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      The Northern Song Dynasty: A History of China, PART ONE takes you straight into one of China's most gripping dynastic stories, kicking off with a yellow robe, a fake war, and a commander who decides—“Okay, maybe I will be emperor today.” From that dramatic moment at Chenqiao Post, Zhao Kuangyin’s story unfolds like a mix of strategy game, martial epic, and palace thriller. You’re not just watching a dynasty rise—you’re right there in the tent, hearing the whispers and feeling the tension.

      But just because he grabbed the throne doesn’t mean everyone clapped. Rebellions popped up fast, and this new emperor had to crush them before they crushed him. Then came the real challenge: stripping power from regional warlords, rebuilding the empire's backbone, and juggling three branches of power in a way no emperor had quite done before. Oh—and while handling politics, he’s also out there leading battles in the south and fighting off threats in the north. No pressure.

      If you're into brainy political moves, you’ll love the parts on Zhao Pu’s schemes and the infamous “Candlelight and Axe Shadow” mystery. There's a legendary alliance written into a box (literally)—the Pact of the Golden Cabinet—that set the stage for who got the crown next. And if you think everything was just court politics, wait till you meet the famous General Yang Ye and the heartbreak of the Yongxi Northern Campaign. These weren’t just battles—they were the stuff of legends.

      The book also dives into how culture and power danced around each other. This wasn’t a dynasty that ran on brute force. Civil merit reigned over military might. The “Honoring the Civil, Restraining the Military” policy shaped everything—from battlefield tactics to who held real authority. You'll watch the empire strive for a unified realm while dealing with border threats like the Sixteen Prefectures of Yanyun and the uneasy peace deal known as the Treaty of Chanyuan. And by the time you reach the Heavenly Text and Fengshan Ceremony, you'll realize: this wasn't just a reign—it was a vision for order in a messy world.

      If you’re looking for a history book that moves—with palace secrets, brilliant minds, battlefield legends, and just the right dose of chaos—you’re in for a treat.
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            Zhao Kuangyin Becoming Emperor

          

        

      

    

    
      The book Romance of the Three Kingdoms begins with this sentence: "It is said that the general trend of the world is that after a long period of division, there will be unification; after a long period of unification, there will be division." In China's long historical process, this statement has indeed been proven time and again. As we have already discussed, in 907 AD, the once immensely powerful Tang Dynasty collapsed, and Chinese history once again entered a difficult period of chaos and division, known as the Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms period. If we count the Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms from the collapse of the Li Tang Dynasty in 907 AD until the official establishment of the Northern Song in 960 AD, it lasted 53 years; even if counted until the end of all the Ten Kingdoms, it was only just over 70 years. Usually, we take the founding of the Northern Song in 960 AD as the end point of this period.

      Previously, we have already described the developments in Chinese history during these fifty-some years, and if we had to sum it up in one word, it would be "chaos"—chaotic to the extreme, like a pot of porridge cooked into mush. As the saying goes, "Zhu, Li, Shi, Liu, Guo; Liang, Tang, Jin, Han, Zhou—all together fourteen emperors, fifty autumns of turmoil." In these 53 years, there were as many as fourteen emperors. From this, it is easy to imagine that most of these emperors did not die a natural death. In each of these five dynasties, the founding emperor was basically a top general wielding great military power in the previous dynasty, or a powerful warlord. These military leaders adhered to the grand idea of "the emperor’s seat rotates, next year it will be my turn," and engaged in continuous fierce conflict and brutal fighting among each other. They rose in rebellion, killed their own emperors, and promoted the changing of dynasties, all in order to experience the taste of being emperor themselves. By the later period of the Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms, namely the last of the five dynasties—Later Zhou—the Yellow River Basin became the territory of Later Zhou. For the rulers of Later Zhou, there were both fortunate and unfortunate circumstances. The fortunate aspect was that, after countless bloody battles, they finally ascended the imperial throne and truly experienced the glory of supreme power, with someone bearing the surname Guo ruling the land. Unfortunate circumstances, however, soon followed.

      Most of the rulers of Later Zhou were in poor health. They often died young, leaving their subjects prematurely. Generally, they had weak physical constitutions. Taizu Guo Wei reigned for less than three years before dying of illness, and he had no direct heirs to inherit the throne. His adopted son, Chai Rong—who became Emperor Shizong of Later Zhou—also fell ill and unfortunately died after ruling for six or seven years. From this, we can see that to be a good emperor, one must possess a strong and healthy body; otherwise, after all the hardships of conquering the land, one might not even have time to settle on the throne before passing away.

      Thus, after Emperor Shizong Chai Rong died, the throne was passed to his seven-year-old son—Emperor Gong, Chai Zongxun.

      Just imagine, how could a seven-year-old child possibly possess the ability to govern a country? Thus, the scene of "a young ruler causing doubts in the state" played out in Later Zhou. A young monarch would inevitably require capable ministers to assist him. Although the Empress Dowager held court behind a curtain to help manage state affairs, in ancient China, there was a long-standing notion that "a woman’s lack of talent is a virtue," so the Empress Dowager likely did not receive much formal education, and handling governmental matters was not her strong suit. Therefore, a powerful external minister was needed to assist. And this powerful minister was Zhao Kuangyin, the founding emperor of the Northern Song Dynasty.

      Since ancient times, chaotic eras have always produced heroes. The era in which Zhao Kuangyin lived was precisely the time after the collapse of the Central Plains dynasty, a period of great division and frequent warfare.

      So, as a wise and illustrious ruler for the ages, what kind of legendary background did Zhao Kuangyin have? Zhao Kuangyin’s ancestral home was Zhuozhou in Hebei, not far from present-day Beijing. He was born into a family of officials, with generations serving in government positions, so his background was quite distinguished. Zhao Kuangyin’s great-great-grandfather—that is, his grandfather’s grandfather—once served as a county magistrate during the Tang Dynasty. Although a county magistrate was not a particularly high-ranking or powerful official, he still governed a region of a hundred li and was regarded as the “parent official” of the local people. From that time on, the Zhao family became government officials generation after generation, holding positions and receiving official salaries.

      Zhao Kuangyin’s great-grandfather once served as a staff officer in the local military and administrative headquarters. Due to his outstanding performance, he was gradually promoted and eventually reached the position of Censor-in-Chief (Yushi Zhongcheng). His grandfather served as the governor (cishi) of three prefectures during the Tang Dynasty and was later posthumously awarded the title of Grand General of the Left Cavalry Guard by the imperial court. Among military officials, this was a very high and prestigious rank. Zhao Kuangyin’s father was named Zhao Hongyin, and historical records describe him as exceptionally brave and skilled in horsemanship and archery. Judging from his great-great-grandfather and great-grandfather, most were civil officials, but by his grandfather’s generation, the family began to shift toward the military, and by his father Zhao Hongyin’s time, he had already become a typical military general.

