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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      The Qing Dynasty: A History of China, PART ONE, takes you deep into the rise and struggles of the empire’s last ruling house. In these pages, I tell the story of how scattered tribes and ambitious leaders came together to build a dynasty that would leave its mark on centuries of Chinese history. From the earliest clashes with the Ming dynasty to the appearance of brilliant emperors, this book is my attempt to bring those figures and battles back to life.

      The story begins with the so-called “barbarians” and the Jianzhou Jurchens, a people caught between survival and extinction. Their fate changed with the rise of Nurhaci, a man of vision and iron will, remembered as the great founder of the Qing. His journey from a small tribal leader with only thirteen suits of armor to the commander who unified the Jurchens shows how determination can turn weakness into power.

      But Nurhaci’s path was not without obstacles. Powerful figures such as Mao Wenlong, the fierce enemy who refused to bend, and the famous Five Tiger Generals of Later Jin tested the dynasty’s strength in brutal campaigns. Marriage alliances among tribal chiefs, shifting loyalties, and betrayals added layers of drama to the struggle. These chapters show how fragile power could be, and how quickly friends might turn into rivals.

      As the Qing grew, new battles reshaped its destiny. The dynasty declared itself with confidence, but soon faced the Great Upheaval in Jiangnan and the politics of regents who rose and fell. The bold Wu Sangui, unwilling to surrender his influence when the emperor sought to abolish the feudatories, became a central figure in one of the most dramatic conflicts of the age.

      The later chapters bring forward the empire’s brightest and darkest moments. You’ll read about the jewel in the crown of the dynasty, the desperate stand of only 300 men, and the rise of the Living Buddha who became Khan. Finally, the stage belongs to the Scholar-Emperor, whose reign reflected both the wisdom of learning and the burdens of ruling. These figures are not just names in history—they were real people whose choices shaped the destiny of millions.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. The Rise of the Barbarians

      

      
        2. The Rise and Fall of the Jianzhou Jurchens

      

      
        3. The Rise of the Great Qing Founder

      

      
        4. The Tribal Chief’s Marriage Alliances

      

      
        5. The Five Tiger Generals of Later Jin

      

      
        6. Mao Wenlong, Fierce Enemy of Later Jin

      

      
        7. From Grand Tutor to Great Khan

      

      
        8. The Last Great General of the Ming

      

      
        9. Later Jin’s Siege Breaker

      

      
        10. The Great Qing Dynasty

      

      
        11. The Great Upheaval in Jiangnan

      

      
        12. The Imperial Regent Arrives

      

      
        13. The Honor of Serving Masters

      

      
        14. No More Regent

      

      
        15. A Great Emperor Appears

      

      
        16. Wu Sangui

      

      
        17. The Brightest Jewel in the Crown

      

      
        18. 300 Men

      

      
        19. The Living Buddha Becomes the Khan

      

      
        20. Lead the Battle

      

      
        21. The Scholar Emperor

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            THE RISE OF THE BARBARIANS

          

        

      

    

    
      Mentioning the predecessor of the Qing dynasty, everyone surely knows it was the Later Jin established by the Jurchens. Perhaps many have also heard that these Jurchens were descendants of the Wanyan clan of the Jin dynasty. From the fall of the Jin dynasty to the Yuan until Nurhaci's uprising — during this long period — what kind of connections existed between the Jurchens and the Central Plains dynasties? Were the Qing emperors and the Wanyan clan of the Jin dynasty part of the same lineage? People's understanding of these aspects may be relatively limited. So next, like peeling back layers, we will narrate the history of the Jurchens in the 15th century.

      By the mid-15th century, the Jurchens were mainly divided into three major groups, commonly called the Jianzhou Jurchens, the Haixi Jurchens, and the Wild Jurchens. Let us first talk about these Wild Jurchens; taken literally, Wild Jurchens refers to Jurchen groups composed of many tribes with relatively primitive lifestyles; they are also called the East Sea Jurchens or the Sheng Jurchens.

      In terms of lineage, they were descendants of Mongols, Tungusic peoples, and the Mohe. Their activity areas were the farthest from the Central Plains, mainly scattered within what is now the territory of Russia, starting in the west from the Greater Khingan Range and extending eastward all the way to the Pacific coast, including the coast of the Sea of Okhotsk and Sakhalin. The level of civilization of the Wild Jurchens lagged far behind that of the Haixi Jurchens. This is because the Haixi Jurchens, whether in modes of production, daily diet and living, or ritual customs, were deeply influenced and permeated by the Ming dynasty in the Central Plains, hence the Haixi Jurchens were called "mature Jurchens."

      At the beginning of the Ming dynasty under its founder Zhu Yuanzhang, the situation in the north was quite chaotic. At the time, besides the various Jurchen tribes that had separated from Yuan rule, there were the Northern Yuan forces retreating northward and attempting to regroup Mongol armies for a counterattack, and there was also the Goryeo regime, which sought to take advantage of the disorder to seize Jurchen lands. For a time, war raged across Northeast Asia and the clouds of conflict gathered densely. Afterward, the Ming court concentrated its main efforts on striking the Northern Yuan, while Goryeo at times allied with the Northern Yuan to oppose the Ming. Consequently, both sides’ covetousness for the Jurchen peoples and their lands grew ever stronger. In the tenth year of Hongwu, that is, 1377 CE, the situation in Northeast Asia reached a new turning point. At that time Goryeo, to demonstrate to the Northern Yuan its firm decision to break ties with the Ming, took a series of actions. It abandoned the Hongwu era name used by the Ming and instead adopted the "Xuanguang" era name from the period of Northern Yuan Emperor Zhaozong. Goryeo went further with a more radical act, killing sixteen Ming soldiers and using them in a flag-sacrifice to underscore its stance.

