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      The Sui, Tang, Five Dynasties: A History of China, PART FOUR era was a time of huge change—a sweeping, dramatic chapter in China’s history. Empires rose and fell, power shifted constantly, and the stage was filled with ambitious warlords, clever schemers, and unexpected heroes. As the Tang dynasty began to fall apart, chaos took over. The emperor lost control, warlords fought for land and influence, and political coups became almost routine. It was a time when betrayal and ambition went hand in hand—dark and brutal, yet filled with moments of beauty and poetry.

      Our story begins with Emperor Zhaozong, who tried everything he could to break free from the grip of powerful eunuchs and generals. But in the end, he became just a puppet—trapped, helpless, and surrounded by enemies. Even though he wanted to bring peace and strength back to the empire, the situation around him kept spiraling out of control. Everyone near him had their own agenda, and their endless power struggles only dragged the country deeper into the mess.

      Then came the Five Dynasties—Later Liang, Later Tang, Later Jin, Later Han, and Later Zhou. Each one tried to claim the throne, but none could hold it for long. The fight for power was ruthless. Sons betrayed their fathers, brothers turned against each other, and trusted advisors stabbed their lords in the back. From Zhu Quanzhong’s brutal rise to Li Cunxu’s tragic downfall, history seemed to repeat itself in a never-ending storm of ambition and blood.

      The south wasn’t quiet either. As the north broke into pieces, ten smaller kingdoms rose up in the south and west—places like Wu, Southern Tang, Min, Chu, and the short-lived Western Shu. Some chose to fight. Others turned to culture and peace. But one by one, they were swept away by history—whether through war, betrayal, or simply bad luck.

      Just when it felt like everything was falling apart for good, a new figure stepped in: Zhao Kuangyin. He didn’t just talk big—he had the brains and strength to back it up. Slowly but surely, he brought the country back together and built the Song dynasty. His path wasn’t easy—he had to fight Northern Han, Southern Tang, and other holdouts—but his strategy and determination changed the course of Chinese history.

      In this world of ambition and betrayal, everyone was fighting for something—power, loyalty, or a vision of what China could be. And even though most of them didn’t live to see it, their actions carved the path to a new era. When the dust finally settled, the Song dynasty stood at the top—and a new chapter in history had begun.
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Chapter 1


          

          
            Emperor Zhaozong’s Futile Ambitions

          

        

      

    

    
      In the previous book, we mentioned that in the first year of Wende, which was 888 AD, Emperor Xi Zong of Tang died. Prince Shou, named Li Jie, took the throne with the support of a group of eunuchs. At first, he changed his name to Li Min, and later he took on the name Li Ye. This was Emperor Zhao Zong of Tang. The leader of those eunuchs was Yang Fu Gong, who was the commander of the Shence Army. The reason he picked Zhao Zong was because he thought Zhao Zong would be easy to control, so Yang Fu Gong tried to put a puppet emperor on the throne. But things didn’t play out as Yang Fu Gong had planned.

      Zhao Zong turned out to be an emperor with his own opinions. He loved reading books, really respected Confucian teachings, treated his ministers politely, and liked to bring in talented people. People back then said he reminded them of the past glory days during the Huichang period, and he had the same vibe as Emperor Wu Zong, who once brought the dynasty back to life. Zhao Zong could see clearly how tough things were for the Tang Dynasty at the time. As chancellor Zhang Jun put it, the court was being pushed around by eunuchs inside, and the military governors were holding too much power outside. So how could this mess be fixed? Zhang Jun told Zhao Zong that he should build up his own army so everyone would take him seriously, because only with soldiers could he really have a say. Zhao Zong agreed, and started recruiting a lot of new soldiers in Chang’an, building up a private force of about a hundred thousand men. Now, with such a big and loyal army, could the emperor finally get things under control? Well, it wasn’t that simple. The leader of the eunuchs, Yang Fu Gong, still had the imperial guards in his hands, and because he was the one who helped Zhao Zong become the emperor, his power was massive, and he didn’t really respect Zhao Zong at all.

      One day, Emperor Zhaozong was discussing with his chancellors which of the regional warlords around the country might harbor intentions of rebellion. Chancellor Kong Wei remarked, “Your Majesty, even among those close to you there are those with suspicious intentions—how much more so in the far-flung regions?” The emperor then asked whom he meant. Kong Wei pointed at Yang Fuguang and said, “Yang Fuguang is Your Majesty’s servant, yet he rides in a sedan chair to court. He has adopted a group of strong warriors as his sons, made these adopted sons commanders of the imperial guards, and even sent them out as military supervisors to various regions. If this isn’t rebellion, then what is?”

      In fact, Yang Fuguang was prepared for such accusations and quickly defended himself: “I adopted these warriors as my sons in order to rally their loyalty and have them serve the country—how can this be called rebellion?” The emperor smiled and replied, “If your intention is truly to have them serve the country, why not have them take the imperial surname Li, instead of your own surname Yang?” This retort left Yang Fuguang red-faced and speechless. You see, the fact that Emperor Zhaozong could confront Yang Fuguang so directly shows that he had already resolved to move against him, making no effort to conceal his intentions or play a game of subtlety.

      Among Yang Fuguang’s adopted sons was a man named Yang Shouli, famous for his courage and unmatched prowess among the imperial guards—he was feared by all. If the emperor wished to deal with Yang Fuguang, the first step was to neutralize Yang Shouli. Emperor Zhaozong thus bypassed Yang Fuguang and sought to win Yang Shouli over directly. The emperor bestowed upon him the new name Li Shunjie and gave him command of the six imperial armies. Within a year, he was promoted to commander-in-chief of the Tianwu Army and granted the titles of Military Commissioner of Zhenhai and Chancellor.

      While Emperor Zhaozong was gradually taking measures against Yang Fuguang, trouble was also brewing among the regional warlords. At that time, the three most powerful warlords in the Central Plains were: Zhu Quanzhong, the Military Commissioner of Xuanwu in Henan—whom we have mentioned before as Zhu Wen; Li Keyong, the Military Commissioner of Hedong in Shanxi; and Li Maozhen, the Military Commissioner of Fengxiang in western Guanzhong.

      Since Emperor Zhaozong ascended the throne, Li Keyong, the Military Commissioner of Hedong, relied on the formidable fighting power of his Shatuo cavalry—which no one could withstand—to expand his territory at will, launching attacks on neighboring regions and counties.

