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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      The Qing Dynasty: A History of China, PART TWO, takes you deep into the lives of emperors and ministers whose choices changed the course of China. From Emperor Kangxi, who reigned longer than any other in Chinese history, to his son Emperor Yongzheng, famous for his tireless work ethic, and finally to the celebrated Emperor Qianlong, this book explores the dynasty’s most powerful rulers. Each chapter brings their struggles, ambitions, and personal battles into focus, showing how the throne was never guaranteed, even within the imperial family.

      One of the most dramatic stories is the “War for Power” among Kangxi’s many sons. Princes like Yinsi, Yintang, Yinti, and Yinzhen — who would become Emperor Yongzheng — all risked everything in a fierce contest for succession. The betrayals, alliances, and heartbreak in this struggle reveal the raw human side of history, where even blood brothers could become deadly rivals.

      Beyond the emperors, you will meet generals and officials whose names still echo through Chinese history. Nian Gengyao, the brilliant but arrogant commander of the northwest, rose to incredible heights before his fall. Longkodo, the powerful uncle of Yongzheng, stood at the center of Beijing’s military power. And ministers like Yinxiang, Suoertu, and Mingzhu each left their mark on the empire through loyalty, ambition, or rivalry. Their stories show the constant danger of serving close to the throne.

      This book also shines a light on unexpected figures who changed the dynasty’s course. From the governor who only found his calling late in life, to the illiterate man who still held office, to the only Han official ever honored in the Imperial Temple — their lives prove that influence came in many forms. Even powerful women, like those who stood behind emperors and princes, shaped the destiny of the dynasty in ways often overlooked.

      From the founding of the Grand Council to wars in Tibet, Jinchuan, and Southeast Asia, to struggles with vassal kings in Annam, these chapters reveal how politics, war, and family shaped an empire that lasted nearly three centuries.
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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            THE WAR FOR POWER

          

        

      

    

    
      Emperor Kangxi was an extremely diligent ruler, but his son, Emperor Yongzheng, was even more hardworking. So, how exactly did Yongzheng stand out among many brothers and become the next monarch of the Qing Dynasty? In this chapter, I will explore this in detail.

      First, it should be noted that although the Qing Dynasty was influenced by Han culture and had the concept of the eldest legitimate son inheriting the throne, the deeply ingrained Manchu traditional thinking of joint governance still existed. The remnants of their original military democratic system were still present.

      Emperor Kangxi had a large number of children, with twenty-four sons alone. This inevitably sparked a fierce battle for the throne. However, not all twenty-four princes participated in the struggle; only nine were truly involved. This is the famous historical event known as the "Nine Princes’ War of Succession." So, who were these nine princes?

      They were the eldest son Yinzhi, the second son Yinreng, the third son Yinzhi, the fourth son Yinzhen, the eighth son Yinsi, the ninth son Yintang, the tenth son Yin'e, the thirteenth son Yinxiang, and the fourteenth son Yinti. These names are quite tongue-twisting. Among these nine, there were three main factions: one led by the second prince, the Crown Prince faction; one led by the eighth prince, the Eighth Prince faction; and the last led by the fourth prince, the Fourth Prince faction. Let’s introduce them one by one.

      First, let’s talk about the most prominent figure of the Crown Prince faction, the Second Prince Yinreng. Since he was the eldest son born to Emperor Kangxi’s primary wife, Empress Hešeri, he naturally became the legitimate eldest son and was established as Crown Prince at an early age.

      The Hešeri clan is a historically very ancient Jurchen surname. If we trace back to the times of the Song Dynasty and the Jin Dynasty, this surname already existed back then; however, in the translations of that era, it was called "He Shili.”

      "He Shili" is also an ancient surname.

      Empress Hešeri had a very close relationship with Emperor Kangxi. Their son was made Crown Prince at the age of two, so his status as Crown Prince was beyond doubt. Unfortunately, Yinreng made a grave mistake in one aspect: he did not know how to properly fulfill the duties of a Crown Prince. In his heart, he was always scheming to quickly take over his father’s throne and ascend as emperor.

      In the 29th year of Kangxi’s reign, that is July 1690, Emperor Kangxi personally led the army to campaign against Galdan for the first time. When the army reached a place called Bolohetun, Galdan’s forces were stationed at Ulanbutong, and a major battle was about to erupt. At this critical moment, Emperor Kangxi caught a severe cold and his high fever would not subside. Seeing the emperor in such condition, the ministers sincerely pleaded with His Majesty to return to the capital to recuperate. Emperor Kangxi also thought the ministers’ advice was reasonable—after all, taking care of his imperial body was the most important thing—so he ordered Crown Prince Yinreng and the third prince Yinzhi to come to greet him.

      A few days later, the two sons led their troops to the emperor’s temporary palace. Everyone saw Emperor Kangxi’s haggard face and hurriedly stepped forward to express concern and ask after his health. Only Crown Prince Yinreng showed no sign of worry, nor did his words express any care for Emperor Kangxi. As the saying goes, “Without comparison, there is no injury.” Emperor Kangxi’s heart instantly turned cold. He secretly sighed to himself, how could a son he valued so much act like an ungrateful whelp? Couldn’t you at least pretend a little?

      Thus, in a fit of rage, Emperor Kangxi ordered Yinreng to return immediately to the capital and declared that he no longer needed him to come greet him. After all, he had many sons; losing one wouldn’t matter. The rift between father and son began at this very moment. Judging from the subsequent course of history, calling this Crown Prince an ungrateful and disloyal person is not an exaggeration. Having long held the position of heir apparent, he had developed an extremely strong craving for power. So, for Crown Prince Yinreng, his father’s deteriorating health and eventual death were essentially good news that could help him realize his ambitions faster. They practically wished their father would die sooner, and this was not just said once. Didn’t it turn out exactly that way later? He once said, “Throughout history, has there ever been a Crown Prince who held the position for forty years without ascending the throne? Why hasn’t my father died yet?” That was his mindset.