      What followed was a rather dramatic scene. Goryeo seemed to be staging a play and kept adding new acts. It declared it had formally adopted the Northern Yuan era name and loudly played up this change in its foreign statements. When the Northern Yuan court saw Goryeo envoys dressed in Northern Yuan robes and headgear, they were unusually excited. They remarked that the Ming no longer wore their traditional felt hats and other garments, while Goryeo, without restraint, had once again donned Northern Yuan dress, as if recreating the courtly attire and bearing of the former suzerain.

      Life is unpredictable. Just when the Northern Yuan was reveling in its friendly ties with Goryeo, it was hit by a fierce attack from Ming forces. That war sent the Northern Yuan’s fortunes into a tailspin and nearly destroyed it. The Mongols, who had once ridden across the steppe, were now like clay idols washed downstream—unable to save themselves, let alone attend to other matters. In the glare of this dramatic reversal, Goryeo, which had been strutting its stuff on the “stage,” suddenly found itself in an extremely awkward position. What exactly happened? I had only just declared I would be loyal to you, but eleven years after your death, namely in 1388, a military mutiny broke out within Goryeo. General Yi Seong-gye led the troops back, beginning his march from Wihwa Island near the capital, and swept forward with irresistible momentum, successfully defeating the powerful ministers at court and smoothly seizing power. Right? He then enthroned a puppet king. The new king, newly on the throne, immediately set about restoring the former friendly relations with the Ming dynasty. Not only did he submit to the Ming and pay tribute on schedule, but in a series of diplomatic gestures he showed full sincerity. The Ming court likewise took the initiative to stop its policies of pacifying and winning over the Jurchens in the northeast and abandoned sovereignty claims over vast tracts of territory.

      That was not the end: this theatrically gifted Yi Seong-gye then started a new “performance.” Later, Yi abolished the Goryeo king, proclaimed himself king, and founded the last feudal dynasty in Korean history—the Yi (Joseon) dynasty. As soon as the Yi dynasty was founded, Yi Seong-gye could not wait to present a memorial to Zhu Yuanzhang. Yi Seong-gye, the founding emperor of the Yi dynasty, petitioned for investiture by the Ming. He said, “Your Majesty, please help me make a decision: should our country keep the ancient name ‘Joseon,’ or would it be more appropriate to use the name of my birthplace, ‘Hening,’ as the state name? I will follow whatever you decide. I will no longer use the name ‘Goryeo,’ because ‘Goryeo’ implies high mountains and beautiful waters. Look, even if our mountains here are tall, compared with Mount Tai they are only at its feet; our rivers would not even count as a decent ditch in your country. So I will not call it ‘high mountains and beautiful waters.’ Now I face a choice between ‘Joseon’ and ‘Hening,’ and I beg Your Majesty to pick one for me.” This flattery went straight to Zhu Yuanzhang’s heart; he felt utterly pleased, thrilled to the core. He thought the man was sensible. Since the Ming domain was vast and splendid, the marginal borderlands might as well be given to him. Thus Zhu Yuanzhang not only agreed but also bestowed the state name “Joseon” on the new dynasty. On the surface the exchange was very polite: one side said, “Big brother, I’ll follow you in everything,” and the other replied, “Brother, don’t be polite; I don’t want these lands—take them all.”

      But in reality neither side’s interest in the Jurchens diminished. Zhu Yuanzhang stalled and delayed granting Yi Seong-gye the formal legal instruments signifying vassalage—the royal patent and seal. While Yi Seong-gye held power, he did not dare to openly style himself king abroad; he only called himself “overseer of Joseon state affairs,” right? Everyone knows that if one administers a county the post is zhixian, and if one administers a prefecture the post is zhifu. Yi Seong-gye was, in effect, a “zhiguo,” claiming to temporarily manage Joseon’s affairs on behalf of others. The Ming’s refusal to recognize Yi Seong-gye actually concealed plans for territorial expansion: they intended to win over the Jurchen tribes. In the Liaodong region, by relying on the Jurchen tribes’ strength, they aimed to construct a barrier separating the Mongols from Joseon.

      Joseon, for its part, also feared an excessive rise in Jurchen power, and therefore launched multiple subsequent military campaigns against the Wild Jurchens.

      In 1393, the twenty-fifth year of Hongwu, Zhu Yuanzhang dispatched imperial commissioner Huang Yongqi to Liaodong to pacify the Jurchens. There Huang Yongqi discovered that Joseon was secretly carrying out a scheme to induce the surrender of five hundred Jurchens north of the Yalu River. He dared not delay and immediately reported the matter to the court. Upon hearing this, Zhu Yuanzhang was furious and at once sent envoys to Joseon to sternly rebuke Yi Seong-gye for overstepping the bounds proper to a vassal; he also ordered Yi to repatriate the Jurchen people who had fled into Joseon during the turmoil. The Annals of Taejo of Joseon records: “Bring all the Jurchen households here, and send back every Jurchen, great and small; only then will our forces refrain from entering the territory.” In plain terms, this was tantamount to asking, “What on earth are you trying to do? How dare you seize my people — do you think I won’t deal with you?” Under immense pressure, Yi Seong-gye had no choice but to obediently repatriate several hundred Jurchens.

