positions, hoping to test the emperor’s attitude. Unexpectedly, Daizong showed no mercy, immediately stripping him of the crucial post of Chancellor and instead granting him the title Prince of Bolu. In effect, this meant all his power was taken away, and he was sent into comfortable retirement. Li Fuguo never imagined the situation would turn out this way. When he entered the palace to express his gratitude, he was so agitated that tears welled in his eyes. Choking with emotion, he said, “Alas, your old servant can no longer serve Your Majesty—let me go serve the late emperor in the afterlife.” Here, “Your Majesty” referred to Daizong, while “the late emperor” meant Emperor Suzong. Daizong felt a bit of pity in his heart, and outwardly offered some gentle words of comfort. In reality, however, he immediately exiled several of Li Fuguo’s close associates to the distant region of Lingnan.

      A few months later, on a dark and stormy night when not even a hand could be seen in front of one’s face, an assassin broke into Li Fuguo’s home. The intruder cut off his head and right arm, then quickly made off with them.

      As for who was behind this affair, it goes without saying—everyone could guess. Daizong pretended to be solemn and ordered the authorities to track down the assassin. He even sent eunuchs to offer condolences to Li Fuguo’s family. Furthermore, a wooden head was made for Li Fuguo so that he could be properly buried, and he was posthumously honored as Grand Preceptor, in recognition of his contribution to Daizong’s accession. Although Li Fuguo was eliminated, the thorny problem of eunuch interference in politics remained unresolved. Daizong had relied on Cheng Yuanzhen’s power to bring down Li Fuguo.

      Afterwards, Emperor Daizong handed over command of the imperial guards to Cheng Yuanzhen, appointing him as Grand General of the Cavalry. Unexpectedly, Cheng Yuanzhen, relying on his power, became even more arrogant and domineering, surpassing Li Fuguo in his excesses. For example, he was extremely jealous of Guo Ziyi’s high rank, great power, and widespread reputation, so he repeatedly spoke ill of Guo Ziyi in front of Emperor Daizong. Feeling unhappy, Guo Ziyi submitted a memorial requesting to resign from his posts as Deputy Commander of All Armed Forces and Military Governor. Although Daizong tried to comfort him and urged him to let go of his concerns, Guo Ziyi still returned to live in Chang’an and never again led troops into battle.

      Here arises a question: Why was Emperor Daizong displeased when Li Fuguo held power, yet showed no objections when Cheng Yuanzhen was in charge? The main reason lies in the difference in the sources of their power. Li Fuguo had the merit of supporting Daizong’s ascension to the throne. Without Li Fuguo’s help, Daizong would not have become emperor at all. Furthermore, since Li Fuguo had the ability to enthrone Daizong, he also had the means to depose him and install someone else. Such a powerful minister wielded authority that even surpassed the emperor himself, making him an object of deep resentment for any sovereign—like a thorn in the eye or a nail in the flesh. Naturally, powerful ministers of this sort rarely met a good end.

      Let’s turn back the clock and look at Huo Guang of the Western Han dynasty. Huo Guang deposed Marquis of Haihun, Liu He, and then supported Emperor Xuan’s ascension, after which he held sole power at court. Every time Emperor Xuan saw Huo Guang, he felt uneasy, as if sitting on pins and needles. After Huo Guang’s death, Emperor Xuan ordered the extermination of Huo’s entire family.

      Let’s also consider a more recent example. Princess Taiping assisted Emperor Ruizong in regaining the throne. Afterwards, she wielded tremendous power and influence over the court. However, as previously discussed, Emperor Ruizong was someone who harbored a certain fear of being emperor. In reality, it was Li Longji who came into conflict with Princess Taiping. Later, Li Longji launched a coup, which ultimately led to Princess Taiping’s suicide.

      At this point, Li Fuguo could be seen as a lower-tier version of Huo Guang or Princess Taiping. Cheng Yuanzhen, however, was different from Li Fuguo; his status was granted by Emperor Daizong, and the power he wielded was heavily dependent on imperial authority. By replacing Li Fuguo with Cheng Yuanzhen, Daizong effectively kept the reins of government firmly in his own hands, ensuring the stability of his throne.

      Once Emperor Daizong had secured the internal situation at court, he made it his top priority to eliminate Shi Chaoyi and suppress the rebellion in Wei and Yan. In his edicts, he made it clear that among all state affairs, military operations were of utmost importance. However, Daizong also understood that his own strength alone would not be enough to quell the rebellion; he would need the help of the Uyghurs.

      By this time, the Uyghur Khagan who had previously aided the Tang in recapturing the two capitals, Chang'an and Luoyang, had already passed away, and the Yabgu Prince was also no longer alive. The khaganate was now ruled by the Yabgu Prince's younger brother, Dengli Khagan. Emperor Daizong dispatched the court envoy Liu Qingtan to Dengli Khagan’s camp, hoping to restore the friendship of the past and secure Uyghur military assistance against Shi Chaoyi. Unexpectedly, Shi Chaoyi, taking advantage of the Tang's regime change and internal upheaval, sent his own envoys to the Uyghurs and said to Dengli Khagan, “The Tang’s retired emperor and reigning emperor have died in quick succession, and the court is preoccupied with funerals. The Central Plain is now leaderless; you should send your troops at once, and together we can plunder the Tang treasury.”

      Dengli Khagan was at first taken in by these words. When Liu Qingtan heard of this, he hurriedly presented the emperor’s edict, informing Dengli Khagan, “Our late emperor Suzong has indeed passed away, but the new sovereign, Daizong, has already ascended the throne. He is the very same Prince of Guangping who once became sworn brothers with your Yabgu Prince and together reclaimed Chang’an and Luoyang.”

