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Praise for Conquering the North


‘A beguiling blend of history and intimate narrative – and a delight to read.’


Colin Thubron, author of Shadow of the Silk Road


‘We knew more about the Mongols in the 13th century when they battered the gates of Prague and Vienna. John Man fills the knowledge gap with a thought-provoking guide to Mongolia’s history since then, its ancient deserts, grasslands and forests caught now between Russia and China.’


Frances Wood, Former curator of Chinese and Mongolian at the British Library, author of The Silk Road


‘The complex, epic story of China’s relations with Russia and Mongolia over the last two millennia has shaped not just the Asian region, but the rest of the world. John Man’s highly readable account of how nomadic peoples pitted themselves against farm settlers, and the steppes fought against cities, achieves the miraculous feat of making sense of this multilayered story while also making it accessible. He is a guide par excellence of a history everyone should know. With his excellent book, we finally have a place to go to do this.’


Kerry Brown, author of CEO, China


‘History that reads like a novel… Essential reading… Man’s insightful analysis of 2,000 years of complex Sino-Russo-Mongolian relations provides crucial context revealing a history of conflict, cooperation and enduring geopolitical significance.’


Unurmaa Janchiv, Honorary Cultural Envoy of Mongolia to the UK and Producer of The Mongol Khan


‘John Man is a historian who masterfully blends meticulous research with the art of storytelling. In Conquering the North, he unearths a treasure trove of gripping narratives and captivating characters… Man’s storytelling doesn’t just illuminate history; it pulses with life, weaving tales that linger long after the page is turned. Conquering the North evokes the spirit of The Great Game, offering a narrative that is as educational as it is thoroughly entertaining.’


Lijia Zhang, author of Lotus
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Genghis or Chinggis?


‘Genghis’ is traditional in English, and incorrect. It’s time to use his name in Mongolian, Chinggis. Appendix III explains why.


 


 


A note on subjects covered previously


This book revises and condenses several chapters in Genghis Khan, The Terracotta Army, Barbarians at the Wall, The Great Wall and Xanadu. Chapter 9 on the Treaty of Nerchinsk is a revised version of an article published in the Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society China in 2020 (Vol. 8, No. 1).
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Preface


The Gobi Desert, on Mongolia’s southern border: sand, gravel and gnarled saxaul bushes.


I was travelling in a Ukrainian 4x4 with my guide, Erdene, and the driver Byamba. We stopped at a tent for the night, expecting and receiving hospitality from the herdsman and his family, as is normal in rural Mongolia. In the morning, I was outside with Erdene, ‘looking after our horses’, as the Mongolians say; taking a piss in other words. The sun was not yet up. But across a grey infinity was a wonderful sight, a saw-tooth of fire floating in the twilit sky. It was, as I realised later, the snows of the Tian Shan mountains rising above the horizon and set aflame by the unrisen sun. I was amazed and puzzled.


‘What,’ I asked, ‘is that?’


Erdene glanced up. ‘China,’ he said. ‘Very dangerous.’


China proper lay two hundred kilometres away, the other side of the Great Wall, that ancient division between settled and nomad, but for centuries the Wall has been no division at all. Once China had included all Mongolia, and even now it flowed almost to our feet. The fear that Mongolians have of their vast neighbour is a major theme of this book. Another is the ancient fear felt in China for the rapacious northern ‘barbarians’ and a much more modern feeling that the Mongolians and other northern minorities are, or should be, part of China. The minorities are right to be nervous. China, mainly in the form of the dominant Han (ethnic Chinese), is so supreme, its population so overwhelming, its economy so hungry, that it cannot help but dominate, flowing northwards like the waves of an incoming tide, advancing, retreating, advancing again, beyond the Great Wall, on to the grasslands and deserts of Central Asia, and further. Russia, too, should be nervous, for China has claims – established in a seventeenth-century treaty – to chunks of Siberia and Manchuria. If these claims are ever made, the world will face a crisis rivalling that posed by a Chinese invasion of Taiwan.


This is a big subject. A definitive history of all non-Chinese peoples and empires beyond the Wall would take more lifetimes than I have available.1 I have chosen subjects from areas I know best to illustrate the main theme of China’s erratic northward expansion over two millennia. Many of the stories resonate today, which allows me to include experiences gathered over twenty-five years of travel in independent Mongolia and Inner Mongolia, now part of China.
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The Yellow River southbound on the eastern edge of Ordos.
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The making of the borderlands


A swim in silt


As the Yellow River sweeps clear of the Tibetan highlands, it makes a bend to the left and heads north. It is not a pretty river at this point – patchy fields on the west bank, low hills of semi-desert on the other, and between them a 500-metre-wide slurry carried from the roof of the world, Tibet, three thousand kilometres to the west. This is the siltiest river in the world, notorious for its power to flood and destroy. It runs on north, is diverted east and then south by mountain ranges, its silt acting like a chainsaw, cutting away at cliffs, until, with a sharp left turn, it resumes its course across the fertile, silt-rich lowlands of central and eastern China. For centuries, the burden of silt dumped barriers of sediment, which at unpredictable intervals diverted the river into new channels, drowning untold lowlands and untold victims in catastrophic floods. Chinese scientists have estimated the amount of silt involved. Before the building of dams, the river carried around 1.5 billion tonnes a year – a quarter the weight of London.1


The first time I stood by its muddy side, I saw a chance to learn about its silt first-hand, by total immersion. It was high summer, the current sluggish. There was a bridge a kilometre upstream and a collection of 108 Buddhist stupas marked a gentle rise back from the bank, but no one was around. The nearest city, Yinchuan, was far off. My companion, a Mongolian teacher and old friend named Jorigt, was appalled by my idea.


‘Do not do this thing,’ he said as I stripped off.


Mongolians live in land-locked regions. They are often nervous of water.


‘Oh, come on, Jorigt,’ I said. ‘It’s shallow. I can swim. What could go wrong?’


I waded in through mud until the water swirled round my waist. The current picked up, but there was no danger. I took a breath, ducked into the murk, opened my eyes and saw absolutely nothing but a pale light filtering through the silt. It was like being wrapped in a liquid blanket. I stood, ankle-deep in mud, dripping silt, and gave Jorigt a wave, to show him that to duck beneath the opaque waters of a notoriously destructive river was no big deal, not here, not at this time of year.


‘You’re crazy,’ he said as I waded ashore. ‘What would I do if you drowned?’


I shrugged off his worry. I had what I wanted, a baptism at the point where the Yellow River starts on its rectangular sweep around this section of our subject. The box made by the Great Bend, as it is called, encloses Ordos, a slab of ancient grassland, desert and semi-desert. The name, used by its Mongolian inhabitants from the seventeenth century, means ‘palace-tents’, after the shrine of tents that once, it is said, held the remains of Mongolia’s greatest hero, Chinggis Khan. You may not know that you know of Ordos, but you do, sort of. It is the only Mongolian word to have a version of itself in English – a Mongol-Turkic root produced ordos in Mongolian and (via Turkic) ‘horde’ in English, as in a ‘horde of nomads’, or the Golden Horde, which was the Mongol-controlled region of southern Russia for three centuries.


It’s hard to grasp the scale and emptiness of these plateaus and eroded semi-deserts, let alone the surrounding landscapes. Ordos, with a population of two million, is almost three-quarters the size of England, but only one of twelve subdivisions of Inner Mongolia, a region of grasslands, deserts, mountains and forests that would fill most of western Europe. Scale, though, is not the point. Ordos plays a role in history far greater than the size of its population would suggest.


It is a geographical anomaly. Embraced by the Great Bend of the Yellow River, Ordos should be part of the rest of China. But in terms of climate and culture, it belongs north of the river, as part of the grasslands that flow all across Eurasia to the puszta of Hungary. Three thousand years ago, when it was much lusher than today, Ordos was home to tough horsemen, the precursors of the Mongols. Then the Chinese seized it, after which it became a shuttlecock, disputed by both sides, slowly and erratically colonised by China. When the area came under the control of Beijing, it became a league (or province) called Ikh Juu* (Mongolian for ‘Great Monastery’), another reference to the shrine of Chinggis Khan. Only in 2001 did the Great Monastery formally become Ordos (E-Er-Duo-Si / 鄂尔多斯) in Chinese, which is also the name of its capital. So it’s formally Chinese, but retains its Mongol roots.