      In the first year of Dashun, which was 890 AD, Li Keyong launched a campaign against Yunzhou, known today as Datong in Shanxi. The Yunzhou Defense Commissioner, Helian Duo, requested reinforcements from Li Kuangwei, the Military Governor of Lulong. Li Kuangwei responded by leading an army of 30,000 to support Yunzhou. Moreover, the Hedong forces lost two prominent generals during the battle, forcing Li Keyong to withdraw his troops reluctantly. After the crisis in Yunzhou was resolved, Helian Duo and Li Kuangwei jointly submitted a memorial to Emperor Zhaozong, requesting permission to campaign against Li Keyong. Seizing the opportunity, Zhu Quanzhong, the Military Governor of Xuanwu and a longtime rival of Li Keyong, also advised the emperor that Li Keyong would eventually become a major threat to the state. He argued that since Li Keyong had just suffered a setback in Yunzhou, the emperor should appoint him to command the armies of three prefectures in Henan and the three northern regions of Hebei to launch a punitive expedition. However, Li Keyong had achieved great military merit during the suppression of the Huang Chao Rebellion, and his troops were exceptionally powerful—especially the renowned Shatuo cavalry, whose reputation was widely known throughout the land. Therefore, whether or not to take military action against Li Keyong was a matter that required careful consideration.

      The emperor convened all central officials of the fourth rank and above to discuss the issue. Ultimately, about sixty to seventy percent of the ministers believed it was unwise to start another war. Among them, Yang Fugong’s opinion was particularly prominent. He advised Emperor Zhaozong that since the Huang Chao Rebellion had only recently ended and the turmoil among the regional warlords had just begun to subside, the state had barely regained stability and should not be plunged into conflict again. However, the chancellors Zhang Jun and Kong Wei argued that military action should be taken. Zhang Jun remarked, "The Shatuo people are difficult to control, and I have always feared that they might collude with the regional warlords in Hebei. If that happens, the court will be powerless against them."

      Nowadays, the military governors of Henan and Hebei have voluntarily requested to campaign against Li Keyong. This is truly a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. I earnestly beg Your Majesty to entrust the command to me. Within ten days or half a month, I am certain we can pacify Li Keyong. If we miss this chance, we will surely regret it in the future. Emperor Zhaozong thought their argument was reasonable, but still felt some hesitation in his heart, so he asked, “Beloved subject, Li Keyong has rendered great service in the past. Now, if I take action against him while he is in trouble, how will the world view me?” Kong Wei quickly reassured the Emperor, saying, “Your Majesty, what you worry about is but a temporary matter, while what Zhang Jun speaks of concerns the grand strategy for generations to come. I have carefully calculated; our current supplies of money and grain are enough to support a prolonged war for one or two years. We only await Your Majesty’s command.” Persuaded by these words, Emperor Zhaozong said, “I will entrust this matter to you two. Do not disappoint me.”

      Thus, in the fifth month of that year, Zhaozong issued an edict stripping Li Keyong of his official titles and appointed Zhang Jun as Grand Commander and Commissioner of the Hedong Expeditionary Force, while ordering Zhu Quanzhong, Li Kuangwei, Helian Duo, and others to lead their armies in support, assembling a large force to campaign against Li Keyong. The imperial army advanced in roughly three routes. The central route was led by Zhang Jun, who commanded the main imperial guard force of fifty thousand men, departing from Chang’an towards Jinzhou, where they would join the armies of Fengxiang, Dingnan, and other military governors. Jinzhou refers to present-day Linfen in Shanxi Province. The second route was led by Zhu Quanzhong, whose forces from Bianzhou advanced north from Henan, while Li Kuangwei and Helian Duo moved south from northern Shanxi and northern Hebei, thus forming a three-pronged pincer movement. Facing the overwhelming imperial forces, Li Keyong remained calm and composed. He adopted a strategy of dividing and containing the enemy, defeating them one by one. He personally led his main force to deal with Li Kuangwei and Helian Duo, who were advancing from the north, as this contingent was relatively weaker and could be considered the flank of the imperial army. He ordered his adopted son and formidable general Li Cunxiao to contain the stronger forces of Zhang Jun and Zhu Quanzhong in the south, planning to join forces with Li Cunxiao after defeating the northern troops, and then confront the main imperial armies together. Li Keyong’s strategy was most appropriate; however, the chief commanders on the Tang side each harbored their own motives and could not cooperate wholeheartedly.

      At that time, Emperor Zhaozong of Tang appointed Sun Kui as the new military governor of Zhaoyi Circuit. As we mentioned earlier, the territory under the control of the Zhaoyi military governor included the southeastern part of Shanxi and the southwestern part of Hebei. Its core regions were Zezhou and Luzhou. During the Huichang era of Emperor Wuzong, Liu Zhen had launched a rebellion here, an event we have previously discussed in detail. At this moment, although Luzhou was under the control of government forces, Zezhou was still held by Li Hanzhi, an ally of Li Keyong. Zezhou and Luzhou happened to be the critical passages that Zhu Quanzhong needed to seize in order to march north and attack Li Keyong.

      Before Sun Kui could even assume his post, Zhu Quanzhong sent his vanguard into Luzhou, and also dispatched troops to besiege the city of Zezhou, claiming he was helping Sun Kui open the way, while in reality intending to take both Zezhou and Luzhou for himself. Upon learning of Zhu Quanzhong’s maneuvers, Zhang Jun, fearing that Zhu would gain the upper hand, hastily sent two thousand soldiers to accompany Sun Kui to Luzhou. In the eighth month of that year, Sun Kui set out from Jinzhou toward Luzhou. At the same time, Li Cunxiao, a top general under Li Keyong tasked with containing the main government forces, had already received a key piece of intelligence. Li Cunxiao was the thirteenth of the so-called Thirteen Taibao under Li Keyong. Of these thirteen, only Li Cunxu was Li Keyong’s biological son; the other twelve were all adopted sons. Each was renowned for his unmatched bravery, and the youngest among them, Li Cunxiao, was especially fierce and valiant in battle, widely regarded as the foremost general of the late Tang and Five Dynasties period.

      Among the people, there was a popular saying: “No king surpasses Xiang, no general surpasses Li, no strength surpasses Ba.”

