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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      The Yuan Dynasty: A History of China, takes you into the rise and fall of one of the most powerful empires in history, from the days of Ögedei Khan to the last Yuan emperor. The story begins with Ögedei’s dramatic rise to power and his reliance on advisers like Yelü Chucai, who argued that an empire could only endure through laws, taxes, and order-not just conquest.

      Inside these pages, you’ll meet the men and women who shaped the Yuan court. The infamous Ahmad case exposed corruption at the highest level. Crown Prince Zhenjin’s fate raised doubts about succession. Emperor Chengzong struggled to preserve stability, while Emperor Wuzong Haishan brought new energy to the throne. Emperor Renzong later tried to revive the dynasty, but his efforts faced resistance and turmoil.

      The book doesn’t shy away from the storms of politics. You’ll read about the Nanpo Incident that shook the empire, brutal conflicts where brothers turned on each other, and the fierce contests between emperors and their ministers. Figures like Bayan, who seized immense power, and Toqto’a, who became a victim of political intrigue, reveal just how dangerous court life could be.

      Every chapter reveals how personal ambition, loyalty, and betrayal shaped the dynasty’s destiny. From the grip of strong-willed rulers to the maneuvering of generals and advisers, the Yuan court was always on edge. Even the empire’s most powerful men-whether Ögedei, Kublai’s heirs, or later emperors-found themselves challenged by rivals within their own family and government.

      By the time the last Yuan emperor faced decline, the dynasty had been marked by brilliance, tragedy, and constant struggle. With names like Ögedei, Yelü Chucai, Ahmad, Zhenjin, Chengzong, Wuzong, Renzong, Bayan, Toqto’a, and the final Yuan emperor, this book brings the era vividly to life.
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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            ÖGEDEI KHAN TAKES THE THRONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The Mongols, relying on overwhelming military power, waged wars in all directions. After the relentless struggle of two generations, this steppe tribe of only a few million people succeeded in creating the largest empire in human history in terms of territory. In 1206, Genghis Khan formally established the Mongol state, and by 1271 Kublai Khan had changed its name to the Great Yuan and assumed rule over the Central Plains. However, for the Mongols, how to effectively govern this vast and boundless territory became the most intractable and urgent problem to solve. Even as a nomadic people with an original tradition of democratic practices, the Mongols could not avoid fierce conflicts at the crucial moments of transferring supreme power. So, what thought-provoking stories occurred during this complex process of succession? And what lessons can we draw from them?

      In the twenty-second year after his accession, that is, in July 1227, Genghis Khan unfortunately passed away beneath Liupan Mountain, at the age of sixty-six.

      At the time, Genghis Khan was campaigning against Western Xia, and just as Western Xia was about to announce its surrender, he suddenly died. Before his death, Genghis Khan summoned his three sons Chagatai, Ögedei, and Tolui to his side and carefully arranged his affairs. Among the four sons born to Empress Börte, after one son had died he called the remaining three to give them his instructions. He made it clear that the future position of Great Khan must be succeeded by Ögedei. He especially urged Chagatai and Tolui to work together to help Ögedei govern the state and pacify the realm, and that no one should harbor ill intentions. He said to Tolui: "You must wholeheartedly assist your third elder brother in pacifying the realm. That you did not inherit the throne is the will of Heaven; do not blame anyone. By ordinary custom the youngest son might have a claim to succession, but Heaven has not allowed you to ascend to the throne, so do not complain." In addition, Genghis Khan specifically instructed his sons to follow Mongol customary practices. Before Ögedei succeeded to the throne, a kurultai must be convened with the princes and the chiefs of the various tribes participating. The nature of this assembly was similar to a parliament. A successor to the throne only had legitimacy if deliberated and confirmed by this important meeting. From this it can be seen that the Mongols still retained the tradition of an original military democracy at that time. We can observe that nomadic peoples are generally like this: their monarchs' power was not absolute; at least in the initial stages, the ruler's power was subject to certain constraints.

      As we mentioned before, the Khitan rulers of the Liao even came to power through elections, holding turnover elections every three years-a term even shorter than that of the U.S. president. However, after Genghis Khan's death, convening the kurultai immediately encountered many obstacles and difficulties. On one hand, although Western Xia had just been destroyed, the Jin and the Southern Song still existed. Eliminating the Jin and the Southern Song and achieving the unification of China remained an extremely arduous task. On the other hand, Jochi had died of illness, and among his four sons, Batu remained resentful that his father had not become an heir to the khanship. Therefore Batu found various excuses to refuse to attend the kurultai. Genghis Khan’s second son Chagatai was also unwilling to promote the convening of the assembly, unconsoled that the khanship would be occupied by his third brother, Ögedei. If the kurultai could not be convened, Ögedei could not inherit the throne. As a result, after Genghis Khan’s death there would be no new khan to preside over the Mongols. How was a situation without a new khan to be dealt with?

      According to the Mongol custom that the youngest son guards the inheritance, Genghis Khan’s youngest son Tolui should temporarily act as regent. This Tolui is the same figure who, in The Legend of the Condor Heroes, swore brotherhood with Guo Jing as an anda. Acting as regent meant that, in the absence of the Great Khan, he would exercise the khan’s powers, issue decrees, and govern the whole state.

      Tolui was already powerful, and now that he controlled the regency, aside from Ögedei there seemed to be no one willing to convene the kurultai. Yet unexpectedly, a descendant of the Liao imperial clan stepped forward to push for the meeting on Ögedei’s behalf. Who was this person? Could he persuade the scheming attendees to reach an agreement? Could the transfer of power in this vast empire be completed smoothly?

      Two years after Genghis Khan’s death, that is, by 1229, Tolui had been serving as regent for nearly two years. According to Genghis Khan’s dying instructions, the khanship should be passed to Ögedei. But Tolui showed no sign of handing over power, and the throne remained vacant, which was extremely detrimental to the stability of the state. This greatly worried one man, and that man was Yelü Chucai.