Today, farmers plough its south, villages have become cities, mines tear out its guts. To understand its essence – its shape, its subterranean wealth, its nomadic traditions – demands that we delve deep into its past.


Of swamps, ferns and the Great Bend


If you could go looking for Ordos 350 million years ago, you would have a hard time finding it. The world then was an unrecognisable scattering of continents and mini-continents left over from the break-up of the super-continent known to geologists as Gondwana. One of these bits was the future China. It had broken away from Gondwana 200 million years earlier and, like all the other continental fragments, was being carried by a conveyor belt of molten rock surging up from deep inside the earth. ‘Ordos’ rode on the front of ‘China’ as it migrated westwards, very slowly – continents move at about 1.5 centimetres per year – but it adds up, given enough time: 1,500 kilometres in 100 million years. Some 335 million years ago, the scattered continents drifted together to create another super-continent, Pangaea (from the Greek, meaning ‘Land Everywhere’).


For much of this time, the region that would become Ordos was a bog. The low-lying land was covered with trees, not like today’s, but ferns, which had been evolving over millions of years to be tall and strong. When they died, they turned into stagnant swamps. You would have expected them to rot away, as fallen trees normally do today. But they didn’t. Scientists argue about why not. One theory is that the micro-fauna that rot trees had not yet evolved. Another widely accepted view is that, as the lakes continued to come and go, each inundation covered the fallen trees with sediment, protecting them from decay and fungi. Fern-trees fell on fern-trees, swamp flattened swamp, for tens of millions of years. Protected from decay by ever-thickening blankets of sediment, the fallen trees turned to peat, and then coal, a process that in Ordos occurred mainly in the Jurassic Period (200–145 million years ago).


Coal, coal and more coal, in layers that go down some 350 metres, making up one-sixth of China’s coal reserves. You would not believe the amount of coal there is under Ordos’s dusty surface, until you see blue trailer-trucks nose-to-tail, hauling the guts of Ordos eastwards over the Yellow River to feed China’s insatiable hunger. The coal roads are arteries, the economy’s lifeblood, and its poison. The arteries, like the economy itself, clog with pollution. Too often, Beijing and other great cities of the east turn into cauldrons of murk, some of it swept in from the sandy Gobi, but much of it from yet another million cars and the smoke coughed out by coal-fired power-stations. It won’t go on. China is making huge investments in wind-power. In decades to come, what’s left of Ordos’s coal will remain buried.


Ordos’s coal deposits long pre-date the Yellow River and its great three-sided, 1,300-kilometre Great Bend (sometimes called the Ordos Loop). This, more than any other feature, defines Ordos. The river owes its course to mountain ranges, which guide it in ninety-degree turns north, east and south, before it joins another great river, the Wei, and veers again eastwards to start its final thousand-kilometre course to the sea. But when dinosaurs were roaming Ordos, there was no Yellow River, and the mountains that guide it today did not exist. What is now Tibet was not the Roof of the World but a floor.


Come forward in time to about fifty million years ago. The dinosaurs have been gone for sixteen million years. The continents are now vaguely recognisable, except that there is no Central Asia. It is under the warm waters of a great inland sea, the Tethys. To the west of Ordos is a lowland plain bordering the Tethys. But change is coming. All this while, for some hundred million years, a small continental plate that would become India has been drifting north.


Some fifty million years ago, India hit Asia. The two continents buckled, along a front of 3,400 kilometres, forcing rocks upwards and downwards in a crumple-zone that spread some 2,000 kilometres inland. The Tethys slowly drained away, becoming a series of puddles – the Mediterranean, the Black Sea, the Caspian, the Aral. Great new mountain ranges pushed up: the Hindu Kush, the Himalayas, the Tian Shan, the Altai.


While this was happening, there was indeed a river flowing from the forming hills to the west of Ordos. It was an early version of the Yellow River. But it did not flow around Ordos. At Lanzhou, where the river turns north today, it went straight on, into the valley of what is now the Wei. Vast tectonic forces were creating geological wrinkles across all Central Asia, building new, small ranges like the Helan Shan, running north from the Lanzhou area, the Yin mountains running east–west and the north–south Lüliang mountains. By chance, as you see from the map, these three made the rectangular box-like shape that exists today.


Pressures were growing in what was the upper Wei. Silt, folding and uplift combined to dam the river, separating the two systems by two hundred kilometres. The water chose a new course, northwards, constrained by the Helan Shan to the west. Some 650 kilometres later, it ran up against the Yin mountains. After a hesitation in lowlands between the two ranges, the waters found their way along the southern flanks of the Yin until they encountered the Lüliangs and veered south, scouring away the underlying strata. Today, as for the last five million years or so, the Yellow River finally rejoins its old course, with the Wei as its major tributary.


That’s how its course arose, defining Ordos with a shape that Chinese see as the character ji 几. This meaningless coincidence seems to Chinese like an expression of some deep truth, namely that Ordos and the upper Yellow River have always been Chinese. Well, no. Far from it, as we’ll see.


An X-ray of Ordos


To see what silt and water can do, head east from Ordos City, towards the bridge that carries the G18 expressway across the Yellow River into Shanxi. If before the bridge you turn right, you have a chance to look under the soft skin of Ordos and examine her bones. Head south and then east over side roads until, quite suddenly, you fall off the edge of the world. The road winds down, along with an endless line of trucks battering the already battered road beneath a craggy rock face. Far below, past many hairpin bends and crossed by an ancient bridge, runs the green water of the Yellow River. Green? It was the unlikely colour of an unripe plum. Something seemed to have captured the yellow silt that gave the river its name.


Across we went, with truck nudging truck like a herd of restless bulls. A winding rise took us out of the shadows on to rolling hills, where farmers spread their newly harvested crops on the road to be winnowed by passing cars. Within minutes, we were looking down on an immense vista, from a place which – a notice announced – was called Heaven and Earth Bend. A walkway punctuated by statues and pagodas led along a cliff, where a concrete winged bull hauled a concrete plough. A notice explained that the bull prevents the ghost of the river from ‘making trouble’.


No trouble was visible from this vantage point. Our clifftop fell away to a clutter of terraces, their crops harvested to leave a stubble of autumnal brown. Beyond, was the edge of Ordos, its surface of low hills cut away by the river in two great curves, making an S-shape as smooth and neat as the teardrops of the yin-and-yang Daoist symbol, which converts all opposites into harmony. That day, with the river’s bends emerging from distant haze, nothing could have been more harmonious.


But this was a heaven’s-eye view. To see deeper into Ordos – to feel the power of the silty water – you need to get up close.


The road wound onwards and downwards, past terraces of sorghum, around gullies, past hills capped by beacon towers, outposts of the Great Wall. A few minutes’ drive brought us to a charming village, Old Cattle Bend, that looked like both an artists’ colony and a tourist camp. But this was autumn, and there were few people to disturb the peace. Houses were made of old wood and the local slate. An antique wooden doorway, draped with banners pleading for prosperity, hid a stone-walled courtyard. There was even a delightful little outside theatre.


The paved path and some rough steps led down to the river bank, where a red-and-white speedboat waited to take out-of-season tourists closer to Ordos’s foundations. We put on cumbersome lifejackets, held tight, zoomed off downstream and across the river towards cliffs and steep, grass-covered slopes which ended in sudden drops, like feet sliced off at the toes by the river. The light-grey cliffs, towering over us, showed the power of the silty water. They were stacks of strata, hundreds of them, the fossilised sediments laid down at the bottom of lakes, making a pile like rocky documents hinting at a narrative stretching back 350 million years. Some were as thin as sheets of paper, some as thick as a book, a few as solid as encyclopaedias. And that was just what was on view above the waterline. Those layers were as nothing compared to the libraries that lay hidden beneath the river, for the strata, including layers of coal, go down for hundreds of metres.