      Thus, rumors of the Crown Prince’s unfilial and ungrateful behavior spread like wildfire within the Forbidden City, and as a result, he lost the emperor’s favor. This was not the real reason he was deposed as Crown Prince; the actual situation was far more serious. He conspired with Suoertu to rebel. Who exactly was Suoertu? Why did he collude with Suoertu to plot rebellion? This must be traced back to the conflict between Suoertu and Mingzhu. Suoertu’s full name was Hešeri Suoertu. Just hearing this surname, we can tell he came from a prestigious family. His father was Sonin, a minister highly favored by Huang Taiji, and Emperor Kangxi’s empress, that is, the Empress Hešeri, was Sonin’s granddaughter. Therefore, Hešeri, also known as Empress Xiaochengren, was actually Suoertu’s niece. In this way, Suoertu became the uncle of Kangxi’s wife—this was the nature of their relationship.

      Supported by such a strong political background, Suoertu did not take the path of a prodigal son. On the contrary, he repeatedly achieved military merits and even assisted Kangxi in eliminating his trusted enemy, Oboi. Because of this, Suoertu was promoted to become a Grand Secretary of the Baohe Hall, a position equivalent to the current ministerial level.

      We all know that in the Qing Dynasty, the highest nominal state authority was the Grand Secretariat. The Grand Secretariat was composed of the Three Halls and Three Pavilions Grand Secretaries. Specifically, there were the Baohe Hall, Wenhua Hall, and Wuying Hall, as well as the Wenyuan Pavilion, Dong Pavilion, and Tiren Pavilion. These Three Halls and Three Pavilions Grand Secretaries had a certain order of precedence. The order I just mentioned is correct. The Grand Secretary of the Baohe Hall ranked first among many Grand Secretaries. Therefore, from the Qianlong era onward, this position was no longer established.The last Grand Secretary of the Baohe Hall in the Qing Dynasty was the currently popular Fucha Fuheng. After him, the position of Grand Secretary of the Baohe Hall was basically discontinued. For example, Li Hongzhang served as a Grand Secretary of the Wenhua Hall, and Zeng Guofan served as a Grand Secretary of the Wuying Hall. After that, the position of Grand Secretary of the Baohe Hall was no longer set up because its rank was simply too high.

      From becoming a ministerial-level official, Suoertu began his highly notable career as a powerful minister. So, what is the “three-eyed target” (San Yan Suoxiang)? It refers to the “three-eyed feather plume” (San Yan’er Dingdai Hualing). We all know that usually, a feather plume topping a hat with one eye of a peacock feather is already very good. If there are two eyes, that is a double-eyed plume, which is even more remarkable. Just imagine how long a peacock’s feather must be to have two or three eyes—wow, that is truly impressive. However, it should be clarified here that “target” does not mean he actually held the position of prime minister. If we were to describe his status, the famous prime minister comparable to Suoertu was Nalan Mingzhu, a Grand Secretary of the Wuying Hall.

      Because in the Qing Dynasty, once someone became a Grand Secretary, their rank was all first rank, just like the highest official rank. However, there was a ranking order among the Three Halls and Three Pavilions Grand Secretaries. For example, the Grand Secretary of the Baohe Hall symbolized the most seniority and ranked first among all Grand Secretaries, considered the “chief.” This is just like all generals being marshals, but with differences in promotion timing that reflect the order of seniority.

      Many readers may not be very familiar with Nalan Mingzhu. But if you mention the famous poet Nalan Xingde, surely everyone has heard of him. Nalan Mingzhu was, in fact, Nalan Xingde’s father. Later, Mingzhu married the daughter of Prince Ying, Ajige, thereby establishing a familial connection with the imperial family. However, this relationship brought him considerable trouble. The reason was that Ajige was the elder brother of Dorgon. After Dorgon’s death, Ajige was implicated and suffered many misfortunes. As Ajige’s son-in-law, Mingzhu’s official career was far less smooth than Suoertu’s.

      In such a complex situation, how did Mingzhu manage to ascend to the position of Grand Secretary and eventually become a prime minister? At that time, the Revolt of the Three Feudatories broke out, and there was heated debate in the court about how to respond to the rebellion. Most ministers advocated a conciliatory approach, attempting to quell the uprising through compromise. Only Mingzhu and a few other ministers stood firm and resolutely advocated for the abolition of the feudatories. Their proposal was unanimously criticized by the court officials, but it aligned perfectly with Emperor Kangxi’s own thinking. Thereafter, Mingzhu stood out due to this decisive policy and gradually became one of Emperor Kangxi’s most trusted and relied-upon ministers.

      As a result, both Suoertu and Nalan Mingzhu became favored ministers close to the emperor. But this also sparked a problem: the two powerful ministers inevitably came into conflict, competing for power and refusing to yield to each other. It must be understood that if factional strife got out of control, it could very likely lead the country into crisis. So, why did Emperor Kangxi, knowing the risks, still allow this situation to develop? The only reasonable explanation is that the emperor wanted the ministers to be divided internally. The more conflicts and fierce struggles among the ministers, the more secure the emperor’s throne would be. Because if the ministers stopped fighting among themselves, they might unite to oppose the emperor. Therefore, Kangxi initially took a hands-off approach, letting them make a fuss however they wanted. As the conflict continued, things gradually got out of hand. The two of them became embroiled in the emperor’s family affairs. Mingzhu was the maternal granduncle of the eldest prince, while Suoertu was the uncle of the Crown Prince, so naturally they took sides and formed factions. This factionalism was no small matter, and Emperor Kangxi could no longer tolerate it. Today, you fight over who should be Crown Prince; tomorrow, will you fight over who will be emperor? You two can fuss among yourselves if you want, but if you shake the foundation of the state, I will absolutely not allow it.