      Here, “Xiang” refers to Xiang Yu, the Hegemon-King of Western Chu, while “Ba” refers to Li Yuanba from the novel Romance of Sui and Tang Dynasties. Indeed, Xiang Yu was a truly outstanding figure in history, while Li Cunxiao and Li Yuanba were both heavily mythologized in popular folklore. In reality, Li Keyong adopted far more sons than the so-called thirteen. The phrase “Thirteen Taibao” does not appear in official historical records; rather, it is a beloved creation of popular artistic imagination.

      Despite the exaggerations found in popular legends, Li Cunxiao was indeed a remarkable general in history. He was a native of Feihu in Daizhou, which corresponds to today’s Lingqiu County in Shanxi Province. His original name was An Jingsi. Judging by his surname, it is quite possible that, like An Lushan, his paternal lineage traced back to the Sogdians. Some scholars, however, have argued that he was of Shatuo origin. Nevertheless, bloodlines are not decisive; the environment in which one grows up is far more significant.

      Li Cunxiao was raised in the cultural atmosphere of the Shatuo people. He came from a humble background, and during the turbulent years of his childhood, he ended up in the army of Li Keyong. Li Keyong, upon seeing this agile and sturdy boy, took a great liking to him, adopted him as a son, and gave him the name Li Cunxiao. As he grew up, Li Cunxiao did not disappoint Li Keyong’s careful nurturing—he became highly skilled in horsemanship and archery, well-versed in military strategy, experienced many great battles, and gradually developed into a formidable general capable of commanding independently.

      To return to the main story: when Li Cunxiao learned that Sun Kui was leading two thousand government troops from Jinzhou to Luzhou, he immediately selected three hundred elite soldiers and set an ambush along Sun Kui’s route. Sun Kui was very particular about display and ceremony; his troops marched with banners flying, and the honor guard clearing the way ahead. Wearing a loose official robe, he seemed like a majestic deity, moving forward unhurriedly under an enormous parasol, surrounded by his retinue. At that moment, Li Cunxiao’s soldiers, who had been lying in wait, suddenly launched their attack. The government troops were thrown into chaos and collapsed almost instantly. Sun Kui and his five hundred personal guards had no time to resist and were swiftly captured. The remaining soldiers, who were lucky enough to escape immediate capture, could not elude Li Cunxiao’s pursuit either. Wielding a long sword—not quite as exaggeratedly long as forty meters, but still imposing on the battlefield—Li Cunxiao cut down all government troops in his path. He then escorted Sun Kui and the others back, preparing to report to Li Keyong.

      Li Keyong still harbored hopes in his heart, thinking he could persuade Sun Kui to surrender and appoint him as the Deputy Governor of Hedong, a position of great importance. He was certain that Sun Kui would accept, tempted by wealth and glory. Unexpectedly, Sun Kui responded with righteous indignation: “I am a minister of the Son of Heaven. Now that we are defeated, it is only right for me to die for my duty. How could I stoop to serve a mere regional military governor like you?” Hearing this, Li Keyong flew into a rage and immediately ordered his men to saw Sun Kui in half. However, no matter how hard they tried at first, the saw made no progress; it simply could not cut into Sun Kui’s body. Seeing this, Sun Kui cursed loudly: “You worthless dogs! You don’t even know how to saw a man! You have to clamp him between wooden boards first!” Upon hearing this, Li Keyong quickly had his men fetch wooden boards and clamp Sun Kui in place. This time, the saw finally bit into his flesh. Even as he was being sawn apart, Sun Kui continued to curse until he died a gruesome death.

      Meanwhile, Li Cunxiao, having defeated Sun Kui, led five thousand cavalry in a relentless march towards Zezhou to support his ally Li Hanzhi. Zhu Quanzhong’s Bianzhou army had already surrounded Zezhou tightly, leaving no gaps. The main commanders of the Bianzhou force were Li Tang, Li Chongyin, and Deng Jiyun. While besieging the city, they also employed psychological tactics, sending soldiers to shout into the city: “Lord Li, you’re only relying on the power of Li Keyong of Hedong. Now, chancellor Zhang, that is, Chancellor Zhang Jun, is besieging Taiyuan, and the imperial forces have already occupied Luzhou. In ten days or half a month, there won’t even be a cave left for the Shatuo people to hide in. Lord Li, where can you escape to now?”

      Among Zhu Quanzhong’s generals, there was a valiant officer named Deng Jiyun. Upon hearing Li Cunxiao’s challenge, Deng Jiyun immediately led his troops out to battle. However, on the battlefield, he was no match for Li Cunxiao and was captured alive after only a few rounds. The other two main commanders of the Bianzhou army, Li Dang and Li Chongyin, realized the situation was dire and began organizing a retreat with their forces by dusk. Li Cunxiao and Li Hanzhi led their troops in pursuit, inflicting a crushing defeat on the Bianzhou army and beheading over ten thousand enemy soldiers. Afterwards, Li Cunxiao led his forces to attack Luzhou. The Bianzhou troops stationed there, seeing the tide turn against them, abandoned the city and fled. When the defeated remnants of these two armies returned, Zhu Xuanzong severely reprimanded his generals in the main hall and executed Li Dang and Li Chongyin to set an example. He then ordered a general retreat. Li Cunxiao’s outstanding performance in this battle bought valuable time for Li Keyong.

      Li Keyong sent his adopted son Li Cunxin to confront Li Kuangwei and Helian Duo, but Li Cunxin failed to achieve victory. So, Li Keyong dispatched another adopted son, Li Siyuan, to assist, and this time they achieved a major triumph. Li Keyong then personally led his main force into battle, securing yet another decisive victory. The armies of Li Kuangwei and Helian Duo were driven into headlong retreat; Li Keyong’s forces captured Li Kuangwei’s son and Helian Duo’s son-in-law, with tens of thousands of enemy soldiers killed or taken prisoner.

      After the battle, the army held a victory banquet. At the feast, Li Keyong’s generals began boasting loudly, each praising their own bravery and deeds in the fighting. Only Li Siyuan remained silent. Someone asked him, “What merits did you achieve? Why don’t you say something?” Li Siyuan calmly replied, “You all prefer to fight the enemy with your mouths, but I use my hands to deal with them.” By this, he meant that while others relied on empty talk, he depended on real skills in battle. Hearing these words, the generals all felt deeply ashamed, and from then on, no one dared to boast recklessly at the banquets again.