      Yelü Chucai was an extraordinarily outstanding figure, whose deeds we will recount in more detail later. He was descended from the Liao imperial clan and was one of Genghis Khan’s most relied-upon advisers. Yelü Chucai was supremely clever-versed in astronomy above and in geography below-much like Zhuge Liang of the Three Kingdoms: able to devise strategies within a tent and secure victory from a thousand li away. While Genghis Khan was still alive, Ögedei had already taken note of Yelü Chucai’s talents for governance and regarded him as a pillar of the state. Ögedei secretly resolved that once he gained power he would make extensive use of Yelü Chucai. Thus, after Genghis Khan’s death, Ögedei kept Yelü Chucai by his side and consulted him on matters great and small. It should be noted that Yelü Chucai had originally been a surrendered subject of the Jin; as a captive, he was deeply moved by Ögedei’s respect for him and resolved to do everything in his power to help Ögedei ascend to the position of Great Khan as soon as possible. In the autumn of 1229, after tireless efforts from all sides, the kurultai was finally and grandly convened on the banks of the Kherlen River in the Mongol homeland.

      One can imagine that at this meeting Ögedei, Chagatai, and Tolui each harbored different intentions. Especially Ögedei and Tolui: on the surface they were deferential and yielded to one another in an appearance of high virtue, but in reality they were privately contending and refused to give ground. This back-and-forth continued, and the assembly went on for a full forty days without reaching any result. Seeing this, Yelü Chucai understood that the matter could not be allowed to drag on indefinitely; he realized he must step forward and force the meeting to arrive at a decisive outcome. So he first set his sights on Tolui, intending to lay bare the stakes and hope that Tolui would willingly hand over the power in his hands.

      When Yelü Chucai met Tolui, he first gave him a stern demonstration of authority. He respectfully said to Tolui, “Last night I carefully observed the celestial phenomena, used the Taiyi method to make calculations, and employed the techniques of Qimen Dunjia in my prognostications, and I have found that tomorrow is the final most auspicious date for selecting a khan. If tomorrow is missed, the Great Mongol State will surely fall into chaos, suffer a decisive setback, and never again produce a new khan.”

      Tolui naturally understood exactly what Yelü Chucai meant; his face darkened and he said bluntly, "Don't give me this mystical nonsense about watching the stars at night and Taiyi astrology. We Mongols are straightforward and never beat around the bush. I have never wronged you - why do you turn against me? My brother treats you well; does that mean I don't? Why must you stand up for my brother and force me to give up power? Why do you harbor a second intent?"

      Yelü Chucai hurriedly explained, "Ögedei was personally designated by the Great Khan as his successor. The Khan showed me tremendous favor when he was alive; even if I were to give my life I could hardly repay him. Therefore I cannot, merely because you are serving as regent now, tack with the wind and act against the Khan's wishes."

      Every word Yelü spoke was as precious as gold, each sentence reasonable and forceful, his attitude utterly clear and unequivocal: he was determined to support Ögedei's succession, and his tone seemed to say, "Do as you see fit." Would Tolui be someone anyone could simply push around? Think about it. He was a distinguished Mongol commander, skilled in both civil and military affairs, and instantly he snapped back fiercely, "Do you know what the consequences of doing this will be?" The unstated implication of Tolui's words was: if you, Yelü Chucai, do not support him, are you not afraid he will eliminate you?

      But Yelü Chucai remained composed. He lightly stroked his long beard, laughed aloud, and said, "It is but death - and that is fine; it will allow me to meet the former Khans below the earth sooner."

      Those words immediately cowed Tolui. You threaten to kill someone, yet the person is not only unafraid but even declares they will go complain to your dead father, and that left Tolui with no way out.

      Yelü Chucai seized the moment, using both reason to enlighten Tolui and emotion to move him. He said to Tolui, "When the Great Khan was alive, the person he loved most was you. Would you really go against the Khan's last wishes? This Great Mongol State was won by the Khan leading his brothers and you brothers on the battlefield, shedding blood and enduring countless hardships. Can you bear to stand by and watch it be destroyed? If you brothers slaughter one another, and calamity rises from within, then this Mongol state will be finished. The Khan's spirit in heaven earnestly expects you to enthrone Ögedei as khan, and expects that under Ögedei's leadership you will, like a sweeping west wind, sweep away those leaf-like enemies, seize the lands of the Song and Jin, and achieve the unification of the realm. You must consider this carefully."

      To repay Ögedei's kindness in recognizing his talent, Yelü Chucai was determined to do everything possible to ensure Ögedei succeeded to the khanship. But the powerful Tolui was clearly not going to give up the reins lightly. In this fierce contest between loyalty and might, what choice would Tolui make? And what effect would that have on the later history of the Yuan dynasty?

      Taking advantage of the favorable moment, Yelü Chucai further helped Tolui analyze the current situation. He said, "Since the Great Khan's death you have delayed convening the kurultai, and so people have been guessing whether you harbor designs on the throne. I know well that you are the Khan's most loyal man and would never entertain such presumptuous thoughts. But if you really did have such ideas-though your eldest brother is gone, you still have your second brother Chagatai. If relations sour, can you be sure you would win?'' Thus Yelü Chucai's earnest exhortation convinced Tolui. Tolui made an immediate and decisive choice to transfer power at once and support Ögedei's succession. With Tolui won over, it was time to work on the second brother. So Yelü Chucai went to see Chagatai. Upon meeting him Yelü Chucai said, "It has been two years since the Great Khan passed away, yet the khanship remains undecided. What are your intentions, my lord?"

      Chagatai, hearing this, did not know how to reply. He could not openly say that he wanted to inherit the khanship, yet if he declared support for Ögedei he would feel genuinely resentful. So he could only choose to remain silent, saying nothing.

      Yelü Chucai went on: "I heard that when the successor was decided back then, it was you who strongly advocated it, and the Khan followed your advice in deciding that Ögedei should inherit the throne. Now your eldest brother Jochi has indeed passed away, but his sons remain in the west. Whether they harbor designs on the khanship is hard to predict. If a decision is not made soon, many unforeseen events may arise. There are people who whisper privately that you yourself want to be Great Khan; I think that is utter nonsense.

      First, you have always valued your reputation. Remember that it was you who nominated Ögedei; if you now contend with him for the throne, would that not make you break your word? Second, even if you truly entertained ambitions, in terms of power your brother Tolui and your nephew Batu are both stronger than you. Tolui has inherited all of the late Khan's estates, and Batu's fief is much larger than yours, extending all the way to Europe. If a contest were to break out, I fear you would find it hard to achieve your wishes."

      Yelü Chucai counseled with reason and appealed to feeling, even mixing in some threats and inducements. Compared with Tolui, working on Chagatai was much easier. Chagatai thought he had little chance anyway, and after hearing Yelü Chucai's words, which seemed very reasonable, he said, "Rest assured, I will absolutely agree to support Ögedei's succession."