      Thus, in the 27th year of Kangxi’s reign, the emperor first punished Mingzhu on charges of corruption and bribery, removing him from his position as Grand Secretary and handing him over to the Imperial Guards to decide whether he should be retained based on the circumstances. In the following twenty years, he was almost never reinstated to an important position. Suoertu was likewise dismissed from his Grand Secretary post early on due to factionalism. However, strangely, unlike Mingzhu, Suoertu was soon reinstated, then suppressed again, and this cycle repeated for twenty years. Why was this? It was clear that Kangxi wanted to use him to balance Mingzhu’s influence. But all this came to an end in the 47th year of Kangxi’s reign, that is, in 1708. Why was that? Because at this time, the conflict between Kangxi and the Crown Prince sharply escalated, with the Crown Prince frequently overstepping his bounds. Emperor Kangxi became furious—“A tiger does not show its might, and yet you really take me for someone easy to bully.” In a rage, he said, “The Crown Prince is attempting to divide my power to satisfy his own needs.” Soon after, he deposed Yinreng from the position of Crown Prince.

      Once the Crown Prince was deposed, he fell into madness, wandering around in a daze every day. His uncle, Suoertu, was no exception; Kangxi ordered him to be imprisoned on charges of factionalism, misconduct, and discussing state affairs, ultimately branding him the "greatest criminal of this dynasty." After the Crown Prince’s removal, the circle of princes instantly exploded with activity. Many princes rubbed their hands in anticipation, eager to compete for the position of heir apparent.

      At this moment, one person’s popularity soared, making him the most competitive candidate—Eighth Prince Yinzhi. The Eighth Prince was known for his kindness and amiability, getting along well with everyone and enjoying a very solid popular base, thus earning the nickname “Eighth Virtuous Prince.” He not only became a figure many ministers relied upon and looked up to but also the core figure to whom several princes attached themselves, didn’t he? Therefore, the Ninth Prince Yintang, Tenth Prince Yin’e, and Fourteenth Prince Yinti all chose to align with him. The most interesting thing was that the Fourteenth Prince Yinti and the Fourth Prince Yinzhen were full brothers, sharing the same mother, yet Yinti did not hesitate to stand firmly in the Eighth Prince’s camp.

      From this, it seems that in the royal power struggles, blood relations appeared to play little role; the most crucial factor was power.

      Although the faction led by the Eighth Prince was very strong, two factors affected his participation in the succession struggle. The first was his background. The Eighth Prince’s biological mother, Consort Liang Wei, came from the Xinzhakou, which was considered the status of household slaves within the Eight Banners, a very lowly position. It is not hard to imagine that, in the imperial system era that emphasized “the mother’s status elevates the son,” this became a significant and unavoidable flaw for the Eighth Prince.

      The second was that he was overly scheming. This caused him to reveal his political ambitions too early. As a result, while he was widely admired, he also became a target of his opponents’ attacks. But this was not the most fatal problem. Among those who adopted a conciliatory attitude in this struggle, the typical representative was the First Prince Yinti. As we mentioned before, the First Prince had a very close relationship with Mingzhu, so after Mingzhu lost power, he knew that competing for the succession was hopeless. He then suggested to Emperor Kangxi that the Eighth Prince should be made Crown Prince. His reason was that the diviner Zhang Mingde, after examining the princes’ faces, said that the Eighth Prince’s facial features signified incomparable nobility and that he would surely become very wealthy and noble in the future. You have to admit, that reason might as well not have been said.

      A diviner gave face readings to the princes, and when he examined the Eighth Prince, he predicted great wealth and honor for him. Just at that time, an incident was revealed in which the First Prince used witchcraft to harm the former Crown Prince. Emperor Kangxi already had a poor impression of his eldest son. Earlier, the First Prince had even spoken arrogantly before Kangxi, declaring he would eliminate the Second Prince on behalf of their father. The more Kangxi thought about this, the angrier he became, secretly thinking: Who do you think you are? So eager to seize the succession and even harm your own younger brother—there is simply no brotherly affection at all. In a rage, Kangxi immediately ordered the First Prince, who had already been titled Prince Zhijun, to be imprisoned.

      The Eighth Prince was also implicated in this matter and was likewise detained. It is easy to imagine how stifled the Eighth Prince must have felt, as if ten thousand divine beasts were stampeding in his heart. He felt deeply wronged and thought: Who have I offended? I have stayed quietly at home, yet this disaster has fallen on me without reason and I cannot even escape it. It is truly an unbearable grievance. But the imperial decree is hard to disobey, so he could only helplessly accept it.

      When the Eighth Prince’s supporters, the Ninth and Fourteenth Princes, learned of this, they immediately became restless and rushed to rescue their Eighth Prince. Upon meeting Emperor Kangxi, the Fourteenth Prince hastened forward to vigorously defend the Eighth Prince, claiming that they were all willing to vouch for him. However, his words not only failed to have any effect but actually made the situation worse, like pouring oil on the fire.

      Originally, Emperor Kangxi’s anger had somewhat subsided, but the Fourteenth Prince’s remarks instantly reignited his fury. Kangxi’s eyes blazed as he shouted, “I am not dead yet, and your hearts already lean toward the Eighth Prince. Do you still regard me as your Father Emperor? Do you know to whom this world belongs?” In his rage, Kangxi drew his dagger and was about to strike the Fourteenth Prince. Seeing this, the princes were terrified out of their wits, immediately dropping to their knees and kowtowing, pleading bitterly with their father to calm his anger. After quite a while, Kangxi’s fury finally lessened somewhat. He then ordered the princes to whip the Fourteenth Prince and subsequently expelled him.