      After Li Keyong successfully resolved the threats from Li Kuangwei and Helian Duo in the north, he began gathering his main forces to support Li Cunxiao in the south, preparing to confront the main government army led by Zhang Jun. By this time, it was already October, and the government forces set out from Yindi Pass, which is present-day Lingshi County in Shanxi. Their vanguard had already reached the area of Fenzhou—modern-day Fenyang in central Shanxi—which was very close to the Hedong army’s stronghold at Taiyuan.

      Li Cunxiao led his troops to Zhaocheng, now the northern part of Hongtong County, with a force of 5,000 men. Li Keyong dispatched 3,000 cavalry to Hongtong to provide support. Since Fenzhou was located between Taiyuan and Hongtong, the government forces had to eliminate Li Cunxiao’s troops first, or they risked being caught in a pincer attack—like being wrapped in a dumpling. As a result, Han Jian, the military governor of Zhen'guo, selected three hundred warriors willing to risk their lives and launched a nighttime assault on Li Cunxiao’s camp. Unexpectedly, Li Cunxiao had already learned of their plan and set up an ambush in advance. When the battle broke out, Han Jian's troops were routed and suffered a crushing defeat.

      Han Jian’s setback at the outset severely damaged the morale of the troops from southern Jin and Fengxiang. Even before the main engagement began, soldiers started to retreat. Witnessing this, the central imperial guards also lost their fighting spirit and soon collapsed entirely, retreating like floodwaters bursting through a dike—utterly out of control. The Hedong army seized this golden opportunity, launching a vigorous pursuit and fighting all the way to the west gate of Jinzhou.

      At the time, Jinzhou served as the forward command center for the government army. Zhang Jun was stationed there, directing operations. Seeing the enemy forces approaching, he personally led his troops out of the city to engage them in battle. However, the result was not as he had hoped—his army was also defeated. In this battle, nearly three thousand government soldiers were killed. Sensing the unfavorable situation, the troops from Fengxiang and other regional armies quickly retreated, crossing the Yellow River westward to return to their own territories.

      At this time, Zhang Jun still commanded the Jin Army and the Xuanwu Army, with a total force of about ten thousand men. These troops were besieged by Li Cunxiao inside the city of Jinzhou. Zhang Jun had no choice but to keep the city gates tightly shut, defending without daring to engage the enemy in open battle. Li Cunxiao discussed with his subordinates, saying, "Zhang Jun is the current chancellor. Capturing him would not bring us any real benefit. Moreover, his soldiers are the imperial troops sent by the emperor. It would not be appropriate for us to harm them lightly." Therefore, Li Cunxiao led his army to withdraw and set up camp fifty li away from Jinzhou. Seeing Li Cunxiao retreat, Zhang Jun quickly led his troops to abandon the city and flee, thus allowing the undefended city of Jinzhou to fall into Li Cunxiao's hands.

      After this series of events, the grand imperial army dispatched to suppress the rebellion was defeated and dispersed by Li Keyong one by one. Li Keyong submitted a memorial to Emperor Zhaozong, in which he angrily denounced Zhang Jun, Kong Wei, and other advocates of war, strongly urging the emperor to punish them severely. Yang Fugong, who had never been on good terms with these two chancellors, seized the opportunity to attack them further and add insult to injury. In the end, Emperor Zhaozong, left with no other choice, banished Zhang Jun and Kong Wei from Chang'an. At the same time, the emperor restored Li Keyong’s titles and further appointed him as Acting Chancellor (Shou Zhongshu Ling). The title of Acting Chancellor meant that, in status, he was equivalent to the Chancellor (Zhongshu Ling), but he did not actually handle the chancellor’s affairs. Generally speaking, this was an honorary title specifically granted to military governors.

      In the course of Li Keyong’s successful repulsion of the Tang army, Li Cunxiao’s contributions were undoubtedly paramount. Yet, he did not receive the rewards he deserved. Because of this, Li Cunxiao became deeply dissatisfied with Li Keyong. Moreover, another of Li Keyong’s generals, Li Cunxin, grew jealous of Li Cunxiao’s military achievements and repeatedly slandered him in front of Li Keyong. Tormented by both anxiety and fear, Li Cunxiao ultimately betrayed Li Keyong. Later, Li Keyong launched an attack against Li Cunxiao, and as the conflict wore on, Li Cunxiao’s troops ran out of provisions. With no other choice, he emerged from the city and surrendered. After being escorted back to Taiyuan, Li Keyong, in truth, did not wish to execute him, so he sought the counsel of his generals regarding Li Cunxiao’s fate. However, whether out of jealousy for Li Cunxiao’s illustrious feats or other reasons, not a single general pleaded for his life. In the end, Li Cunxiao was subjected to the cruel punishment of being torn apart by chariots.

      After Li Cunxiao’s death, Li Keyong was overcome with grief and regret. Every time he mentioned Li Cunxiao, he would be filled with sorrow, unable to hold back his tears. Meanwhile, at the imperial court, Emperor Zhaozong had originally hoped to suppress the regional warlords, but in the end, he suffered a humiliating defeat and lost face. Consequently, he turned his attention to internal enemies, especially the powerful eunuch Yang Fugong. Reasoning that if he could not prevail over the warlords in battle, he could at least deal with this “house slave.” At this time, Zhang Jun and Kong Wei sought refuge with Zhu Quanzhong, who then submitted a memorial to Emperor Zhaozong, pleading for their innocence. Seeing this, Emperor Zhaozong realized that Zhu Quanzhong was also inclined to move against Yang Fugong, thus providing external support for his own plans.

      In October of 891, the second year of Dashun, Emperor Zhaozong seized upon a pretext, accusing Yang Fugong of plotting rebellion. He dispatched Li Shunjie, commander of the Tianwei forces, and Li Shoujie, commander of the Shence Army, to lead troops in attacking Yang Fugong’s residence. As previously mentioned, Li Shunjie had originally been Yang Fugong’s adopted son, but had later been won over by Emperor Zhaozong. At this point, Li Shunjie showed not the slightest regard for their former relationship, showing no mercy to his erstwhile foster father.

