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   LIST OF CHINESE DYNASTIES IN CHRONOLOGICAL ORDER


	
1. LEGENDARY PERIOD: early twenty-sixth century BC–late twenty-first century BC

	
2. XIA DYNASTY: late twenty-first century BC–early seventeenth century BC

	
3. SHANG DYNASTY: early seventeenth century BC–early eleventh century BC

	
4. ZHOU DYNASTY: early eleventh century–256 BC

	
5. QIN DYNASTY: 221 BC–206 BC

	
6. HAN DYNASTY
Western Han dynasty (also known as Early Han, with its capital in Chang’an): 206 BC–AD 9

Eastern Han dynasty (also known as Late Han, with its capital in Luoyang): AD 25–AD 220

The last three emperors of the Eastern Han dynasty:

Emperor Ling: date of ascension AD 168

Emperor Shao: date of ascension AD 189

Emperor Xian: date of ascension AD 189



	
7. THREE KINGDOMS PERIOD: AD 220–AD 280
Wei kingdom, AD 220–AD 265

Shu kingdom (also known as the Shu-Han kingdom): AD 221–AD 263

Wu kingdom (also known as the Dong Wu kingdom): AD 222–AD 280



	
8. JIN DYNASTY: AD 265–AD 420

	
9. THE PERIOD OF DIVISION BETWEEN NORTH AND SOUTH: AD 420–AD 589

	
10. SUI DYNASTY: AD 589–AD 618

	
11. TANG DYNASTY: AD 618–AD 907

	
12. THE FIVE DYNASTIES PERIOD (ALSO KNOWN AS THE TEN KINGDOMS PERIOD): AD 907–AD 960

	
13. SONG DYNASTY: AD 960–AD 1279
Northern Song dynasty: AD 960–AD 1127

Southern Song dynasty: AD 1127–AD 1279



	
14. THE KHITAN DYNASTY (also known as the Liao dynasty, founded by the Khitan ethnic group) lasted from AD 916 to AD 1125 in northern China and southern Siberia. The Khitan belonged to the Altaic ethnic family, which is probably related to the Xiongnu ethnic group.

	
15. JIN DYNASTY (ALSO KNOWN AS THE JURCHEN DYNASTY, FOUNDED BY THE JURCHEN ETHNIC GROUP): AD 1115–AD 1234. In pinyin spelling, the Jin of the Jurchen dynasty is identical with the Jin of the Jin dynasty that terminated the Three Kingdoms period. In Chinese logographs, the two Jins are completely different. They are also pronounced with different tones.

	
16. YUAN (MONGOL) DYNASTY: Kublai Khan, a grandson of Genghis Khan, ascended the imperial throne in AD 1271 and declared the beginning of the Yuan dynasty in China, even though Genghis conquered northern China decades earlier. The Yuan dynasty ended in AD 1368.

	
17. MING DYNASTY: AD 1368–AD 1644

	
18. THE QING DYNASTY was founded by the Manchu branch of the Tungusic ethnic family. The Manchu are descendants of the Jurchens, who founded the Jin dynasty in the twelfth century AD. The Qing dynasty, the last imperial dynasty of China, endured from AD 1644 to AD 1911, when it was overturned by the revolution led by Sun Yat-sen.








INTRODUCTION

For centuries, Lord Guan (Guan Gong), named Guan Yu, also known as Guan Laoye “Grandpa Guan” and Guan Di “Emperor Guan,” loomed large in the lives and psyches of Chinese people as a patron saint and a protector, until the establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949. Every village and every neighborhood of a city in precommunist China had numerous Guan Gong shrines or temples where supplicants went to pray, burn incense, and petition for the fulfillment of their wishes. In 1977, when I visited Taipei, I counted seventy-two Guan Gong shrines and temples. Most overseas Chinese restaurants and stores keep a small Guan Gong shrine on the inside wall near the entrance. Patrons of those shops and restaurants typically mistook the shrine as paraphernalia for ancestor worship. Upon closer examination, one would discover that the image in all those shrines invariably showed a warrior with a ferocious yet righteous red face, sporting a big beard and holding a halberd. That image is Lord Guan, who became the god of wealth by popular acclaim in the sixteenth century, even though he never paid any attention to the acquisition of wealth in his lifetime. That is why Chinese business establishments keep a shrine for him.