      Relying on his own bravery and mastery of horseback riding and archery, Zhao Hongyin followed Later Zhou Emperor Shizong Chai Rong in campaigns both south and north. Because of his heroic performance on the battlefield and his many military exploits, he was highly valued and trusted by Chai Rong. As the saying goes, “A tiger father does not beget a dog son”; with such a heroic father, Zhao Kuangyin naturally could not be inferior. In China, there has always been a saying: "A dragon begets a dragon, a phoenix begets a phoenix, and the son of a mouse will dig holes”—meaning that outstanding parents often raise outstanding children. Since Zhao Hongyin was so heroic, Zhao Kuangyin was sure to possess extraordinary talent as well. In Zhao Hongying’s heart, her son was by no means an ordinary or mediocre person; even calling him a “tiger cub” was not enough. In her eyes, her son was as noble and exceptional as a true “Son of Heaven”—an emperor destined by fate. Zhao Kuangyin was her second son; his elder brother died young, and his mother’s surname was Du. Throughout China’s long history, every emperor who achieved greatness and remarkable accomplishments often had an extraordinary and unusual background.

      Zhao Kuangyin was born in 927 AD at Jiama Camp in Luoyang, Henan, during the Later Tang period. According to historical records, at the time of Zhao Kuangyin’s birth, strange phenomena appeared: a red glow surrounded the area, and an unusual fragrance lingered for a long time, refusing to dissipate. For his family, Zhao Kuangyin’s birth was undoubtedly a momentous and joyous event. First, a new son was added to the family, ensuring the continuation of the family line; second, the child’s whole body appeared golden at birth. In ancient Chinese ritual systems, golden yellow was not a color ordinary people could use; after the Tang Dynasty, bright yellow became the exclusive color of the emperor’s robes. Before the Tang, emperors’ robes were mostly red or black, but after the Tang, bright yellow became a symbol of imperial power. From this, it could be seen that this child was destined for great achievements in the future.

      As for whether these accounts in the historical records are true or not, let us put that aside for now. After all, many times such records are often tinged with a certain legendary and exaggerated quality, and should be listened to with a discerning ear rather than believed in their entirety. Zhao Kuangyin’s miraculous birth seemed from the very beginning to foreshadow that his future life would be anything but ordinary.

      When Zhao Kuangyin grew up, he was strikingly handsome, possessed an imposing presence, and had a broad-minded and cheerful temperament. Anyone who met him for the first time could sense his extraordinary nature from his demeanor and bearing. Moreover, Zhao Kuangyin was not only outstanding in appearance but was also highly skilled in martial arts. Relying on his intelligence and talent, he created many ingenious martial arts routines on his own. Later generations often said that Emperor Taizu was able to pacify the realm by relying on nothing but his coiling dragon staff, conquering four hundred military prefectures and establishing a splendid empire; the entire country was won through his own strength and strategy. Even today, classic moves such as “Taizu Long Fist” and the “Sixty-Four Coiling Dragon Staff” still remain in Chinese martial arts routines, and it is said that these techniques were all created by Zhao Kuangyin himself.

      Once, he rode a particularly fierce horse in order to show off his superb riding skills. He didn’t use a saddle or reins, but simply mounted the horse directly. The horse, suddenly mounted in this way, was greatly startled and immediately reared up, leaping onto the ramp leading to the city wall. There was a small gate at the top of the ramp, and the horse charged straight into the doorframe, as if having a fierce contest with it. Unfortunately, Emperor Taizu lost this “contest” and, with a loud “thud,” fell off the horse. Everyone who saw this thought that Young Master Zhao must have smashed his head and surely could not have survived, right?

      Just think about it: riding a frightened horse galloping at such speed, crashing headlong into a doorframe—which, after all, was made of wood and perhaps even reinforced with copper—everyone naturally thought he was done for. But this young man was remarkably calm; he stood up, dusted himself off, went after the horse, then leaped back onto it as if nothing had happened.

      Everyone who saw this thought he was practically an immortal descended to earth. On another occasion, Zhao Kuangyin was gambling with a group of friends in a mud-brick house. While they were enjoying themselves, a flock of sparrows outside kept chirping noisily. Zhao Kuangyin found these sparrows extremely annoying, as if they were omens of misfortune. So he went outside to catch them. Just as he stepped out the door, with a crash, the mud house collapsed. If that group of people hadn’t come out, they would all have been buried under the ruined house. Earlier, he had crashed his head into a doorframe and fallen off a horse without a scratch; now, he stepped out of a house just as it collapsed. With both of these strange events happening to Zhao Kuangyin, what did this mean?

      It indicated that Zhao Kuangyin was someone favored and protected by Heaven. In that era, the concept of the divine right of kings was highly valued. So when these two stories spread, the common people became even more convinced that if Zhao Kuangyin were to become emperor in the future, it would be Heaven’s will. These things happening to him were seen as signs that he truly was a “True Dragon Son of Heaven.” However, before he actually ascended the throne, this handsome and talented young man still had no opportunity to display his abilities amidst the chaos of the times. Born into an official family, Zhao Kuangyin demonstrated great skill in horsemanship and archery from a young age, and his martial abilities were exceptional. Even so, to step onto the political stage, he still needed an opportunity. So what was this opportunity, and how did Zhao Kuangyin seize it to begin making his mark in history?

      Once, Zhao Kuangyin stayed overnight at a temple. There was an old monk at the temple who was skilled at reading faces and divining fortunes, able to see a person’s destiny. When he met Zhao Kuangyin—who was in Xiangyang, Hubei at the time—the old monk was convinced that Zhao Kuangyin was destined for greatness and would not remain under others for long. The monk said to Zhao Kuangyin, “I’ll give you some travel money. Go north; that’s where opportunities await you.” At that time, Guo Wei, a general of the Later Han, happened to be recruiting soldiers. Zhao Kuangyin thought, “With someone giving me travel funds, perhaps I can see if the old monk’s words come true—why not give it a try?” In this way, he became one of Guo Wei’s subordinates.

      Zhao Kuangyin had always been passionate about martial arts, and later participated in the campaign to support Guo Wei’s ascension as emperor of Later Zhou. As a result, he was highly valued and began to take charge of the imperial guards. During the reign of Emperor Shizong of Later Zhou, Zhao Kuangyin was repeatedly promoted due to his many military achievements. After Zhou Shizong Chai Rong took the throne, he personally led the army to campaign against Northern Han. In the Battle of Gaoping, the Northern Han forces had a numerical advantage. Just as the two armies were about to engage, the commander of the Later Zhou army was so frightened that he fled the battlefield. Without a commander, the soldiers were left without direction and the formation fell into chaos. At this critical moment, Zhao Kuangyin, who was then only a mid-level officer in the imperial guards, fought with extraordinary bravery. He shouted loudly to his companions, “With our sovereign’s majesty, how can we not fight to the death?” Moved by Zhao Kuangyin’s passionate spirit, everyone turned around and charged courageously at the enemy. Zhao Kuangyin and the then commander of the imperial guards, Zhang Yongde, each led two thousand soldiers, charging at the enemy like fierce tigers and giving their all to defeat them. In the end, they successfully routed the Northern Han army. Afterwards, Zhao Kuangyin led his troops in pursuit of the enemy. In the fierce fighting, his left arm was struck by an arrow from the Northern Han forces, but he paid no heed to the pain and continued to fight bravely at the front lines, killing many enemies. After the battle, Zhou Shizong greatly praised Zhao Kuangyin’s heroic performance, appointing him as Commander of the Palace Guards and concurrently as Governor of Yanzhou. At this point, Zhao Kuangyin had already become a regional lord. Later, Zhao Kuangyin followed Zhou Shizong in campaigns against Southern Tang, advancing with unstoppable force: first pacifying Yangzhou, then capturing Shouchuan, and then taking Sizhou. His reputation spread far and wide in the Jiangnan region, striking fear into all who heard his name.