      So the next day the kurultai was again presided over by Tolui. As the meeting began, Tolui's attitude changed dramatically; he declared plainly that he would act in accordance with the late king's will and support Ögedei as Great Khan. Chagatai quickly responded: he stepped up to Ögedei and without hesitation grasped Ögedei's right hand firmly, with a decisive, forceful motion. Then Tolui also stepped forward and took Ögedei's left hand steadily. The two brothers together exerted themselves and pulled Ögedei toward the throne that symbolized the supreme power of the Great Khan.

      Everyone present was stunned by the sudden turn of events, as if time itself had frozen at that moment. Only Yelü Chucai knew the reason behind it. Even Ögedei himself was completely dazed, filled with confusion as he thought to himself, "What is happening? Yesterday my brothers were blocking my succession at every turn, so how is it that today they have suddenly dragged me to the Great Khan's throne? Have they taken the wrong medicine?" He could not have imagined that happiness would descend upon him so abruptly. While he still stood there in a daze, Chagatai and Tolui were the first to drop to their knees and perform the great obeisance to Ögedei. Seeing the regent Tolui and the elder brother Chagatai pay their respects, the others present also knelt down one after another; for a time the scene was magnificent as everyone expressed their reverence for the new Great Khan in unison.

      Thus, after two years of Tolui's regency, Ögedei finally ascended the Great Khan's throne in August 1229, formally becoming the ruler of the Mongol Empire.

      Ögedei had achieved his desire and reached the pinnacle of power as Great Khan. Like all dictators who have just grasped supreme authority, how to deal with the rivals who had once competed with him for the throne became an urgent problem. Would Ögedei slaughter his former competitors-his own brothers? And would Tolui and Chagatai sincerely assist Ögedei in governing the state?

      Upon ascending the throne, Ögedei made an important arrangement. He first sent Chagatai back to his appanage. Chagatai's domain lay west of the Altai Mountains, east of the Amu Darya, and around the Tian Shan-territory that had once belonged to the Western Liao. After returning to his fief, Chagatai established the Chagatai Khanate and set its capital at Huyas, that is present-day Huocheng County in Xinjiang. Chagatai and Ögedei maintained a fairly good relationship. Ögedei sent Chagatai back to his lands but kept Tolui by his side. Some saw this as Ögedei protecting Tolui; from another perspective, it could be interpreted as Ögedei not fully trusting Tolui - and personally I think the latter possibility is more likely. Tolui possessed more resources, and his inheritance was considerably larger; to launch an offensive against the Jin, one would still have to rely on Tolui's strength.

      Therefore, following Genghis Khan’s strategic plan set before his death, they adopted a strategy of passing through the Southern Song to attack the Jin. By July 1230, Ögedei led Tolui’s troops across the Yellow River and joined the Mongol forces stationed in Shaanxi to launch an assault on Fengxiang. By the next year, in the third year of Ögedei’s reign, the Mongol army had successfully taken Fengxiang. As mentioned in the books on The Jin Dynasty, the Jin relocated generals and civilians to Henan and firmly held Tongguan.

      At that time Ögedei summoned princes and ministers to a summer retreat in what is now Inner Mongolia to jointly discuss the strategy for attacking the Jin. After discussion, they decided to divide their forces into three routes to attack the Jin and agreed to rendezvous at Bianjing in the spring of the following year. Ögedei personally commanded the central army, which passed through Shanxi, seized the strategic Hezhong Prefecture north of the Yellow River, and then advanced toward Luoyang.

      The left wing, led by Genghis Khan’s fourth brother, marched in the direction of Jinan. Tolui led the right wing from Fengxiang, passed through Baoji, and entered the Da San Pass. After successfully taking Baoji, Tolui sent envoys to the Song, hoping to obtain passage, but although the Song secretly rejoiced at the Jin’s plight, they were unwilling to ally with the Mongols, and the Mongol envoys were killed by Song frontier commanders. Thus Tolui led 30,000 elite troops to break through the Da San Pass, entered Song territory, and then proceeded eastward along the Han River.

      The army passed through what are now Shaanxi and Hubei, then advanced north and entered the Jin’s Dengzhou. In the fourth year of Ögedei’s reign, Tolui’s army engaged Jin forces in a fierce battle at Sanfeng Mountain in Junzhou. As noted in our Jin series, the Jin main force was annihilated in that battle. Afterwards Ögedei and Tolui’s armies joined and together captured Junzhou. After the two armies linked up, with overwhelming, irresistible momentum they successively captured more than a dozen prefectures in Henan, achieving brilliant victories.

      By March, Ögedei ordered the general Subutai to attack Bianjing. The Jin forces defended themselves using zhendianlei and feihuoqiang. So what exactly was zhendianlei? It was an iron can filled with explosives that, when ignited, detonated with the power to penetrate armor and cause great destruction. The feihuoqiang was a metal tube loaded with gunpowder that could burn enemies a dozen paces away. Thus, when we examine contemporaneous gunpowder weapons, they basically manifest in three forms: burning, exploding, and shooting. Looking back, when the Jin defended Bianjing these three forms of gunpowder weaponry had already made their appearance. The Song and Mongol forces fought fiercely for sixteen days and nights, suffering very heavy casualties. The Mongol army failed to achieve a rapid victory and for a time could not find a more effective method to take Bianjing. So the two sides temporarily reached a truce; the Mongol army withdrew to the Heluo region to replan their strategy for breaching the city. Ögedei led Tolui northward; after leaving Juyong Pass he returned to a summer retreat in Inner Mongolia. What, then, does this phase of the campaign reveal?

      First, Tolui’s transfer of authority to Ögedei was a sincere act from the heart, not hypocrisy. Tolui truly and wholeheartedly supported Ögedei and harbored no intent to rebel. From the moment Ögedei formally inherited the khanship, Tolui unfailingly obeyed his leadership. He kept the big picture in mind and closely followed Ögedei in the campaign against the Jin, with wholehearted dedication and no divided loyalties. If Tolui had harbored even a trace of rebellion, he could not have cooperated with Ögedei with such tacit understanding. Wherever Ögedei directed him to attack, he went without hesitation; whatever tasks he was assigned, he carried out diligently. He even risked his life in lethal combat against Jin forces. It should be understood that the armed forces under Tolui’s command were in fact the most powerful at that time.

      One could say that from the moment Ögedei assumed the khanship, Tolui inwardly recognized Ögedei’s legitimacy and spared no effort in assisting him, hoping to accomplish the great enterprise of unifying China.