The worship of Guan Gong began during the short-lived Sui dynasty (AD 589–AD 618), approximately three and half centuries after Guan Gong’s death. The founding emperor of the Sui dynasty, a warrior of western pastoralist ancestry, promoted Buddhism, which was introduced into China by proselytizing monks from India and central Asia toward the end of the Late Han dynasty (AD 25–AD 220) in Guan Gong’s lifetime. This new religion, malleable and adaptive, quickly took on Chinese characteristics, aligning itself with Confucian ethics and absorbing Chinese folk mythology. As the worship of Guan Gong proliferated among Chinese people, he was deified as Sangharama Bodhisattva in the Buddhist pantheon of gods in China. The deification enhanced Guan Gong’s popularity.

Later in China’s dynastic era, Guan Gong was deified repeatedly. Emperor Huizong of the Song dynasty (AD 960–AD 1279), a Taoist, made Guan Gong a Taoist god. The founder of the Ming dynasty (AD 1368–AD 1644), Zhu Yuanzhang, named Guan Gong Tian Huang, “the almighty (celestial) god.” Toward the end of the Ming dynasty, when peasants rose in rebellion and the minority ethnic groups in China mounted military insurrections, the emperors and the imperial government tried to pacify the nation by invoking Guan Gong as the loyal celestial protector of the empire, hoping people would abide by one of Guan Gong’s virtues, zhong, “loyalty to your sovereign.” The penultimate emperor of the same dynasty, Xizong, who reigned from AD 1620 to AD 1627, established two statues of Guan Gong in the imperial palace and made the worship of Guan Gong a daily ritual.

During the final dynasty of China, the Qing dynasty (AD 1644–AD 1911), the ruling Manchu, in an attempt to legitimize their rule over the overwhelming Han majority, not only embraced Guan Gong as the almighty god but also created mythical legends of the ghost of Guan Gong guiding the founder of the dynasty, Nurhaci, and his son to victories in their conquest of northern China. By then, Guan Gong worship had evolved into a general practice with a religious fervor in China. Temples for Guan Gong worship sprang up everywhere in the country. People flocked to those temples as supplicants, pleading for the fulfillment of their goals, which could be directed at any desire or wishes, abstract or concrete, trivial or grandiose, frivolous or significant.

At Guan Gong’s birthplace, the city of Yuncheng in Shanxi province, an organization devoted to the study of Guan Gong, the Haizhou Guandi Temple Conservation Institute, is thriving with the blessing of the Chinese Communist Party. In front of the institute stands a giant bronze statue of Guan Gong, welcoming supplicating visitors and attracting tourists.

To sum up the history of Guan Gong in Chinese civilization, one could call him the martial saint, in opposition to the literary saint, who is Confucius. Confucius and Guan Gong are the two paramount figures in Chinese culture, the patron saints of the all-encompassing, complementary conceptual pair: wen, the world of humanistic pursuit, and wu, the world of martial endeavor, in Chinese metaphysics, education, government, administration, social order, and morality. Chinese people respect Confucius, the saint of wen, for his erudition, sagacity, and sapience, but worship Guan Gong, the saint of wu, for his indomitable courage, enduring loyalty, and unwavering rectitude. To the Chinese mind, Guan Gong is the avatar of righteousness, generosity, fairness, and courage. Without a doubt, he represents the paragon of virtue to the Chinese people.