      Just as Zhao Kuangyin continued to achieve glorious military success and his career was soaring smoothly, something extraordinary happened. The occurrence of this event seemed like a chess move meticulously arranged by Heaven itself—not only did it change the course of Zhao Kuangyin’s destiny, but it also greatly accelerated his ascent to the throne.

      So, what exactly was this extraordinary event?

      In the year 959 AD, on his northern campaign, Emperor Shizong of Zhou accidentally discovered a leather pouch. Upon opening it, he found inside a wooden tablet over three feet long, with five characters clearly carved on it: “The Inspector becomes Emperor.” In that era, people were generally superstitious, believing that finding a wooden board or stone with inscriptions was a warning from Heaven. After receiving this tablet, Chai Rong firmly believed it was a divine sign. Seeing the words “The Inspector becomes Emperor,” he immediately thought of his brother-in-law, Zhang Yongde, who was then serving as Commander of the Palace Guards. He couldn’t help but worry—Zhang Yongde had extensive connections both inside and outside the military, might he form factions for his own interest? After all, Zhang Yongde was his brother-in-law, and Chai Rong was concerned that after his own death, Zhang Yongde might pose a threat to his son’s claim to the throne. After returning to the capital, he appointed Zhao Kuangyin, who had achieved many military successes, as Commander of the Palace Guards, replacing Zhang Yongde. What he never expected was that the so-called prophecy “The Inspector becomes Emperor” did not necessarily refer to the Later Zhou’s Zhang Yongde. As it turned out, Zhang Yongde never became emperor, but Zhao Kuangyin, who later held the position of Inspector, actually did ascend to the throne. Not long after Zhao Kuangyin became Commander of the Palace Guards, Emperor Shizong Chai Rong passed away. After Chai Rong’s death, his seven-year-old son inherited the throne, with the Empress Dowager acting as regent. However, as a woman, the Empress Dowager had no decisive authority in handling state affairs.

      On a certain day in the spring of 960 AD, people saw Zhao Kuangyin, the Commander of the Palace Guards, standing atop the city tower of Bianjing together with his trusted advisor, Zhao Pu. The two gazed into the distance. With his hand resting on his sword and a particularly tense expression, Zhao Kuangyin asked Zhao Pu, “Is there truly not the slightest chance of failure in this matter?” Zhao Pu quickly reassured him, “Inspector, you need not worry—everything has been carefully arranged, there will absolutely be no error, and everything will proceed according to plan.”

      Not long after, the Later Zhou court received dispatches from the frontier reporting that Northern Han, in alliance with the Khitan Liao, was launching a large-scale invasion. Since the emperor was young and the Empress Dowager was indecisive, they could only turn to the Chancellor, Fan Zhi, for advice on how to respond. Fan Zhi thought to himself that, being a civil official, he knew nothing about military affairs. Among all the generals at court, only Zhao Kuangyin had the ability to resolve the current crisis. So he hurriedly summoned Zhao Kuangyin, informed him of the invasion by Liao and Northern Han, and said, “Now that Liao and Northern Han are attacking, what do you think should be done? You should lead troops to resist them.” Zhao Kuangyin, however, replied that he lacked sufficient soldiers and capable officers, and was unable to go to war. Having no other choice, Fan Zhi had to report to the court, requesting that Zhao Kuangyin be granted supreme command of the military so he could mobilize troops from across the country. Having achieved his goal, Zhao Kuangyin and Zhao Pu both breathed a long sigh of relief. In fact, the so-called joint invasion by Northern Han and Liao never existed at all—this was a ruse carefully orchestrated by Zhao Kuangyin and Zhao Pu, who deliberately fabricated the military crisis for the purpose of securing control over the nation’s armed forces. That was the real reason for the conversation the two of them had earlier atop the city tower in Bianjing. After the death of Emperor Shizong, the vast empire was handed over to a child of only seven years old. For someone as ambitious as Zhao Kuangyin, to devote himself to serving such a mere boy held no meaning whatsoever and could not possibly fulfill his sense of purpose—wouldn’t you agree? That era was already turbulent and chaotic; as the saying goes, “He who is strongest becomes king and hegemon”—wasn’t that exactly the case?

      Thus, Zhao Kuangyin also yearned in his heart to become the one who commanded all under heaven. But to achieve this goal, he needed to continually strengthen his own power. Therefore, Zhao Kuangyin resolutely embarked on the path of seizing power through force. He first managed to seize control of the nation’s military authority, then began mobilizing the troops, outwardly claiming that he was going to lead them out of the city to repel the so-called invading forces of Liao and Northern Han. In reality, this supposed enemy invasion was completely fabricated.

      As soon as the army began to mobilize, the entire city of the capital was thrown into turmoil. Generally speaking, the residents of the capital tend to have a high level of political awareness and sensitivity, and are enthusiastic about discussing political matters. It’s much like the taxi drivers in Beijing today—each one seems as knowledgeable as a member of the Politburo, thoroughly versed in national affairs. It was the same in Bianjing back then; the citizens of the city were all talking: What is the reason for this troop movement? Could it be that a coup is about to take place?

      For a time, discussions about whether “Inspector Zhao is going to become emperor” arose one after another. Naturally, Zhao Kuangyin had planted many spies and plainclothes agents throughout the capital, who continuously reported the citizens’ conversations back to him. When Zhao Kuangyin learned that the people were all spreading rumors about him usurping the throne, he couldn’t help but feel a bit anxious. After all, how could such a thing as usurpation be allowed to become common knowledge? Thinking of this, he couldn’t help but feel uneasy. Thus, before the army officially set out, Zhao Kuangyin paced anxiously in his own residence, sighing repeatedly, unable to sit or lie down, feeling extremely restless. Afterwards, he sought advice from his family, asking, “Tell me, should we really go through with this coup? Now that word has spread far and wide and almost everyone knows about it, am I really doing the right thing?” At that moment, Zhao Kuangyin’s elder sister was busy in the kitchen. Upon hearing this, she immediately rushed out of the kitchen, rolling pin in hand, pointed at Zhao Kuangyin and said, “A real man should make bold decisions in his own heart when faced with difficulties. If you have something to do, just make up your mind and do it. As a grown man, you should handle things yourself; why come home to scare us womenfolk?” After hearing his sister’s words, Zhao Kuangyin thought to himself: She’s right, this is exactly what I should do. The arrow was already on the string and had to be released. So he led his army out of Bianliang. With him were his younger brother Zhao Guangyi and his trusted adviser Zhao Pu. The army marched all the way to Chenqiao Post.

      At this point, Zhao Kuangyin held heavy troops in his hands, all preparations were complete, and he now had the full capability to overthrow the fragile Later Zhou regime at any moment.

      At that time, the idea of the divine right of kings was deeply rooted in people’s minds. If Zhao Kuangyin wanted to successfully launch a coup, he had to find a suitable justification to make the forthcoming coup appear to be in accordance with Heaven’s will. So, what method would he choose? Would everything go smoothly?