      After this incident, the charges against the Eighth Prince for factionalism were further solidified. From then on, Yinsi’s chances of inheriting the throne were completely gone. Because the First and Eighth Princes had failed in their bid for the succession, Emperor Kangxi clearly realized that allowing their chaotic infighting to continue was absolutely unacceptable. After all, how could a country remain without an heir apparent for such a long time?

      Therefore, to ease the tense situation at the time, and perhaps also to soothe his own inner guilt, in the 48th year of Kangxi’s reign the emperor made an important decision: he reinstated the Second Prince, Yinreng, as Crown Prince. When the Second Prince learned he had been reinstated, it was as if his previous listlessness vanished instantly and all his ailments seemed to be cured. One very disappointing fact was that he still showed no remorse and continued to form factions in court, as if his mischief would never cease as long as he lived. In the end, he personally destroyed what had originally been a very promising future. This really makes one sigh—how could such behavior ever lead to a good outcome?

      Three years later, Emperor Kangxi again issued an edict deposing the Crown Prince and placing Yinreng under house arrest. However, it was precisely because he was imprisoned that he avoided the large-scale purges of brothers carried out later by Emperor Yongzheng and lived all the way into the Qianlong era.

      After the Crown Prince was deposed again, the situation underwent new changes. The core figure of the Eighth Prince’s faction shifted from the Eighth Prince to the Fourteenth Prince Yinti. At this time, Yinti achieved great military success by defeating the Dzungar leader Cewang Alatan—a matter I will discuss in detail later. Following this, the Fourteenth Prince’s fame spread far and wide, and his status rapidly rose, making him one of the strongest contenders for the throne.

      As a result, many rumors arose about the Fourth and Fourteenth Princes. Later, there was a rumor that Emperor Kangxi’s will originally named the Fourteenth Prince as heir, but then Emperor Yongzheng added a horizontal stroke and a hook to the character for “ten,” changing it to the character for “four,” thereby altering the succession to the Fourth Prince. This claim is utterly absurd. Why? Because the will was written in both Manchu and Chinese. The first part was in Manchu, and the latter part in Chinese. Even if the Chinese text could be tampered with, the Manchu text was not so easily altered. Furthermore, in ancient times, “Ganggouyu” was actually a surname. Back then, records were not as detailed as they are now; they would not describe how many years a fish had existed, for example. How was “Ganggouyu” written? It was written as “淤,” the character for “silt” but without the three-dot water radical. Usually, in records related to succession, it would be written as “succession to the Fourth Son of the Huang family,” just like “succession to the Fourteenth Prince” would be written similarly. If there really had been tampering with the will, it would not be so easy. Therefore, the claim of altering the will is nothing but an unfounded fabrication by later scholars.

      In fact, the real reasons Yongzheng was able to emerge victorious in this fierce “Nine Sons’ Succession Struggle” were mainly twofold. First, he accurately discerned his father’s mindset. At that time, the old Kangxi certainly did not want to see his sons tearing the court apart in a bitter fight for the throne, creating chaos in the government. Thus, the Fourth Prince Yongzheng presented himself before Kangxi as indifferent to fame and fortune, while the other princes fought fiercely, seemingly caught up in the fray. This behavior made Kangxi feel that among all his sons, there was at last one who was honest and proper.

      The other reason was that Kangxi truly favored the Fourth Prince’s son—his own grandson and the future Emperor Qianlong. We will discuss this in detail later, so we won’t elaborate here. So, if you carefully analyze the nine princes involved in the succession struggle, very few were truly competitive.

      The First and Second Princes had committed mistakes and were confined by Kangxi’s order, losing their eligibility to compete for the throne. The Third Prince, although somewhat learned, lacked ability and was a typical bookworm—far from adequate in political strategy. The Eighth, Ninth, and Tenth Princes all stood in the same camp around the Eighth Prince; as the Eighth gradually lost Kangxi’s trust, they naturally had no chance either. The Fourteenth Prince showed some ability later on and emerged prominently, but Kangxi was well aware that his fiery temperament made him more suitable for charging on the battlefield as a military general rather than sitting on the throne to govern the country. Thus, the only contenders left for the throne were the Fourth Prince Yongzheng and the Thirteenth Prince. The Thirteenth Prince was inferior to the Fourth in both health and talent. Therefore, the Fourth Prince Yongzheng ultimately succeeded, bringing this long and thrilling “Nine Sons’ Succession Struggle” to an end, and he ascended the throne smoothly. However, compared to the chaotic succession struggle in the court, the other conflicts the country faced at that time were actually far more severe.
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      In the late years of the Kangxi Emperor, the struggle over succession at court had become utterly chaotic. In fact, at the time the state faced other contradictions that were even more serious than the succession struggle. So, what were the main causes of this? As the years passed and the Kangxi Emperor grew older, his character underwent a very significant change. The once reform-minded, enterprising spirit gradually disappeared, replaced by a conservative attitude that sought only to avoid mistakes and not to achieve greater feats. After all, in his view he had already accomplished countless glorious achievements in his life. In his day he had decisively arrested the powerful minister Oboi, successfully pacified the Revolt of the Three Feudatories, recovered the island of Taiwan, resolutely resisted Russian aggression, and thoroughly destroyed Galdan's forces. With so many great achievements, as long as he did not invite trouble in his later years, the laudatory title of "an emperor for the ages" would surely remain his.