      Only then did Dengli Khagan realize the truth and see through Shi Chaoyi’s deception. As a result, he dispatched a large army southward, signaling his willingness to assist the Tang.

      On their march, the Uyghur army witnessed scenes of desolation and ruin throughout the Tang dynasty’s prefectures and counties, realizing that the war had gravely weakened Tang’s strength. As a result, Tengri Qaghan began to look down on the Tang in his heart, and his attitude toward Liu Qingtan became extremely harsh. Liu Qingtan hurriedly sent a report to the imperial court: “The Uyghurs have mobilized an army of one hundred thousand men from across their entire nation.” News of this caused panic in Chang’an; everyone grew anxious, fearing that if Tengri Qaghan turned hostile, no one would be able to resist him. Therefore, Emperor Daizong quickly dispatched the palace attendant Yao Ziang to meet the Uyghur army and communicate with them to ascertain their true intentions. Yao Ziang arrived at Xinzhou, which is present-day Xinzhou in northern Shanxi, and made contact with the Uyghur forces. Yao Ziang asked, “Qaghan, what is the purpose of your visit?” Tengri Qaghan explained, “Please don’t misunderstand. I have only one request, which is to see my father-in-law.” What was this about his father-in-law? It turned out that, when the Tang-Uyghur allied forces recaptured the two capitals, Emperor Suzong arranged for the daughter of the Tiele general Pugu Huaien to marry Tengri Qaghan, making her his Khatun (which means principal wife in Uyghur). Thus, after Tengri Qaghan ascended the throne, Pugu Huaien became the imperial father-in-law of the Uyghurs. Yao Ziang reported this to Emperor Daizong, who immediately arranged for Pugu Huaien to meet his son-in-law. Pugu Huaien belonged to the aristocratic class of the Pugu tribe, one of the nine great Tiele families. The Uyghurs themselves had originally been one of the many Tiele tribes. Because of this connection, Pugu Huaien and his son-in-law Tengri Qaghan were extremely close. On one occasion, Pugu Huaien earnestly admonished his son-in-law. He said with heartfelt sincerity, “The Tang dynasty has shown immense kindness to us minorities, providing us with help and support in all aspects. We must not do anything to betray the Tang.” Tengri Qaghan, upon hearing these words from his father-in-law, quickly nodded in agreement, expressing his approval. Afterwards, Tengri Qaghan sent an envoy to Chang’an to submit a memorial to the imperial court, declaring that his mobilization of troops was not driven by any ulterior motives, but purely to assist the Tang in attacking Shi Chaoyi.

      At that time, Emperor Daizong’s primary strategic goal was to reclaim Luoyang. Therefore, the court arranged for the Uyghur army to gather near Luoyang. However, Tengri Qaghan planned to take a detour, advancing from Guanzhong and pressing straight toward Luoyang via Tongguan. When Yao Zi’ang heard of this plan, he broke out in a cold sweat. He thought to himself: If the Uyghur army passes through Guanzhong, wouldn’t Chang’an be plunged into disaster once again? Anxious, he hurried to persuade Tengri Qaghan. Yao Zi’ang earnestly told him, “In recent years, Guanzhong has suffered from years of warfare, leaving every prefecture and county in a state of ruin and desolation. There simply aren’t enough provisions or supplies there to support a large army. If you take this route, you’re likely to encounter many difficulties and inevitably be disappointed.” He then proposed two alternative routes, both of which involved heading south after crossing the Taihang Mountains from Shanxi. But Tengri Qaghan rejected these options, considering the mountain roads too rugged and difficult.

      Helpless, Yao Zi’ang suggested, “How about this: the army could cross the Yellow River at Dayangjin in Shanzhou, then replenish provisions and supplies at the Taiyuan Granary, and afterwards advance together with the Tang forces.”

      Shanzhou refers to what is now Sanmenxia in Henan Province. When Geshu Han led his troops out of Tongguan to fight the rebels, only to be defeated, it was at this location—Shanzhou. Situated on the southern bank of the Yellow River, Shanzhou faces today’s Pinglu County in Shanxi on the opposite side. Dayangjin was an important Yellow River ferry crossing there. The Taiyuan Granary, despite its name, was not in Taiyuan; rather, it was a vital grain storage facility located in Shanzhou.

      The marching route proposed by Yao Zi'ang sounded quite feasible—it was relatively easy to traverse and provided ample supplies along the way. After careful consideration, Tengri Qaghan eventually agreed to proceed along this route. With the issue of Uyghur reinforcements smoothly resolved, the Tang army also completed its preparations for the campaign. Emperor Daizong appointed his eldest legitimate son, Prince Yong, Li Shi, as the Grand Commander of all military forces, with officials such as the Palace Supervisor Yao Zi'ang serving as advisors. Thus, in the tenth month of that year, the grand army set out in full force. At that time, the famous frontier poet Cen Shen was also among the ranks, serving as a secretary. However, the two most trusted Tang generals, Li Guangbi and Guo Ziyi, were not present in the army. So, what were they doing?

      At this time, Li Guangbi was trapped in the region around Xuzhou and could not extricate himself. The southeastern area truly needed a capable commander like him to take charge of the overall situation. With the complex circumstances there, many matters required his strategic insight and decisive leadership to maintain stability. Meanwhile, Guo Ziyi was in Chang'an. Originally, Emperor Daizong had considered appointing Guo Ziyi as the Deputy Grand Commander of all military forces. However, eunuchs such as Cheng Yuanzhen and Yu Chaoyen persuaded the emperor against it for various reasons. Daizong himself was apprehensive that Guo Ziyi's great merits and prestige might threaten his own rule, so he dared not place heavy trust in him. Thus, he went along with the eunuchs' advice, abandoned the idea of employing Guo Ziyi, and looked for other suitable candidates.