      When the army reached Chenqiao Post, among the troops was a military officer who claimed to be well-versed in astronomy. He said to everyone, “Look at today’s celestial phenomena—under the sun, another sun has actually appeared, and there is a black light flickering and moving back and forth between the two suns for a long time. What does this mean? Clearly, this is a sign that a change of dynasty is coming! Therefore, Heaven’s mandate cannot be defied—we must obey Heaven’s will and support the Inspector to become emperor.”

      That night, the army set up camp at Chenqiao Post, which was not far from the capital, Bianjing. Zhao Kuangyin ordered the soldiers to make camp and rest. Around the fifth watch of the night—about 4 a.m. today—the troops gathered at the entrance of the post station, loudly shouting their support for Inspector Zhao to become emperor. Someone, upon hearing these calls and realizing this was clearly an act of rebellion, stepped forward to dissuade them, but no one listened; instead, the shouts grew even louder. In fact, the whole affair had been carefully plotted by Zhao Kuangyin, his younger brother Zhao Guangyi, and the resourceful strategist Zhao Pu. In this well-rehearsed drama, Zhao Kuangyin played the part of the kind and unsuspecting man, while Zhao Guangyi and Zhao Pu acted as the instigators, pushing the situation forward. After meticulously assigning their roles, Zhao Kuangyin feigned complete ignorance, went to sleep as usual, and quietly awaited the coming of dawn and the unfolding of the drama.

      Meanwhile, Zhao Guangyi and Zhao Pu seized the opportunity of the dark, windy night to stir up the sentiments of the soldiers with the help of their trusted followers. They earnestly persuaded everyone, working hard to recommend Zhao Kuangyin as emperor. For a while, there was much discussion in the camp, and the soldiers were all thinking: No matter who becomes emperor, as soldiers, all we want is to have food to eat and a stable life, right?

      After all, the throne would never fall to any of us, so why not choose someone we know and trust to be emperor? With this thought, everyone nodded in agreement and decided to support Zhao Kuangyin as the new emperor. When dawn broke, the soldiers gathered in unison outside Zhao Kuangyin’s bedroom door, loudly shouting slogans such as, “Let Inspector Zhao ascend the throne as emperor!” “We firmly support Inspector Zhao as emperor!” “Inspector Zhao is the true Son of Heaven!” Their voices shook the sky.

      At this moment, Zhao Guangyi felt the time was ripe and the play had reached its climax. He quickly entered Zhao Kuangyin’s bedroom and said to him with great respect, “The officers and soldiers have discussed together and unanimously chosen you as emperor. This is truly the will of the people and the will of the army cannot be defied; you must not go against everyone’s wishes.”

      It was only at this moment that Zhao Kuangyin slowly got out of bed. Perhaps he hadn’t closed his eyes the entire night, just waiting for this moment to arrive. As he walked out the door, he saw all the soldiers had drawn their swords, looking as if they were prepared to force him to accept even at the risk of their own lives. The soldiers, with sincere expressions, said to Zhao Kuangyin, “There is no leader in the army now. We hope you will follow Heaven’s will and ascend the throne as emperor.” In his heart, Zhao Kuangyin was overjoyed—he was about to take the throne and become the ruler of the realm—but outwardly, he still had to feign ignorance and bewilderment. Then, in a rather abrupt moment, before Zhao Kuangyin could even give his consent, someone swiftly draped a bright yellow imperial robe over him, wrapping it tightly. Immediately afterward, everyone shouted in unison and, with a great “whoosh,” all knelt to the ground, crying out “Long live the emperor, long live, long, long live!” Then they half-pulled, half-dragged Zhao Kuangyin out of his bedroom, helped him onto a horse, and set out in grand procession toward the capital. At this point, everything was perfectly clear: the so-called Chenqiao Mutiny and the donning of the yellow robe were obviously carefully prearranged, weren’t they? In reality, the story about the joint invasion by Northern Han and Liao was completely fabricated. Otherwise, why would the army, instead of marching to the battlefield to repel the enemy, turn straight back to the capital? Just think about it—the yellow robe must have been prepared long in advance; there’s no way they could have found a tailor to rush one out at the last minute. And so, they draped Zhao Kuangyin in that symbol of imperial authority and prepared to return to the capital.

      Seeing how things had developed, Zhao Kuangyin felt that the time was right and the play should come to an end. The climax had passed, and now it was time for the conclusion. Thus, riding on horseback, Zhao Kuangyin finally spoke slowly: “Since you have chosen to make me emperor, can I count on you all to obey my commands?” The soldiers quickly dismounted and replied in unison, “We will respectfully obey Your Majesty’s orders.” Zhao Kuangyin nodded and said, “Very well, then I will lay down three basic laws.”

      The fact that the Song dynasty could become one of the few enlightened dynasties in Chinese history is closely and crucially related to its founding emperor, Zhao Kuangyin. Born to a noble family, Zhao Kuangyin was not only outstanding in both civil and military affairs, but also possessed noble character and exceptional talent. So, after winning the loyalty of his subordinates, what exactly were the three basic laws he put forward? And what far-reaching impact would they have on the future of the Great Song dynasty?

      First, after we return to the capital, you must not disturb the Empress Dowager or the Emperor. After all, the current Empress Dowager and Son of Heaven were once our employers, and we ought to maintain our respect for them and not do anything to offend them. Everyone nodded in agreement, expressing that there was no problem. Second, you must not bully the ministers of the court. Those ministers, like me in the past, were our colleagues serving on the same imperial court, all on equal footing. Therefore, you must not take advantage of the regime change to wantonly beat, smash, loot, burn, or harass them. Upon hearing this, everyone again pledged their assent. Third, you must not harass the common people. Think about it: why is it that every time a dynasty changes, the army is always so enthusiastic about such upheaval? The reason is that, with a change of dynasty, they have the chance to plunder the wealth of the people. Here, I solemnly require you all to abide by these three rules. If you do so, I will ascend the throne, and I will reward you handsomely. But if anyone disobeys my orders, he will surely be severely punished. Upon hearing this, everyone voiced their agreement. Thus, the army began to enforce discipline and then marched toward the capital. In the end, a coup d’état quietly took place, and this Palace Command Inspector successfully ascended the throne. Some might wonder how this army was able to enter the capital so openly. In fact, the reason is not complicated. Zhao Kuangyin’s trusted generals, Shi Shouxin and Wang Shenqi, had already been stationed inside the capital, assigned to guard the city gates. Once everything went according to plan, they would open the gates and welcome the army inside. In this way, the troops involved in the coup—or more accurately, this rebel army—met with almost no resistance and swaggered into the capital.