      Yang Fuyong’s forces were defeated in battle, and in a panic, he fled to Xingyuan, which is present-day Hanzhong in Shaanxi. Under the pretense of campaigning against Li Shunjie, he openly declared war against the imperial court. Yang Fuyong had several adopted sons who were all military governors, and at this time, they all raised troops in his support, thus sparking yet another rebellion. This time, Emperor Zhaozong sought aid from Li Maozhen, the military governor of Fengxiang, as Fengxiang was located in the western part of Guanzhong, close to Hanzhong and thus convenient for suppressing the rebellion.

      Yang Fuyong and his followers were no match for the battle-hardened and formidable Li Maozhen. So, in the eighth month of 892 AD—the first year of Jingfu—Li Maozhen successfully captured Xingyuan, and Yang Fuyong and his men were forced to flee to Sichuan, where they took refuge in Langzhou and held out. Time passed, and two years later, in the seventh month of the first year of Qianning, Li Maozhen managed to break through Langzhou. At this point, Yang Fuyong and his adopted sons fled in panic. During their escape, they were eventually caught by government troops and beheaded. Thus, the rebellion initiated by Yang Fuyong was finally and completely suppressed.

      Although Emperor Zhaozong succeeded in eliminating this great threat in Yang Fuyong, he had relied primarily on the power of Li Maozhen in the process.
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      Emperor Zhaozong of Tang leaned on the power of Li Maozhen, the military governor of Fengxiang, to finally get rid of the powerful court eunuch Yang Fugong. After this rebellion was put down, Li Maozhen’s name spread far and wide. He started to feel pretty proud of himself and let it show, even when dealing with the emperor. In the memorial he sent to Zhaozong, Li Maozhen wrote, “Your Majesty, you rule over all under heaven, but you couldn’t even deal with a mere Yang Fugong.” He also said, “Military matters are always changing and hard to handle. I’m just worried the people inside and outside the palace will end up suffering from the war. Who knows where Your Majesty will have to run off to then?” Honestly, he was being super disrespectful, like he didn’t care about the emperor’s dignity at all. Zhaozong was furious and made up his mind to punish Li Maozhen. The chancellor, Du Rangneng, tried really hard to talk him out of it. His reasoning was simple: Li Maozhen, as the military governor of Fengxiang, controlled the western part of the Guanzhong Plain, which was just a stone’s throw from Chang’an. Plus, the land between Chang’an and Fengxiang was flat and wide open, with nothing to use as natural defense. If the campaign went badly, Fengxiang’s troops could easily march straight to the gates of Chang’an.

      But Zhaozong just couldn’t swallow his anger. He said, “The royal house keeps getting weaker, and even the emperor’s orders can’t reach past the capital. How can I just sit around, being a useless ruler, letting others walk all over me?” He was determined to go to war, no matter what.

      So in the eighth month of Jingfu’s second year, which was 893, Emperor Zhaozong put Prince Li Sizhou in charge of the western campaign, with the general Li Hui as his second-in-command. He gathered 30,000 imperial guards and sent them west to fight against Fengxiang. In the ninth month, the imperial army and Fengxiang’s troops faced off near Xingping, which is today’s Xingping in Shaanxi. Fengxiang’s forces numbered almost 60,000, and they were all tough veterans who had seen plenty of battles on the borders. The imperial guards, on the other hand, were 30,000 new recruits from the city streets, most of them with no battle experience at all, and a lot had only joined up because they needed a meal.

      As soon as the imperial guards saw the formation of the Fengxiang army, their legs trembled with fear, and before any fighting had even begun, they scattered and fled. After his victory, Li Maozhen showed no mercy and launched a relentless pursuit. Leading his Fengxiang troops like tigers descending a mountain, he advanced rapidly towards Chang’an. The Fengxiang army set up camp at Lingao in the western part of the city. When this news reached the capital, the entire city of Chang’an was thrown into turmoil. The atmosphere became tense and oppressive; many nobles and commoners, frightened by the sudden turn of events, hurriedly packed their belongings and fled the city in search of refuge. Some of the citizens gathered spontaneously outside the palace gates, their emotions running high, demanding that the court execute the officials who had proposed the campaign against Fengxiang. What they did not know, however, was that the idea to attack Fengxiang had actually come from the emperor himself.

      Sensing a golden opportunity, some of Du Rangneng’s political enemies rushed to Emperor Zhaozong, fanning the flames and saying, “Your Majesty, surely this military action was not your real intention? In our view, it is obvious that this was all Grand Commandant Du’s idea.” At that moment, Li Maozhen also submitted a memorial to the court, explicitly demanding the execution of Du Rangneng. When Du Rangneng heard of this, he went to see the emperor. Full of emotion and resolve, he declared his willingness to become the scapegoat for the incident and to take full responsibility.

      Emperor Zhaozong, moved by Du Rangneng’s words, could not hold back his tears and choked out, “From this moment on, you and I must part ways.” But deep down, Zhaozong could not bring himself to have Du Rangneng executed. Instead, he chose a compromise: he had several officials involved in planning the campaign put to death, then exiled Du Rangneng to Lingnan. Afterwards, Zhaozong sent an envoy to Li Maozhen to explain, “The western campaign against Fengxiang was entirely the work of those few men and had nothing to do with Du Rangneng.” Li Maozhen, however, adamantly refused to accept this. He replied forcefully, “Your Majesty, if you do not execute Du Rangneng, I will never withdraw my troops.”

      In utter desperation, Emperor Zhaozong was finally forced to order the death of Du Rangneng. In order to make Li Maozhen withdraw his troops, Zhaozong not only restored Li Maozhen’s original titles, but also further bestowed upon him the position of Military Governor of Shannan West Circuit and acting Chancellor (Shou Zhongshu Ling). The Shannan West Circuit roughly encompassed the Hanzhong region and northeastern Sichuan. From this point on, this vast territory became Li Maozhen’s sphere of influence. Seeing his demands satisfied, Li Maozhen was finally content and withdrew his army.

      After this series of events, following his failed campaign against Li Keyong, Zhaozong’s military actions against Li Maozhen also ended in a disastrous defeat. This once again proved, in the harshest way, the enormous gap in power between the Tang central government and the regional military governors. By this time, Zhaozong’s authority had been completely undermined both in the court and throughout the realm. All the regional warlords could now see clearly that the once-glorious Li Tang imperial family was nothing but an empty shell. At this point, Emperor Zhaozong was, in essence, no different from Emperor Xian of the Eastern Han dynasty.