      Emperor Daizong appointed Pugu Huai'en as Chancellor and Prefect of Jiangzhou. In name, he was Li Shi’s deputy, but in reality, he was the true commander of the entire army. To please the Uyghurs, Daizong especially instructed Pugu Huai'en to bring his mother and wife to the camp. He hoped to use this gesture of familial closeness to strengthen ties with Tengri Qaghan and thus secure Uyghur support and cooperation. When the Tang army arrived at Shanzhou, the Uyghur forces were stationed on the north bank of the Yellow River. The two armies, separated by the river, echoed each other’s presence, forming a unique military posture. Since the two armies were to cooperate, it was only natural that their commanders should first meet and discuss relevant matters. Thus, Li Shi, accompanied by Yao Zi'ang and other chief advisors, as well as dozens of attendants, crossed the Yellow River to meet Tengri Qaghan.

      When the Khagan saw Li Shi, he immediately asked, “Why do you not perform the ritual of bowing and dancing before me?” So, what exactly was this ritual? One had to kneel and kowtow, then, while rising, begin to dance and slowly withdraw. This was a popular custom during the Sui and Tang dynasties, usually performed by juniors to elders or by ministers to the emperor as a sign of utmost respect.

      Upon hearing this, Yao Zi’ang hurried forward to explain. As the Director of the Palace Secretariat, he was chiefly responsible for court ceremonies and rituals—essentially the chief of palace etiquette—and was thus well-versed in all such matters. He said, “It’s no problem if you are unfamiliar with the rituals. If you have any questions, I can explain them in detail. According to the rules of propriety, in a situation like this, it is actually inappropriate to perform the ritual of bowing and dancing.”

      In the Uyghur camp, there was a valiant general named Che Bi. He stepped forward and loudly declared, “But the Emperor of Tang is sworn brothers with our Khagan’s elder brother, the Yabghu Prince. By this logic, our Khagan is the uncle of the Prince of Yong. So what is wrong with him performing a ritual of respect?”

      On our side, some argued that since the Prince of Yong was the eldest son of the Heavenly Khagan and now the commander of the Tang army, there had never been any precedent for a Chinese heir apparent performing such a ritual before a foreign Khagan. Moreover, as both the retired emperor and the late emperor had not yet been buried, strict ritual law forbade any dancing or celebration at this time.

      The two sides argued back and forth for a long time. Eventually, Che Bi became thoroughly enraged. Humiliated and furious, he ordered that Wei Ju, Wei Shaohua, and several other ministers be seized and each given one hundred heavy lashes. Under such a harsh punishment, two of the ministers did not survive, dying with grievance that very night.

      As for the Prince of Yong, Li Shi, perhaps the Uyghurs were wary of him and did not dare to harm him easily. Instead, they found an excuse, saying he was too young and ignorant to be blamed, and soon sent him back to the Tang army’s main camp.

      Think about it: those insignificant Huigu barbarians actually dared to insult the princes of the Tang dynasty, to whip and even cruelly execute our Tang officials. Ever since Emperor Taizong was honored as the “Heavenly Khagan,” such a humiliating disgrace has not been heard of in over a hundred years. Yet, at this moment, the Tang dynasty was truly powerless—lacking the strength to quell the rampant rebellion on its own. When faced with the bullying of the Huigu, there was nothing to be done but to swallow the indignation. In the face of such a national humiliation, the flames of anger in one’s heart blazed upward, as if the legendary “Samadhi True Fire” or “Sixfold True Fire” were about to burst out. But all that could be done was to suppress the fury, silently enduring the humiliation, for the hard-won alliance with the Huigu could not be jeopardized.

      On October 23, the joint Tang–Huigu army set out from Shanzhou in grand formation. Within this coalition, the Tang troops were commanded by Pugu Huaien and the eunuch Yu Gonggong. Prince Yong remained in Shanzhou, overseeing the overall situation. The Tang army in Shanxi advanced bravely to the south, while Li Guangbi led his forces swiftly from Xuzhou toward the west. In this way, a powerful three-pronged encirclement of Luoyang was formed.

      When Shi Chaoyi heard of the Tang army’s aggressive advance, he hurriedly convened his generals to discuss countermeasures. Ashi Chengqing offered his suggestion: “If the Tang army consisted only of Han troops, we could still fight them and see who would prevail. But now that the Huigu have joined, we are certainly no match. In my opinion, it would be better to abandon Luoyang and fall back to Heyang.” Heyang, known today as Mengzhou, lies on the northern bank of the Yellow River northeast of Luoyang. Ashi Chengqing’s idea was to defend using the natural barrier of the Yellow River, since the Huigu cavalry would not be able to effectively deploy their strength across the river—thus buying time for their side. Looking back now with the benefit of hindsight, we can see that Ashi Chengqing’s suggestion was indeed quite a wise one.

      Back in the day, Li Guangbi had also employed a similar strategy. However, Shi Chaoyi did not adopt this suggestion. Most likely, it was because he was truly reluctant to give up the luxurious and prosperous lifestyle within the city of Luoyang.

      On October 27th, the Tang and Uyghur allied forces arrived at the northern outskirts of Luoyang. Soon after, a detachment was sent to attack Huaizhou. By the next day, they had successfully captured Huaizhou. At this critical juncture, some might wonder: why not attack Luoyang directly? Why expend so much effort on capturing Huaizhou? Huaizhou, located in present-day Qinyang in Henan province, lies just to the northeast of Heyang as previously mentioned. Once the Tang forces took Huaizhou, even if the pseudo-Yan army retreated to Heyang, they would find themselves in a precarious situation, threatened from both the front and the rear.