      Although Tolui gave Ögedei his full support, the temptation of power often distorts human nature and can even strangle familial bonds. Even if Tolui showed no sign of plotting rebellion, the very capability he possessed to do so had become the dictator’s greatest dread. The contest between power and human nature would play out again, and this tragedy would be repeated time and again throughout the long course of Chinese history.

      History has always been cruel and indifferent. Whether royal scions or imperial clans, so‑called blood ties often appear negligible in the face of power. In that era, people cared most about the power they held and the positions they occupied. History does not progress along the pleasant lines people hope for; it does not bend to human will. According to the original Annals of Ruizong, in the fourth year of Ögedei’s reign, in May, Ögedei fell ill. By June his condition had worsened. At that time Tolui earnestly prayed to heaven, declaring that he was willing to take upon himself the illness of his elder brother Ögedei, even to die in his stead. Then Tolui drank down the water used by shamans to cure the disease.

      A few days later Ögedei’s condition miraculously improved. However, on his northward return Tolui fell ill and died at a place called Ala and Tis, at only forty‑one years old.

      This is the account in the original Annals of Ruizong. Because the subsequent Yuan throne remained in Tolui’s line, when Kublai ascended the Yuan throne he naturally posthumously honored his father Tolui as an emperor, did he not? Thus Tolui’s temple name is Ruizong. In fact, Tolui never actually reigned as emperor; he was only honored as Ruizong. So how exactly did Tolui die? Other historical works give different accounts. The Secret History of the Yuan, written in Mongolian, records it thus: at that time the campaign against the Jin had not succeeded, and Ögedei, returning north with Tolui to escape the summer heat, fell gravely ill. After falling ill they summoned physicians to treat him; the physicians prescribed medicine, and Ögedei took it for several days, but his condition not only failed to improve, it grew worse.

      So, as a Mongol, Ögedei thought the physicians had had no effect and decided to bring in a shaman to drive away the illness. The shaman told Ögedei, “Great Khan, you have fought for many years, slain too many people and destroyed many cities; this has aroused the wrath of the gods of the mountains and rivers. Now the heavenly spirits wish to summon you to answer for your crimes.” Hearing the shaman’s words, Ögedei was greatly frightened and hastily asked, “Do you have any way to keep me from dying? Can you plead with the gods to spare me for a while?” The shaman replied, “At least one prince must go in the Khan’s stead to beg pardon from the gods to avert the Khan’s disaster.” Ögedei looked around and found that among the princes who had accompanied him, only Tolui had remained constantly at his side. So Ögedei sent for Tolui to come near. When Tolui arrived, Ögedei spoke mournfully, “Fourth brother, I fear my illness is beyond cure.” Tolui was moved that the Khan addressed him so affectionately as Fourth Brother; he hurriedly said, “Third Brother, this is only a fleeting sickness. With three to five days of rest you will surely recover; there’s no need for such despairing talk.”

      Ögedei sighed and slowly said, “The shaman just prayed for me and said Heaven is angry and will take me away to answer for my deeds. If I do not go, then one prince must go in my place. Among the princes with the army, only you, Fourth Brother, are here. The army might still function without me, but without you its morale will surely collapse. So I have asked you to come to discuss this matter with me. If I go, then afterwards...”

      Before Ögedei could finish, Tolui quickly interrupted, “Khan brother, rest assured. If a younger brother can take your punishment, it is his duty. You, as ruler of the state, are the pillar of the nation and must not be harmed. How can the army do without you but not without me?” Tolui added, “Bring the shaman here at once.”

      The shaman was quickly summoned. Tolui, with a resolute face, told the shaman, “I am willing to go in the Great Khan’s stead to beg pardon from the gods.” The shaman, hearing this, produced a bowl of cursed water and handed it to Tolui. Tolui did not hesitate; he lifted the bowl and drank it all. He was then carried back to his tent. A few days later, Tolui passed away.

      In legend, Tolui took upon himself his elder brother’s punishment and ultimately exchanged his life for Ögedei’s recovery. All this seems like a touching tale full of fraternal devotion. However, there are many differing accounts in the course of history about Tolui’s cause and time of death, and this whole matter appears to be intricately linked to Ögedei. So was Tolui willingly going to die in atonement, or was he brutally murdered by others?

      A Persian wrote a history called The History of the World Conqueror, which states that Tolui died from illness brought on by excessive drinking. Most oddly, in the Annals of Taizong, which specifically records Ögedei’s deeds, Tolui’s death is noted in a single brief sentence saying only that Tolui died in September, without mentioning the cause. The Biography of Ruizong, however, records Tolui’s death as occurring in June. Think about it: a person’s date of death is a major event-how could it be recorded carelessly? Especially when writing a biography, it would be impossible not to carefully ascertain the date of death. Therefore, according to the Ruizong account, Tolui died in June, not September, which also accords with the Secret History of the Yuan.

      In the Annals of Taizong, the historian deliberately postponed Tolui’s date of death by three months, clearly attempting to exculpate Ögedei from the crime of murdering his own brother. In fact, the most likely possibility is that Ögedei considered Tolui still a threat and had him poisoned. Although some claim that Ögedei publicly announced his illness and had Tolui take upon himself the calamity, tales such as the so‑called “cursed water” are completely baseless rumors. It can be asserted that Tolui was poisoned to death. Thus Ögedei, out of self‑interest, heartlessly killed his own brother. It is also an established fact that Ögedei lived nine years longer than Tolui. After all, in royal families there is little genuine familial affection; what they value is the throne that symbolizes supreme power, is it not?

      Tolui is a figure imbued with tragedy, yet he was also an extraordinary man. He had not only a great father-Genghis Khan-but also a great son-Kublai. Both men shine brilliantly in the long course of Chinese history. Tolui played the pivotal role of bridging past and future, and his contributions to the Mongol Empire were also highly significant.

      Earlier we mentioned that Ögedei was able to ascend to the khanship thanks to Yelü Chucai. In fact, Ögedei likewise relied on Yelü Chucai when governing the realm and implementing political measures. So, what outstanding virtues and talents did Yelü Chucai possess that allowed him, in the early Yuan-i.e., the period when the Mongol Empire had just been established-to be acclaimed as a capable statesman for governing the realm?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            A MASTER OF STATECRAFT

          

        

      

    

    
      The Mongols waged wars everywhere, and the territories they ruled were extremely vast. However, they had no experience to draw on for governing such a large empire. The choice before them was whether to follow old Mongol customs and treat the vast lands as pastures for seasonal herding, or to learn from Han Chinese regimes and adopt ceremonial systems, implement a taxation system, and establish the imperial examination. This was undoubtedly a major dilemma confronting the supreme ruler. Fortunately, someone soon helped the Mongol rulers find an answer to this problem. So who was this person? And what kind of answer did he find?

