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  What do you think of when you hear the word China?




  Take-away food, amazing dragon parades, chopsticks and rice, high-pitched squeaky music and back-to-front upside-down writing?




  Well, there’s a lot more to China than that.* It’s a massive country with the highest population in the world (and growing), an incredible history and an unpredictable future. One of

  the reasons that we seem to know so little about them is that from way, way back in antiquity, the Chinese have, until relatively recently, kept themselves very much to themselves, staying as far

  away as possible from all the pointless in-fighting that the rest of the world inflicts upon itself.
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  Within the pages of this lavishly illustrated and staggeringly comprehensive volume, I’ll try and tell you all you need to know about a highly sophisticated society that was flourishing at

  a time when we were still grovelling around in the mud being Ancient Britons.




  By the way, if you’re wondering what those grumpy little comments at the bottom of the pages are, it’s my editor, Susie, telling me off. Please ignore them.


  

  *You amaze me. Ed
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  Ages ago (to be not very precise), small groups of people began settling in the Yellow River Valley where China is now. The soil, they discovered, was so fertile that they only

  had to wave a seed at it and it would grow Having said that, it wasn’t all plain sailing (or even farming), as this area was also prone to severe draughts,* even worse floods and lots of

  horrid earthquakes. The Chinese soon realized it was pretty darn important to stay mates with nature, so they worshipped and made sacrifices to it – a sort of ecological insurance policy.




  The valley farmers multiplied and gradually spread south into the Yangtse River Valley and the West River Valley, cos the weather down south was better, and by 1500 BC the Chinese had got

  themselves a mighty kingdom, mostly farmland but with an ever-increasing number of towns and villages.


  

  

  *Do you mean ‘droughts’? Ed


  



  Who’s Who . . . and When?




  The throne in Ancient China got passed down from father to son of a particular family, before said family was kicked out for a new one. These families and the period in which

  they ruled are called ‘dynasties’.
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  Very briefly, the history of China went like this:




  5000 BC: Early farmers set up in the Yellow River Valley.




  2852 BC: The beginning of the reigns of the nine legendary emperors (I could list them but they all sound the same to me).




  2200 BC: Hsia dynasty




  1500 BC: Shang dynasty




  1027 BC: Chou dynasty




  481 BC: A period when all the states were at war.




  256 BC: Ch’in dynasty




  206 BC: Han dynasty




  AD 220: The period of the Six Dynasties begins.




  So when was Ancient China?




  As you can see from the above, it covers an incredibly long time, so just to give you an idea of how things worked, we’ll glance at one of the most important dynasties

  – the Han dynasty (206 BC to AD 220).
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  Wall-to-Wall




  What the Hans were most famous for was joining up all the bits of the Great Wall of China into one. These bits of wall had been built over the centuries to stop the

  ever-increasing threat from Asiatic nomads and also to act as a base for the Chinese to push the invading Huns (not to be confused with Hans) back north where they belonged.




  There had been a series of terrible famines in Central Asia and the weather had turned really nasty, so everyone who could move . . . did. Just imagine it, there you were, a poor, chilly and

  hungry Hun, trudging slowly across a mighty plain of pure nothingness, trying desperately to find a more hospitable (and hopefully darn sight warmer) place to set up, when, all of a sudden, right

  in front of you, stretching as far as your tired eyes can see in either direction, there’s a socking great wall.* Weird or what?




  *It couldn’t have been longer than this sentence. Ed




  Keep Out!




  So when these poorly fed, fed-up folk arrived at this massive wall, they probably got the message that the Chinese weren’t that wild on them going much further east.

  Reluctantly, they all sloped off to the West instead. The Great Migration, as it was called, finally brought them face to face with the ever-growing Roman Empire, leading to the collision which

  would eventually bring the whole lot (the Roman lot, that is) tumbling down.
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  Who’s Chou?




  The dynasty before the one before Han was called the Chou dynasty and during this period a pattern built up that would set the way things were to be for hundreds of years. The

  noblemen, who’d been given whole districts to rule by the king (who they never listened to anyway), had become extremely uppity, fighting over land all the time. These districts became known

  as the Warring States. This made life very tough for your run-of-the-mill peasant – who died in his thousands, never knowing from one minute to the next whose side he was supposed to be on,

  let alone who he belonged to (sounds like a bit like the Liberal Democrats).




  Confucius Rules




  Some smart people tried to make things better by following the ideas of a certain Confucius (551–479 BC), a wise old philosopher and famous clever person, who travelled

  round the country (not a small job in big China) begging everyone to be loyal (especially to the king), to obey their parents and to generally be as nice as poss. The noblemen, who were having a

  ball without these silly new ideas, thought he was a bit of a nerd, and made their local laws even stricter and punishments even nastier. These chaps were called legalists (amongst other

  things!). Later, when Confucius’ followers began to get the best jobs in the central government, the legalists had to listen – or else! Eventually old Confucius was regarded as the best

  person that ever lived (until Elvis, of course) and was worshipped in temples all over the Chinese Empire.




  Lao Tzu




  Lao Tzu, the other great eastern philosopher, lived at around about the same time as Confucius but was much older. He thought that all governments were pretty pointless as they

  always ended up making a mess of things (sound familiar?), and that anyone who dressed up for ceremonies was downright silly. Lao Tzu told his followers that they should ignore governments (smart

  move) and go back to the simple life, just obeying the laws of nature. This was called Taoism, and has become rather trendy these days.




  In the end, Lao Tzu, seeing the way the country was going, got fed up with banging his wise old head against the wall (probably the Great Wall) and upped and left. Luckily, one of the guards of

  the pass that led out of China persuaded the old crosspatch to leave one of his books behind and, I’m pleased to report, it is from this very book that the whole Taoist movement began.




  

    

      Useless Fact No. 622




      No one has a clue what happened to old Lao. (Or even if he actually existed.)


    


  




  Meanwhile . . .




  Back to the plot. By AD 213, the Chinese couldn’t tolerate the goody-goody Confucian way of life and the First Emperor of the new Ch’in (pronounced sin)

  Dynasty, Shih Huang Ti, decided to burn all books. The scholars who didn’t go along with this (it’s a bit tricky being a scholar without books) were buried alive (about 450 of

  ’em) – which seemed to do the trick.
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