A primary source of Guan Gong’s military exploits can be found in Sanguo Yanyi, a Chinese historical novel attributed to the fourteenth-century writer Luo Guanzhong, although the contemporary Chinese text is the product of many recensions during the past seven centuries. In my youth, Sanguo Yanyi was one of a handful of novels that every Chinese teenager in secondary school read, often repeatedly. My schoolmates and I looked up to Guan Gong as the lodestar of our comportment, the golden standard of courage, loyalty, generosity, and integrity.

Sanguo Yanyi has been translated into numerous languages in Europe and Asia during the past two centuries. The earliest English translation was executed by British sinologist Charles Henry Brewitt-Taylor. It appeared in two volumes under the title Romance of the Three Kingdoms in 1925. Since then, many English versions, translated by scholars in England and America, have appeared in print. In all those versions, the title Romance of the Three Kingdoms endured.

Contemporary scholars in China have produced reams of articles and books on Guan Gong. Notwithstanding this impressive oeuvre, the details of Guan Gong’s life remain mostly unknown. Even the dates of his birth and death are inferred from circumstantial evidence, and they are, at best, reasonable conjectures. The dearth of information on Guan Gong’s natal family, his upbringing, his marriage, his education, his acquisition of martial skills, his own nuclear family including his wife, and to a lesser extent, his combat experience left a wide berth for my imagination as I wrote this novel. While a preponderant number of characters in this novel were people living in a tumultuous era toward the end of the Han dynasty, I took the liberty of inventing several personalities and describing many of the interactions between all characters as I saw fit.

Guan Gong devoted his life to the restoration of the Han dynasty, one of the greatest dynasties in Chinese history, ruled by the House of Liu. It endured more than four centuries (206 BC–AD 220) with a fourteen-year interlude when the House of Liu was deposed by Wang Mang, widely considered a villainous usurper in Chinese historiography. Historians marked this interlude by dividing the Han dynasty into Xi Han (Western Han) and Dong Han (Eastern Han) on account of the geographical locations of the two capitals of the two epochs, one (Luoyang) to the east of the other (Chang’an, which nowadays is known as Xi’an, a popular tourist attraction because of the partially excavated tomb of Qin Shi Huang, the First Emperor).

During the Han dynasty, China’s territory expanded southward to present-day Vietnam and Southeast Asia, westward beyond the Uighur region of Inner Asia, and northward to Korea, Dongbei (northeast China), and Siberia, the original homeland of the nomadic Turkic, Mongolic, and Tungusic ethnic families.

It was the Han dynasty that sealed the hallmark of Chinese civilization in East Asia when the Han emperors enshrined Confucian philosophy as the canon of ethics, polity, and national identity. During that dynasty, paper and a form of printing were invented, facilitating the distribution of portable books and the spread of education. Art, literature, historiography, as well as science and technology, flourished during the long periods of peace and prosperity under the sagacious reigns of several Han emperors. Expressions in Chinese language attest to the significance of the Han dynasty in the Chinese mindset. To date, the people of China refer to themselves as Han-ren “Han people,” their spoken language as Han-yu “Han language,” and their written texts as Han-wen “Han text.”

It is not surprising that Guan Gong, a fiercely loyal subject born in the turbulent final years of that glorious dynasty, devoted his life to its restoration.
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ONE A LOCAL HOODLUM


In a little town on the alluvial plain of the Yellow River in northern China, the local hoodlum and rich landlord, S-Y Wang, stood at the edge of a large swath of farmland where the wheat and millet had already been harvested. He woke up early that morning and decided to survey the land of which he was the proud owner. Thirty years of age, he had inherited the property from his father, who had fallen victim in a recent cholera outbreak. Unlike his father, who had been a decent landlord sympathetic to his impoverished tenants, Wang was consumed by greed. The only thing that mattered to him was money. He was insatiable in his quest for wealth. To him, empathy or concern for other people was a sign of weakness. He treated tenant farmers as slaves even though they generated his income. In a year of good harvest, 40 percent of the wheat and millet produced by the tenant farmers went to S-Y Wang. In a year of poor harvest, typically caused by inclement weather, he raised his portion to 50 percent of the harvest. His tenants worked seven days per week. More than half of their children perished from malnutrition.