      The Ming court realized it could no longer be courteous to this man. He was duplicitous and double-faced and had to be guarded against. At that time the Ming established large-scale military-civil garrison posts (weisuo) in Liaodong and stepped up recruitment of Jurchens. This was meant to show the Jurchens: take a good look — which is stronger, Ming or Joseon, and with whom will you fare better? In the sixth month of the twenty-eighth year of Hongwu, Zhu Yuanzhang sent the overall military commander and commander Zhou Xing to lead forces into Liaodong; after a long march he reached the Nen River and struck against the pro-Yuan Jurchens.

      It should be noted that during the Hongwu years the Jurchens were mainly divided into two large groups: the Haixi and the Wild Jurchens. The Wild Jurchens could be further subdivided into three main factions: pro‑Ming, pro‑Joseon, and pro‑Mongol. At that time the Jianzhou Jurchens as a distinct group did not yet exist. Thus the Wild Jurchens were surrounded by three powers. Under the influence of Ming, Joseon, and the Mongols, they sometimes accepted pacification and at other times suffered attacks. Their situation made them like a small state caught between Qi and Chu, shifting loyalties from one side to another. So how did the Haixi Jurchens come to be?

      The Haixi branch can be regarded as descendants of the Wanyan clan, the orthodox line of the Jin dynasty. Their sphere of influence lay in the northwestern parts of present‑day Jilin and Heilongjiang, between the Ming and the Wild Jurchens, bordering Mongolia but not touching Joseon. Perhaps they were the descendants of those Jurchens who had remained in their homeland after the Jurchen people conquered the Liao state, destroyed the Northern Song, and entered the Central Plains. As a result, their level of civilization was relatively higher.

      From the Yuan to the Ming, people from the Haixi Jurchens occasionally migrated into the Central Plains, and likewise people from the Central Plains sometimes moved to settle in Haixi Jurchen communities. In terms of lineage, the Haixi Jurchens had assimilated more Central Plains blood than the Wild Jurchens.

      The Haixi Jurchens had the friendliest relations with the Ming; they often assisted the Ming in fighting the Northern Yuan. Moreover, many Haixi Jurchens held official positions in the Ming court, the most famous being a eunuch named Yishiha. In the late 14th century he was captured by Ming forces, and after being castrated was sent to Yanjing to serve as a eunuch. This was very similar to Zheng He’s experience: Zheng He too entered the court as a war captive and, after castration, became part of the palace.

      Later, the Yongle Emperor (Zhu Di) dispatched Yishiha to explore the Amur (Heilongjiang) basin for two main purposes. First, to induce the local Wild Jurchen tribes to submit to the Ming so that when the Ming campaigned against the Tatars they would have no worries at their rear. Second, to establish a new outpost in the Ming’s northernmost region. It can be said that the Ming’s territorial reach under Yongle—far surpassing that of the Han and Tang—was connected in part to Yishiha’s activities. In 1411, after two years of careful preparation, Yishiha, by imperial order, led one thousand troops aboard twenty‑five ships to operate across a vast area. This region extended west to the Eneng (Nen) River, east to Sakhalin Island, north to the Outer Khingan Range, and south to the Sea of Japan and the upper reaches of the Tumen River. On this land the Nurgan Regional Military Commission was successfully established, an administrative and military institution of great significance.

      Those familiar with my previous books of Ming Dynasty know that the Regional Military Commission was chiefly responsible for military affairs. From 1413 to 1414 Yishiha undertook a second expedition to the lower Amur. He founded a Buddhist temple called Yongning Temple in the Terlin Strait and had an inscription carved on a stele in Chinese, Mongolian, and Jurchen scripts (this Jurchen script was not the later Manchu script, but a script created imitating the strokes of Chinese characters) to declare that the place belonged to the Ming dynasty. This historically important stele is known as the Yongning Temple Stele, and it is now housed in the Arsenyev Museum in Russia.

      By 1435, Yishiha was reassigned to Liaodong to serve as the eunuch in charge of the Liaodong garrison (the commanding eunuch stationed in Liaodong). This post was the highest military and political office in the northeast and could only be held by a close confidant of the emperor. This shows how highly the Haixi Jurchen was regarded by the emperor, and it also reveals the extent of eunuch power in the Ming. Unlike in the Qing, whose eunuchs were not permitted to leave Beijing, Ming eunuchs could be sent to the provinces to serve as garrison commanders.

      By the Jiajing years of the Ming, the prolonged Little Ice Age made the climate in the north increasingly cold. These conditions caused the Wild Jurchen tribes in the north to migrate southward frequently. The four Haixi tribes—Yehe, Huifa, Wula, and Hada—also migrated south repeatedly. Ultimately, more than two centuries later, these four tribes were absorbed by the Jianzhou Jurchen leader Nurhaci. So where did the Jianzhou Jurchens come from? We have already discussed the Wild Jurchens, right? They were a people not fully civilized. We also mentioned the Haixi Jurchens, who were descendants of the orthodox Wanyan clan. How then did the Jianzhou Jurchens suddenly appear?

      We must go back to 1403. Among the Wild Jurchen contingents that successively came to the Ming to pay tribute there was a very influential great chieftain. He lived north of the Tumen River, around the mouth of the Hunchun River; he was the leader of the Huligai Jurchen tribe and was named Aha-chu. What kind of entity was this Huligai tribe?