Hair flying, we retraced on still waters the twisting road we had just taken by car. The reason for the calmness came into view: a huge dam, Wanjiazhai, ‘Ten Thousand Households’ – one hundred metres high, holding back waters eighteen metres deep, as the boatman shouted. Below the water were thirty to forty metres of sediment, the residue of what used to flow downstream. Now this section of the river, like every other section, was tamed. That’s why the Yellow River, stripped of its yellow silt, is as green as an unripe plum below the dam.


The eastern grasslands emerge


Ordos is just a small part of our subject, which is China’s northern border with Mongolia and Russia, four thousand miles of it, from the deserts of Xinjiang, along the sandy and gravelly wastes of the Gobi, over the grassland and forests of the north-east and descending to the edge of North Korea. The border has emerged and vanished and shifted many times during the last two thousand years. Today’s China has settled into a surly acceptance that a limit has been reached, for the moment anyway.


In the far north-east is a region named after its two biggest lakes, Hulun and Buir. Hulunbuir is another of those vast areas with few inhabitants, wonderful natural expanses – grasslands in the west, the forest of the Khingan mountains in the east – and a past full of very un-Chinese peoples who have seen their homelands eaten up by the ever-hungry culture to the south.


The road northwards into Hulunbuir leads uphill into a wilderness of rough lava, where firs fight for a foothold in small pockets of soil. Hot springs show that underground the earth is still settling after some enormous volcanic outburst. This is the Arxan National Forest Park, newly opened for tourists, with camping spots and walkways over a tortured landscape. Side roads lead to lakes, lava tubes, fumaroles and caves. Pale in the distance rises a peak with a dip in the top – the crater of an extinct volcano that holds the Tianchi Crater Lake, capped by firs, like a jewel set in green satin. It was from this peak and others that the lava poured, for millennia, hardening into the rubble on view as you cross the provincial border into Hulunbuir.


The park testifies to the forces that made today’s grasslands and forested mountains. As China-to-be inched towards the rest of Eurasia, it squeezed away much of the ocean between them. Around 270 million years ago, they met, thrusting up a crumple-zone of mountain ranges, including the Urals and the Khingan, leaving a remnant of the former ocean.


After gathering breath for a hundred million years, the continental plates shifted again, eating up the last bit of ocean, rebuilding the old worn-down ranges and forcing up new young peaks. Volcanoes blasted through the earth’s distorted crust, like steam bursting through the top of a pie in a hot oven. In Ordos, as in other parts of the world, dinosaurs roamed, while here lava flowed over hundreds of thousands of square kilometres, the vestiges of which you see today in the Arxan National Forest Park. The lowlands, previously covered by oceans, became huge plains overlying a complex of rocky arcs running south-west to north-east across north China and Mongolia. On geological maps, colourful minerals look like a swirling palette freshly squeezed from gigantic tubes.


The road winds down to Chai He, the first town inside Hulunbuir. We had been driving for over three hours along a fine new road. Newly wealthy China is good at new roads, linking these remote places. We had seen perhaps a dozen cars and no settlements except buildings marking a few scenic spots. Otherwise, nothing but rolling, tree-clad hills, the pristine home for bear and elk. Now, at last, we entered the lowlands named after Hulunbuir’s best-known minority, the Ewenki, whose story I will tell in due course.


In the far south-west of the province, just before the broad and slow-moving River Kherlen, a track leads into grasslands – so dry when I was there that it was almost desert – climbs into low hills, past rocks that poke through the skin of soil like the bones of the earth, and at last, over a rise, ends in a charming hidden valley: a little winding river, well-watered pasture and a mass of vast, smooth boulders tumbled together to make a cliff and a hill.


This is the local geopark, a memorial to the last ice age, as my guide Ying Bai explained. She was a young Daur, a Mongol subgroup. For tens of thousands of years, north-east China had been locked in ice, the ground permanently frozen. By about twelve thousand years ago, the ice in the northern parts of Russia, Europe and America was on the retreat, and the frozen island of ice centred on Hulunbuir and the Khingan mountains melted. The two lakes, Hulun and Buir, are remnants of that meltwater. That was when the geopark emerged roughly in its present form.


It’s a pretty spot. On our right, as we walk down over the grass, stand two willows, both doing well, alongside a third tree, this one a desiccated skeleton. Visitors, seeing the green-leaved trees as symbols of enduring love, have wrapped blue silk scarves round their trunks and hauled rocks around them, turning them into the centrepieces of a nature-worshipper’s shrine.


There’s water and pasture, enough for a small family to live here, according to a story told by Ying Bai. Once, there was a Mongolian wrestler called Ishgin, who lived here in the 1930s and 1940s, before going to Mongolia. So strong was he that when he went off to Mongolia, he put a whole tent on his back and set his mother on the top. ‘His name is interesting,’ Alatan, my Mongolian-Chinese companion, put in. ‘Ishig is a young goat in the first year of life, very weak. They called him Ishgin Bökh, “The Strength of a Young Goat”, as a nickname, a joke.’ Anyway, went on Ying Bai, he came back, and set himself up here – in a cave up there in the rocks – as a sort of a Robin Hood, attacking rich men and officers and giving what he stole to the poor. His noble efforts were rewarded with death in prison.


‘They call his home Cave Rock,’ she said. ‘Come and see it.’


It was an easy climb over the ice-rounded boulders, moulded together as neatly as lumps of dough by millennia of rain, snow, frost and sun. Swallows swooped and twittered above, hunting unseen insects. At the highest spot, two massive stones, one overlapping the other, formed a roof, as in a Stone Age tomb, except they had not been placed by people but dumped by ice. Underneath yawned the cave, not a comfortable place, because the ‘floor’ sloped at a steep angle. But with enough animal skins Ishgin could have survived a winter or two.


Down below, where the little river swirled around the base of the cliff, visitors had climbed a couple of metres to shove silk scarves into a rocky cleft. I supposed they were honouring Ishgin’s memory and, perhaps, the rocks themselves, which marked the slow changes as the soon-to-be grasslands shrugged off the mantle of ice.


Time passed, ice vanished, grasslands grew, rivers formed. In many official buildings in Hulunbuir, you see a glorious high-angle panorama of a river wandering along a grassy valley. The river, the Mergel, is only about thirty kilometres north of the capital Hailar, which makes the Mergel valley the second most popular destination for tourists in Hulunbuir (the main one being Manzhouli on the Russian border, which has casinos, night clubs and leggy Russian pole-dancers). One summer’s day, I joined the grasslanders. The driver turned off the expressway on to a narrow concrete road, abandoned the road for a track, forded a shallow river and climbed steeply over well-worn mud to a ridge.


And there was the famous view: the Mergel below, twisting its way over pasture as green as the lawn of an English stately home, sheep and horses grazing, but not a herder or a tent in sight, and all laid out under a blue sky and bright sun. Sometimes on the grasslands, mosquitoes and flies pester, but there were none. It could not have been more perfect. This was nature at its most pristine, untouched by human beings, just like the panorama I had seen in Hailar, the river as motionless as a well-fed snake.


The vision lasted a few seconds only. There was movement. Light flickered on ripples. The water was flowing from left to right, eating away its green banks. A tongue of land stood clear as the water swung round a corner, cutting a low cliff. Other bends told of a slow-motion dance between water and earth, as with any other meandering river. Every now and then, the current had cut through a corner, and left a gently curving lake, which over the years had filled with earth and become again part of the grassland. Grassy furrows showed where the river had once flowed, and narrow spits of land where the water would cut through in the not-too-distant future. How boring a straight river would have been, or even a succession of regular curves. It was the irregularity, those hints of past changes and changes to come, of a narrative working itself out over centuries, that created a scene more beautiful than any print or poster.


I became aware of the others who had come to stare. We were lined up like the front row of a theatre gallery, with cars parked by the dozen on either side. Now the onlookers became as intriguing as the view, taking selfies, posing and smiling for friends. Up here, the mass of 4x4s had churned away the grass to leave bare earth. It seemed that to view one large well-preserved section of grassland it was necessary to ruin a smaller one.


How long would it last, people and nature in balance? It was already manufactured; prehistory restored to draw tourists in. Not long ago, there had been herders here, with their tents and telegraph poles – all gone now, to maintain the illusion of an unsullied landscape for the visitors. How to manage this artifice? I imagined a consumerist future: a paved road leading up here, a viewing platform, viewing times, tickets sold, perhaps more being charged for a front seat, all to see a river and a pasture kept timeless by laws and restrictions.