On this cold wintry morning, the land lay fallow. Wang surveyed his terrain with his head held high, as if he were announcing to the world, “This is my land, my territory!”

Medium height with a bulging midsection, Wang had a broad face, thin hair, long waist, and short legs. His shifty eyes and protruding ears made him look like a canine scavenger standing on its hind legs, trying to sniff out the remains of a prey killed by predators the night before. Standing at the edge of his domain, his facial muscles suddenly twitched. Jerking his head to his left, he saw an emaciated figure limping across his land. It was a tenant farmer he had condemned to destitution last month by canceling his contract to lease one acre of the land.

“Hey, cripple!” S-Y Wang growled, “What are you doing here? Get off my property this instant!”

Startled, Xiao Luo, the emaciated man with a cleft foot, quickly turned his skeletal body around and started to walk away from Wang’s land. He happened to be crossing S-Y Wang’s property because he was taking a shortcut on his way to the town market to see if he could collect some discarded leaves of napa cabbage to make a soup for his infant daughter. He would’ve preferred to collect some millet to make gruel for her. But that was out of the question. In those days of pervasive poverty, millet had become a staple food that occasionally filled the stomach of a poor tenant farmer, even though its habitual consumption was toxic and caused serious ailments of the digestive tract. The rich, like S-Y Wang, rarely ate millet. It was used occasionally for flavoring wheat or rice gruel. Their staple food consisted of steamed bread and noodles made from wheat flour.

For Xiao Luo, wheat flour was as precious as gold. He could hardly remember the sweet taste of noodles and the spongy consistency of steamed bread. The last time he enjoyed them, he was a young teenager, in the early years of Emperor Ling’s reign. It was a year of bountiful harvest when the country was blessed with the right amount of precipitation at the right time of the growing season. Xiao Luo’s father, who owned one acre of farmland at the time, brought home a sack of flour at the end of the harvest. For three days, the family feasted on fresh noodles and steamed bread, handmade by Xiao Luo’s mother. They enjoyed the starch with stir-fried vegetables the family grew on a small plot of their land. The rest of the flour in the sack the family saved for the Autumn Moon Festival and the Lunar New Year holidays. For Xiao Luo and other peasants in the nation, those were the heady days of Emperor Ling’s reign.

Since then, Xiao Luo’s family farm had been repeatedly plagued by disasters: flood, drought, and locusts, not to mention the corrupt bureaucrats who preyed on them by levying unbearable taxes. But the imperial court paid scant attention to the affairs of the state. Sequestered in his opulent palace in Luoyang, Emperor Ling spent his days feasting, drinking, and frolicking with his concubines. A general malaise paralyzed the nation.

During a drought three years earlier, Xiao Luo’s father was forced to sell his one acre of farmland to S-Y Wang for a pittance because, without a harvest, he needed the money to buy food for his family. Despondent and broken, Xiao Luo’s father died shortly after the loss of his farm. He was not even forty years of age. In five months, Xiao Luo’s mother, overcome by grief, followed her husband into the netherworld.

After the deaths of his parents, Xiao Luo worked twelve hours every day as one of S-Y Wang’s tenant farmers. Hampered by his deformity, he couldn’t produce enough grain to sustain his family after meeting the steep rent demanded by his landlord. Yet S-Y Wang complained bitterly against Xiao Luo for his subpar productivity. Last year, Wang lowered the boom on Xiao Luo by canceling his lease.

Without land to grow food, Xiao Luo faced hunger every day, scrounging anything edible to keep his family alive. He and his wife, with their infant daughter strapped on her back, spent a good part of each day trying to collect edible plants and berries in the hills, catching frogs and minnows in streams, and digging up tubers in forest meadows. But tubers were no longer bountiful, minnows and frogs were hard to catch without nets, and edible plants and berries became rare even in season. The only substances in ample supply were grass and kudzu, a fast-growing, bitter-tasting vine. Xiao Luo and his family teetered on starvation. Every day he and his wife suffered debilitating stress and anxiety from the fear of losing their infant daughter to malnutrition or disease. The little one’s incessant cry tore at their hearts.