      At this point, it could be said that the pseudo-Yan forces had effectively had their northern retreat route cut off by the Tang army. On October 30th of a certain year, the Tang and Uyghur allied troops set up their formation at Hengshui Town in Mengjin County, northwest of Luoyang. Upon hearing the news, Shi Chaoyi quickly dispatched tens of thousands of troops to respond. These tens of thousands of pseudo-Yan soldiers positioned themselves with the southern mountains at their back, carefully constructing defensive barriers on the east, west, and north sides to form a solid defensive system.

      Pugu Huai'en personally led a force to engage the pseudo-Yan army head-on in the plains to the west. He also sent elite cavalry, including Uyghur horsemen, to circle around the southern mountains and attack from the northeast. With the combined efforts of several units, the tide of the battle quickly turned in favor of the Tang and Uyghur coalition, and the pseudo-Yan army suffered a crushing defeat.

      Realizing the situation was dire, Shi Chaoyi immediately dispatched 100,000 elite troops from Luoyang to reinforce the position. When this massive army reached Zhaojue Ridge, south of Hengshui Town, they halted. There was a temple called Zhaojue Temple on the ridge, and the pseudo-Yan soldiers arranged their formation near the temple, attempting to block the Tang advance. The Tang army, undaunted, launched a swift assault. In the fierce fighting that followed, the pseudo-Yan army suffered heavy casualties, but their formation remained remarkably solid and showed no signs of wavering.

      In order to break the deadlock, the Tang army dispatched five hundred archers. These archers were elite mounted marksmen, who took turns shooting arrows at the pseudo-Yan forces. Yet the pseudo-Yan army stood like an impregnable fortress, remaining steady as a mountain despite the relentless rain of arrows.

      At this point, the morale of the Tang troops began to waver. The Commander of the Western Garrison, Ma Lin, carefully analyzed the current situation and said, “Our forces have launched several attacks on the enemy lines, but none have succeeded. If we choose to retreat now, the enemy will surely seize the opportunity to pursue us, and then our army will fall into chaos and defeat—a most perilous situation. If we do not stake our lives and fight with all our might, how can we hope to win this battle?” With that, Ma Lin charged into the enemy ranks alone. Bravely, he seized two enemy shields and plunged into the thick of the enemy as fiercely as a tiger. Wherever he went, the enemy ranks were thrown into disarray, unable to withstand his onslaught.

      Seeing this, the morale of the Tang army soared. As the saying goes, “When a general is resolved to die, the soldiers will have no thought of self-preservation.” The troops followed Ma Lin through the breach he had created, surging forward like a tide. Under the fierce assault of the Tang army, the pseudo-Yan forces could no longer resist and began to withdraw to the nearby Pomegranate Orchard and the Temple of Laozi. However, even then, they could not escape the pursuit of the Tang soldiers and suffered further defeats at both locations. In the ensuing chaos, the pseudo-Yan soldiers and horses trampled over one another, leaving countless dead and wounded, their corpses filling an entire valley nearby.

      In the battle at Zhaojue Temple, the Tang army achieved a resounding victory, beheading over sixty thousand enemy soldiers and capturing more than twenty thousand. After this battle, the main forces of the pseudo-Yan regime around Luoyang were almost completely wiped out, and the Tang-Uighur allied forces secured a decisive victory. Shi Chaoyi, leading a few hundred lightly equipped cavalrymen, fled east in disarray. Why did he choose to escape eastward? As mentioned earlier, the northern city of Huaizhou had already fallen to the Tang army, so fleeing north would have been suicidal. To the east, however, Zhengzhou and Bianzhou were still under the control of pseudo-Yan. Seizing the momentum, Tang general Pugu Huai’en continued his advance, launching fierce attacks on Luoyang and Heyang, north of the Yellow River. The pseudo-Yan garrison, both in numbers and quality, was no match for the Tang forces. Soon, Luoyang and Heyang were captured, and a large number of pseudo-Yan officials became prisoners. Pugu Huai’en left Uighur cavalry to garrison Heyang and sent his son, the Right Minister of Military Affairs, Pugu Yang, to lead over ten thousand infantry and cavalry in pursuit of the enemy. At Zhengzhou, Pugu Yang’s troops caught up with the pseudo-Yan army and dealt Shi Chaoyi another heavy blow. Helpless, Shi Chaoyi continued fleeing east, reaching Bianzhou. However, the pseudo-Yan commander there, Chenliu military governor Zhang Xiancheng, shut the city gates and refused to let Shi Chaoyi in. Shi had no choice but to flee north.

      When the Tang army reached Bianzhou, Zhang Xiancheng immediately opened the gates and surrendered. This shows that by this point, Shi Chaoyi’s cause was all but lost. The major generals of pseudo-Yan were not fools—they surrendered decisively when the time was right. Although the pseudo-Yan rebels had been defeated, unfortunately, the people of Luoyang once again fell into dire straits, as they became the tragic price of this victory. In order to secure the aid of the Uighurs, the Tang were forced to follow custom and sacrifice the people of Luoyang, offering their lives and property as rewards to the Uighur allies. When the Uighur cavalry entered Luoyang, they rampaged through the city, burning, killing, and looting, and carried all the spoils back to Heyang. Tens of thousands died within Luoyang, and the great fire blazed for dozens of days without being extinguished.