I had not seen the half of it. From this glorious view, we followed the track down to a road that led on along the valley, swinging back and forth, up and down. The valley itself is some eighty kilometres long, and the river, with its countless twists and turns, many times longer. The whole valley is one huge tourist site in the making, served by the newly paved road, already punctuated by encampments and food stalls. A side road leads to a luxury hotel, where you can get an air-conditioned bedroom overlooking the Mergel. All along the road, fences keep grazing sheep at bay, but leave plenty of room for cars.


We pulled into a huge car park, where canvas-roofed stalls offered food for tourists. ‘Ice cream!’ yelled a voice over a loudspeaker. ‘Local yoghurt!’ A sign read: ‘Feed the sheep, twenty yuan a turn.’ Twenty yuan for what? For grass, of which there were infinite amounts on the other side of the wire fence. Perhaps, I joked to Alatan, some enterprising businessman will bottle the Mergel air for visitors to take back to Beijing. More than likely, he rejoined: gasping Beijingers can in fact buy compressed air from Tibet.


The road dropped and ran closer to the river. I walked down to a bend where the slow-moving current revealed a gravelly beach. A lone fisherman stood like a statue further downstream. I dipped a hand into the water, feeling privileged, as if by some dreadful administrative error I had been allowed access to a priceless artefact. I imagined a future in which such an intrusion into such a carefully managed scene would be banned, unless I paid extra.


The coming of the nomads


As the ice retreated, warmer climates across Eurasia gave rise to two new systems. The first was farming, which allowed for permanent settlements and larger, complex societies, typically based on major rivers. But the heart of Eurasia held another world that was no use to farmers – an ocean of grass stretching from the far east to Hungary, from the forests of Siberia down to the deserts of western China and Ordos. This was the domain of gazelles and wild horses and wolves, until those on the borderlands developed another lifestyle entirely. In about 3500 BCE, some groups learned how to tame horses. With nothing but a bit and reins (neither saddles nor stirrups are necessities), horse-riders could herd horses, sheep, cattle, goats, camels, reindeer and yaks. To stay with your herds, all you needed was a tent (which evolved into today’s warm, cool, wind-shouldering domes of felt) and a wagon to put it on. Grass, when processed by animals, became food, fuel, clothing and covers for your tent. This new grassland culture spread slowly during the first millennium BCE. Herders learned how to forge bronze and then iron for swords and arrowheads.


Pastoral nomads were also warriors. A tool used for hunting also served as a formidable weapon. The composite recurved bow is a half-circle combination of horn, wood, sinew and glue, which is strung by a strong arm bending it back on itself. It ranks with the Roman sword and the machine gun as a weapon that changed the world. Who first invented it and when is much debated, but by the time of the Trojan War, perhaps about 1250 BCE, it was the weapon of choice for hunters and mounted warriors across all Europe and Asia.


The power of this weapon was astonishing. At close range, say fifty to a hundred metres, the right sort of arrow with the right sort of head can pierce armour. The range was equally astonishing, as the earliest inscription in Mongol reveals. It was carved on a two-metre-high stone, probably in 1226. Found in 1818 in southern Siberia near today’s Mongolian border, it was made when Chinggis Khan had just returned from a triumphant campaign in the Muslim world. He ordered a celebration during which his nephew Yesunge decided to display his legendary strength and skill. The stone records the extraordinary result: ‘While Chinggis Khan was holding an assembly of Mongolian dignitaries… Yesunge hit a target at 335 alds.’ An ald was the distance between a man’s fingertips with arms outstretched, about 1.6 metres. So Yesunge’s unspecified target – a tree, perhaps, or a tent – was some five hundred metres away.**


Horse-riders, armed with their powerful little bows, could gallop wherever there was grass and raid whoever happened to be in the way, like other nomads and merchant caravans and – on the edges of their world – villages and cities. Settled societies had no answer, because the horsemen appeared from nowhere and vanished like mist at dawn.


Arrowheads had their own sub-technology. Pastoral nomads had metallurgists, who knew how to smelt iron from rock, and smiths with the tools and skills to cast and forge. Bone served well enough for hunting, but warfare demanded points of metal – bronze or iron – with two or three fins, which would slot onto the arrow. Blacksmiths became crucial members of their societies – Chinggis Khan’s birth-name was Temujin, given him by his father after he captured an enemy of that name, or possibly profession: it means ‘blacksmith’.


In the mid-first millennium BCE, pastoral nomads established themselves from the borderlands of China to the Black Sea, where they became the distant neighbours of the Greeks. They were known then and now as ‘Scythians’, a vague term grouping untold numbers of clans and tribes that spanned all inner Asia. They get their name from a mythical Greek hero called Scythes, the son of the famously strong Hercules and the only one able to bend and string his father’s bow. As Greek civilisation rose in the seventh and sixth centuries BCE, the Greeks knew about the ‘Scythians’ only from a distance. In the West, the Greek historian Herodotus is our major source. In about 460 BCE, he travelled to Olbia, then a thriving Greek frontier city on today’s Ukrainian coast. From here, trading caravans run by Scythians set out for Central Asia and vanished into a void. ‘I have never met anyone,’ he wrote, ‘who claims to have actually seen it.’


At the other end of Asia, the land that would become China was a mass of competing kingdoms. War followed war as each state struggled for survival and conquest. Over three hundred years, a hundred states whittled themselves down to seven, who were left to battle it out in the so-called Warring States period (about 481–221 BCE). Centuries of war to the east and south made little impression on the borderlands and their ancient ways.


But change was coming, kickstarted by the ambitious and ruthless man who forged the iron heart of a new empire.





Notes


* In ‘Ikh’ the kh is pronounced like the ch in loch. An alternative transliteration is Yeke, which is from the ancient vertical script used in Inner Mongolia. The language has moved on, but the script hasn’t.


** Today, with modern materials and specially designed arrows, handheld bows can be made to fire three-quarters of a mile. The world record for a bow drawn purely by muscle-power is 1 mile 268 yards (1.8 kilometres), set by Harry Drake on Ivanpah Dry Lake, California, in 1971. Using his own specially designed bow, he lay on his back, pulling with both hands, with the bow braced by his feet.
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The First Emperor’s tomb mound (c.210 BCE), near Xi’an.














PART I


THE TALE OF THREE EMPIRES


The story of China’s erratic expansion northwards starts over two thousand years ago, before there was a China. Two antagonistic empires formed: one of farmers and cities, the core of today’s nation; the other of nomadic herders on the northern grasslands. For almost three hundred years they were bitter enemies – one of the longest wars in history, and one of the least known to the outside world. Its end was unique: the total annihilation of this, the first nomad empire. It vanished, to be rediscovered only in recent decades. A third empire filled the void, also originally one of nomads, who, over the next three centuries, survived by settling down and adopting Chinese culture.
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A bers, a mythical monster, on a plate found in a Xiongnu grave.














CHAPTER 1


Forging unity, twice


A mystery in Mongolia


If you leave the crammed streets and toxic air of the Mongolian capital, Ulaanbaatar, and drive a hundred kilometres north along the only road, a track leads off to the right over the open steppe. Follow it towards the Russian border for half an hour, pitching like a dinghy in a swell over grassy dunes, and you pull at last into an area of pine-covered hills. Wander around. You will find yourself amid dozens of holes and trenches, all overgrown, like a long-abandoned battlefield. These are not shell-holes and dug-outs, but graves. The place, called Noyon Uul (‘Royal Hills’), is a huge necropolis.


The site was discovered over a century ago, in the spring of 1913, by a Russian geologist named Andrei Ballod, surveying for a gold-mining company. Seeing that the mounds had been dug up some time in the past, he assumed they were old gold-workings, and ordered his team to excavate one. Almost four metres down, they hit a covering of wood and reeds. Underneath, lay a puzzling collection of objects – a jug, an axle-cap, bits of horse harnesses, pieces of gold and bronze. Ballod realised this was a burial mound. He sent some of the finds to the Imperial Russian Geographical Society’s East Siberian branch in Irkutsk, describing them as ‘The Ancient Tombs of Unknown People’. The Russian scientists were puzzled, but could do nothing, given the onset of war and revolution in both Russia and Mongolia.