Even though life was abysmal, Xiao Luo maintained his dignity. He never begged as some despondent tenant farmers did. Every morning, he looked for temporary menial jobs in town, sometimes at the flour shop where he swept the floor, unloaded merchandise, and tidied up the interior, in exchange for a few taels of flour and millet so that his daughter could get a substantive meal. When he asked the store owner if he could be a regular employee, the answer was always negative. The store owner didn’t mind hiring Xiao Luo for a few hours when he needed help but didn’t want to commit himself to one more item of regular expense. Some days, the store owner would wave Xiao Luo away at the sight of him even though Xiao Luo had not intended to ask for work. It was so humiliating. But humiliation had become part and parcel of his life. If humiliation could bring some relief to starvation, he was willing to accept it. Survival, especially the survival of his infant daughter, always claimed the highest priority. He would suffer any amount of abuse for her sake. The only insult that he found difficult to tolerate was being called a cripple.

“It isn’t my fault to be born with a cleft foot,” he reckoned.

Now, early in the morning, the landlord, S-Y Wang, called him a cripple just for the fun of it. The more he thought about Wang’s wanton insult, the angrier Xiao Luo became. His anger, aggravated by his empty stomach, quickly morphed into a bursting desire to take some action against Wang. Picking up a rock, Xiao Luo threw it in Wang’s direction. But he was so feeble that the projectile traveled less than ten paces before it landed harmlessly between himself and Wang.

Wang, however, took great offense at Xiao Luo’s action.

“What effrontery and brazenness from a person so low in rank!” Wang mumbled to himself.

He took a few steps toward Xiao Luo, picked up a bigger rock, cocked his arm, and heaved it at Xiao Luo with all his strength. The rock hit Xiao Luo square on his forehead, snapping his head back. He pitched backward and fell like a log.

Wang walked over, saw Xiao Luo’s colorless face with eyes half-closed, showing only white. He poked Xiao Luo’s ribs with his right foot. There was no response. Concerned, Wang bent over Xiao Luo to examine him more carefully. The wound on his forehead didn’t look severe. There was some abrasion and minor bleeding. Shaking Xiao Luo’s head did not elicit any response either. When Wang placed his right index finger under Xiao Luo’s nose, he realized that the man was not breathing. Shocked, Wang stood up, surveyed his surroundings with shifty eyes. There was no one in sight. He took off for home like a rat with a cat in hot pursuit.

Xiao Luo’s death caused a stir in town. It was the hot topic of gossip for days. On the evidence of his injury, the police concluded that he was murdered but couldn’t find any clue about the identity of the murderer. Some townspeople pointed their fingers at S-Y Wang because of his propensity for violence. He had been known to slap his tenant farmers without any provocation. But their suspicion was speculative. No one witnessed the murder. When the police questioned Wang, he claimed that he was home the morning of the murder.

“I don’t have the habit of loitering around town early in the morning,” Wang declared to the police.

Xiao Luo’s death soon became a case of unsolved murder. People began to lose interest in it. After his widow and infant daughter moved back to her parents’ home in a nearby village, his death began to fade from people’s minds.



Six months after Xiao Luo’s murder, an upright member of the literati, having gained some recognition for his poems and brush-pen calligraphy, was appointed the new magistrate of the county with jurisdiction over five towns and villages, including S-Y Wang’s property. Shortly after his appointment, the new magistrate decided to visit every town and village under his jurisdiction. When he arrived at the town where S-Y Wang lorded over everyone, Wang offered to throw a banquet in his honor. Even though the magistrate’s staff had alerted him to Wang’s unsavory character, he accepted Wang’s invitation because it was customary for the richest man of a town to host a dinner in honor of a visiting magistrate. In addition, he thought the banquet would provide a convenient venue to lecture Wang on the virtue and benefit of compassion. Hoping to change Wang’s wayward behavior, the magistrate wanted to exert some positive influence on the ruffian.