      Readers familiar with Chinese history, or who have read my books on previous dynasties, may have noticed a pattern: on the Mongolian steppe the Xiongnu rose and flourished, and when the Xiongnu declined the Xianbei took their place; when the Xianbei waned the Rouran came to prominence; and after the decline of the Rouran the Turks emerged. In fact, these tribes were related to one another.

      When the Xiongnu were powerful, the Xianbei were their subordinate tribe; when the Xianbei rose, the Rouran were a branch under them; when the Rouran became strong, the Turks were their branch. Tracing back to their origins, they were similar in language, customs, and so on, though not identical. When one group became dominant, the others submitted: the powerful acted as leader, the weak as junior partners. If the dominant group moved into the Central Plains or was defeated by a Central Plains dynasty and declined, the previously submissive group would take the opportunity to rise—“when there are no tigers in the mountain, the monkeys proclaim themselves king.” Thus the Huligai tribe was also a branch of the Jurchens.

      So who was Aha-chu? Aha-chu was a direct descendant of a Huligai wanhu family of the Yuan dynasty and belonged to the Gulen clan. According to research, his ancestors were very likely nobles from the Jin period who had been granted the Wanyan surname for their merits. It should be emphasized that he was not a pure-line descendant of the Wanyan family but had been given that surname. Therefore, if one traces the origins of the Jianzhou Jurchens by bloodlines, they were closer to the Mongols of the Yuan and the Wild Jurchens, and had almost no connection to the legitimate Wanyan family of the Jin.

      This great chieftain was no ordinary man; though he still retained a degree of wildness, as early as the nineteenth year of Hongwu he had married his daughter to Zhu Di, then the Prince of Yan. This strategic move was brilliant: it made him a relative of the imperial house in a short time and placed his bet on the future Yongle Emperor. Although his tribe also paid tribute to Joseon, because of the marital tie to the Ming imperial family he was effectively the Prince of Yan’s father‑in‑law. Politically, therefore, he resolutely refused to accept any office bestowed by Joseon, thinking he could not be a slave of a slave—if he were to serve, it had to be on equal terms. Moreover, he often proactively cooperated with the Ming’s northern expeditionary forces in hunting down the remnants of the Northern Yuan.

      After Zhu Di ascended the throne, he received him warmly. At this point some might wonder, “Is he really a father‑in‑law?” But Zhu Di did not concern himself with such formalities and asked straightaway, “What is your name?” He did not bother with the father‑in‑law label. He then bestowed upon him a Han name — Li Sicheng. Some may be curious why he was not given the surname Zhu. In any case, Zhu Di not only richly rewarded him with gold, silver, and jewels, but also granted him official robes. He returned home with this honor, and his power grew accordingly. This move was a key step in the Ming’s consolidation of Liaodong and also marked the Jianzhou Jurchens’ official emergence on the historical stage.

      As for his Chinese name, some on the internet say it was Li Chengshan. But since that name is disputed, we will call him by his original name, Chu. Over the following period, Chu of the Wild Jurchens suddenly became the Ming’s representative in the northeast. After returning home he actively recruited troops and acquired horses, annexed weaker tribes, and steadily expanded his strength. Ultimately he became the first leader of the Jianzhou Jurchens in the region from the Suifen River in the north to the Tumen River in the south. This landmark event was the beginning of the Jianzhou Jurchens’ development.

      To consolidate his family’s power and to secure the Jianzhou Guard’s leading position in the northeast, Chu began to align himself with the Ming. He decided no longer to pay tribute to Joseon and wholeheartedly cooperated with the Ming in bringing the Wild Jurchen chieftains into the fold.

      Among those chieftains was one who was related to Chu by marriage. This man was Mengge Tiemuer, the leader of the Wodori Jurchen tribe living on the south bank of the Tumen River. Mengge Tiemuer had Mongol blood; he was the sixth‑generation ancestor of Taizu Nurhaci and a direct ancestor of this branch of the Qing’s Jurchens. Mengge Tiemuer inherited the tribal leadership at the age of fifteen. Because his tribe’s territory bordered Joseon and its agricultural and handicraft technologies were relatively backward, it could only rely on trade with Joseon to exchange goods.

      From a political standpoint, Mengge Tiemuer was initially inclined to be close to Joseon. In 1405, Ming Chengzu dispatched the minister Gao Shiluo to the Tumen River area to placate Mengge Tiemuer. Joseon also sent an envoy to the Tumen. Ostensibly, the Joseon envoy claimed to be assisting the Ming in dealing with the Jurchen tribes, but in fact he came to cause trouble and obstruct, attempting to compete with the Ming for influence. Faced with this complex situation, Mengge Tiemuer skillfully played both sides and handled matters very appropriately. Ming Chengzu was extremely pleased with his conduct, and subsequently sent another minister bearing gold, silver, valuables, and imperial edicts to continue recruiting him to serve the Ming.