      In Ögedei's accession to the khanship, one important figure played a key role: Yelü Chucai.

      Yelü Chucai was also the Mongol Empire's first Grand Chancellor, and was hailed as "the general who governs the realm."

      Yelü Chucai was born in the first year of Mingchang under Jin Zhangzong, that is, 1190 AD, into a Khitan aristocratic family in the Western Hills of Yanjing. He was a ninth-generation descendant of Liao’s founder Yelü Abaoji. When he was born, his father was nearly sixty-truly a late-in-life child-so his father was especially delighted. For his son’s future, his father consulted a fortune-teller. After some calculations, the fortune-teller said, “Your son will be employed by some country,” meaning that the son would serve as an official in another state. Had such a fate been foretold in a Central Plains dynasty household, the elders might have been upset: after all the effort of raising the child, talent would be lost to another state, serving there as an adviser. However, Yelü Chucai’s father was pleased. Because he himself was Khitan and had been employed by the Jin, he regarded it as a good thing that his son would be employed by a state-no matter which one-as long as his talent was put to use. Thus, full of feeling and pride, he told others, “I did not have this son until I was sixty; he is my family’s thousand-li steed, certain to possess grand talents and be employed by another state in the future.” Borrowing the allusion “Chu’s talent used by Jin” from the Zuo Zhuan, he named his son Yelü Chucai, with the courtesy name Jinqing. Unfortunately, good times are short: when Yelü Chucai was only three years old, his father passed away, leaving the young Yelü Chucai and his mother to rely on one another. Yelü Chucai’s mother was no ordinary woman; she came from a highly cultured, scholarly family and from childhood had been proficient in qin, chess, calligraphy, and painting, possessing deep cultural and artistic cultivation. Later she married Yelü Chucai’s father. Because his father held an official post in the Jin dynasty, she was granted the title Lady of Qishui and enjoyed a certain social prestige at the time. After Yelü Chucai’s father died, his mother always kept his dying wish in mind. He had earnestly hoped that their son would succeed in his studies and one day bring honor to the family. So she took Yelü Chucai from Zhongdu back to their hometown. They carefully built two simple huts on a cliff south of Taohuadong on Yiwulü Mountain in Liaoning. Thereafter, the mother devotedly taught her son to study diligently, opening the door of knowledge for him.

      The scenery of Yiwulü Mountain was breathtaking, like a natural painting, yet sparsely populated and very tranquil. In this peaceful environment, Yelü Chucai immersed himself day and night in the sea of books. After only a few short years he had accumulated a wealth of knowledge. Whether historical works, Confucian classics, or poetry and prose, he knew them thoroughly; he also read widely on astronomy, geography, statutes, and numerological arts, gaining considerable insight. He was quick-witted and exceptionally gifted: whenever he put pen to paper, ideas flowed like a spring, and his compositions were often completed in a single stroke, rarely requiring drafts or revisions, revealing his high literary talent and writing ability.

      In addition, Yelü Chucai’s poetry was also fairly renowned. A collection of his works entitled Zhanran Jushi Wenji circulated, and the poems within demonstrated his deep literary foundation and distinctive artistic style. At the same time, he conducted in-depth study and understanding of Buddhist studies, reading Buddhist scriptures widely and drawing wisdom and philosophy from them, which enriched and deepened his inner life.

      Time flew, and by the sixth year of the Taihe era under Jin Zhangzong, Yelü Chucai was already seventeen. With lofty ambitions, he was naturally unwilling to spend his life secluded in the mountains, keeping his talents and learning company only with green hills, flowers, birds, and fish. As the saying goes, "Those who excel in learning are fit for office," and he longed for the day when he could realize his aspirations and contribute to the state and society. So how did Yelü Chucai enter official service?

      At the time, the regulations granted the sons of chancellors the privilege of being appointed as left military officers within government offices. But Yelü Chucai did not value this privilege; he resolutely decided to forgo this shortcut and chose to sit the formal jinshi examination, relying on his genuine ability and learning to pursue a career in government. Ögedei also thought the old system should not be lightly altered, and so issued a decree that he would personally interview Yelü Chucai. He thought, "You refused the usual route into office and insisted on taking the examination; since you are so confident, I will test you myself." Thus Ögedei personally posed several thorny, difficult cases and asked how they should be handled. Seventeen people took part in this special "examination," and among them Yelü Chucai's answers were the most outstanding, precise, and comprehensive. Thanks to his excellent performance, Yelü Chucai thus officially began his career in government service.

      At first, Yelü Chucai mainly assisted his superiors in a government office with handling paperwork. Although the administrative authority he exercised in daily affairs was not great, for a seventeen-year-old it was like a young man still in high school entering official life for training, and it proved extremely beneficial to his future development. Before long, because he worked diligently and achieved remarkable results, he was promoted to the post of zhou tongzhi. At that time, in May 1215, Yanjing was captured by the Mongol army. Yelü Chucai found himself in a predicament with nowhere to go; with no other choice, he went to Bao'en Temple, became a disciple of the venerable Wan Song, devoted himself to the study of Buddhism, and gave himself the sobriquet Zhanran Jushi.

      In the 1950s in Beijing, Wan Song’s pagoda still stood near Xidan. Yelü Chucai studied Buddhism deeply under Wan Song. When Genghis Khan heard that Yelü Chucai possessed considerable learning and insight, he summoned him to meet. Upon seeing Yelü Chucai, Genghis Khan said, “You are a rare talent; I have long heard of you. Among the Khitans you are a man of outstanding ability.”

      Genghis Khan went on, “In the past your homeland Liao was destroyed by the Jin. Now, with the aid of our great Mongols, it is gradually on the road to restoration and independence. Outstanding talents like you ought to devote themselves to the great cause of national revival.” After hearing this, Yelü Chucai pondered for a long while before replying, “Your Highness, I find it difficult to agree. My family has served the Jin for three generations. Although our ancestors were people of Liao, since three generations have served the Jin, we ought to be loyal to them-how could we regard our sovereign as an enemy? If we did so, would we not become traitorous villains, unfaithful and disloyal, who deceive and betray the ruler?”