      For this reason, the Kangxi Emperor himself said: “Now that the world is peaceful and there are no troubles, the most important principle should be not to create any trouble. Promoting any beneficial undertaking often gives rise to some drawback. The ancients said that fewer affairs are better than many affairs; at the present time the same principle applies.” In other words, as long as there were no particularly serious social conflicts, one could adopt an attitude of turning a blind eye. The problem, however, was that, as the saying goes, “If the upper beam is not straight, the lower beams will be crooked.” With the emperor holding such an attitude, the ministers naturally followed suit. Thus, various contradictions snowballed, growing ever larger and accumulating. So, what exactly was the main contradiction in the late Kangxi reign?

      The first major contradiction was factionalism. When we recounted the history of the “struggle among the nine sons” we briefly mentioned partisan conflict. Of course, the factionalism referred to here was not the conflict between the Eighth Prince’s faction and the Fourth Prince’s faction, but the antagonism between Manchu and Han ministers. As matters developed, whenever the emperor summoned his ministers to the court to discuss state affairs, the ministers did not divide themselves according to different political views but entirely along Manchu and Han lines. If Manchu ministers put forward a proposal to go west, Han ministers would invariably take the opposite view and insist on going east. Even within the same camp ministers’ political opinions might differ, but to defend their ethnic bloc’s interests they would unite and present a common front. What practical meaning did such discussions have? After all the arguing, the decision ultimately had to be made by the emperor himself.

      The second major contradiction was the increasingly sharp conflict between local officials and the peasantry. The most serious and lethal issue among these was the collection of huohao silver. What is huohao? In modern terms, it was a kind of extra tax. In the Qing period, people mainly used copper cash and small fragments of silver for circulation and transactions. As some TV dramas depict, people casually pulling a fifty-liang silver ingot from their sleeves is wildly unrealistic. In ancient times one liang was about 32 grams, so fifty liang amounts to more than three jin. Imagine carrying something that heavy in your sleeve — unless you were wearing the legendary iron-cloth garment, how could that be possible? And in fact, fifty-liang ingots were very rarely seen among the populace; ordinary commoners almost never encountered them. In daily life commoners used at most one liang of silver. Relatively large-denomination ingots like three liang or five liang were basically out of reach for ordinary people and mostly belonged to official silver.

      The so-called huohao was the additional silver charged because the authorities, before remitting the small silver pieces collected from the people to the court, had to remelt and cast them into fifty-liang ingots. In the process of casting the silver a series of losses occurred — labor costs, fuel consumption, and unavoidable weight loss during smelting. To make up for these losses, the government would collect an extra amount of silver on top of the originally levied silver. This extra amount collected was called huohao silver.

      At the beginning of the Kangxi reign, the court originally forbade local officials from levying huohao. As time went on, local officials grew very resentful of this. This was because all local fiscal revenue had to be handed over to the court while local officials’ salaries were miserably low. From time to time local officials had to entertain their superiors or colleagues at meals to communicate, or hire servants to help with daily affairs—these all cost money. Without cash on hand, many things simply could not be done. As a provincial governor of Fujian and Zhejiang once told the Kangxi Emperor, if local officials could not collect huohao, many tasks could not be accomplished. In the Ming and Qing dynasties, officials’ stipends were unimaginably low. In the Qing, a first-rank civil official’s annual salary was only 180 liang of silver. If converted by the purchasing power of silver today, one liang is roughly equivalent to 200–400 RMB. That means a first-rank civil official’s annual salary in Qing times converts to roughly 36,000 to 72,000 RMB. If one takes the midpoint of 300 RMB per liang, the annual salary would be 54,000 RMB. Averaged per month, the income is still under 5,000 RMB. Today, a monthly income of 5,000 RMB often does not even incur personal income tax and is undoubtedly considered low income. It should be noted that in modern terms a first-rank civil official’s status is roughly equivalent to a ministerial-level (zhengguo) leader. Yet even so, their income level was so low, which is somewhat surprising.

      As for second-rank civil officials, their annual salary was 155 liang, which converted into RMB is still under 50,000. By comparison, their income was even more meager. A seventh-rank county magistrate’s annual salary was only 45 liang, which averages out to just over 1,000 RMB per month. This income level falls far short of today’s minimum wage standard in Beijing. In ancient times, officials did not enjoy public funds for personal expenses. Whether travel by carriage and horse, daily clothing, or housing, all costs had to be borne by themselves. There was no state-assigned housing, no state-provided vehicles, nor state-issued horses and clothing; everything had to be purchased personally.

      When a superior official came to inspect or pass through, the expenses for greeting and sending them off had to be paid out of the official’s own pocket. Some might say, why not just let them stay at the relay station? But who in the officialdom of the time would dare to do that? The reception costs for hosting a superior were not insignificant, and for officials whose stipends were already meager, it was an onerous burden. So officials complained that if they were not allowed to collect some huohao, they would be unable to cover daily expenses and official entertainments.

      When the Kangxi Emperor heard these remarks, he found them reasonable. He could not allocate extra funds from the court treasury to subsidize officials. What was to be done? Thus the practice of levying additional huohao silver from the people was adopted. Later, when some officials proposed reducing the collection of huohao silver, the Kangxi Emperor explicitly rejected the idea. He believed that if the collection of huohao were stopped, the realm would inevitably fall into disorder, and he would not be able to accomplish his aim of being an emperor for the ages. Therefore he ordered officials not to raise the matter again.

      As a result, the backward stipend and bureaucratic systems made the collection of huohao by local officials an almost unavoidable phenomenon. Moreover, human desires know no bounds. Over time the proportion of huohao collected grew higher and higher. Eventually many prefectures were collecting nearly as much huohao silver as the central government’s revenue, which undoubtedly greatly increased the burden on the people and made their lives even harder. The third point of conflict was that by the end of Kangxi’s reign the situation in the west had fallen into chaos. In the fifty-sixth year of Kangxi, that is, 1717, the leader of the Dzungars, Tsewang Rabtan, launched a large-scale invasion of Tibet. Think carefully for a moment: do you still remember Tsewang Rabtan? He was Galdan’s grandnephew, the man who later seized Galdan’s homeland in the chaos. After occupying Tibet, Tsewang Rabtan brutally killed the last khan of the Khoshut, Lazang Khan. This news quickly reached the Qing court.