      In the ninth month of the same year, Mengge Tiemuer came to the court to pay homage to Ming Chengzu. A year later, the Ming formally granted him official robes and a seal and required him to move northward, away from Joseon. Thus Mengge Tiemuer led the Wodori Jurchen tribe into the Jianzhou Guard, becoming the second major force among the Jianzhou Jurchens — namely the Jianzhou Left Guard of the three divisions of Jianzhou Jurchens. Mengge Tiemuer therefore became the first commander of the Jianzhou Left Guard. This shows that both the Huligai and the Wodori actually originated from the Wild Jurchens. In this brief period, the Jianzhou Jurchens and the Nurgan Regional Military Commission established many guards in Northeast China, a situation that deeply unsettled Joseon. The territories occupied by the Jianzhou and Haixi Jurchens completely severed the link between Joseon and the Mongols. At this time, Ming influence had already extended into Joseon territory, and the Ming vigorously checked Joseon’s ambitions to expand northward. Even facing such difficulties, Joseon did not give up. Over the following years, disputes over land frequently flared up among Joseon, the Jurchens, and the Ming. Because the Ming’s control faced geographic barriers regarding the northeast region, it had some difficulty governing it; to strengthen its rule there, the Ming vigorously supported the Jianzhou Jurchens, providing them with various resources and assistance. With Ming support, the Jianzhou Jurchens’ strength gradually increased and they grew ever more powerful.

      Although there were occasional conflicts between the Jianzhou Guard and the Wild Jurchens, they reached an unspoken understanding when it came to plundering Joseon. When the Wild Jurchens planned to go south to raid Joseon, they had to pass through the Jianzhou Jurchens’ sphere of influence. So the Wild Jurchens appealed to the Jianzhou Jurchens: “Big brother, we’re all Jurchen brethren, so let’s not fight among ourselves. Let me pass through your territory to attack the Joseon people and just pretend you didn’t see it, okay?” After a moment’s thought the Jianzhou Jurchens replied, “If you pass through my land and I pretend not to have seen it, that won’t do—I’m not blind. How about this: we go together.”

      Once this happened, matters gradually got out of control. An enraged Joseon sent troops and slaughtered the Jurchens of the Maolian Guard. The Maolian Guard had kinship ties with the Jianzhou Jurchens, and if the remnants wanted revenge they could only rely on Mengge Tiemuer. This state of affairs made Mengge Tiemuer the supreme leader of the Jianzhou Jurchens in the Tumen River basin. To maintain his prestige and position, Mengge Tiemuer united the forces of various guards and jointly sent troops against Joseon, with the scale of the war continuously expanding. At first, Mengge Tiemuer did avenge the Maolian Guard’s Jurchens. Although his forces lacked siege engines and metal armor, they nonetheless inflicted heavy casualties on Joseon. As a result, the Jianzhou Jurchens and Joseon were completely at odds. Joseon then mobilized large numbers of troops and launched military operations. Facing Joseon’s major offensives, Mengge Tiemuer had to lead his tribe on migrations and constant retreats to avoid their powerful attacks. During this period, the Ming promoted him, appointing him as commander of the Jianzhou Left Guard. Later, by virtue of his superior political strategy and tactics, he successfully repaired relations with Joseon and the two sides reconciled.

      Of course, Mengge Tiemuer’s relations with the Mongols were also far from amicable. His handling of relations with Joseon had not gone well, and his ties with the Mongols were equally strained. As his leadership among the tribe gradually consolidated and he repeatedly provoked the Northern Yuan, these actions drew the Northern Yuan’s attention to him. The Mongols frequently harassed and attacked the Jianzhou Jurchens. It was such a formidable, warlord‑like figure who later died at the hands of a Jurchen chieftain named Yangmudawo—what exactly happened in that episode?

      Mengge Tiemuer’s power kept growing, and his followers came to join him one after another. Seeing this, Yangmudawo could not help feeling jealous. As time passed, that jealousy gradually turned into a malicious intent. He carefully plotted and, leading 800 soldiers disguised as Ming troops, launched a surprise attack at dawn on the unprepared Jianzhou Jurchens. The Jianzhou Jurchens were struck by this sudden blow and suffered devastating losses. In the brutal assault, only Mengge Tiemuer’s second son Dongshan, his brother Fancha, and the Ming imperial commissioner Pei Jun—who had been defended to the death by members of the tribe—managed to escape. Mengge Tiemuer, in his sixties, and his eldest son Agudo were killed in the fighting; this event is known in history as the Guichou Incident. So, although Mengge Tiemuer died, what became of his brother Fancha and his son Dongshan later?
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            THE RISE AND FALL OF THE JIANZHOU JURCHENS

          

        

      

    

    
      When the Jianzhou Left Guard was at its height, it suffered a near‑catastrophic blow due to secret scheming by treacherous men. The leader of the Jianzhou Left Guard, Mongke Temur, and his eldest son Agudo, were unfortunately killed in the brutal fighting of the Guichou Incident. His second son Dongshan and his brother Fancha were luckier and, in the chaos, narrowly escaped the clutches of death. So, after such an almost annihilating war, how exactly did the Jianzhou Left Guard rise again from the abyss and come back to life?

      The year after the Kuishou Incident, that is, 1434, the surviving Fancha went alone to the capital to meet Emperor Xuanzong of Ming, Zhu Zhanji. Fancha had two main purposes in coming to the capital. First, to present tribute on behalf of the Jianzhou Left Guard to the emperor as a token of respect and loyalty; second, to report to the emperor the terrible news of Mongke Temur’s and Agudo’s deaths in battle. After the emperor patiently heard the full account, he verbally praised the merits of the Jianzhou Left Guard’s guarding imperial envoy, and officially designated Fancha to succeed his elder brother Mongke Temur, appointing him as dudu qianshi, even issuing an imperial edict and seal. Puzzlingly, however, the emperor made no mention at all of Mongke Temur and his eldest son Agudo, who had died bravely in loyal service; he expressed no mourning, as if these two who had made great sacrifices for the court had never existed. Seeing this, Fancha understood that the emperor was feigning ignorance. So, he again submitted a memorial to the court, strongly requesting that the court mobilize troops to punish the killers who had murdered his brother and nephew.