      After Zhao Kuangyin led his army back to the capital, he ascended the Mingde Gate. He immediately ordered the soldiers to return to their barracks and await further instructions, then returned to his official residence himself. Not long after, chancellor Fan Zhi was “invited” over by the generals. Upon seeing Fan Zhi, Zhao Kuangyin was moved to tears and said sorrowfully, “I have truly failed the emperor’s trust and expectations. Now that things have developed to this point, it was never my original intention.” With that, he burst into loud sobs. In ancient China, emperors and politicians often possessed excellent acting skills, and crying was considered a basic technique. Fan Zhi, witnessing this scene, was at a complete loss—his former subordinate had now become the emperor, and for a moment he didn’t know what to say. At this point, a general beside Zhao Kuangyin suddenly drew his sword and shouted sternly at Fan Zhi, “There is no leader in the army now. The pressing matter is to support Inspector Zhao as emperor, so that he may lead us.” Fan Zhi thought to himself, “A real man doesn’t fight for the moment—if I don’t agree, I may very well lose my life here.” So the matter was settled; after all, serving someone as a minister is all the same. Thus, Fan Zhi hurriedly knelt down, leading the civil and military officials to line up and bow in unison. Seeing the officials of the Later Zhou all submit, Zhao Kuangyin felt immense joy in his heart. Just think, how wonderful it was—there was not a single obstacle left. Immediately afterwards, he summoned all the officials, produced the abdication edict that had been prepared in advance, and read it aloud in front of everyone in the imperial court. Then, Zhao Kuangyin walked up to the court, put on the dragon robe symbolizing imperial authority, donned the crown, and formally inherited the throne. Later, the Gong Emperor of Later Zhou was given the new title of King of Zheng.

      In the year 960, the Chenqiao Mutiny took place. Zhao Kuangyin was dressed in the yellow imperial robe by his subordinates, an event that marked the end of the chaotic era of the Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms. During his service in the Later Zhou, Zhao Kuangyin had held the important post of Military Governor of Guide Command. The seat of Guide Command was in Songzhou, which is present-day Shangqiu City in Henan Province. Therefore, after ascending the throne, Zhao Kuangyin changed the name of the state to Song, adopted the new reign title Jianlong, and kept the capital in Kaifeng. In historical records, the Song dynasty founded by Zhao Kuangyin is known as the Northern Song.

      Thus, a brand-new dynasty was born. After Zhao Kuangyin ascended the throne, what was the first issue he needed to resolve?
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      During the Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms period, Zhao Kuangyin, the Palace Commandant and commander of the imperial guards of Later Zhou, seized an excellent opportunity. At that time, Emperor Shizong of Zhou, Chai Rong, unfortunately passed away, and his successor, Emperor Gong of Zhou, was still very young—about six or seven years old, roughly at the age of a kindergartener or first grader. Such a young child ascended the throne, leading to doubts in the country due to the youthful ruler. Zhao Kuangyin then had other intentions; he took advantage of the weakness of the orphaned and widowed Later Zhou, and launched the Chenqiao Mutiny. During that mutiny, his subordinates put a yellow robe that had been prepared in advance on him, and he took the opportunity to proclaim himself emperor, establishing the Northern Song Dynasty.

      When Zhao Kuangyin first ascended the throne, he was so excited that it was almost beyond description. In order to demonstrate his magnanimity and benevolence as emperor, Emperor Taizu specifically issued an edict. He ordered that all officials inside and outside the court be rewarded with honors, so that these officials could feel the grace of the new emperor. Those who had previously been demoted for various reasons were reinstated to their original positions and returned to their posts; those who had been exiled or banished, whether their sentences were completed or not, were all released, giving them a chance to start anew.

      In order to let everyone in the realm know about this major change of dynasty, Zhao Kuangyin sent envoys to various regions to inform military and government leaders, officials, and ordinary people of the new development. The envoys told everyone that the former young emperor of Later Zhou, because he was simply too young and felt he could not handle the important task of being emperor, had voluntarily abdicated and passed the throne to Zhao Kuangyin.

      The envoys also solemnly announced, “Now the world belongs to the Song dynasty, and the emperor’s surname is Zhao. From now on, you must all obey the orders of the new emperor and submit to the rule of the Song. The emperor is the supreme leader of the realm; he will protect you and allow you to live in peace and contentment.” Zhao Kuangyin also specially drafted a national letter and sent it to Southern Tang, initiating diplomatic relations. In the letter, the ruler of Southern Tang was clearly informed that the Song dynasty had replaced Later Zhou as the new dynasty of the Central Plains. From now on, there would be more exchanges between the two states, and it was hoped that they could coexist peacefully. Furthermore, to show goodwill, Zhao Kuangyin ordered the previously captured surrendered generals of Southern Tang to be sent back to Southern Tang.

      Zhao Kuangyin considered that, for such a momentous event as proclaiming himself emperor, the measures taken so far were far from sufficient—he must formally inform Heaven, Earth, gods, and spirits. Thus, he dispatched officials to offer sacrifices to Heaven, Earth, and the gods of the land and grain. After properly arranging these matters relating to the gods and spirits, as well as domestic and foreign affairs, Zhao Kuangyin began to ponder. He thought to himself: Shouldn’t I reward and reassure those brothers who followed and supported me in ascending the throne? Otherwise, if word got out, it would not sound good, and his own reputation would suffer. After all, everyone knew that he had become emperor through a military coup; if he did not handle these matters well, it would all seem meaningless. So, he bestowed generous rewards upon his brothers, giving them large quantities of items such as court robes, jade belts, and saddles. In addition, Zhao Kuangyin promoted the military governors and civil officials in various regions, granting them noble titles such as marquis and appointing them as ministers, thereby bringing them into his own camp for his use.

      This shows just how politically astute Zhao Kuangyin was: by employing such conciliatory strategies, he brought those Later Zhou officials who were privately discontented with his accession firmly under control without expending a single soldier, nipping any thought of rebellion in the bud.

      It must be said that most people were indeed joyful, but there were still some who refused to acknowledge this new emperor. Who were these people who failed to see the situation clearly and dared to openly challenge Emperor Taizu Zhao Kuangyin? Mainly, there were two men: one was Li Yun, the military governor of Zhaoyi under Later Zhou, who was stationed in what is now Shanxi; the other was Li Chongjin, the military governor of Huainan, stationed in Yangzhou.

      Let’s talk about what happened after Zhao Kuangyin established the Song dynasty. In order to appease the former officials of Later Zhou, especially those powerful military governors who held troops and guarded various regions, he promoted them to higher ranks and entrusted them with important positions. Zhao Kuangyin placed particular importance on Li Yun and Li Chongjin, and specially sent envoys carrying imperial edicts appointing both of them as Grand Chancellors (Zhongshu Ling) to their respective stations. In China’s long history, the position of Zhongshu Ling has always been one of high status and great significance. However, starting from the Tang dynasty, in order to consolidate imperial power and strengthen autocratic rule, the role of Zhongshu Ling gradually became an honorary title, without actual authority.

      So, what was Zhao Kuangyin’s true intention in granting the title of Zhongshu Ling to Li Yun and Li Chongjin? Would Li Yun and Li Chongjin accept Zhao Kuangyin’s arrangement?

      By conferring the title of Zhongshu Ling on Li Yun and Li Chongjin, Zhao Kuangyin hoped that the two would obey the orders of the court. He worried that they might harbor resentment and rebel. Therefore, Zhao Kuangyin tried to satisfy them with high official ranks and generous rewards, hoping that they would voluntarily surrender their military power and come to the capital to enjoy a comfortable retirement—thus, no further disturbances would arise. Zhao Kuangyin’s idea was certainly clever, but as the saying goes, no plan can keep up with the changes of fate, right?