      As a result, some military governors began to act with open impunity, all reaching out to the court to demand titles and territory. Yet Zhaozong maintained a tough stance and refused to grant their requests lightly. For example, when Wang Xingyu, the military governor of Binning, asked Zhaozong for the position of Shangshu Ling, Zhaozong flatly refused. Not long after Emperor Zhaozong rejected Wang Xingyu’s request, he promoted Li Xi to serve as Minister of Rites and concurrently as Chancellor (Tong Zhongshu Menxia Pingzhangshi). Naturally, Wang Xingyu was extremely dissatisfied with Li Xi, grumbling inwardly: “Why is it that I have longed to be Chancellor, yet the Emperor refuses me, but this young man can be appointed at will—what is this supposed to mean?” When Zhaozong heard the unreasonable demands of the three military governors, he of course sternly rejected them, thinking to himself, “How can a court chancellor be killed just because you say so?” When the three military governors saw that the Emperor refused to act, they said viciously, “Fine! If you won’t do it, then we’ll do it ourselves.”

      On that very day, they brought their troops and captured Wei Zhaodu and Li Xi, brutally executing both men on the spot. Confronted with such a bloody and violent scene, Emperor Zhaozong was filled with rage, yet could only force himself to endure in silence, daring not to voice his anger. At this point, the three military governors realized that the emperor had no power to resist them and began to harbor other ambitions, planning to depose him and install a new emperor. They intended to enthrone Prince Ji, Li Bao, as the new sovereign. So who was Li Bao? He was the sixth son of Emperor Yizong, and also the elder brother of both Emperor Xizong and Emperor Zhaozong.

      At this critical and turbulent moment, Li Keyong, the military governor of Hedong, marched south with his army under the title of Prince of Qin. The Shatuo cavalry had always been known for their bravery and were difficult to defeat. Wang Xingyu and the other two military governors had no desire to confront Li Keyong directly, so they left four thousand men to guard Chang’an and each led their own troops back to their respective camps.

      On the first day of the seventh month, Li Keyong’s army arrived at Zhaoyi, which is present-day Dali in Shaanxi. There, Li Keyong’s forces decisively defeated Wang Xingyue, the military governor of Kuangguo. Wang Xingyue, notably, was Wang Xingyu’s brother, a relationship evident from their similar names. After his defeat, Wang Xingyue retreated to Chang’an. Together with his younger brother Wang Xingshi, who served as the commander of the Left Army, they concluded that Chang’an would be impossible to hold.

      Thus, before fleeing, they led their troops to rampage through the western market of Chang’an, looting, killing, and burning in a frenzy in order to seize as much as they could before their escape.

      However, before Wang Xingshi made his escape, he had an unprecedented idea. He memorialized Emperor Zhaozong of Tang, claiming that the Shatuo troops were about to arrive, and requested that the emperor move to his own stronghold in Binzhou, which is present-day Binzhou in Shaanxi. In essence, Wang Xingshi wanted to imitate Cao Cao, attempting a maneuver to “hold the emperor to command the lords.” But Emperor Zhaozong firmly refused and responded with authority: “If the Shatuo troops want to come, let them come. What is there for me to fear? I am fine remaining in Chang’an—I will not go anywhere!” After the chief of staff, Luo Quanguan, who was already a close confidant of Li Maozhen, learned of this, he went to Li Maozhen’s adopted son, the Right Army Commander Li Jipeng, and the two conspired to forcibly abduct Emperor Zhaozong to Fengxiang. After all, Li Maozhen was the military governor of Fengxiang. Upon hearing that the other side was about to resort to violence, Wang Xingshi became anxious and joined forces with Liu Jingxuan, the commander of the Shence Army, also planning to respond with force. That night, Li Jipeng led the right army to strike first, requesting the emperor to set out. Upon hearing the news, Wang Xingyue and Wang Xingshi immediately led the left army to attack the right army, and the two armies instantly clashed, the sounds of battle shaking the entire camp, throwing Chang’an into chaos. Fortunately, at this time, the troops from the Sixth Metropolitan Army of Yangzhou were stationed in Chang’an. This Yangzhou refers to present-day Dingbian in Shaanxi, and this force was known for its strength and bravery. Emperor Zhaozong hurriedly summoned them to protect him. Once the Yan Prefecture troops arrived, the left and right armies, seeing the unfavorable situation, each withdrew to Binzhou and Fengxiang.

      The battle for control of Chang’an, centered around Emperor Zhaozong, was merely an appetizer. Soon after, Wang Xingyu and Li Maozhen arrived with their armies, claiming they had come to personally escort the emperor. On the sixth day of the seventh lunar month, Zhaozong hastily fled to the southern mountains and settled in Shacheng Town south of Chang’an. Tens of thousands of nobles and commoners followed the imperial carriage; by the time they reached the mountain pass, a third of them had died from heatstroke. That night, bandits descended on them, looting and pillaging, with cries of anguish echoing through the valleys. At this point, Zhaozong’s situation was truly dire—who could he rely on? The actions of Wang Xingyu and Li Maozhen in Chang’an made him fearful, whereas Li Keyong, at least, did not bully him as wantonly as Wang Xingyu did. Thus, even though Zhaozong had previously fought against Li Keyong and lost, at this desperate moment, he could only cling to Li Keyong as his last hope. On the twelfth day of the seventh month, Zhaozong issued an edict ordering Li Keyong and others to punish Wang Xingyu and Li Maozhen. With the imperial edict in hand, Li Keyong now had a legitimate reason to act and immediately marched his army toward Huazhou. Today’s Huazhou District in Weinan, Shaanxi Province, lies east of Chang’an and was under the control of Han Jian, an ally of Wang Xingyu. Han Jian climbed the city walls and shouted, “I have always treated Lord Li with courtesy and never once offended him—why has he come to attack me?” Li Keyong replied, “As a subject, you have committed the heinous crime of driving the emperor from his throne. If such actions are justified, then who under heaven could be considered unjust?” Just then, news arrived from the frontlines that Li Maozhen was approaching with thirty thousand troops, and Wang Xingyu’s army had reached Xingping. The immediate priority was to ensure the emperor’s safety, so Li Keyong lifted the siege of Huazhou and marched toward Chang’an.