      We all know that the Ming emperor by then was no longer the great and far‑reaching Chengzu, Zhu Di, but had been replaced by his grandson, Emperor Xuanzong (Zhu Zhanji). Faced with Fancha’s urgent plea to send troops for revenge, Xuanzong decisively refused, using as an excuse the phrase “it is the habit among barbarians to kill one another, [so we] do not dispatch Qin troops.” The implication was that the conflicts among you Jurchens are internal disputes — shut the door and settle them yourselves; the Ming court will not intervene. Xuanzong’s decision truly chilled the Jurchens: they had given so much to the court, and in return received such cold indifference. At the same time, the incident clearly demonstrated that the Ming’s strategy for controlling Liaodong had shifted from previously proactive to increasingly passive. So why did the Ming and the various Jurchen groups never make further progress toward ethnic integration? This was undoubtedly one important reason.

      Compared with the Ming’s indifferent treatment of the Jurchens, Korea — which had frequently clashed with Mongke Temur in the past — proved far shrewder in its handling of the situation. Korea held a grand and solemn funeral for Mongke Temur and his son; the intent behind it was plain: to divide the Jurchen groups anew and to implement a policy of conciliation and recruitment. Korea’s apparently sympathetic gesture was extremely effective. The heavily damaged Jianzhou Left Guard thus split into two factions: one led by the pro‑Ming legitimate successor Fancha, the other centered on Lao Huchi, a leader inclined toward Korea.

      In this situation, some of the pro‑Korean Jurchens chose to move south, and over time they gradually intermixed and assimilated with the Korean population.

      After describing the situation of the Jianzhou Left Guard, we turn our attention to the Jianzhou Guard. In 1426 the court formally appointed Li Manzhu as the dudu qianshi (commander) of the Jianzhou Guard. Who exactly was Li Manzhu? He was the grandson of Aha Chu, the first zhihui shi (commander) of the Jianzhou Guard mentioned earlier; Aha Chu had a Han Chinese name, Li Sicheng, and so his grandson also bore the surname Li. Li Manzhu’s attitude toward the Ming was identical to his grandfather’s, even more deferential to the court than Mongke Temur of the Jianzhou Left Guard. To reward his loyalty, the court honored him; he was so moved he shed tears of gratitude and promptly submitted a memorial to the court expressing his willingness to go to the capital to serve as the Ming emperor’s personal bodyguard.

      When Emperor Xuanzong heard this, he replied tactfully, "I am truly moved, and I appreciate your good intentions. Keeping you by my side as a bodyguard would be a waste of great talent; you should continue to guard the frontier for me." Li Manzhu then said, "If you want me to guard the frontier, I cannot go hungry. I would like to apply to open trade with Korea." Xuanzong immediately grew somewhat anxious and said, "Isn't your request a bit much? If I allow mutual contact and you get along well, the Jianzhou Guard Jurchens might be drawn over to Korea; if relations go badly, it could easily spark border clashes, and then I, as the one in charge, would have to step in to mediate. Either way it would not be advantageous for me." Thus Emperor Xuanzong made clear to Li Manzhu that his request was difficult to grant. However, if you wish to engage in trade, our Ming is very willing to trade with you. In this way, the emperor deftly soothed Li Manzhu’s originally excited hopes.

      In fact, the imperial edict issued by Emperor Xuanzong did not achieve any obvious effect. The Jianzhou Guard Jurchens and Korea continued in their previous pattern: they traded when trade took place, and resorted to arms when conflicts arose. So what did they mainly exchange in trade? The Jurchens excelled at horsemanship and archery; bows, arrows, and horses were vital and extremely precious to them. Every year they would trade horses to Korea in exchange for iron. What was the iron used for? Arrowheads need to be fitted to arrows—without iron arrowheads, how could an arrow hit its mark? So the primary purpose of the Jurchens' iron trade was to make arrowheads.

      Why did the Jianzhou Guard Jurchens still go to war with Korea? This must be examined from the standpoint of social institutions. The Jurchens were then in a slave society; the tribe often raided Han people and Koreans and made them slaves. They called these slaves "bao yi" (bondservants). The living conditions of these slaves in the northeast were extremely wretched; they lived in pigsties alongside pigs, in conditions worse than animals. As we all know, both the Ming and Korea were founded on Confucian principles and placed great emphasis on ethics and morality.

      Therefore, both the Ming and Korea were very dissatisfied with the Jurchens' behavior.

      Li Manzhu and Mongke Temur themselves were major slaveholders, keeping many slaves in their households. For some matters they often turned a blind eye. Some slaves could not bear such a life and escaped into Korea. When this happened, the Jianzhou Guard would demand the missing slaves from Korea; if Korea refused to hand them over, the Jianzhou Guard would seize them by force. Thus the two sides remained in a complex relationship of both interaction and occasional conflict. All this changed in the seventh year of Xuande, that is, 1432, because of a single incident. In December of that year, a tribe of the wild Jurchens launched an invasion against Lüyan in Korea — Lüyan was then under Korea’s Pyongan Northern Province. That tribe seized more than sixty Koreans. Originally, the affair had nothing to do with the Jianzhou Guard. When Li Manzhu heard of it, he personally led over six hundred men and lay in ambush in the valley the wild Jurchens would have to pass through on their return. In the end he successfully recovered sixty‑four kidnapped Koreans and delivered them to the Korean border.