      Although Zhengzhou and Bianzhou had been recovered by the Tang forces, the Shuo Fang Army and the Divine Strategy Army of the Tang still treated these regions, along with Luoyang, as enemy-occupied territories. They launched large-scale plundering operations targeting Luoyang, Zhengzhou, Bianzhou, and other areas that lasted for three months. Almost all the houses were stripped bare, and the common people were left without even a decent piece of clothing, forced to wear garments made of paper. The people of Henan had first suffered plundering at the hands of the rebel forces, then were ransacked again by the so-called Uyghur allies, and now even their own army had robbed them, leaving them in utter misery. It could even be said that the disasters brought upon the people of Henan by the Tang-Uyghur coalition were far worse than those caused by Shi Chaoyi. At present, although Shi Chaoyi has lost control of Henan, he still holds vast territories in Hebei and commands tens of thousands of elite troops, remaining capable of mounting stubborn resistance.
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      During the Tang Dynasty, the Tang army joined forces with the Huihe to form a massive coalition and faced the Northern Yan troops in a fierce battle near Zhaojue Temple, just outside Luoyang. The pseudo-Yan army suffered a devastating defeat in this clash. Seeing that things were going badly, Shi Chaoyi gave up on Luoyang and fled east in a hurry.

      Time moved forward to November, 762 AD, the first year of the Baoying era. Shi Chaoyi escaped to the northwestern part of Shandong. He crossed the Yellow River as quickly as he could, running north for his life. At the same time, the main Tang commander, Pu Gu Huai En, led his elite troops and chased after him without letting up. In many places in northern Henan, such as Huazhou and Weizhou, Pu Gu Huai En’s forces managed to catch up to Shi Chaoyi’s army again and again. Each time they fought, Shi Chaoyi’s troops ended up losing, over and over again. When Shi Chaoyi was in a really desperate spot, the reinforcements he had been hoping for finally showed up. Tian Chengsi, the Suiyang Military Governor from Northern Yan, came to join Shi Chaoyi with over forty thousand cavalry and soldiers. They hoped this extra manpower would turn things around, but fate played a cruel trick. The Tang army beat them once more, and their hopes were dashed.

      After that, the two sides were stuck in a long chase, with constant fighting as they ran and pursued each other. Eventually, in Weizhou—which was at the border area where today’s Hebei, Henan, and Shandong provinces meet—the pseudo-Yan army suffered another huge defeat and lost a lot of men. Seeing how bad things were, Shi Chaoyi had no choice but to keep running north. When the Yan commanders in southern Hebei saw Shi Chaoyi in such a sorry state, they completely lost faith in him. So, the military governor of Ye Prefecture, Xue Song, and the military governor of Hengyang, Zhang Zhongzhi, both made up their minds. They took their troops and the counties under their control and officially surrendered to the Tang court. Something worth mentioning is that Zhang Zhongzhi was originally from the Western tribes, and Emperor Daizong thought highly of him, gave him the imperial family name Li, and changed his name to Li Baochen. With Xue Song and Li Baochen surrendering first, the Tang government quickly sent out a notice saying that for anyone in Tokyo, Henan, or Hebei who had taken official positions from pseudo-Yan, as long as they turned back and came over to the Tang side, their past would be forgiven. The Tang government hoped that by being so generous, more pseudo-Yan officials would surrender and the chaos would be over sooner.

      During the process of the two pseudo-Yan generals surrendering, a small incident occurred. Just as Xue Song and Li Baochen were handing over their military authority to the Tang commanders, a sudden order arrived from Pugu Huai'en, instructing Xue Song and the others to return to their original positions and continue leading their respective troops. The Tang commanders in charge of the handover immediately grew suspicious and quickly reported the matter to the imperial court.

      In their report, these commanders raised concerns, suspecting that Pugu Huai'en might be trying to win over the hearts of the men in secret, with some ulterior motive. When Emperor Daizong heard of this, he became very alert. He feared that Pugu Huai'en might become a second An Lushan, sparking another large-scale rebellion that would bring disaster to the country and its people. Pugu Huai'en hurriedly submitted a memorial to the court, attempting to defend himself. Outwardly, Emperor Daizong reassured him: “You need not worry, my loyal subject. Be at ease.” However, from that point on, Emperor Daizong became noticeably more cautious and suspicious toward Pugu Huai'en.

      Meanwhile, Shi Chaoyi had fled to Beizhou, not far north of Weizhou—today’s area near the border of Hebei and Shandong, around Qinghe County—where he joined up with the pseudo-Yan general Xue Zhongyi. Pugu Huai'en’s son, Pugu Yang, led Tang forces in hot pursuit. Shi Chaoyi, commanding 30,000 troops, decided to make a desperate stand, but fell into Pugu Yang’s ambush and suffered a crushing defeat. This showed that the pseudo-Yan army was now incapable of any serious engagement with Tang forces, and was now merely struggling in vain, like a trapped beast.

      After gathering the scattered remnants of his army, Shi Chaoyi continued to flee northward. On the Tang side, Uyghur cavalry arrived to support them, which further boosted Tang morale and allowed them to continue their pursuit of Shi Chaoyi’s forces. The two sides clashed again on the banks of the Yellow River, where the pseudo-Yan army was once more defeated, and the river was filled with the corpses of fallen soldiers.

      Although Shi Chaoyi proved inept on the battlefield, he was remarkably adept at escaping. This time, he fled from the Yellow River further north to Mozhou—present-day Renqiu in Hebei, located between Baoding and Cangzhou. Pugu Huai'en then gathered forces from all directions to march toward Mozhou, determined to completely eliminate Shi Chaoyi there.

      In the first month of the second year of the Baoying era, 763 AD, the Tang army had surrounded Mozhou so tightly that not even a breeze could get through, launching fierce attacks one after another. Shi Chaoyi sent troops out to fight back several times, but each attempt ended in failure. At this point, his general Tian Chengsi offered a suggestion: "Your Majesty, perhaps you should go to Youzhou to gather reinforcements for Mozhou. Leave the defense here to me."

      Shi Chaoyi found this idea reasonable. He selected five thousand elite cavalry, leaving his wife, mother, children, and household servants behind in Mozhou. Before departing, Shi Chaoyi entrusted Tian Chengsi with his entire family, saying, "I’m putting the lives of more than a hundred family members in your hands." Tears streaming down his face, Tian Chengsi replied, "Your Majesty, rest assured. I will handle this matter."