      Li Yun and Li Chongjin were both regional warlords commanding powerful armies. To them, the honorary post that Zhao Kuangyin offered, which carried no real authority, was like scratching an itch through a boot—it simply could not satisfy their ambitions. Zhao Kuangyin’s attempt to placate them with a mere empty title was destined to fail. They had no interest in such positions; in fact, this move only hastened their rebellion.

      When Zhao Kuangyin’s envoy arrived in Luzhou—present-day Changzhi in Shanxi—ready to deliver the edict to Li Yun, Li Yun had no desire to meet with the envoy at all. In Li Yun’s view, he himself should have ascended to the throne. Thus, he was extremely displeased that Zhao Kuangyin had beaten him to proclaim himself emperor. He immediately expressed his intention to kill the envoy, destroy the edict, and prepare for rebellion. However, those around Li Yun tried to dissuade him, saying, “My lord, don’t be hasty in raising troops. It would be better to observe how the situation develops, and then discuss the best course of action. After all, rebellion is not something to be decided lightly; it cannot be done rashly out of a moment’s impulse.”

      Then, Li Yun’s son, Li Shoujie, tearfully pleaded with his father, “Father, please don’t be so quick to resort to force. The new emperor has just ascended the throne, and what he hates most are us former officials of the previous dynasty. We must not rush headlong into his line of fire and bring unnecessary trouble upon ourselves. We should first devise a proper strategy before taking any action. Please, don’t be hasty. If we all plan carefully together, things will be much safer.” Since they now had a clear direction, there would be no harm in waiting to oppose later if necessary. Seeing that everyone disagreed with raising troops, Li Yun reluctantly thought, “Fine, I’ll endure for now.” So, he ordered that the Song envoy be summoned into his tent, saying that he would meet with him. Seeing that the situation had finally stabilized, everyone felt greatly relieved, let out a long sigh of relief, and then hurried to warmly welcome the envoy. They arranged for musicians to play beautiful music and carefully set out a lavish banquet, preparing to entertain the envoy properly.

      Just as everyone had taken their seats and before they could start eating, Li Yun suddenly ordered a portrait of Later Zhou’s founding emperor, Guo Wei, to be hung on the wall of the great hall. He then turned to the portrait, his expression filled with grief, and began to cry loudly and kowtow with deep reverence. Tears streamed down his face as he wept bitterly, unable to control his sorrow.

      Li Yun’s sudden outburst plunged everyone present into an extremely awkward situation. It was clear that he was showing no respect for the reigning emperor—this was almost like giving the emperor a public slap in the face, wasn’t it?

      This awkward atmosphere permeated the entire hall, especially among Li Yun’s close aides. The relief they had just felt now vanished, replaced by anxiety. Those who reacted quickly hurried forward and, with apologetic faces, explained to the envoy, “We’re terribly sorry, really. Our lord must have drunk too much, which is why he’s behaving a bit erratically. Please don’t take it to heart, and when you return, please don’t report this matter to His Majesty.” The Song envoy, of course, understood what was really going on, but he thought to himself that he was now deep in hostile territory, as if in a tiger’s den—if he accidentally angered them, his life would be forfeit. So, he quickly put on a smile and replied, “It’s nothing, this is perfectly understandable. Lord Li’s deep loyalty and emotion are truly admirable. I saw nothing, I heard nothing; let’s just pretend none of this ever happened.” On hearing this, everyone let the matter drop and did not make things difficult for him any further.

      When the envoy returned to the court, he reported everything he had seen and heard at Li Yun’s residence to Emperor Taizu in full detail. However, Zhao Kuangyin did not wish to immediately raise troops for a punitive campaign, so he wrote an edict to appease Li Yun. At the same time, he summoned Li Yun’s son, Li Shoujie, to serve as Commander of the Imperial City, ordering him to come to the capital and take up office. The core purpose of summoning Li Yun’s son to the capital was to pacify both father and son, and to prevent armed conflict and clashes between the two sides. What Zhao Kuangyin did not expect was that Li Yun, in order to raise troops in rebellion, had already submitted himself to Northern Han and formed an alliance with them, determined to launch a campaign against the Song dynasty. At this critical juncture, would Li Yun send his son to the capital? And how would Zhao Kuangyin treat Li Shoujie?

      After receiving the imperial edict, Li Yun arranged for Li Shoujie to go to the capital. This decision served three purposes at once. First, it was to deceive the Song court and create the false impression for Emperor Taizu Zhao Kuangyin that he was willing to obey the court’s arrangements.

      Second, he hoped that Li Shoujie could serve as an inside agent. After he himself launched his rebellion, Li Shoujie could report all of Zhao Kuangyin’s movements in a timely manner, allowing Li Yun to prepare in advance.

      Third, Li Yun had also prepared for the worst and, as the saying goes, “If you’re not willing to risk your child, you can’t catch the wolf.” If Zhao Kuangyin were to kill his son, so much the better. After all, Li Yun did not have only this one son; at worst, he could have more children, and use the pretext of avenging his son’s death as a legitimate reason for launching a campaign.

      Perhaps he thought his son was skilled in martial arts and might be able to escape and save his life in a crisis. When Zhao Kuangyin heard that Li Shoujie had arrived in the capital, he was greatly surprised, as he had not expected Li Shoujie to actually dare come. So, as soon as Li Shoujie arrived, Zhao Kuangyin greeted him with the question, “Crown Prince, why have you come?” Hearing this, Li Shoujie’s face changed drastically from shock, and he immediately knelt down and kowtowed in fear. After all, only those with a specific status could be called Crown Prince, so he quickly prostrated himself and apologized to Zhao Kuangyin.

      Zhao Kuangyin, displaying the bearing of an emperor, said to Li Shoujie, “I have also heard that you often urge your father not to raise troops in rebellion, but your father refuses to listen. Now that he has sent you to the capital, his intentions are anything but good. He merely wants to provoke me, hoping that I, in a fit of anger, will kill you and thus place myself in a position of cruelty and injustice, giving him an excuse to rebel.” When you return, deliver a message to your father on my behalf: Before I became emperor, your father could do whatever he wanted—no one could control him. But now, I am the Son of Heaven, and the whole realm is under my rule. At this point, he ought to restrain himself and stop acting recklessly and lawlessly. The meaning is clear: when you go back, make sure to explain this to your father, and urge him to abandon those unrealistic ambitions and stop dreaming of rebellion and the imperial throne.

      Having received this message, Li Shoujie turned and left. After returning home, he relayed Zhao Kuangyin’s words to his father exactly as they were, and also advised him, “Father, let us just submit peacefully to the Song Dynasty.” But his father, Li Yun, was unimpressed by his son’s words. In his heart he thought, “Why should I back down? It was Zhao who first acted without righteousness, raising troops in rebellion and seizing the throne. If he could rebel, why can’t I? Now that I have the Northern Han army as my backing, what is there to fear?” Thus, Li Yun’s mind was made up, and his son’s return only strengthened his resolve to rebel. He ordered his advisers to draft leaflets, which detailed all the crimes of Zhao Kuangyin’s usurpation and treachery. He then dispatched people to distribute them everywhere, attempting to stir up the indignation of the masses and create a general atmosphere of public opposition to Zhao Kuangyin.