      You might say Li Manzhu was meddling! In fact, he did this to avoid a misunderstanding with Korea. At the time of the incident he was not at his garrison but, on the Ming emperor’s orders, out hunting leopards.

      Rather than let Korea mistakenly believe the act had been carried out by Li Manzhu’s men, it was better to do them a favor and return the abducted people to Korea. But the Joseon government did not see it that way. The Joseon court thought that Li Manzhu’s favor must mean he expected their gratitude. So they decided to take advantage of the opportunity and, by surprise, eliminate Li Manzhu. In their view, Li Manzhu was far more dangerous than those wild Jurchens.

      Therefore the Joseon government dispatched 15,000 soldiers across the Yalu River, advancing in seven columns, ready to wipe out the Jianzhou Guard under Li Manzhu in one stroke. This invasion by Korea caught Li Manzhu completely off guard. Who would have thought the Koreans could be so ungrateful? After all, he had returned the abducted people; if Korea did not thank him that would have been one thing, but to actually send troops to attack him was truly heartless and treacherous. Because he had not made war preparations in advance, had not put his subordinates into a unified deployment, and was outnumbered, the Jianzhou Guard suffered devastating losses. Li Manzhu’s grandmother and his wife were both killed amid the chaotic fighting, and he himself sustained nine serious wounds. Not long after, the matter reached the Ming court. As a matter of principle, Li Manzhu was the court‑appointed commander of the Jianzhou Guard and the land he occupied fell under Ming jurisdiction; even if the Ming did not send troops to help, it should at least have condemned Korea’s unauthorized killings. What, then, was Emperor Xuanzong’s reply? “Keep away from disputes and rivalries; when right and wrong are not yet clear, how can one listen to only one side?” Right? He then simply sent a single envoy to mediate between the parties, and the matter was considered settled. This made Li Manzhu see clearly: this “big brother” was fundamentally unreliable; if he wanted to survive he could only rely on himself. It was at this time that Li Manzhu and Fancha of Jianzhou joined forces; the two shared the same goal, which was to defend against the threat from Korea. You might question: isn’t the Ming clearly favoring outsiders here? Why not side with the Jurchens and instead take Korea’s side? If you ask that, you are applying present‑day thinking to the situation back then. Today, Manchu compatriots are important members of the big Chinese family, one of the fifty‑six ethnic groups. In modern times, when the Chinese government handles affairs, Manchu compatriots as citizens naturally receive due care. But the Ming was not like that. In the Ming period, Korea was a foreign country, and the Jurchens were likewise foreigners; what did a dispute between two foreign entities have to do with the Ming? Moreover, culturally Korea was much closer to the Ming: they read Chinese books, revered Chinese titles, and used Chinese characters, whereas those Jurchens were still relatively backward, literally “eating fur and drinking blood.” How could the Ming offend Korea—self‑styled “Little China”—on behalf of such a bunch of “savages”? That is the reasoning.

      Later, in 1437, Joseon again sent troops to attack the Jianzhou Jurchens. Li Manzhu cleverly deployed an empty‑fort ruse, successfully escaped danger, and then pursued and harassed the withdrawing Korean army. After this incident, the Jianzhou Jurchens learned a lesson: when outmatched, withdrawing is the safest option.

      After that, whenever any force came to invade, the Jianzhou Jurchens would simply relocate. The Greater Khingan Range soars into the clouds and is covered with vast forests, so they could retreat in any direction. In the same year, Dongshan, son of Mongke Tianbao, returned to the political stage, and the Ming court granted Dongshan the post of commander, which made the situation even more complicated and turbulent. Looking back, when news was recorded that Fancha had been granted the rank of dudu qianshi, people thought the old seal previously bestowed by the court had probably been lost. So the court issued a new seal. Who would have expected that the old seal was actually in Dongshan’s hands? When Dongshan returned he brought that old seal with him. Dongshan believed himself to be the legitimate successor of his father.

      Now there were two seals, old and new, and neither uncle nor nephew was willing to give up the one in his hand. Each side insisted the other’s seal was fake. As a result, disputes repeatedly broke out, and the uncle and nephew’s quarrel over the two seals dragged on for years. Later, Dongshan was promoted to dudu qianshi. Thus the uncle and nephew in the Jianzhou Left Guard not only both held seals but also held the same rank, their relationship became utterly antagonistic and irreconcilable. In fact, from this affair we can see that the Ming court arranged matters this way on purpose — they wanted them to fight among themselves. Would the court not have known that one seal was old and one was new? If the court had taken a clear position and recognized which seal was valid, wouldn’t the matter have been resolved? It was not until the seventh year of Zhengtong, that is, 1442, that the Ming court, to pacify the internal conflict in the Jianzhou Left Guard, simply split Fancha’s Jianzhou Left Guard into two: the Jianzhou Left Guard and the Jianzhou Right Guard. Right? Fancha’s faction formed the Jianzhou Right Guard, and Dongshan’s faction formed the Jianzhou Left Guard. Thus the three guards of the Jianzhou Jurchens were formally established. However, among the three guards, the strongest was Li Manzhu of the Jianzhou Guard, so in reality he became the de facto supreme ruler of the three Jianzhou guards.

      Although the Ming court again promoted Jurchen officials at this time, the Jurchen people had been bullied by Joseon twice and the Ming did not come to their aid, so relations between the two remained nothing more than formal pleasantries.