      At the beginning of the eighth month, Li Keyong and Wang Xingyu engaged in a series of fierce battles. Wang Xingyu suffered a crushing defeat and fled in disarray. Seeing that the situation was turning against him, Li Maozhen hastily executed Li Jipeng, who had previously coerced the emperor, and sent his head to Zhaozong as an offering of remorse. At the same time, he dispatched envoys to Li Keyong, seeking reconciliation.

      Given the situation, Emperor Zhaozong temporarily pardoned Li Maozhen's offenses and ordered Li Keyong to focus his efforts on suppressing Wang Xingyu. Before launching his campaign, Li Keyong first escorted Emperor Zhaozong back to Chang'an. Wishing to give his son some exposure at court, he sent his eleven-year-old son, Li Cunxu, to visit the emperor at his temporary palace. Upon seeing Li Cunxu, Emperor Zhaozong noticed his striking appearance and extraordinary bearing. Stroking the boy’s head, he said, “Young man, you are the pillar of our nation’s future. You must devote yourself to the great Tang.” Later, Li Cunxu did indeed achieve great things, but we shall leave that aside for now.

      Back to the main story: after completing his escort mission, Li Keyong resumed his attack on Wang Xingyu. By September, Wang Xingyu's forces were barely holding on, so he was forced to seek help from Li Maozhen. Li Maozhen personally led thirty thousand troops, encamping near Xianyang and preparing to join the battle. Emperor Zhaozong thought, “I have already pardoned Li Maozhen’s crimes, yet he still insists on getting involved in this conflict. He really gives me, the emperor, no respect at all.” So, Zhaozong issued an edict ordering Li Maozhen to return to his own territory and demanded that Li Keyong reconcile with him. However, who would heed the emperor’s orders at this point? In the eyes of the various factions, the emperor’s authority was as worthless as cheap goods. Thus, the fighting continued, with neither side paying any attention to Zhaozong’s decree. Over the next month or so, Li Keyong repeatedly defeated the combined forces of Wang Xingyu and Li Maozhen. By November, Wang Xingyu was forced to retreat to Binzhou after his defeat. At this time, some powers, like Laos, sent envoys to Li Keyong to express their willingness to surrender, but Li Keyong did not stop there; he continued to lead his army against Binzhou. Wang Xingyu climbed the city wall, his face full of sorrow, and cried as he spoke to Li Keyong: “I am truly innocent! The act of coercing the emperor was actually carried out by Li Maozhen and his adopted son Li Jipeng. You should go to Fengxiang to hold Li Maozhen accountable. I am willing to bind myself and go to the capital to face the emperor.”

      Li Keyong responded, “You claim you weren’t involved in coercing the Emperor? That’s far too modest of you. I am here under imperial edict to punish three traitorous ministers, and you are among them—alongside Li Maozhen and Han Jian. As for your proposal to tie yourself up and surrender to the Emperor, that’s not my decision to make.” Seeing that his plea for surrender was rejected, Wang Xingyu had no choice but to flee the city with his family. Later, he was killed by his own subordinates. After Li Keyong led his army into Binzhou, he sealed the government treasury and pacified the local population. Thus, the once arrogant and domineering power of Wang Xingyu was thoroughly destroyed. Li Keyong’s series of military actions and conduct in the Guanzhong region greatly enhanced his prestige. Upon returning to Hedong, he shifted his focus back to expanding his territory. For Emperor Zhaozong, however, as soon as Li Keyong left, he immediately found himself in grave danger once more.

      In 896 AD, the seventh month of the third year of the Qianning era, Li Maozhen once again attacked Chang’an, ordering the burning of the palaces, markets, and numerous shops. Before Li Maozhen entered the city, Emperor Zhaozong hurriedly fled the capital, intending to go directly to Taiyuan to seek refuge with Li Keyong. On the way, he was forcibly taken to Huazhou by Han Jian. The Emperor remained in Huazhou for two whole years, a period marked by utter misery. Han Jian forced Zhaozong to disband more than twenty thousand imperial guards, leaving the Emperor completely at Han Jian’s mercy.

      Han Jian then compelled Zhaozong to summon all the imperial princes stationed in various regions and placed them under house arrest, cutting off all external support for the royal family. Later, he executed eleven princes on charges of treason. Han Jian also used the Emperor’s name to instruct local officials to send all revenues and grain intended for the central government directly to Huazhou. In this way, he thoroughly enjoyed the power of “holding the Emperor to command the feudal lords.” While the major warlords fiercely struggled for control over Emperor Zhaozong, Zhu Quanzhong’s power expanded rapidly, like an inflating balloon. His sphere of influence was centered around Bianzhou in Henan, stretching south into today’s Hubei and Jiangsu provinces, east all the way to the seashore, and north to the southern part of Hebei. The vastness of his territory was not to be underestimated, and he had already become the most powerful warlord of his time.

      Zhu Quanzhong naturally could not tolerate Han Jian holding the emperor hostage for long. He repeatedly submitted memorials, earnestly requesting that Emperor Zhaozong move to the Eastern Capital, Luoyang. In his mind, how could a ruined place like Huazhou be worthy of housing the Son of Heaven? If Your Majesty would not return to Chang’an, then at least return to Luoyang. Under the mounting pressure from Zhu Quanzhong, Li Maozhen, Han Jian, and Li Keyong were forced to reach a compromise. In the eighth month of the fifth year of Qianyuan, Zhaozong was sent back to Chang’an, thus depriving Zhu Quanzhong of his pretext to vie for control over the emperor.

      Upon his return to Chang’an, Emperor Zhaozong had lost all the vigor he had shown at the beginning of his reign. He started to drown himself in alcohol, wasting his days away. His temper grew increasingly irritable, and he often acted out wildly under the influence of drink. Eunuchs and palace maids all lived in constant fear, anxious for their safety. Consequently, several leading eunuchs secretly conspired to depose the emperor and install a new one.

      In the year 900 AD, the third year of the Guanghua era, in the eleventh month, Zhaozong went hunting in the imperial gardens and became thoroughly drunk. Upon his return to the palace at night, he killed several eunuchs and palace maids in a drunken rage. The next morning, the palace gates remained tightly shut. The chief eunuch of the Left Army, Liu Jishu, went to the Secretariat to inform Chancellor Cui Yin that something had happened in the palace. He claimed that, as an inner minister, he should act according to the situation and asked for permission to enter the palace to investigate.