      When the Kangxi Emperor learned of this, he acted decisively and immediately ordered Yanxin, grandson of Prince Su Hooge and General for Pacifying Rebellions, to lead troops from Qinghai into Tibet. At the same time he appointed the Fourteenth Prince Yinti as Grand General for Pacifying the Frontier to join Yanxin in attacking Tsewang Rabtan. After fierce fighting, Tsewang Rabtan was successfully driven back. From then on, Tibet was formally incorporated into the Qing realm, and the Fourteenth Prince’s fame spread far and wide as he won great distinction.

      In fact, in this southwest campaign, besides Yanxin and the Fourteenth Prince, another general also achieved notable success: Nian Gengyao, the able aide to the Fourth Prince Yinzhen and later the commander who would dominate the northwest.

      Nian Gengyao had studied diligently since childhood, was deeply learned, and possessed considerable talent. At only 21 he passed the jinshi examination and was appointed as a compiler at the Hanlin Academy. To compare: Fan Jin did not pass the provincial exam until he was 56, whereas Nian Gengyao became a jinshi at 21 — what a remarkable achievement! Afterwards he repeatedly served as an examiner for the provincial examinations in Sichuan and Guangdong, rose steadily through the ranks, and eventually became a Scholar of the Grand Secretariat. In his early career he was relatively obscure. It was not until the forty-eighth year of Kangxi that he was promoted to Governor-General (xunfu) of Sichuan, at which point he began to exercise sweeping regional power. The pacification of the southwest allowed the Kangxi Emperor to truly recognize his outstanding abilities.

      Thereafter Nian Gengyao began to emerge conspicuously on the political stage and became very active. By the sixtieth year of Kangxi the emperor summoned him to the capital, bestowed upon him the title of gongshi, and promoted him to Governor-General of Sichuan and Shaanxi. From that point Nian Gengyao became a minister of decisive importance on the western frontier. His promotion was well deserved. In the ninth month of the sixtieth year of Kangxi a rebellion broke out in the Guoluo area of Qinghai, today’s Guoluo Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture. Upon receiving the news, Nian immediately led troops to suppress it. He adopted a two-pronged strategy: mounting a frontal assault while cleverly exploiting rivalries among local tribal chieftains (tusi), using one native group to attack another, and swiftly quelled the rebellion. The emperor was greatly pleased, yet only a year later, the life of this monarch, hailed as an emperor for the ages, came to an end.

      In the sixty-first year of Kangxi’s reign, that is, 1722 AD, in the eleventh month of the lunar calendar, the Kangxi Emperor Aisin-Gioro Xuanye passed away at the age of sixty-eight. He had reigned for sixty-one years, becoming the longest-reigning emperor in the long history of China. Some might ask, “Isn’t it the Qianlong Emperor? Qianlong reigned for sixty-three years.” In fact, during Qianlong’s sixty-three years three of them he held the title of Taishang Huang (Retired Emperor). So, if one counts the actual time spent ruling as emperor, Kangxi is undoubtedly the longest. After the Kangxi Emperor’s death, the Fourth Prince Aisin-Gioro Yinzhen, who emerged victorious from the fierce struggle among the nine sons, ascended the throne as the Yongzheng Emperor.

      As a result, Nian Gengyao’s position was greatly elevated. The new emperor, upon taking the throne, ordered Nian Gengyao and Yanxin to jointly oversee military affairs. Although nominally a joint command, anyone with eyes to see understood the real meaning. Nian Gengyao had long been a key figure in the Fourth Prince’s faction and had a close relationship with the present emperor. Yanxin was closely associated with the Fourteenth Prince, and the Fourteenth Prince was on bad terms with the new emperor Yongzheng. Therefore, in reality it was Nian Gengyao who held the true power in the northwest.

      Sure enough, as expected, the emperor soon issued an edict to Grand General Yanxin and the relevant local officials, stating clearly: “All matters in the northwest are to be entirely managed and coordinated by Nian Gengyao according to my will. Should there be any need to dispatch troops or employ grain and funds, the minister in charge of border provisioning and the governors and military commanders of Sichuan-Shaanxi and Yunnan are to act in accordance with Nian Gengyao’s arrangements. In handling frontier affairs, Nian Gengyao must under no circumstances delay.” At the same time, this edict was also conveyed to Grand General Yanxin.

      From then on, Nian Gengyao alone wielded the military and political power of the northwest. Not long after, he was presented with another opportunity to display his talents. Rebellion broke out again in Qinghai—this place seemed always to furnish Nian Gengyao with chances to win merit and distinction. The Yongzheng Emperor appointed Nian Gengyao Grand General for Pacifying the Frontier and ordered him to lead troops to Xining to suppress the rebels. Nian lived up to expectations and won another brilliant victory, thereby becoming truly known as General Nian and being ennobled as a first‑class duke.

      In the courtly system of a feudal dynasty, it was exceedingly rare for an official without direct blood ties to the emperor to receive such special favor. Upon presenting Nian with pearls and jewels, the Yongzheng Emperor inscribed a passage full of deep feeling. It read: “Regarding your present state of mind, I really do not know how to cherish you enough. You have won glorious meritorious service for the court and for Heaven and Earth; some affections need not be expressed in words. When you are in moments of grave danger, even the recording of a single memorial or a single word makes me fear I would be troubled or alarmed; you would rather endure wrongs yourself and yet contrive, with a virtuous heart, to provide for everything. I can deeply perceive the way you so attentively care for me.” There was actually more, but it was so cloyingly sentimental that it was hard to read aloud word for word. Might some people think that the Yongzheng Emperor and Nian Gengyao shared an affection that went beyond that of ruler and minister? Do you harbor such a suspicion as well?