      The Jianzhou Jurchens’ attitude toward the Ming truly changed in the 14th year of Zhengtong, that is, 1449. That year the Ming emperor Zhu Qizhen was captured at the Battle of Tumu by Esen Taishi of the Oirats, who was then hailed as East Asia’s foremost general. This incident instantly reduced the Ming’s standing in the eyes of the frontier peoples; no one took the Ming seriously anymore.

      To protect their own interests, the three Jianzhou guards attached themselves to the Mongol Wala tribe. They then began openly to harry Liaodong, Fushun and other areas, plundering people and supplies on a large scale. They had assumed that by attaching themselves to such a powerful patron they would be like a tree with luxuriant branches, able to live at ease under its shelter. Who would have thought that in only two years the Mongol khan Tuotuo Buhua would part ways with the Wala and the relationship would be completely severed. This change instantly made the three Jianzhou guards the objects of Tuotuo Buhua’s intense hatred, and he was determined to eliminate them. Seeing this, their leader Li Manzhu understood that this “big brother” was too powerful for him to provoke, so what could he do? He decisively chose “of the Thirty‑Six Stratagems, fleeing is the best” and led the Jianzhou Jurchens in a new round of migration. During the migration Li Manzhu also joined forces with troops from the Mongol Duoyan three guards to carry out large‑scale plundering in the Liaodong region. Their crimes devastated an area of more than six hundred li from Kaiyuan to Liaoyang: tens of thousands of households had their lives ruined, houses burned and property seized, and the people plunged into dire distress. The Ming court was naturally extremely displeased and outraged at the actions of Li Manzhu and his followers.

      At first, Joseon still planned to continue trying to placate the Jurchens, hoping to bring them under its control. Li Manzhu acted boldly and recklessly: not only did he seize Koreans and take them away, he also carried out a series of outrageous, self‑destructive acts. These deeds thoroughly enraged Joseon. Having long vied with the Ming in secret and refused to yield, Joseon now dared not lightly provoke these fierce, almost savage Jurchens. Knowing well that “the enemy of my enemy is my friend,” the Ming and Joseon—two powers that had previously had only a delicate relationship—for the first time stood together in a united front against the Jurchens. In the ninth month of the third year of Chenghua, the Ming court mobilized 30,000 troops divided into three columns, set out from Liaodong, and began a sweeping campaign to root out the Jianzhou Jurchens. Just as the Ming troops and the Jianzhou Guard were locked in fierce combat, Joseon also dispatched 10,000 soldiers in two columns to form an encirclement of the Jianzhou Jurchens. Moreover, the Joseon army moved swiftly and reached Li Manzhu’s old stronghold before the Ming forces. By then Li Manzhu was nearly seventy, no longer the brave warrior of his youth; his strength and vigor were greatly diminished and he could no longer fight. In the end, 195 people in total, including him and his son Li Guna, were all killed in that battle.

      This great chieftain, who had dominated both sides of the Yalu for decades and inspired widespread awe, was ultimately killed by his old adversaries, the Koreans. Dongshan and two other chiefs who were captured by the Ming tried to escape while being escorted to Beijing, but failed and were mercilessly killed by the Ming forces. The descendants of Li Manzhu and Dongshan, together with their people, had no choice but to hide in the deep mountains and forests. Whenever they detected a weakness in the Ming border defenses, they would burst forth like famished wolves from the woods to pillage, continuing to bring disaster to the border populace.

      Subsequently, in the fourteenth and fifteenth years of Chenghua, the Ming court again dispatched large armies to destroy the Jianzhou Jurchens. These three successive large‑scale blows nearly brought the Jianzhou Jurchens to the brink of extinction, their population sharply reduced and almost wiped out.

      There is a specific term for this large‑scale punitive campaign the Ming carried out against the Jurchens: “Chenghua Liting.” Chenghua was the era name used during the reign of Ming Xianzong Zhu Jianshen; the expression “liting” vividly describes a courtyard planted with all kinds of flowers and grasses being plowed over by oxen and implements, thoroughly clearing away everything so that nothing is left behind—what is called “plowing the courtyard and clearing out the burrows.”

      It must be admitted that the early rise and decline of the Jianzhou Jurchens was directly and closely related to shifts in Ming foreign policy.

      After Emperor Chengzu (the Yongle Emperor), as Ming power gradually waned, successive emperors lacked the strength to maintain effective control over the frontier. They gradually abandoned the active conciliatory policies toward the Jurchen tribes beyond Liaodong that had been pursued in the Yongle years, and concentrated all their efforts on stabilizing Liaodong proper — that is, the Ming regarded present‑day Liaoning as their core territory and largely ceased to interfere in Jilin, Heilongjiang, and areas farther north. As long as forces from those regions did not harass Ming territory, they were left alone.

      The eunuch charged with overseeing the Liaodong garrison was the extremely powerful and much‑criticized chief eunuch Wang Zhi. Although he was condemned in court for his excessive power, he possessed unique military capabilities. He once led troops across the Changbai Mountains in pursuit of the Jurchens. In that campaign the Ming forces killed nearly 700 Jurchens, captured 486, overran more than 450 Jurchen encampments, and seized over a thousand cattle and horses.

      The joint Ming–Joseon military operation inflicted very serious wounds on the Jianzhou Jurchens and for a time preserved peace and stability in Ming Liaodong and Korea’s northern border. The story of the Three Jianzhou Guards did not end there. After a period of quiet, Dongshan’s fifth‑generation descendant was born — he was Nurhaci. Under Nurhaci’s leadership, the Jurchens once again embarked on a path of resurgence.
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