      Genghis Khan felt extremely embarrassed on hearing this, for he had been tempting him to turn against his ties. Nevertheless, he greatly admired Yelü Chucai’s integrity and frankness, so he kept him at his side as an adviser and affectionately called him “Urtu-sakhri.” The name arose because Yelü Chucai had a very long beard, and isn’t it so endearing when a leader gives you a nickname and calls you by it?

      In June 1219, Genghis Khan set out on his western campaign, and Yelü Chucai accompanied him; the target of this expedition was Khwarezm. Before the campaign a flag-offering ritual was required, and on the day of the ritual three feet of heavy snow fell-mind you, this was in the blazing summer month of June-an occurrence as extraordinary as the injustice in the story of Dou E. Some took it as an ominous sign. To boost the army’s morale, Yelü Chucai told Genghis Khan that, as a rule, snow should fall in winter, so snow in summer was precisely a good omen indicating the defeat of the enemy and the seizure of victory.

      The following winter thunder was heard. The weather was truly strange: snow in summer and thunder in winter. The soldiers became agitated. Genghis Khan asked Yelü Chucai what kind of omen this was and why there would be thunder in winter. Yelü Chucai replied, “Your Majesty, the enemy ruler will soon die and will be left unburied on the open plain.” Later, events indeed unfolded as he had predicted: Shamokemo, the ruler of Khwarezm, died.

      Yelü Chucai could not only divine the stars but was well read in literature, aware of world affairs, and skilled in medicine, and for these reasons he was especially trusted by Genghis Khan. In Genghis Khan’s camp there was a highly skilled artisan named Chang Bajin. He was a Western Xia man who later joined the Mongol army. The objects he produced were of exceptional workmanship; as a famous artisan attached to a great general he often received Genghis Khan’s praise, and perhaps as a result he became somewhat arrogant. At that time, craftsmen enjoyed fairly high social status. So Chang Bajin said to Yelü Chucai, “Now the country is frequently at war and urgently needs soldiers-what practical use can a scholar like you, who only plays with words and brushwork, possibly have?” Yelü Chucai replied calmly, “Look, even those in government understand the value of hiring craftsmen to help govern the realm-how could they abandon those ‘artisans’ capable of managing the state? You are an artisan who practices a concrete craft, whereas I am an artisan of governing the realm.” After hearing this exchange, Genghis Khan grew to respect and trust Yelü Chucai even more.

      In August 1222 a comet appeared in the western sky. In ancient times people commonly believed that changes in the heavens were closely linked to the fate of emperors, and the appearance of a comet was often seen as an ill omen.

      Because of this, some thought the sign foretold misfortune for Genghis Khan. So what would Yelü Chucai say this time? Would his prediction be as accurately fulfilled as before?

      By then Genghis Khan was already past sixty. Some secretly speculated that the khan’s life might be drawing to an end. Yelü Chucai hastened to advise Genghis Khan: “Your Majesty need not worry; this omen does not pertain to you but to Emperor Xuanzong of the Jin, who is about to die.” Genghis Khan was greatly pleased on hearing this. As it later turned out, Yelü Chucai’s words were correct-Emperor Xuanzong of the Jin was indeed nearing the end of his life. From this it seemed as if Yelü Chucai possessed a power of prescience, able to foresee a thousand years forward and five hundred years back. In reality, this was not due to any supernatural ability but to his vast learning, extraordinary intellect, and keen grasp of human nature, which made his predictions often come true.

      Moreover, Yelü Chucai may also have had in-depth study and knowledge of divinatory arts such as qimen dunjia. Genghis Khan trusted Yelü Chucai deeply; he once solemnly told his son Ögedei, “Yelü Chucai is a precious gift bestowed upon our family by Tengri. Heaven sent him to help us found and stabilize the realm. If the day comes when I die and you take charge of state affairs, entrust both civil and military matters to him and let him wholeheartedly assist you.”

      Yelü Chucai was absorbed in Buddhist practice; he became a disciple of the venerable Wan Song and studied Buddhism deeply. In Buddhist teaching the greatest taboo is taking life; among the five precepts-abstaining from killing, stealing, sexual misconduct, false speech, and intoxicants-the prohibition against killing ranks first, a vitally important principle of Buddhism. Thus, when Yelü Chucai served in the Mongol army and witnessed Mongol soldiers, upon capturing each city and tract of land, wantonly killing and looting, he was deeply tormented. He constantly pondered how to minimize killing as much as possible, reduce the losses war inflicted on ordinary people, and lessen the damage to social productivity. He therefore resolved to invoke the name of gods and Buddhas and try to influence Genghis Khan to change these brutal practices.

      During Genghis Khan’s western campaign, on one occasion the Mongol cavalry marched to the Iron Gate Pass, located in what is now Uzbekistan. At that time one of Genghis Khan’s guards saw a strange beast: it had the appearance of a deer, the tail of a horse, a single green horn on its head, and, most astonishingly, it could speak human speech. As the guard stood in astonishment, the creature opened its mouth and said to him, “Your sovereign should return at once.”

      When Genghis Khan heard the guard’s account he was greatly amazed and asked Yelü Chucai, “What on earth is this creature?” Yelü Chucai replied, “This is an auspicious beast called Jiaoduan. The Jiaoduan is very special: it understands the languages of the four quarters, and by nature loves peace and detests killing. Its appearance here today is Heaven’s special dispatch to admonish the Great Khan. Your Majesty, you are a scion of Heaven, a son of Eternal Heaven (Tengri), and the people under heaven are your subjects. Therefore you should follow Heaven’s will and protect and preserve the lives of the common people.”

      After hearing Yelü Chucai’s words, Genghis Khan that same day ordered a return to the east. At that time, whenever the Mongol army captured a place the commanders greedily seized valuables, but Yelü Chucai was not in the least tempted by money. He devoted himself to protecting books and cultural relics, collecting sutras and texts wherever he could. These actions won him undying merit in preserving Chinese civilization and even world civilization. During Genghis Khan’s reign, although he valued Yelü Chucai highly, he did not entrust him with important official posts. This was because Genghis Khan’s main energy was devoted to campaigns in all directions, while Yelü Chucai’s expertise did not lie in marching and fighting. In Genghis Khan’s eyes, Yelü Chucai was merely a semi-sage who dabbled in fortune-telling and mystification. The person who truly recognized Yelü Chucai’s extraordinary abilities was Ögedei.