      Before Li Shoujie set out with his troops, his advisor came forward to dissuade him, saying, “General, our army should adopt a strategy of conserving our strength while exhausting the enemy. Let the Song forces travel a long distance to reach us; all we need to do is make thorough preparations. If we take the initiative to go on the offensive, the Song troops will certainly march north to confront us. Coming from afar, they will inevitably be weary and exhausted, while our troops, having conserved their energy and defended advantageous positions, will surely catch the Song army off guard.”

      After listening to his advisor’s words, Li Yun looked completely unconcerned. He retorted, “Think about it, the battle has only just begun—how can I adopt such a stance of weakness right from the start? I am here to punish those traitorous ministers who have betrayed the court, to fully restore the glory of Great Zhou. If I show weakness from the very beginning, what kind of example is that? How can I hope to pacify those rebellious ministers smoothly?” Patting his chest to reassure everyone, he said, “You have nothing to fear as long as I am here. I have been through countless battles and have risked my life on the battlefield for many years. Back in the days when I was fighting bravely in war, Zhao Kuangyin was just a child playing in the mud. Besides, Zhao Kuangyin’s army was originally the imperial guard of Great Zhou. Most of the commanders in the imperial guard are old friends of mine. Once on the battlefield, as soon as they see my banner, they might lose all morale and surrender to me one after another. Moreover, our campaign against Zhao Kuangyin is to repay the kindness of our former lord. The people of Zhou will surely be grateful to us. Wherever our troops go, the common folk will line the roads to welcome us, offering food and drink in hopes that we can restore peace to Great Zhou as soon as possible. Perhaps, this campaign won’t require any real fighting at all—it will be as easy as a drill, a leisurely stroll, or even an autumn outing.” Seeing his lord so confident, Mao Sheng said nothing more, thinking to himself, “Since my lord is so sure of victory, there must be nothing to worry about.”

      Thus, Li Yun prepared to set out with his troops. According to the plan, he was to rendezvous with the army of Northern Han before proceeding. After the two forces joined together, Li Yun carefully observed the strength of the Northern Han army, only to find that not only were their troops few in number, but their generals also lacked outstanding ability. As for the emperor of Northern Han, he appeared weak and incompetent, completely devoid of the dignity and bearing befitting a monarch. Li Yun looked down on Northern Han from the bottom of his heart. On the other hand, the Northern Han side still expected Li Yun to submit to them, which was utterly delusional. How could Li Yun possibly agree? He had his own plans, wanting to march on Bianliang, seize the throne for himself, and stand as an equal to Northern Han, forming an alliance between equals. Therefore, at the pre-campaign banquet held with the ruler of Northern Han, Li Yun repeatedly mentioned “never forgetting the great favor bestowed by Great Zhou.” Each time he said this, the ruler of Northern Han turned pale and then flushed with embarrassment.

      At this time, Zhao Kuangyin had already replaced Later Zhou and established the Song dynasty. However, the great enterprise of unifying the nation was not yet complete, and the Central Plains still remained divided among ten states. So, what kind of regime was Northern Han, and why did the ruler of Northern Han change his expression so dramatically whenever Li Yun mentioned Later Zhou?

      If you wish to understand the origins of Northern Han: it was founded by Liu Chong, the brother of the founding emperor of Later Han. After Later Han was overthrown by Later Zhou, Liu Chong occupied Taiyuan and established Northern Han, the only one of the ten kingdoms located in the north. Northern Han and Later Zhou had a deep-seated enmity—a feud as vast as the land and sea, an irreconcilable hatred that was both national and personal. For Li Yun to propose an alliance while constantly invoking the “great favor of Great Zhou” and extolling the merits of Emperor Taizu of Zhou was simply to say things that made the Northern Han ruler bristle with displeasure. It was like insulting a monk to his face. At that time, the ruler of Northern Han was extremely displeased and left in a huff, which caused friction between the allied forces.

      After setting out, Li Yun quickly captured Zezhou, which is present-day Jincheng in Shanxi. Upon hearing the news of Li Yun’s rebellion, Zhao Kuangyin immediately dispatched his trusted generals—Shi Shouxin, Military Commissioner of Guide Army; Murong Yanzhao, Military Commissioner of Zhaohua Army; and Wang Quanbin, Military Commissioner of Zhangde Army—to combine their forces and suppress Li Yun. These were all Zhao Kuangyin’s most trusted commanders. The two armies met at Changping, like bitter enemies meeting face to face, their hatred blazing. After a fierce and brutal battle, Li Yun was utterly defeated and forced to retreat.

      Shi Shouxin and the others pressed their advantage and pursued Li Yun all the way to the outskirts of Zezhou, where they defeated him once again. They executed several thousand surrendered soldiers from the Northern Han reinforcements, sending a stern warning to Northern Han: do not interfere in our internal affairs—this is our own matter, and we will resolve it ourselves. Don’t bring destruction upon yourselves by meddling needlessly and sending men to die in vain. Seeing that Li Yun was utterly useless, Northern Han decided to give up on him and withdrew their reinforcements. Isolated and without support, Li Yun fled in panic into Zezhou city. He intended to hold the city and fancied that its defenses would enable him to withstand external enemies. At the same time, in Pingcheng, the garrison forces were tightly encircled by layers of Song troops outside the city, trapped like beasts in a cage, unable to break out.

      Emperor Taizu Zhao Kuangyin personally led the imperial army to Zezhou. This was the first time Zhao Kuangyin had led a campaign in person since ascending the throne, and its significance was extraordinary. As soon as the news spread, the morale of the Song army soared like a blazing fire. Every soldier thought this was a perfect opportunity to prove himself before the emperor—who wouldn’t want to show their prowess? On the battlefield, they all fought bravely and fearlessly, engaging the enemy in close combat and unleashing a fierce and bloody struggle. After a bitter fight, the Song army finally succeeded in capturing Zezhou.

      When the city fell, Li Yun knew the game was up. In order to demonstrate his loyalty to Later Zhou, he resolutely set himself on fire. Emperor Taizu was always known for his benevolence and generosity. If it had been another dynasty, the relatives and followers of a rebel general like Li Yun would certainly have been ruthlessly exterminated, not even sparing chickens and dogs, to prevent any future trouble. But Emperor Taizu did not do this. Not only did he not persecute Li Yun’s associates, he even appointed Li Shoujie to the position of regimental commander, allowing him to continue his career as an official. However, this post was actually of limited authority—a minor, unremarkable office with little real power.

      Among the ruling classes of autocratic regimes, Zhao Kuangyin’s magnanimity and kindness were rare among emperors. This quality not only influenced the character and spirit of the entire Song dynasty, but also added a bright and unique touch to the dynasty’s legacy. Yet Zhao Kuangyin’s benevolence did not make his reign completely smooth. Shortly after Li Yun’s rebellion was quelled, news arrived that Li Chongjin, the commander stationed in Yangzhou, had also risen in revolt.

      As early as when Li Yun decided to revolt, Li Chongjin, the Military Commissioner of Huainan stationed in Yangzhou, was already stirring restlessly. He secretly intensified the construction of city walls, forged armor and weapons, and actively prepared for rebellion, all with an air of being ready to spring into action.