      Once the battle ended, Shi Chaoyi fought his way out of the city through the north gate. No sooner had he escaped than Tian Chengsi quickly left the city and surrendered to the Tang army. He even handed over Shi Chaoyi’s mother, wife, children, and numerous relatives to the Tang as well. It was truly remarkable—clearly, that fierce defense Tian Chengsi had put on was nothing but an act. If there had been an Oscar back then, Tian Chengsi would have walked away with the statuette, a true Best Actor performance.

      Although the Tang army successfully took Mozhou, their real target was Shi Chaoyi himself. Pugu Huai’en therefore dispatched his son, Pugu Yang, to lead thirty thousand troops north in pursuit. Near Guiyi County, in what is now Renqiu in Hebei, Shi Chaoyi was caught by the Tang forces. He barely managed to organize his troops for a desperate battle but was once again defeated. After this string of losses, he finally managed to escape back to his hometown of Fanyang. However, the garrison commander Li Baozhong kept the city gates firmly shut, refusing to let him in.

      It turned out that Li Huaixian, the Military Governor of Fanyang under pseudo-Yan, had long since established contact with the Tang dynasty and had surrendered early on. He instructed his subordinate, Li Baozhong, to guard Fanyang, specifically ordering him not to allow Shi Chaoyi into the city under any circumstances. Shi Chaoyi, completely in the dark, watched anxiously as the Tang army's pursuers drew near. In a panic, he sent word to Li Baozhong, claiming that his main force was stationed at Mozhou and that he had only brought a light cavalry detachment, with the intention of mobilizing the main army to march south for reinforcements. Li Baozhong replied, “Heaven no longer favors Great Yan, and the Tang dynasty has already been restored. I have surrendered to Tang, and if I were to change sides again, how could I face my soldiers? A true man is ashamed to use cunning schemes, so I won't resort to tricks against you. I hope you will carefully consider how to preserve yourself. By the way, I suspect that Tian Chengsi has probably betrayed you already; otherwise, how could the government troops have caught up so quickly?”

      Shi Chaoyi, realizing after hearing these words that he had reached the point of utter isolation, felt a despair deeper than ever before. He pleaded bitterly, “I have been fleeing since morning without a drop of water or a bite to eat. Could you please arrange a meal for me?” Seeing his pitiful state, Li Baozhong ordered food to be prepared for him in the eastern part of the city. At this moment, the soldiers in Shi Chaoyi’s retinue whose hometowns were in Fanyang bid him farewell and entered the city to return home. Tears streamed down Shi Chaoyi’s face as he found himself in hopeless straits, with only a few hundred Hu followers remaining by his side. After the meal, the group continued their journey eastward and reached Guangyang, only to be refused entry. Guangyang, now Fangshan District in Beijing, had once been the heartland of Wei and Yan, but by this time had already submitted to the Tang. After much deliberation, Shi Chaoyi concluded that there was no place left for him among the Han, and decided to head north to seek refuge with the Xizhu and Khitans. However, midway through his journey, he was pursued and overtaken by Li Huaixian’s forces. With nowhere left to go, Shi Chaoyi ended his life by hanging himself in a grove of trees. Li Huaixian cut off his head and sent it all the way to Chang’an as an offering to Emperor Daizong. Thus, from the fourteenth year of Tianbao under Emperor Xuanzong of Tang, when An Lushan launched his rebellion in November 755, to the second year of Baoying under Emperor Daizong, when Shi Chaoyi committed suicide in January 763, the An Lushan Rebellion, which lasted for seven years and three months, was finally brought to an end.

      During this rebellion, the Tang Dynasty went through three emperors in succession: Xuanzong, Suzong, and Daizong. The commanders of the imperial army also changed constantly, from the earliest Feng Changqing and Gao Xianzhi, to Guo Ziyi and Li Guangbi, and finally to Pugu Huai'en. As for the leaders of the rebel forces, there were as many as four: An Lushan, An Qingxu, Shi Siming, and Shi Chaoyi each took turns proclaiming themselves emperor of the so-called Yan state. Undoubtedly, these were the most protracted seven years in the history of the Tang Dynasty. That is why we have devoted so many chapters to telling this story. News of victory quickly spread to every corner of the nation, and people in every city and county poured out into the streets. The whole country was filled with celebration for this hard-won triumph.

      At this time, the great poet Du Fu, also known as Du Gongbu, was taking refuge from the chaos in Sichuan. When he heard that the rebellion had been put down, he was overwhelmed with joy; tears and snot streamed down his face in excitement. He immediately picked up his brush and, with deep emotion, wrote the famous poem Upon Hearing That the Imperial Forces Have Recaptured Henan and Hebei. The poem says: "Beyond the sword gate comes news of victory in Jibei, at first hearing, tears and snot soaked my clothes. Looking again, where is the family's sorrow? I unroll my books, wild with joy. In broad daylight, I sing and drink freely; with springtime as my companion, it is a good time to return home. From Bazhou through Wuxia, then down to Xiangyang and on to Luoyang." Du Fu could barely contain his excitement and was eager to board a boat and return to his homeland. At that time, countless people like Du Fu had been forced to wander far from home because of the war. Now, they were all filled with excitement, packing their belongings and preparing to set out on the journey back.

      But when they finally returned, what they saw was heartbreaking.

      “After the chaos of Tianbao, only weeds grow in former gardens and homes. In my neighborhood of more than a hundred households, all were scattered far and wide by the turmoil. Those who survived have not sent any word, just as if friends on social media have not posted updates for a long time—it is likely that most have met a grim fate. Those who died have already turned to dust.”