      Although Genghis Khan appreciated and befriended Yelü Chucai, he did not grant him significant office or power. Only after Ögedei succeeded to the throne did Yelü Chucai truly have the opportunity to fully display his talents. So by what means did Yelü Chucai assist Ögedei Khan in bringing order and proper governance to the state and in steering the Mongol Empire gradually toward Sinicization?

      At that time the official in charge of governing the Yanjing region was named Shimo Xiandebu. He was a descendant of the well-known early Mongol minister Shimo Yexian and was likewise of Khitan origin. He relied on his family background and was a typical “second-generation official.” Wherever he went he flaunted his status, was idle and unlearned, used his father’s power to commit wrongdoing, bullied the virtuous, seized women, and behaved arrogantly and wantonly.

      One can imagine that under such a man’s rule, public security in the city of Yanjing sank to an extreme low. Bandits ran rampant; in broad daylight they would drive ox-carts straight into wealthy households and plunder their belongings. If anyone dared to stop them, they would be killed on the spot. Upon hearing this, Yelü Chucai resolved to investigate the matter. He privately wondered who could be so brazen as to openly rob people while driving an ox-cart, these thieves not only steal money but also kill people; it was truly appalling.

      After a thorough investigation, Yelü Chucai discovered that the ringleaders behind these bandits were actually the sons of local elites and powerful clans. Yelü Chucai therefore decisively ordered that these lawbreakers be rounded up one by one and punished according to the law. However, the relatives of these villains could not accept that their children be punished, so they secretly bribed the Mongol prince Tachar. As a Mongol noble, Tachar had considerable influence in the area. When Yelü Chucai learned of this, he immediately went to visit Tachar. He laid out the stakes in detail and earnestly said, “This realm now belongs to your Borjigit clan; if you fail to act according to the law and allow these privileged sons to run wild, the state will fall into chaos and the realm cannot be secured. When that happens, the first to suffer will be your Borjigit clan.” Tachar, hearing Yelü Chucai’s words, suddenly saw the truth of them and realized he was right. In the end, Tachar supported Yelü Chucai’s decision, and sixteen of the most heinous offenders were publicly executed. From that time on, the bandits in Yanjing vanished without a trace. The people understood that Yelü Chucai enforced the law so strictly that no matter how powerful your backers were, if you broke the law you could not escape punishment. Thus order in Yanjing was restored and stabilized. After Yelü Chucai had helped Ögedei secure his election as Great Khan, he went to Chagatai and said sincerely, “Although you are the Great Khan’s elder brother, your younger brother is now the Great Khan. As a subject you must observe the rites that distinguish ruler and minister. Think about it: the next time you go to see the Great Khan, you mustn’t swagger in with your belly sticking out and shout, ‘Little brother, your elder has arrived’-that would be inappropriate. You should kneel before the Great Khan and perform the proper obeisance. If you take the lead in kneeling, others will naturally show the Great Khan greater respect.” Chagatai was perfectly reasonable and accepted the advice humbly. After all, the ranks of ruler and subject had already been settled; if kneeling was required, then kneel he would.

      So Chagatai led all the members of the Golden family and Mongol officials at every level in paying obeisance to Ögedei Khan. This prostration was of extraordinary significance: it was tantamount to introducing the ritual codes of the Central Plains into Mongolia, further consolidating and enhancing Ögedei’s prestige.

      Immediately thereafter, Yelü Chucai presented a memorial to Ögedei Khan. In it he elaborated a series of important matters in detail: how officials should be reasonably organized, how taxes should be levied in a scientific manner, how the treasury should be effectively managed, and how criminal law should be justly enforced. He gave the Great Khan a comprehensive and detailed account of the measures that should be adopted, with the aim of putting the Mongol Empire on the right track. He pointed out in particular that the prevailing custom of gift-giving among officials was extremely harmful. The coming-and-going of presents between officers had already become an unwritten rule, and the damage of this phenomenon could not be underestimated. He hoped the Khan would issue an edict banning this unhealthy practice. Ögedei replied that voluntary gifts need not be pursued too harshly. He felt that when people meet there will always be some personal feelings involved. He also believed that whether officials embezzled was not the most crucial issue; what mattered was their loyalty to the ruler-so long as they did not take the wrong side, that would suffice. Yelü Chucai, however, solemnly analyzed for the Khan: “If officials exchange gifts among themselves, this is the beginning of political corruption and the scourge of the people-how can we allow it? Where do these reciprocal gifts come from? They must be extorted from the common people. Thus this is the origin of harm to the populace and must not be tolerated.” In the end Ögedei followed Yelü Chucai’s advice and ordered that officials be forbidden from exchanging gifts.

      At that time the Mongol Empire had been at war for years, leaving the treasury empty and reserves depleted. Some close aides counseled Ögedei that the Han people were of no real use to the state, proposing that the Han be slaughtered and the vast fields of the Central Plains converted into pasture to increase supplies in keeping with the Mongolian nomadic tradition. Yelü Chucai, upon hearing this proposal, resolutely opposed it.

      He knew well that Ögedei was intent on increasing state revenues in order to expand the army and continue military campaigns. Thus Yelü Chucai solemnly remonstrated: “Your Majesty, sparing and keeping the Han people would be of a hundred benefits and not a single harm to our Mongol Empire. We can let the Han engage in farming and then levy taxes on them. I have carefully calculated that each year the area north of the Yellow River can yield 500,000 taels of silver, 80,000 bolts of silk, and 400,000 dàn of grain. If we kill all the Han, where will these riches come from? Your Majesty is about to lead a southern expedition and will need large sums of money-these resources are sufficient to support military expenditure. To carry out slaughter would doubtless be the foolish act of killing the chicken to get its eggs.”

      After hearing this, Ögedei weighed the pros and cons carefully, found Yelü Chucai’s words entirely convincing, agreed to his proposal, and appointed Yelü Chucai to oversee tax collection. From then on, the tax collection work proved highly effective and yielded abundant results.

      When Ögedei arrived at Datong, the former Western Capital of the Jin, Yelü Chucai was ordered to neatly display the collected silver, bolts of silk and grain in the courtyard of the temporary palace. Seeing the piles of silver, cloth and grain heaped like mountains, Ögedei was immediately delighted. These supplies were indispensable for military campaigns, and Ögedei was so pleased that that same day he appointed Yelü Chucai as Zhongshu Ling and had him prepare to establish the Zhongshu Sheng modeled on the Jin system. From that point the Mongol Empire began to have its own central administrative organ-the Zhongshu Sheng-and its first Zhongshu Ling was the Khitan Yelü Chucai.