      Readers may ponder the implications for themselves. Astonishingly, the emperor’s personal fondness for Nian Gengyao did not stop at private expression; he forcibly extended this affection across the civil and military officials. He declared that not only did he himself deeply love Nian Gengyao, but that Nian’s descendants and all the subjects of the realm must revere Nian for generations to come. If anyone dared not to revere Nian Gengyao, they would be unworthy to be his descendants or his subjects. Thus General Nian truly sat majestically in the northwest, enjoying limitless glory. All actual power in the northwest was firmly in his hands; the only thing missing was that he had not been formally made “King of the Northwest.”

      In matters of state decision‑making, the Yongzheng Emperor took Nian Gengyao’s advice very seriously. Take, for example, the forthcoming issue of returning fire‑expense revenues to the state: the then Governor of Shanxi proposed that the huohao system required reform, and the Yongzheng Emperor thought the proposal excellent and intended to implement it. When the proposal was discussed with other ministers, it met widespread opposition. The emperor, unable to decide at once, specially consulted Nian Gengyao: “On this matter I have not yet fully grasped the advantages and disadvantages and find it hard to judge right from wrong; I come to you to consult — what is your view?”

      Or take the matter of determining rankings in the Hanlin Academy examinations. The Yongzheng Emperor had the examination papers of the top candidates hastily sent to Nian Gengyao in the distant northwest so that he could carefully check for any improprieties or whether ranks should be changed. Sometimes Nian was fighting bravely on the northwest battlefields and the two could not speak face to face — what then? No matter: they expressed their thoughts and affections by letter. The Yongzheng Emperor even sighed that if there were ten or a dozen more outstanding talents like Nian Gengyao, he would have no more worries. The emperor relied heavily on Nian Gengyao, and accordingly Nian’s待遇 were extraordinarily generous.

      There used to be the famous anecdote “a single horse’s red dust and the concubine’s laugh”; in the Yongzheng years a comparable story occurred. I will relate the episode of the Yongzheng Emperor sending lychees to Nian Gengyao. From the capital to Nian’s station in Xi’an, Shaanxi, even by official courier routes it took at least six days at best. The Yongzheng Emperor spared no expense, employing urgent relay horses to cover eight hundred li, merely so that General Nian could taste fresh lychees. Beyond sending lychees, the emperor also took great care of Nian Gengyao’s family. Nian’s wrist and arms were ill; his wife was also sick — the Yongzheng Emperor repeatedly inquired about their conditions and even sent medicines. He frequently issued edicts personally concerning the situation of Nian’s father Nian Xialing in the capital, and the health of Nian’s sister, Consort Nian, and her imperial son Fuhui. As for rarities, treasures, and delicacies, gifts of that sort were sent to Nian Gengyao’s residence at frequent intervals.

      If these were merely personal cares, then the rewards Yongzheng bestowed on Nian Gengyao in official matters were even more striking. More substantial gifts were yet to come. This series of favors made people green with envy; everyone felt jealous — such treatment was not something an ordinary official in ancient times could hope to compare with.

      In the tenth month of the second year of Yongzheng, Nian Gengyao came to the capital to pay his respects to the emperor. On that occasion he received many special presents, including a double‑eyed peacock feather, a robe embroidered with four dragon roundels, a yellow sash, and gold coins. These were extraordinary items. The double‑eyed peacock feather was normally only worn by princes; the robe with four dragon roundels was likewise exclusive to princes, with roundel‑dragons embroidered on the front, back, and both shoulders. The yellow sash was a mark that only members of the imperial clan could possess. As for gold coins, in ancient China they were not used as circulating currency but were primarily awarded to meritorious officials. Nian Gengyao himself, his father Nian Xialing, and his son Nian Bin were all granted noble ranks.

      The Yongzheng Emperor lavished Nian Gengyao with favor and generous treatment, and he hoped that the two of them as ruler and minister could become an exemplar passed down through the ages. The emperor once told Nian: “If I cannot become an outstanding sovereign, I cannot repay your wholehearted loyalty to me; and if you cannot become an extraordinary minister, you will have failed the favor I have shown you.” Aspiring to be that age‑lasting model, their mutual affection had already reached such a degree. Look — the bond between ruler and minister was even deeper than that between brothers. Honestly, not only Nian Gengyao: anyone who were so highly praised and exalted by the emperor would probably become intoxicated with pride. It would feel as if one had lost all footing — when walking one wouldn’t even look at the ground but would stare up at the sky.

      Thus, everything in the world is like this: when things develop to an extreme, they inevitably turn to the opposite; when prosperity reaches its peak, it is bound to decline.

      Relying on the emperor’s favor and trust, Nian Gengyao grew increasingly arrogant and inflated; his conduct became ever more wanton and lawless, showing no sign of restraint or self‑discipline. He committed many acts that violated rules and broke laws. Although some of these were specially approved by the emperor, most of his actions did not conform to the court’s institutional norms.

      Take his appointments of officials, for example: he selected and promoted people entirely according to his personal preferences or family and clan connections. Nian Gengyao’s reach extended far and wide — from high provincial governors down to mid‑rank military commanders — all were chosen by him. He could also recommend people on the basis of so‑called military merits, to the point that officials in the Ministry of Personnel and the Ministry of War dared not utter a word. Any list of appointments submitted by Nian was approved by the court without question; this came to be known as the “Nian selections.” Truly, one man’s rise lifted his whole household and followers — even his household servants could obtain office. Isn’t that outrageous. In this way the entire northwest officialdom became like a single iron slab, effectively the territory of Nian Gengyao’s “Nian family army.”