      Liu Jishu then led a thousand palace guards to force open the gates and learn what had transpired. Afterward, Liu Jishu declared that the emperor, in his drunkenness, had committed reckless murder and was no longer fit to govern the realm. Deposing a foolish ruler and installing a wise one, he argued, was an ancient practice done for the sake of the state, not an act of rebellion. Cui Yin and the others, fearing for their lives, dared not object. Thus, on the sixth day of the eleventh month, Liu Jishu arranged for many soldiers to be stationed in the main hall, using their presence to intimidate the civil and military officials into signing a joint petition, requesting the crown prince to act as regent and handle state affairs. Immediately afterward, the two eunuch chiefs—Liu Jishu of the Left Army and Wang Zhongxian of the Right Army—led troops directly into the imperial palace. Faced with this display of force, Emperor Zhaozong was so terrified that he fell out of bed at once.

      It should be especially noted that during the Tang Dynasty, a "chuang" (床) was actually a type of seat, not something to sleep on; the proper item for sleeping was called a "ta" (榻). Emperor Zhaozong hurriedly tried to get up and escape, but Liu and Wang, the two eunuchs, acted swiftly. They seized the emperor first, forcing him to sit down. Then, Liu Jishu produced a petition signed by all the officials, and said to the emperor, "Your Majesty, you have been on the throne for quite some time now. The ministers of the court all wish for the crown prince to act as regent. We ask that Your Majesty retire to the Eastern Palace and enjoy your later years." Zhaozong, astonished, said, "Just yesterday, I was drinking and making merry with all of you—wasn't the atmosphere quite pleasant? How did things come to this?" Unwilling to waste words with the emperor, Liu Jishu simply bundled Emperor Zhaozong and the empress into a carriage and quickly sent them off to the Eastern Palace, which was the Shaoyang Courtyard on the east side of Daming Palace.

      As Liu Jishu enumerated the emperor's faults, he held a silver staff and scratched lines onto the ground to keep count. The "zhuo" (抓) mentioned here was a rod used for taming horses; in the Tang dynasty, eunuchs commonly carried such a staff as a symbol of ritual authority. The fact that Liu Jishu used a silver one clearly indicated his high status. As he recited, “On such and such a date, such and such an event occurred, and you did not heed my advice—this is one offense,” he continued to scratch tally marks on the ground. In this way, he drew dozens of lines, all the while repeating, "You didn’t listen to me about this matter, nor did you listen to me about that matter."

      After rebuking Emperor Zhaozong, Liu Jishu walked out of the room, locked the door, and even poured molten iron over the lock. He then assigned soldiers to guard it strictly. So how did the emperor manage to eat? They dug a hole in the wall and delivered food to the emperor through this opening. When Zhaozong asked them for money and silk, they refused; when he requested paper and brush, they also turned him down. Such misery can scarcely be described by the word "wretched"! After dealing with Zhaozong, Liu Jishu immediately forged an imperial edict to install the crown prince Li Yu as emperor, changing his name to Li Zhen. At the same time, Liu Jishu granted promotions and titles to all civil and military officials in the court, and rewarded the soldiers accordingly, hoping to win their support in this way. On the other hand, he began to target the craftsmen, magicians, monks, and Taoist priests close to Zhaozong, wantonly slaughtering them. Every night, people were killed, and at dawn, ten carts would be used to transport the corpses out of the palace. In reality, each cart carried only one or two bodies. By carrying out these actions, Liu Jishu intended to establish his own authority and instill fear in everyone around him.

      Naturally, the civil and military officials of the court would not willingly allow Liu Jishu to take control of the government. Chancellor Cui Yin had already begun to act. Since the imperial guards were under the control of the eunuchs, Cui Yin had no choice but to appear to obey the eunuchs’ arrangements on the surface, while secretly establishing contact with Zhu Quanzhong. In fact, it wasn’t just Cui Yin who was reaching out to Zhu Quanzhong—Liu Jishu also sent envoys to Bianzhou’s Daliang City, attempting to strengthen his relationship with Zhu and even suggesting that he was willing to hand over the Tang dynasty’s empire to him. Faced with this situation, Zhu Quanzhong was unsure whom he should support. He summoned his advisors to discuss the matter. Some suggested that it was best for a regional governor not to meddle too much in the affairs of the central court. Only Zhu Quanzhong’s trusted advisor, Li Zhen, deputy military governor of Tianping, put forward his opinion: “The royal house is in crisis—this is a rare opportunity for Your Excellency to achieve great ambitions. Right now, you are like Duke Huan of Qi or Duke Wen of Jin to the Tang dynasty; the fate of the nation rests in your hands. Liu Jishu is nothing more than a lowly eunuch, yet he has dared to imprison and depose the emperor. If you do not punish him, how can you expect the other regional lords to obey your commands? Moreover, the newly enthroned young emperor’s position is unstable, and all the power of the court has fallen into the hands of the eunuchs. This is like handing over the hilt of the sword to someone else—giving your power away for nothing.”

      In plain terms: The royal family is facing difficulties, which presents a rare opportunity for you to realize your ambitions. Right now, you are the mainstay of the Tang dynasty, just like Duke Huan of Qi and Duke Wen of Jin once were—the fate of the nation is in your hands. Liu Jishu is just a lowly eunuch, yet he has the audacity to imprison and depose the emperor. If you do not act against him, how can you expect the other regional governors to obey your command in the future? Besides, the newly enthroned young emperor’s foundation is unstable, and the court’s power is all controlled by the eunuchs. This is equivalent to giving your power away to others without a fight.

      Li Zhen’s words were truly a wake-up call, instantly rousing Zhu Quanzhong from his indecision.

      Previously, Wang Xingyu and Han Jian had been fiercely vying for control over Emperor Zhaozong. Although Zhu Quanzhong also harbored ambitions to participate in court affairs, his main focus had always been on expanding his territory eastward. However, from this moment on, Zhu Quanzhong turned his attention to the western city of Chang’an, resolutely deciding to join the struggle for supremacy over the realm. On one hand, he began preparations for his westward expedition; on the other, he sent his trusted aide Jiang Xuanhui to Chang’an to assist Cui Yin in dealing with the powerful eunuch faction.
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