Eleven years later, after Ballod’s death, the famous Russian explorer Petr Kozlov arrived on his way to Tibet. He heard of the finds from a member of Ballod’s team, and sent out a colleague, Sergei Kondratiev, to check out the site. Realising this was a major discovery, Kozlov changed his plans, joined the work and found that Noyon Uul covered almost twenty square kilometres, with 212 tumuli. The graves had been robbed, and had then become waterlogged and deep-frozen – luckily, because everything remaining had been deep-frozen as well.


Excavating eight mounds, Kozlov’s team found sloping approaches to two-metre-high rooms made of pine logs, carpeted with embroidered wool or felt. Each contained a tomb of pine logs, and inside that a silk-lined larch-wood coffin. Every grave was a chaos of objects, some two thousand in all (most of them now in St Petersburg), tossed about among human and animal bones. These had been wealthy, cosmopolitan people. They valued handicrafts and foreign goods, some of which came from China, even Rome and Greece: patterned felt, lacquered wooden bottles, bronze pots, spoons of horn, knee-length underpants of wool and silk, bronze buckles, fur hats, jade decorations, golden jewellery, silver plates with yaks and deer in bas relief, felt carpets and tapestries embroidered with the heads of men and animals.


One summer a few years ago, I went to the site with two experts from Ulaanbaatar’s Museum of Mongolian History – Odbaatar, weasel-slim and quiet-spoken, and his boss Gelegdorj Eregzen, whose dissertation was on Noyon Uul. Hidden by the trees and shrubs was a circular mound with a hole in its side. This was Kozlov’s tomb No. 1, now looking like an overgrown well. Other mounds nearby were practically invisible. But within a kilometre, we stumbled on dozens, mostly only a metre or two high and ten metres apart. One, No. 24, was a crater six metres deep with an entrance road running into it – the result of excavations over recent years.


This cemetery was the first evidence of the earliest of many nomadic empires, and the greatest until the rise of the Mongols under Chinggis Khan over one thousand years later. It was this empire that set itself in opposition to China’s newly formed core and caused China’s first, and very expensive, surge northwards.


In Ordos


At the time, no one knew who these people were or how they had arisen. We know a lot more now.


By about 500 BCE, many Scythian tribes had risen and fallen. Some left long-lasting remains, others vanished with hardly a trace, which was not the fate of two minor tribes living close to what we now call China.


Their homeland was Ordos, that region skirted by the Yellow River as it sweeps around the Great Bend. In 500 BCE, it was firmly in the hands of several tribes of nomadic herders, most notably two tribes called Di and Rong. Conditions were better then. According to recent archaeological evidence,1 some eighty-five percent of Ordos was covered by forests and grassland as compared with only about nine percent today.2 Those pastures were ideal for horse-riders and herders. Though they surely traded with their Chinese neighbours to the east and south, they looked mainly west and north to the grasslands, sharing with their peoples a way of life and a culture. We know something about them because of what they left beneath the soil.


One summer day in 1972, an old herdsman named Wang Shun was tending his flock in the semi-desert west of the region’s capital, Ordos City, when a sudden storm shifted loose earth from a nearby slope. As the skies cleared, something glinted in the newly fallen soil. He dug, and found bits and pieces of gold, mixed in with bones. The storm had washed open a tomb, one of two, as later excavations revealed.


One of the 218 finds was a golden coronet with a separate golden skullcap topped by a turquoise-headed eagle. Despite not being bronze, it has since become the centrepiece of the Ordos Bronzes, the objects that define both the culture of Ordos and much of Scythian culture. It is the inspiration for Ordos City’s Bronze Museum, which opened in 2015 to house the world’s greatest collection of bronzes. The coronet is mirrored by the museum’s design – circular, as the coronet is, with a blue domed roof, decorated with clouds, suggesting both the coronet’s skullcap and the Mongolian deity, the Blue Sky.


The museum’s curator, Wang Zhihao, introduced me to the collection, aided by Zhang Ziyang, deputy director of the Education Department. Mr Zhang was a fan of the imposing American ex-basketball player and rapper, Shaquille O’Neal, ‘Shaq’ to his admirers, which Mr Zhang had adapted into a pseudonym. He called himself ‘Mr Shark’.


The coronet, of course, had pride of place, well-lit and glittering in its glass case. Up close, gold braid forms two semicircles – linked by horse-and-ram clasps – and above it another semicircle with a crouching tiger at either end completes the forehead section. On the separate skullcap stands the golden eagle with its turquoise head, which is attached to its body with gold wires, so that it would sway as the wearer moved. The skullcap itself is of four embossed sections, each holding a stylised wolf intertwined with a goat or ram. Dating probably from the third to second centuries BCE, it seems to assert the wealth and power of its owner.


As I gazed in awe, Mr Shark interjected: ‘It’s good, isn’t? For a replica.’


‘What?’


‘Yes. The real one is in the museum in Hohhot.’


But why?


Mr Shark explained: Inner Mongolia’s capital had the original long before the Bronze Museum was built, so they weren’t about to give it up.


The bronzes themselves, only a few centimetres across, are mainly belt buckles, for belts proclaimed status, power, adulthood and identity. But the bronzes also include the tops of tent-poles, decorations for horse harnesses, daggers with decorated handles, mirrors and hooks. A unique pair of weights were (perhaps) attached to a rope and thrown to entangle the legs of fleeing animals – a device otherwise unknown in Asia, but widely used in South America by Patagonian gauchos and as a weapon by the Incas.


The designs reflect a fascination with animals. Some are commonplace – horses, sheep, deer, birds – others less so: an eagle fighting a tiger for a goat, monsters of various sorts, warriors killing captives. Any of these may have a mirror-image double – the other half of the belt buckle. One odd mythological creature with a beak-like nose seems to have been unique to Ordos. A favourite motif was the tiger – as the golden coronet showed – often depicted eating a sheep or carrying a deer over its shoulder. Yet China had no tigers. The nearest ones, as today, were in the forests of Manchuria. Perhaps a tiger on your belt buckle was a statement of status and power.


Most of the bronzes come from graves, not just in Ordos but from hundreds of graves scattered across north China and inner Asia, even Iran. Specialists try to categorise the stylistic variants, tracking trade routes and dating them within their thousand-year span, between about 800 BCE and 200 CE. One cemetery alone, found in 1979 in Maoqinggou (Liangcheng County, Inner Mongolia, just east of Hohhot), had seventy-nine graves, with 229 bronze plaques, fairly evenly distributed between men and women (though elsewhere belt-plaques were mostly used by men). Many of these had Chinese characters on them, showing that China was not only an enemy but also a prime market.


A century ago, bronzes could be found lying about in the sand. Locals gathered them by the bucketful and sold them for a pittance. Only a few people, mostly foreigners, were interested in Chinese art and antiquities, which made the early twentieth century a golden age for foreign collectors of bronzes. As Mr Shark said ruefully, ‘Some people might call this robbery.’ But most of the recent finds are safe in in the museum. ‘We have a collection of about ten thousand,’ added Mr Wang. ‘People still find them today.’


‘What would one sell for?’


‘Nothing,’ said Mr Wang. ‘It is illegal to sell them.’


But, as I discovered later, those rare bronzes that come up for auction fetch $600 and up. In 2015, one sold for €123,000.


A new power on the grasslands


No one knows who made the bronzes. Carbon-14 dates of graves suggest that they were being made before 500 BCE, when pastoral nomadism began to develop. A reference in about 661 BCE mentions the Di and Rong, who had a reputation for violence. ‘The Di and Rong are like wolves,’ wrote an adviser to the state of Zhao, Guan Zhong. Fortunately for their neighbours, they lacked a charismatic leader to unify them. From the second half of the fourth century BCE, they were being conquered by, or absorbed into, a single tribe, who we can at last name as the Xiongnu (pronounced Shiung-noo).