      So in reality, the factionalism that Yongzheng later worried about was in large part of his own making. What, then, could those do who were not favored by Nian Gengyao or who could not get close to the Nian family if they wanted office? The solution was simple: pay to curry favor. And when giving money or gifts to Nian Gengyao, it could not be called a bribe — it had to be called “respectful.” History shows this tactic worked very well with General Nian. Even those who had once submitted memorials against him, so long as they sent him some valuables like jade, calligraphy, or paintings, would immediately receive his patronage; he would say he would look after them. Take Zhao Zhiheng, the former governor of Zhili who had been dismissed by the emperor: when it was rumored that Nian had sent a secret memorial to the emperor that led to his removal, Zhao immediately sent Nian jewels worth 100,000 taels of silver. Nian thought to himself, “This fellow understands how to behave,” and then he recommended and reappointed him.

      Moreover, Nian Gengyao was extremely arrogant and overbearing and took no notice of other ministers. Do you recall the Grand Secretary Tu Hai whom we mentioned earlier — the general who pacified Chahar? When he served as Grand General, his correspondence with other provincial commanders and governors was written in a very courteous tone to demonstrate equality of status.

      As a fellow Grand General, Nian Gengyao was then all swagger. When he wrote to other local officials, his tone was that of a superior rebuking an inferior. When he came to the capital to see the emperor, the officials sent out to greet him in the suburbs were required to kneel; Nian sat astride a tall horse and did not even give them a proper look. If a prince or noble dismounted to greet him, he would only offer a brief nod.

      When General Nian traveled, the roads had to be cleared and martial law enforced. The city would be temporarily placed under martial restrictions: shops would shut and cease trading, soldiers would stand guard at the intersections, and even the guards sent by the emperor would open the way for him — imagine what a spectacle that was. Especially the guards dispatched by the emperor: these were people from the emperor’s own circle, sent to supervise outside officials.

      So generally speaking, outside officials treated the emperor’s guards very politely. In the Qing, Han Chinese usually entered office through the imperial examinations, whereas Manchus commonly became officials by serving as imperial guards — for example, Nalan Xingde once served as an attendant before the throne.

      Therefore, when outside officials met the emperor’s guards they behaved very courteously, so that when those guards returned to their duties they might say good things about them before the emperor. Nian Gengyao, however, directly treated the emperor’s guards as his own ceremonial escort. Yet from another angle, many of those guards who came under Nian’s command truly became his close associates and his trusted inner circle. So it was not that these guards cleared the way for him out of cowardice.

      One would assume that with such an all‑powerful minister as Nian Gengyao, the emperor would already be vexed. But little known is that there was another great general whom Yongzheng likewise doted on to an extraordinary degree. So, who exactly was this person?
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      Nian Gengyao was deeply favored by Emperor Yongzheng, to an almost extreme degree. He consequently became arrogant and contemptuous of others; even noble princes were nothing in his eyes. At that time there was an official whose status was comparable to Nian Gengyao: Longkodo. Longkodo was of the Tunggiya clan; if one traces his family origins back, his ancestor Tong Yangzhen was actually killed by Mao Wenlong, who led a force of 197 men. Although the Tong family’s performance on the battlefield was less than impressive, they prospered smoothly in terms of marriage alliances. This branch of the Tong family produced several imperial relatives, the most famous of whom was the wife of the Shunzhi Emperor and the mother of the Kangxi Emperor — Empress Xiaokangzhang. After the Shunzhi Emperor’s death and the Kangxi Emperor’s accession, this branch of the Tong family’s status grew increasingly prominent. Longkodo’s father, Tong Guowei, was awarded a first-class merit, which shows how close their family ties were to the imperial house.

      This was still not enough to display the Tong family’s glory; more crucially, two women from the Tong family successively married the Kangxi Emperor. One of them was extremely favored and was granted the title of Empress shortly before her death; she was the Yongzheng Emperor’s foster mother — Empress Xiaoyiren. And Longkodo was the biological younger brother of Empress Xiaoyiren. Perhaps some readers will feel a bit confused upon hearing this, wondering how relations on both sides could be so intricately intertwined. But there is no need to be overly troubled by this, since within the imperial family such intermarriage among relatives was very common; as the saying goes, they don’t let outsiders reap the benefits.

      Overall, Longkodo was Emperor Yongzheng’s foster maternal uncle and the Kangxi Emperor’s younger cousin. By virtue of this special relationship, Longkodo was very close to Emperor Yongzheng. Moreover, at the time of the Kangxi Emperor’s death, Longkodo held the important post of Bujun Tongling, thereby commanding the garrison forces of Beijing. The responsibilities and powers of the Bujun Tongling were immense, roughly equivalent to today’s commander of the Beijing garrison combined with the chief of the Beijing Municipal Public Security Bureau. Its full official title was “Supervisor of the Nine Gates Patrol and Commander of the Five Patrol Camps and Infantry,” so people usually shortened it to Bujun Tongling, and some colloquially called it the “Nine Gates Supervisor.” In the Qing dynasty, this was a regular second-rank military post. Do not underestimate a second-rank post—its authority was considerable. He had the power to mobilize the Eight Banners’ infantry camps and the Five Patrol Camps, forces charged with internal security and public order in the capital. These military forces were centrally dispatched and commanded by the Bujun Tongling’s office. The infantry camps mainly served as imperial guards, while the Five Patrol Camps were comparable to today’s armed police and public security forces. The main duties of the Five Patrol Camps were to arrest thieves and apprehend criminals to maintain social stability; these were their day-to-day focuses.
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