      I returned in search of the roads of my hometown from the old days. After walking for a long time, all I saw were empty streets and alleys, a scene of desolation and bleakness. The whole homeland had been taken over by foxes and wild cats; their fur bristled as they howled angrily at me, as if declaring their sovereignty over the place. Their demeanor seemed to say, “What are you doing here? We’ve been occupying this territory for a long time now!” This made me wonder: is this still my home, or has it become the domain of foxes and wild cats? Houses, once gone, can be rebuilt; land, once barren, can be cultivated again. But what is most terrifying? It is when “the living leave no word, and the dead turn to dust and earth.” Once the people are gone, that is truly fatal. So, what was the main harm the An Lushan Rebellion brought to the Tang Dynasty? In ancient societies, population was the foundation of the entire country; with people, there is labor, and with labor, the state has sufficient taxation.

      Therefore, in ancient times, there were three main criteria for judging whether an official was upright and capable: increase in population, development of wasteland, and fairness of taxation. People would look to see if, under his governance, the population had grown, wasteland had been cultivated, and taxes were fair and reasonable. Only by achieving these could one be considered a good administrator.

      After the founding of the Tang Dynasty by Emperor Gaozu, the population continued to grow steadily. On the eve of the rebellion, in the thirteenth year of Tianbao, the registered households reached 9.06 million, with a total population of 52 million. By the time the rebellion was quelled, the number of households had plummeted to just 1.2 million, even less than when Emperor Gaozu first established the dynasty—a staggering difference. During the turmoil, the regions of Hebei, Henan, Shanxi, and Guanzhong became the main battlegrounds, and these areas had originally been some of the most densely populated in the Tang Empire. Among them, Henan Dao, centered around Luoyang, suffered the most severe devastation.

      Later, Guo Ziyi remarked that the region of Henan had been occupied by rebels for far too long. Most of the palaces and houses had been burned to the ground; out of ten houses, it was fortunate if even one remained. The once prosperous Eastern Capital Luoyang was reduced to fewer than a thousand households. The entire city was overgrown with thorns and wild grass, and the howls of wolves could often be heard echoing through the empty streets. From Luoyang eastward to Zhengzhou and Bianzhou, there was hardly any sign of human habitation—a thousand li of desolation. The flourishing Central Plains had effectively become a wasteland, which created tremendous difficulties for the government’s salt and iron transportation operations. Why was this the case? Because it was nearly impossible to carry out such labor-intensive transport work in an uninhabited region. It was like trying to run a state-owned logistics company today but being unable to hire anyone—not even a single delivery worker—so how could transportation function at all? If Henan was in such dire straits, how much better could the other regions be? Hebei was the main battleground repeatedly contested by the Tang army and the rebels of Northern Yan; it was only natural that vast areas would be left deserted for miles on end. The Guanzhong region was facing another grave problem: its population had been reduced by more than half due to the ongoing turmoil, but the number of officials remained the same. How could this possibly be sustainable? With the population of Guanzhong more than halved, the capital city of Chang’an still maintained its full complement of bureaucrats. What could possibly support the operation of such a massive government and provide for so many officials? As a result, in the later years, many civil servants in the capital could not even receive their salaries on time and had no choice but to borrow money from friends and relatives serving in the provinces to get by.

      Let’s talk about Henan and Hebei—these were all core regions of the Tang dynasty. But even in the peripheral areas of the empire, such as the northwest, Hunan, and Lingnan, things were far from peaceful. Minority groups along the borders seized the opportunity created by the An Lushan Rebellion to make frequent raids and cause trouble. Among them, the most severe blow to the Tang dynasty came from the Tibetan Empire, or Tubo, right?

      Originally, the Tang court had placed great emphasis on the defense of the northwest. During the Kaiyuan era, Emperor Xuanzong set up five regional military governorships (jiedushi) in the northwest, accounting for half the total number of such positions in the entire country.

      Every year, during the Tang Dynasty, a large number of able-bodied men were recruited from the Shandong region, that is, east of the Xiaoshan Pass, and sent to the northwest to guard the frontier. They were also tasked with cultivating wasteland and developing agricultural settlements in the vast northwest. As a result, people in the Tang era generally did not distinguish each other as southerners or northerners. Instead, they would ask if someone was from east or west of the Pass—the main division of regions was along the east-west axis, not north-south. At that time, the economic development of the entire region south of the Yangtze River lagged far behind the north, and its population was also much smaller. During the An Lushan Rebellion, a large number of northerners migrated southward.

      It was precisely this migration of northerners that stimulated the economic development of the south. Previously, while discussing the Jin and Southern and Northern Dynasties, we mentioned the Yongjia Disturbance, which triggered a major population migration to the south; the An Lushan Rebellion was another such large-scale migration event, as was the Jingkang Incident during the Song Dynasty. Through these three waves of mass migration, the economy of the Jiangnan region was able to flourish. At that time, in addition to many sons of the east of the Pass being dispatched to the northwest, the court also established official ranches to breed cattle and horses, as well as numerous fortresses and outposts. These facilities stretched for thousands of miles, forming a tightly linked defensive system that could be described as an impregnable wall.

      However, when the An Lushan Rebellion suddenly broke out, the elite troops stationed in the northwestern border towns were urgently recalled to the central plains. Famous armies such as the Anxi Army and the Shuofang Army were all summoned back at this critical moment. As a result, the number of frontier troops left in the northwest was greatly reduced, and their quality declined significantly. Sensing this opportunity, the Tibetan forces began to gradually encroach on Tang territory. In just a few years, the Tibetans managed to seize what is now southern Xinjiang, the Hexi Corridor, and most of Longyou. At this point, separated by the Longshan (the modern Liupan Mountains), they found themselves in a standoff against the Tang, vividly illustrating the severity of the situation at the time.