We don’t know what this new group called themselves in their unrecorded language, but another source suggests their name. In 313 BCE, a trader from Sogdia (in today’s Uzbekistan and neighbouring countries) abandoned some letters – that is, strips of bamboo that were used to write on – in a tower near Dunhuang. The writer complains bitterly of the destruction caused by people he calls the Xwn, Hun. That is the core of their name in both Mongol and Chinese. In the Latin script versions of both languages, they are often simply ‘Huns’, implying that they were the ancestors of Attila’s people who helped undermine the Roman Empire in the fifth century CE – an idea for which there is little evidence (see Appendix II).


The most common name reflects the Chinese version. To represent foreign names, Chinese chooses syllables that sound vaguely like the original. Since each syllable has many written signs, Chinese commonly select a character that suggests something suitable. ‘Hun’ in Chinese is represented by the sign 凶, that is transliterated in today’s pinyin system as xiōng. Among other things, the sign means ‘terrible, horrible, bad, fear-inducing’. Then, for some unknown reason, a Han-dynasty scribe added a second word with an ascending tone, nú, 奴, meaning ‘slave’. ‘Horrible slaves’ – apparently that seemed a suitable name for the ‘barbaric’ northerners. Since China is the region’s dominant culture, the new arrivals in Ordos are generally known as Xiongnu (or Hsiung-nu in the outmoded Wade-Giles transliteration).


That’s what the historian Sima Qian called them, writing in the late second century BCE. Sima Qian, our major source, needs a diversion. Born around 145 BCE, he became the court’s Grand Historian in his thirties, writing a monumental history, the Shi Ji (Historical Records), usually referred to in English as The Records of the Grand Historian. The books cover the whole history of China down to his own day. The history is a brilliant mix of oral and written sources, though he does not provide references, which makes him the top historian of ancient China. More than a historian, he is a wonderful teller of stories rich with anecdotes, personalities and dialogue. On one subject, he had a hidden agenda. He disapproved of the way his Emperor, Wu, dealt with the Xiongnu – by all-out war. This had been the policy of the First Emperor, China’s unifier, the instigator of the Great Wall, his massive tomb mound and its guardians, the Terracotta Army. (More on both him and Wu later.) Sima Qian wished to criticise Wu, but could not, without courting death; so he attacked the First Emperor instead, giving him a very bad press, fleshed out with dramatic tales of dubious reliability. Much of what he says is backed by earlier sources, for all dynasties had their official histories, but some stories are well-spun, and a few are nothing more than hearsay or (in light of his Hollywood dialogue) pure fiction. The problem is that we cannot know which is which. Uncertainty permeates our story. It is the stuff of life, but that is not the same as truth.


Sima Qian’s excesses are countered by another major source, written a thousand years later by Sima Guang (a remote descendant of Sima Qian), who spent nineteen years with a team of researchers writing the monumental Zizhi Tongjian (Mirror of Good Governance) – 284 chapters, 354 volumes, covering almost 1,500 years from 403 BCE to 959 CE, and published in 1048. Very different from Sima Qian’s biographical approach, Sima Guang’s chronicle is chronological, more rigorous and much harder going.3


Neither of the Simas can say where the Xiongnu came from. No one can. In the words of Nicola Di Cosmo, of the Institute of Advanced Study, Princeton, ‘After several decades of debates, questions relating to the ethnic and linguistic identity of the Xiongnu are still unanswered.’ They migrated into Ordos from who-knows-where and somehow, by the late third century BCE, they had become a significant force. Their first proper mention comes in about 250 BCE. A few years later, they come into focus as they get their first named leader, Tumen. His title is chanyu, short for ‘Chengli Gutu Chanyu’, possibly meaning ‘Heaven-sent Supreme Leader’.*


Not supreme yet. The Xiongnu owed allegiance both to the Dong and to the Yuezhi, a tribe ruling the west, in what is now Gansu. The Yuezhi are not well known, but they deserve better, because they play a major role in the Xiongnu story as well as the history of inner Asia. They probably migrated from southern Russia and settled in Gansu around 2000 BCE. Trading with China in jade and horses, they acquired their Chinese name, meaning ‘Clan of the Moon’, but what they called themselves is unknown.


Tumen, boss of the still insignificant Xiongnu, had a son named Modu,** who will soon take over the storyline. But not yet, because we must wait while Sima Qian gives him a motive to act. Tumen becomes infatuated with a new young wife with whom he has another son, and decides to replace Modu as his heir with his newborn. What is to be done with Modu? A solution is at hand. To guarantee their security, and as a sign of submission, minor tribes often sent princes as hostages to dominant ones. So Tumen sends Modu off to the Yuezhi, where Sima Qian leaves him, seething with resentment against his father.


Meanwhile, in ‘China’


It is 300 BCE, halfway through the Warring States period (403†–221 BCE): a hundred mini-states and city-states have fought themselves down to seven. The seven are at war, constantly. The obsession with war has equal and opposite obsessions: with peace, diplomacy, art, philosophy and poetry. Great thinkers struggled with great questions, the greatest thinker being Kong Fuzi, or Confucius in his Latinised name.


Dismayed by the evils of his world, he sought to redress them with a system of ethics and good government. Everyone should understand their place in society, from king to commoner, and fulfil their responsibilities to those above and below, living in accordance with the prime virtues: loyalty, piety, filial respect and benevolence. Act virtuously, he taught, and peace will follow.


But it didn’t. Cynics asked: what was the point of rulers applying Confucian virtues if it did not lead to peace? Their answer was brutally pragmatic: none at all. For rulers, the only way to peace was to prepare for war, fight, win, then prepare for yet more war. This agenda received its most forceful expression from an ambitious young scholar named Shang. Lord Shang (Shang Yang) was born in the state of Wei, which dominated the middle Yellow River, probably around 400 BCE. For rulers, he argued, power is the only virtue. Ordinary people are lazy, greedy, cowardly, treacherous, foolish and shifty, so the only way to rule them is to terrify, reward and punish them. This should be a universal Law, applied to everyone without distinction, an agenda from which it gets its name – Legalism. We don’t call it that today, but it sounds strangely familiar. Shang Yang would approve of Machiavelli and modern autocrats. ‘A weak people means a strong state,’ wrote Shang. ‘A strong state means a weak people.’


Wei’s prime minister, Gongshu Cuo, feared what might happen if the young man took his persuasive ideas to a rival king. When the prime minister was on his death bed, he advised the king to keep Shang’s loyalty by making him the next prime minister. If not, he said, ‘Be sure to have him killed. Don’t allow him to leave the state!’ Claiming that Gongshu was ‘Quite out of his mind’, the king dismissed both ideas, with the very result that Gongshu had feared. Shang, unrewarded and very much alive, turned to the neighbouring state of Qin (pronounced Chin), which, under its king, Xiao, was emerging as the strongest of the warring rivals. When King Xiao died, Shang met a nasty end, ‘tied to two chariots and torn apart’.4 His ideas lived on in Han Fei, whose Legalism found ready acceptance in Qin. Here are three examples of his advice to would-be dictators on how to gain and hold power:


1. ‘Where there are accomplishments, the ruler takes credit for their worth; where there are errors, the ministers are held responsible for the blame; hence the ruler’s name never suffers.’


2. ‘Be empty, still and idle, and from your place of darkness observe the defects of others. See but do not appear to see; listen but do not seem to listen; know but do not let it be known that you know.’


3. ‘This is the way to listen to the words of others: be silent as though in a drunken stupor. Say to yourself: Lips! Teeth! Do not be the first to move… Let others say their piece – I will gain knowledge thereby.’


His policies worked. Qin turned itself into the hardest of the hard.





A force for national unity


We are ready for the entry of the First Emperor, the man who would create a nation, confront the ‘barbarians’ and turn them from rivals into an existential menace.