      Li Chongjin was originally the nephew of Later Zhou’s founding emperor Guo Wei, and a cousin of Later Zhou Shizong Chai Rong. He and Chai Rong’s brother-in-law, Zhang Yongde, had long vied openly and secretly for power. The two looked down on each other, constantly exposing each other’s shortcomings, like the clam and the snipe locked in struggle, neither willing to give ground. In the end, it was others who reaped the benefit, as the saying goes: “When the snipe and the clam fight, it is the fisherman who profits.”

      Zhang Yongde lost his office because of a wooden plaque inscribed with “the Inspector will become Emperor.” Later, there were rumors that this plaque had been deliberately fabricated by Li Chongjin to frame Zhang Yongde. In the end, Li Chongjin’s scheme succeeded, and Zhang Yongde always believed it was Li Chongjin who had plotted against him from the shadows, and so bore a deep grudge ever since. Later, during the Song dynasty, Emperor Taizu of Song treated Zhang Yongde with great favor and maintained a very cordial relationship with him. Perhaps this was because, deep down, the emperor felt a sense of guilt. The matter of “the Inspector will become Emperor” might have seen the throne go to Zhang Yongde, but in the end, he himself had ascended to the throne. Thus, he often invited Zhang Yongde to the palace for banquets. When both had drunk a little too much, they would reminisce about the events of those days.

      Whenever Zhang Yongde thought of Li Chongjin, he couldn’t help but curse him. He said that Li Chongjin had schemed against him back then, and thus the enmity between Zhang Yongde and Li Chongjin became especially deep. After Zhao Kuangyin became emperor, he still granted Li Chongjin the honorary post of Grand Chancellor and summoned him to court. However, Li Chongjin’s subordinates firmly opposed his entering the capital. They feared that, as a close relative of the Later Zhou imperial family, Li Chongjin might meet with misfortune if he appeared before Zhao Kuangyin, and so they urged him not to go.

      Later, when Li Yun rose in rebellion, Li Chongjin sent a trusted minor official from his own retinue, carrying a secret letter to establish contact with Li Yun, in hopes of conspiring together. He planned to join forces with Li Yun to launch a pincer attack from north and south and thereby overthrow the Song dynasty. But, unexpectedly, this trusted official did not go to see Li Yun at all. Instead, he took the secret letter straight to Zhao Kuangyin and betrayed Li Chongjin. In fact, this trusted official clearly understood that Zhao Kuangyin’s power was much greater, and that attaching himself to Zhao Kuangyin would offer far better prospects. Thus, he took the secret letter and defected to Zhao Kuangyin.

      At that time, Zhao Kuangyin was concerned that if Li Chongjin and Li Yun rebelled simultaneously, he would find himself beset by enemies on both fronts, so he took no action against Li Chongjin. Instead, he generously rewarded the trusted minor official who had come to report the plot, instructing him to return and persuade Li Chongjin not to act rashly. As a result, Li Chongjin remained hesitant, constantly weighing the pros and cons in his mind. He repeatedly pondered the possible consequences of rebelling and what might happen if he did not, endlessly calculating the outcomes. But before he could reach a decision... the rebellion of Li Yun had already been suppressed. Once Li Yun was pacified, Zhao Kuangyin no longer extended any courtesy to Li Chongjin. He issued an edict promoting Li Chongjin to Military Commissioner of Pinglu and ordered him to transfer to the north, forcing him to leave his longtime base in Yangzhou. Zhao Kuangyin sent an envoy bearing a vermilion-lettered iron certificate—a so-called “imperial pardon token”—to meet with Li Chongjin. At this moment, Li Chongjin suddenly realized, as if awakening from a dream, that it had been a grave mistake not to rise in revolt earlier. Thus, he placed Zhao Kuangyin’s envoy under house arrest and resolved to raise the banner of rebellion.

      Had Li Chongjin risen at the same time as Li Yun, he would surely have posed a great threat to Zhao Kuangyin. Now, with Li Yun already suppressed, Li Chongjin had lost a crucial ally. So what actions would Li Chongjin, now isolated and unsupported, take? How much trouble could he possibly cause for Zhao Kuangyin?

      When Li Chongjin decided to rebel, he planned to follow Li Yun’s example and sent emissaries to Southern Tang seeking reinforcements. But Li Jing, the ruler of Southern Tang—the father of the later ruler Li Yu, known for his benevolence—had already been cowed by Later Zhou Shizong Chai Rong in previous campaigns. He knew well that his country was weak and no match for the dynasties of the Central Plains, and he had no desire to become entangled in the disputes of other states. Therefore, Li Jing politely declined Li Chongjin’s request for troops. Helpless, Li Chongjin had no choice but to fight alone and launch his rebellion in haste.

      When news arrived of Li Chongjin’s rebellion, Zhao Kuangyin, now experienced from his successful suppression of Li Yun’s uprising, felt much more confident. He thought to himself that he had already dealt with this kind of rebellion before and that it was nothing to be concerned about. Thus, Zhao Kuangyin once again personally led his troops into battle, carrying with him the momentum from his victory over Li Yun and a force of battle-hardened, high-spirited soldiers. It is worth noting that Yangzhou was a city of immense strength, yet it fell in just a single day. This shows just how hasty and ill-conceived Li Chongjin’s rebellion truly was. After the city fell, an advisor urged Li Chongxin, "We are already at the end of our rope—His Majesty surely will not pardon us. We might as well kill the Song envoy and take someone down with us before we die." Li Chongxin, who had always been known for his benevolence, replied, "At this point, what difference would one more death make? I intend for my whole family to burn ourselves to death. Killing him would not change anything." With that, Li Chongxin and his entire household set themselves on fire, thus fulfilling their loyalty to Later Zhou. Afterwards, although Li Chongjin did not kill the Song envoy, the envoy was ultimately killed by the chaos of the rebellious soldiers.

      When Zhao Kuangyin entered Yangzhou, he was furious. During Li Yun’s rebellion, no harm had come to the envoy, but Li Chongjin’s subordinates had killed an imperial envoy. In his wrath, the emperor ordered all rebels to be executed as a warning to others, aiming to caution the regional warlords that rebellion was an extremely dangerous undertaking. For when the emperor is angered, the consequences are unimaginable, and so both of these internal rebellions were finally quelled.

      This led Zhao Kuangyin into deep reflection. In the chaotic Five Dynasties era he had lived through, changes of dynasty were frequent, and he had experienced firsthand the pain and uncertainty of those times.

      As the founding emperor of the Song dynasty, Zhao Kuangyin’s greatest concern after establishing his new dynasty was how to ensure that his reign could be passed down for generations, achieving lasting stability and peace. He pondered how to rebuild centralized autocratic rule and put an end to the warlordism and fragmentation that had plagued the realm since the end of the Tang dynasty—this was his foremost concern. On the one hand, he hoped his dynasty would endure forever; on the other, he wanted not only longevity but also lasting peace and a stable legacy for his descendants. The ideal was beautiful, but reality was harsh, and so the emperor was forced to carefully consider: how could he make his dynasty last for generations and achieve enduring peace and stability?
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