      Faced with such circumstances, people of the Tang Dynasty could not help but exclaim: “Never before in history have the Western Rong been so powerful.” In the past, the main threats to the Central Plains dynasties had mostly come from the north, but never had the Western Rong posed such a strong and menacing challenge.

      In the southern regions, the most destructive force was undoubtedly the Xiyuan Man. Also known as the Huangdong Man, this term actually refers to a collection of various ethnic minority groups living in the Xiyuan area. The name derives from this specific region; during the Tang Dynasty, it belonged to the Lingnan West Circuit, which roughly corresponds to the southwestern part of present-day Guangxi. Therefore, it is highly likely that the Xiyuan Man were the ancestors of today’s Zhuang people.

      After the outbreak of the An Lushan Rebellion, during the reigns of Emperor Suzong and Emperor Dezong of Tang, the different tribes of the Xiyuan Man, led by chieftains such as Huang Qianyao, launched a rebellion. They captured city after city, taking more than a dozen prefectures in Guangxi, amassing a force of up to two hundred thousand. They occupied thousands of miles of territory, established their own kings, and set up corresponding administrative officials. Wherever the Xiyuan Man went, they burned houses and plundered the local population, causing devastation on a scale comparable to the An Lushan Rebellion itself.

      At that time, the main forces of the Tang army were preoccupied with dealing with the An Lushan rebels and had no resources to spare for the distant Lingnan region. As a result, the Xiyuan Man uprising lasted for more than four years. By the Qianyuan era, that is, in the year 758, the rebellion had still not been suppressed. It was only at this point, when the Tang Dynasty first succeeded in recapturing the twin capitals of Chang’an and Luoyang, that they were finally able to turn their attention to dealing with the Xiyuan Man rebellion.

      Emperor Suzong sent imperial envoys to meet with the chieftains of these southern tribes, issuing an edict stating that as long as they surrendered, their crimes of rebellion would be pardoned. As a result, the tribal leaders split into two factions: one advocated surrender, while the other insisted on fierce resistance. Intense internal conflict broke out between the two sides, resulting in two hundred battles within a year. In the end, the head of the resisting faction, Huang Qianyao, along with several other chieftains, were executed, and the remaining members of the resistance were bound and taken to meet with Tang officials. During the Tang dynasty, the court consistently adopted psychological strategies when dealing with southern minorities, and this time was no exception. The Tang officials personally approached the captured tribesmen—regarded by many as "barbarians"—untied their ropes, and released them all. They also bestowed cloth and other gifts upon them to win their loyalty. However, as turmoil continued in the Central Plains, the Xiyuan tribes once again rose in rebellion. Their power expanded, at one point advancing into what is now Hunan Province and occupying several prefectural cities. Although these uprisings were ultimately suppressed by the Tang armies, the actions of the Xiyuan tribes caused tremendous devastation to the Lingnan region and Hunan. These areas were already sparsely populated and economically underdeveloped; after this turmoil, the population declined even further, and the economic conditions became even worse.

      In addition to the harassment from this minority group, the important grain-producing region of the Tang Dynasty—Jiangnan—suffered from a severe drought. This disaster led to a drastic reduction in grain output, and many people lost their lives to hunger. Although these areas were not the main battlefields at the time, both population and the number of households decreased to varying degrees. Restoring vitality and prosperity to these regions, replenishing the population, and promoting production would require full and dedicated efforts. However, the Li Tang dynasty was unable to mobilize the entire state apparatus to solve these problems. Any attempt to take action would trigger potential risks, plunging the Tang Dynasty into crisis and misery. So, who exactly was hindering the development of the Tang Dynasty? The answer lies in the most serious aftermath of the An-Shi Rebellion—the rise of the autonomous regional military governors, known as the “Fanzhen.”

      The root of the Fanzhen problem can be traced back to those generals who surrendered at the end of the An-Shi Rebellion. In fact, looking back at the process of suppressing the rebellion, it becomes clear that the Tang court mainly relied on one regional military governor to fight another, rather than depending on the central imperial guards. For example, the Shuo Fang army would be sent to attack the He Dong army—this was the general pattern.

      Later, when the leaders of the rebel forces surrendered, the Tang court, in order to demonstrate goodwill and encourage others still resisting to surrender, allowed these generals to retain their military authority and continue to command their troops in their original territories. As these rebel generals realized that surrendering would not cost them anything, they followed suit and surrendered one after another. After Shi Chaoyi’s death, Emperor Daizong did not want to purge these generals. Why? Because the court could no longer bear the pressure of another large-scale war, and even if it did launch another campaign, it would not be easy to completely eliminate these forces. As a result, the Tang government settled on a compromise: allowing these generals to keep their armies and official positions. At that time, there were four military governors in the Wei region who were officially appointed as Jiedushi. They were Tian Chengsi, the military governor of Weibo; Xue Song, the military governor of Xiangwei; Li Baochen, the military governor of Chengde; and Li Huaixian, the military governor of Lulong.

      Later, the territory governed by Xue Song was annexed by Tian Chengsi. After that, the remaining three military governors (jiedushi) nearly carved up the entire Hebei Circuit of the Tang Dynasty. In other words, most of the lands previously held by the Wei region in Hebei became the so-called "Three Towns of Hebei." These three jiedushi were nominally the commanders of their respective military districts, but in reality, they ignored all the responsibilities assigned to them by the state, turned a deaf ear to the Tang court's orders, and paid no taxes to the central government. When it came to the appointment of officials, the court had no say whatsoever. Taxes were not delivered to the court, household registers were never submitted to the central government, and the succession of the jiedushi position was either passed from father to son, or from brother to brother, and sometimes even directly chosen by the generals within the military itself—completely disregarding the authority of the court. They had become, in effect, three states within a state.
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