This is the story as told by Sima Qian. In the neighbouring state, Zhao, lives a rich and ambitious merchant named Lü Buwei. He meets a minor Qin prince, Zichu, the son of a junior concubine of the heir to the Qin throne.5 Zichu is not in line for succession – indeed, there is no line, because the crown prince’s official wife is barren. He has been sent by Qin to be a hostage in the Zhao court, a common diplomatic ploy to show Qin’s good intentions. Lü proposes a scheme to lever Zichu on to the Qin throne. He gives the prince some cash to buy some ‘rare objects, trinkets and toys’, which he takes to the Qin capital, Xianyang. He has his purchases delivered to the wife of the crown prince along with a letter proclaiming his admiration. Since she has no son, he says, she will need protection when the Emperor dies. She should have a stepson, who will become the crown prince’s heir, and second in line to the throne. Eventually, when ‘the one whom you call son becomes king, you need never fear any loss of position’. So it happens. Zichu becomes the princess’s stepson and the crown prince’s heir, with Lü as his tutor.


Now comes a dramatic incident, typical of Sima Qian and his flair for narrative. Lü has a very beautiful girlfriend. She becomes pregnant. Zichu sees her, falls in love and asks for her. Lü, whose whole future is now tied to Zichu, hands her over. In 259 BCE, she has a son, named Zheng. In due course, Zichu becomes king, the girlfriend his queen, Zheng the crown prince and Lü – the queen’s ex-lover and Zheng’s natural father – the prime minister. Five years later Zichu dies, leaving thirteen-year-old Zheng to succeed under the control of his patron and father, Lü.


Meanwhile, Lü and the beautiful queen reignite their relationship, but Lü, afraid of discovery, hatches another plot even more complicated than the previous one. In Sima Qian’s words:




The queen dowager did not cease her wanton behaviour. Lü Buwei began to fear that, if her conduct were ever brought to light, he himself would become involved with the scandal. He therefore searched about in secret until he found a man named Lao Ai who had an unusually large penis, and made him a servant in his household. Then, when an occasion arose, he had suggestive music performed and, instructing Lao Ai to stick his penis through the centre of a wheel made of paulownia wood, had him walk about with it, making certain that the report of this reached the ears of the queen dowager so as to excite her interest.





Perhaps Lao Ai and his attribute is nothing more than palace gossip. But Sima Qian, a master teller of tales, tells this one, not because it is true, but as a way to explain later events.


The queen asks to meet Lao Ai. But ‘real’ men are not allowed into the dowager empress’s quarters. So Lü arranges for Lao Ai to be falsely accused of a crime for which the punishment is castration. The official in charge of castration is bribed to pretend to carry out the procedure, plucking out Lao Ai’s beard and eyebrows to make him look like a eunuch. ‘In this way,’ says Sima Qian, ‘he eventually came to wait on the queen, who carried on clandestine relations with him and grew to love him greatly.’ Lao Ai acquires a retinue of a thousand retainers. The queen bears him two sons, half-brothers and possible rivals of the teenaged King Zheng, who is kept in the dark by his mentor, Lü Buwei, his mother’s ex-lover and his real father. This is a disaster in the making.


In the ninth year of his reign (238 BCE), King Zheng discovers the truth. He orders an investigation. Lao Ai, panic-stricken, tries to start a revolt, but his followers desert him and he is quickly captured. So now the 22-year-old Emperor, Zheng, knows that he is the bastard son of his nominal father’s mentor and that his mother is obsessed by a well-endowed and treacherous gigolo, all with the participation of the man to whom he owes his throne. He faces a choice: either to remain a puppet, controlled by his mother, her lover and his mentor; or he has to assert himself, by crushing the lot.


He chose suppression, for the details of which we are on firmer ground. Lao Ai was tied to four chariots, which were driven off in different directions. His associates and relatives were executed, as were the two boys, his half-brothers and the possible future rivals. Lao Ai’s thousand hangers-on and four thousand noble families had their estates confiscated and were exiled, as was his mother and Lü Buwei, who committed suicide by drinking poison.


That left King Zheng, now aged twenty-four, betrayed and alone. His first reaction was uncontrolled anger. In the words of Sima Guang, the king issued a decree: ‘Whoever even dares to utter a word regarding my mother, I will have him decapitated, quartered and his remains scattered in front of the palace as exhibits.’ Twenty-seven people died for daring to utter a solitary remark about the king’s mother.


What now? He had the answer, from Li Si, an ambitious Legalist, who had been advising the king throughout his teenage years. His advice, based on Han Fei and Shang: withdraw into a world of mystery, show no mercy and do only those things that increase power. The First Emperor‡ became power incarnate. Later portraits show him as an icon, bearded, bulky and wearing headgear with tassels dangling down to hide his semi-divine features, but Sima Qian makes him slit-eyed and pigeon-breasted, with a high pointed nose and also extremely scary: inscrutable, short-tempered, unpredictable.


The army, the key to his success, had no secret weapon. The same weapons were common to all the warring states – bows and arrows, halberds, swords, leather armour and crossbows. Far more powerful than an ordinary bow, the crossbow could be cocked, its string held by a bronze trigger, and held ready like a loaded rifle. Qin also had repeating crossbows, which had a magazine and could fire ten poisoned bolts in twenty seconds. Triggers are worth a comment. As Joseph Needham puts it in his monumental Science and Civilisation in China (Vol. 5, 30), they were ‘among the greatest triumphs of ancient metallurgical and engineering practice in any civilisation’. Six precisely made pieces of bronze made the crossbow into the ancient equivalent of the Kalashnikov: mass-produced, easily dismantled, easily maintained.


Qin was a state-sized fighting machine. Its troops – tough, mobile, highly disciplined – could march fifty kilometres a day in leather armour, carrying weapons and provisions for three days. There was nothing new in any one element. It was the whole coordinated package that set the Qin army apart – the food supply, the recruitment, centralised control, communication, training, discipline. And a vision. For the first time in Chinese history, an army was dedicated not simply to victory in battle but to the conquest of territory, with each victory gathering more troops and more weapons. Once started – with the conquest of Han in 234 BCE – the Qin army snowballed from strength to strength. Of the conquests themselves, we have no details except their dates. In the course of thirteen years, Han, Zhao, Wei, Chu, Yan and Qi all fell, and in 221 BCE Qin and its six victims became the core of today’s China, the ‘middle kingdom’ (zhong guo), which is what the nation is still called by its people and by other nations in nearby Asia.


But not by Westerners. Once unified from the borders of Tibet to the Pacific, from the edge of the Mongolian grasslands to the South China Sea, this region was gradually equated by many with its dominant power. Thus, as the name passed from language to language across Eurasia, did Qin become China, or its equivalent in numerous languages.


Now began a revolution involving all aspects of society. The old kingdoms gave way to three dozen centrally controlled commanderies, subdivided into several hundred prefectures. Each of the seven states had used different measures of area, widths of cartwheels, coins, weights, measures, styles of clothing and scripts. All were ditched for new ones imposed empire wide. Labour became available as never before – the newly conquered millions, the hundreds of thousands of soldiers freed from military service by peace. To keep them busy and avoid revolts, the Emperor set them to work on huge infrastructure projects: palaces, canals, dams, roads, the Emperor’s tomb, the Great Wall.


One problem remained unsolved, one crucial area untaken: Ordos and its nomads. And to tackle them, to get his troops into and across Ordos, Qin would need a road of unprecedented scale to be constructed at unprecedented speed.


The Straight Road


Once again, the source for this extraordinary idea is Sima Qian, who tells us that Qin’s 800-kilometre Straight Road, as it is known, was built to drive out the Xiongnu, seize Ordos and extend Qin’s borders all the way to the Yellow River. I was intrigued. Surely, if the road had been suitable for carriages and battalions of soldiers, there would be remnants. Driving along Ordos’s expressways, I brought up the subject with my companion, Alatan. Occasionally, we would be diverted on to earth roads by some new construction project, and we would wonder how many men with spades it would take to match these contingents of scrapers and trucks.


First, the facts, such as they are. The story starts in 214 BCE, seven years after unification. The First Emperor was becoming obsessed by the possibility of achieving immortality. One of the officers sent to discover the secrets of eternal life returned ‘claiming that it had come to him from gods and spirits’ that Qin would be destroyed by the barbarians of Ordos.