      A few years later Yelü Chucai submitted a memorial to Ögedei: “Your Majesty, manufacturing implements requires employing craftsmen of superb skill, and defending cities requires hiring capable Confucian scholars. The work I am undertaking cannot be accomplished without the assistance of dozens of able men.”

      Ögedei also realized the court’s shortage of talent, so he followed Yelü Chucai’s advice, instituted the imperial examinations to select officials, and boldly employed Han intellectuals. Many Han scholars, by virtue of their talents, later became widely renowned ministers during Kublai Khan’s reign. In this process the Mongol Empire gradually embarked on a path of Sinicization.

      Since ancient times, talented people have often provoked the jealousy of others. Yelü Chucai, occupying a high position in a Mongol society that placed great importance on ethnic hierarchy, was not Mongol, and this undoubtedly placed him at the center of public scrutiny. It should be borne in mind that any official who sincerely does his work will inevitably offend some people in the course of his duties. As the number of people he offended grew and grievances deepened, naturally there would be those who wished him dead. So who exactly were the people who wanted his life? Would their conspiracy ultimately succeed?

      The first person who plotted to take his life was Shimoxian Debu. This man’s habitual corruption was simply outrageous-wherever there was money to be had, he never let it go; he would take any kind of bribe. As the saying goes, bad leaders breed bad subordinates, and his followers were cut from the same cloth: all they thought about was money, they killed with abandon, and paid no heed to rules or law. Yelü Chucai could not tolerate their conduct and dealt with them according to the law. Shimoxian Debu saw his power being suppressed and felt deeply aggrieved. Within his jurisdiction, Yelü Chucai had decisively executed sixteen people without so much as notifying him. To him this was plainly a deliberate affront. Shimoxian Debu came to hate Yelü Chucai bitterly. Though he lacked any other real talent, he was rather skilled at sowing discord.

      Holding the high and powerful post of Zhongshu Ling, Yelü Chucai became the target of Shimoxian Debu’s foul scheme: he planned to use slander to make the Khan suspicious of Yelü. He urged his uncle, who enjoyed considerable standing at court, to send envoys to Ögedei with malicious reports, alleging that Yelü Chucai was appointing his own men, harboring divided loyalties, and even entertaining designs of rebellion. It should be known that powerful ministers commonly arouse a ruler’s suspicion. Shimoxian Debu believed Ögedei would therefore distance himself from Yelü Chucai-or at least launch an investigation that would make him uncomfortable. What he never imagined was that, after the accusation was brought, Ögedei would immediately order a thorough inquiry. When it was discovered who had lodged the complaint, it turned out to be a false accusation by the Shimoxian family. Ögedei flew into a rage, not only angrily denouncing the envoy but also severely rebuking him.

      On another occasion a Mongol noble lodged a complaint with Ögedei, accusing Yelü Chucai of "violating imperial regulations." The historical records do not specify exactly what this alleged "violation" entailed-after all, it was a false accusation and did not warrant detailed record. It is reasonable to suppose it meant that Yelü had usurped imperial prerogatives, used objects that only the Son of Heaven should use, or lived in rooms reserved for the emperor. Ögedei, who had always placed great trust in Yelü Chucai, did not readily believe such slander. Nevertheless, in a moment of weakness he was misled by petty men’s calumnies and ordered Yelü Chucai bound and thrown into a dark, damp prison. But within a few days Ögedei sank into deep remorse. From his long acquaintance with Yelü he knew him to be upright and loyal, and impossible to have committed the crimes of which he had been accused. He at once issued orders for Yelü Chucai to be hastily released from prison.

      Yelü Chucai was by nature upright and stubborn. He thought to himself, am I someone to be toyed with at will? You, Ögedei, as Great Khan, cannot act like this-seizing me when you please and releasing me when you please, treating a person with such disregard is a great affront. There must be a reasonable explanation. Therefore, when the order for his release was conveyed, Yelü resolutely refused. He cried out loudly to Ögedei: “Since you bound and imprisoned me in the first place, you must have judged me guilty. As a state official, if I have indeed committed crimes Your Majesty surely knows them well. You should proclaim my offenses so that all the court officials are aware. Now you order my release-is that not to declare me innocent? One moment you find me guilty, the next you say I am not-does this not amount to childish play? How can matters of state be treated so lightly?”

      Ögedei understood that he was indeed in the wrong. Seeing Yelü’s stern interrogation, he hastened to put on a conciliatory face and explained: “Though I am exalted as Khan, I am after all a mortal. How can mortals not make mistakes?” Yelü Chucai, seeing that Ögedei had voluntarily admitted his fault and thereby offered him a way to step down, and mindful of the importance of the ruler–minister relationship and unwilling to let it become too acrimonious, accepted that way out, and the two were reconciled as before.

      As the saying goes, a fine horse is lucky to meet a Bole, and a worthy minister fortunate to encounter a wise sovereign. Yelü Chucai devoted himself wholeheartedly to Khan Ögedei, serving with tireless dedication, and Ögedei in turn greatly admired and relied upon him. The two, ruler and minister, trusted and supported one another, working together for the prosperity and stability of the state. Yet all lives have an end, and even the happiest times must one day come to a close.

      In the year 1241, Khan Ögedei passed away. So, before the new sovereign, would Yelü Chucai still continue to be favored and employed?

      After Ögedei’s death, Empress Naimazhen began to take charge of state affairs. Some who harbored grievances against Yelü Chucai seized the opportunity to accuse him, claiming that during his tenure as Zhongshu Ling he had embezzled the majority of the realm’s taxes. Hearing this, Empress Naimazhen dispatched her close attendants to investigate. After a careful inquiry, they found only a qin, paintings and calligraphy, and more than ten volumes of ancient books and inscriptions in his house-no other valuable possessions. At that time the Empress showed extreme favor to a man named Aodula Heman. He was a Muslim merchant, and rumor had it that his relationship with Empress Naimazhen was unusually intimate-indeed, he was said to be her male favorite. How far did the Empress’s trust in Aodula Heman go? She actually handed him blank imperial edicts already impressed with the seal, like a blank check: whatever decrees he wished to issue could simply be written into those edicts.
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