At this – as Sima Qian says in Chapter 88 of his Shi Ji – the Emperor ordered General Meng Tian to pre-empt any such possibility. Meng Tian, son of a famous father and brother of one of the Emperor’s closest advisers, was the greatest general of his day. He was told to ‘lead a force of 300,000 men and advance north, expelling the Rong and Di barbarians and taking control of the region south of the bend of the Yellow River’. The Rong and Di, remember, were two of several subgroups coming together to become part of the Xiongnu. In another section, Sima Qian says that ‘Meng Tian’s might struck terror into the Xiongnu people’ (with results that will become clear).


Sima Guang adds to Sima Qian’s account, saying that Meng Tian ‘made successive assaults against the Xiongnu tribes, recovering the territories south of the [Yellow] River… the armies of the frontier were engaged in a protracted war that lasted for more than a decade’, after which ‘they held sway in the lands of the Xiongnu’. By that time, Meng Tian was dead, in circumstances we will get to later.


Meng Tian’s invasion would do more than counter the mounted archers. The deeper reasons lay in the Emperor’s domestic needs and imperialist ambitions. Firstly, armies must be used. Idleness breeds boredom, a decline in morale, insubordination, even revolution. So, secondly, the First Emperor gave them huge and challenging tasks – take Ordos, and build, build, build. Thirdly, armies must be fed, so Qin needed new lands and new colonists. Ordos, once cleared of its nomads, offered prime new territory. Finally, though this is nowhere stated, it would have seemed vital to extend Qin to its ‘natural’ western and northern boundary on the Yellow River. It was as much a manifest destiny as young America’s urge to expand all the way to the Pacific Ocean.


But conquest was not enough. Ordos was to be secured by the Great Wall, the grandest of the infrastructure projects. It supposedly ran from Lanzhou along the Yellow River and on to Liaodong on the Pacific, a distance of ten thousand li (about five thousand kilometres), which conforms with the usual name for the Wall, the Wan Li Chang Cheng (the 10,000-li Long Wall). Sima Qian is weak on detail. In one chapter he says the army numbered 300,000, elsewhere 100,000, and he does not specify the route. Archaeology is no help, at least so far. True, north of the Yellow River in the Yin mountains, a low wall winding over the hills has a big sign that names it ‘The Great Wall of the Qin Dynasty’. It is no more than waist-high, a metre across, and made of slate. It’s a tourist attraction, with nothing great about it, certainly nothing ancient. Decaying bits of the Great Wall, the packed earth eroded into saw-teeth, are common across the southern Ordos, but they were built centuries later and have nothing to do with the Qin wall. We must be content with generalities. Outposts were constructed, says Sima Qian, and ‘convicts transported in to populate the new districts’.


The first task was to expel the nomads, an act we would now term ‘ethnic cleansing’. Tumen, still the chanyu of the Xiongnu in Ordos, had no chance against the massed forces of Qin. He led his people across the Yellow River, to safety north of the Gobi, in the grasslands of central Mongolia, to wait until the time was ripe for revenge and booty-hunting.


For Qin, victory was just the start. If the frontier was to be held, troops had to remain there, be relieved regularly and be supplied with food, clothing, tents, mounts and weapons. Let’s say it took a few years of preparation, and that the army needed to be in camp by the autumn of 214 BCE, since Qin leaders would not have wished to go on campaigning in the winter with no basecamps.


So the First Emperor had good reason to demand a road. And we know it was a good one, because Sima Qian travelled along it a century after it was built. ‘I have travelled to the northern border,’ he wrote. ‘And returned by the Straight Road. As I went along, I saw the outposts of the Great Wall which Meng Tian constructed for the Qin. He cut through the mountains and filled up the valleys, opening up a direct road. Truly he made free with the strength of the common people!’ Sima Qian told some tall stories, but here his eyewitness testimony sounds convincing. Shouldn’t there be something concrete to see – or at least the Qin equivalent of concrete?


It was also built very fast. Meng Tian’s military orders came through in 214 BCE, and thereafter work continued only for another four years at most, because in 210 BCE Meng Tian became a victim of the revolution that ended the Qin dynasty. A road 740 kilometres long (to be exact), from the First Emperor’s capital Xianyang to the Yellow River, built in four years? Was this really possible? And if so, how?


A few kilometres north of Ordos City there is a tourist attraction called the Qin Straight Road. This would surely answer my questions. Approaching over ridges and eroded ravines, we turned into a site that looked like a film set for a Great Wall movie. A tiled car park fringed a mock fortress with a raised terrace, six metres above the ground, supporting a statue of the First Emperor in his carriage, its four horses rearing as if about to leap into a void. The place was abandoned. The three of us – me, my guide ‘Water’ Xu and the driver – were the only ones there. Weeds poked through the tiles. There wasn’t even a ticket office. Someone had had an idea that had not worked.


It was obvious why not. There was no road. A bare spot revealed eroded, gravelly earth, with no hint of paving. A faint path of flattened grass led to a shoulder-high white boulder, on which three characters, cut into the rock and painted red, proclaimed this was the ‘Qin Straight Road’. Well, no, it wasn’t. Beyond the rock, the faint path showed that a few curious visitors had been drawn to check the stone’s claim. After a hundred metres the path dropped into a ravine, with no sign of any road over the rolling grass beyond.


So much for my fantasies. I needed to rethink. Perhaps today’s engineers could throw light on the problems and solutions of 2,200 or so years ago. Who better to help than an expert in road building? I contacted the boss of the Oriental Holding Group, which built many of the major roads and expressways across the Ordos. His name was Ding Ding, which to my English ears sounded like a charming tintinnabulation. We met in Beijing’s elegant Kunlun Hotel, with a discreet orchestral version of Elvis Presley’s ‘Love Me Tender’ to accompany the coffee. I asked him to imagine himself as Meng Tian, commissioned by the First Emperor to conquer and occupy Ordos by building the Straight Road. How would he do it?


He certainly had experience to address the problem, not that modern roadbuilding should be compared to Qin roadbuilding. In 2002, he started work on the road between Dongsheng (part of Ordos City) and Kangbashi, the new town to the south. Back then, I recalled, those thirty kilometres had been a battleground of potholes, which at one point had vanished under an overflowing river. Soon after that, the government decided to turn the road from two rough lanes into four good ones, which, said Mr Ding, ‘we did in one year’. Two years later, it was too busy, ‘So in 2009 the government said, “Let’s double it again!” So now it’s an eight-lane expressway.’


‘You’re a modern Meng Tian,’ I said.


He demurred. ‘Building roads across the desert is not very difficult’ – made even less difficult in Meng Tian’s case by the fact that Ordos back then was a lot greener than it is now.


What would have been involved?


Mr Ding became thoughtful. First, a survey: to map hills, ravines and ridges to bridge and cut through. Fifty five-man teams could survey fifteen kilometres each in the course of a summer, but work on the road would need to start before the surveyors had finished in order not to lose time.


‘The Qin Emperor standardised the width of chariots,’ said Mr Ding. ‘So Meng Tian would need to ensure the road was wide enough without being too wide, and firm enough without being too slow to build. I think perhaps crushed stones, like gravel, would make a good surface.’


How many men would it take to build 740 kilometres of hard-packed road in four years? As a rule of thumb, one man with a spade can shift about 3.5 cubic metres or five tonnes per day, but only in conjunction with several two-man teams carrying slings on poles to cart the earth away. Sima Qian’s disparate figures – 300,000 or 100,000 – are not much of a guide. That doesn’t matter, because the numbers needed to make the road are much smaller than that.


In very round figures: a road 740 kilometres long, four metres wide (enough for two carriages to pass), and (say) half a metre deep would mean 1.5 million cubic metres of earth to dig up, combine with gravel and then replace: about 3 million cubic metres to be shifted. There were no wheelbarrows yet; the first illustration of one dates from the early second century CE. Assume one worker with a spade fills a sling carried by two sling-carriers. If three workers can remove 3.5 cubic metres per day, and if they can replace it in the same amount of time, the job can be done with 4,500 workers in 571 days – 1.5 years, in round figures. That’s working flat out, eight hours a day, seven days a week. Double the time for bad weather, winter and engineering works, like cutting descents into ravines, filling in the gullies at the bottom and making wooden bridges. That is still only three years. And if things went wrong – a plague, say, or assaults by nomads – Meng Tian knew he had a potential workforce of millions as back-up.
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