During the banquet at the yamen, which was the headquarters of the magistrate’s representative in that town, the magistrate, quoting Confucius’s words—“If you are generous, you have everything to gain; if you are kind, you will succeed in your enterprise”—admonished Wang to elevate his ethical standard and change his attitude toward the poor and the underprivileged. Wang listened obsequiously, praised the magistrate’s erudition, and declared that he agreed wholeheartedly with the magistrate’s eloquent rendition of the canon of a Junzi, “an honorable gentleman,” which embodied the Confucian system of probity, erudition, and way of life.

“My goal in life is to follow the behavioral codes of a Junzi,” Wang fawned over the magistrate, “even though I am not well educated. Having grown up in a merchant family and worked hard throughout my life, I never had a chance to study literature, history, and philosophy to attain the status of a Junzi. But I do my best to emulate his virtues.”

It didn’t require any acumen for the magistrate to see through Wang’s servile mendacity. He had already been warned of Wang’s notoriety, and he was aware of the townspeople’s suspicion that Wang might have murdered Xiao Luo. But he wanted to see the reprobate himself and make an assessment. Their interaction at the banquet confirmed what he had heard about the ruffian, a self-serving and pathological liar. He would like to place Wang under arrest for suspicion of murder, but he needed a witness, and there wasn’t one.

He had also heard that in addition to abusing his tenants and extracting usurious rent from them, Wang had a roving eye for teenage farm girls even though he had a wife and two concubines. With an arrogance inflamed by a sense of entitlement and a propensity for self-indulgence fanned by his idle life, he had evolved into a lecherous predator. Everyone in town knew that Wang had committed rape several times. Three victims in their early teens had killed themselves by drowning in the river because, having been violated by Wang, they had no hope of marriage. The town’s matchmakers would not recommend a rape victim to a good family seeking a daughter-in-law, whether the family was local or from a nearby village. Yet none of the families of the three victims had filed charges against Wang because they feared retaliation. Losing a daughter was calamitous but not as life-threatening as losing the lease of the farmland that enabled them to eke out a living no matter how penurious and deprived.

The magistrate went so far as to openly solicit formal grievances and complaints from the tenant farmers against S-Y Wang. But nobody responded to his solicitation. They knew if they brought charges against the hoodlum, they and their families would be as dead as fish out of water. Wang held the ultimate weapon of canceling the leases of his land to them. The tenant farmers not only failed to respond to the magistrate’s invitation to file charges against Wang, but a few of them also took the unexpected step of praising Wang to court favor with him. The magistrate listened to the praise with chagrin and exasperation.

He knew that an unscrupulous and greedy landlord like Wang was not a rarity, especially in those days of moral decay and pervasive poverty. In fact, he loathed scoundrels like Wang. Even more offensive than Wang’s predatory behavior was his pretense. It was nauseating to hear him sing his own praise. The magistrate wished he had an excuse or the mandate to round up ruffians like Wang and lock them up. But he was a mere magistrate of a county in a large country, a small cog in the sprawling bureaucracy of a crumbling empire. No matter how much he desired to rid the society of predators like S-Y Wang, he would have a scant chance of gaining the support of his superiors. The higher bureaucrats might consider such an initiative an overreach of an ambitious local functionary, or worse, an act of insubordination. They might also succumb to Wang’s bribery and rebuke the magistrate for taking rash actions against a landlord for unsolved crimes and accusatory gossip.

As the head of a county, the magistrate, with the assistance of his deputies in each town and village, collected taxes, facilitated and executed the imperial court’s decrees, maintained law and order with the aid of a small police force, and served as both the judge and the jury of all criminal infractions and civil disputes within his jurisdiction. There was no incentive for him to do more than what was required of him. He had already gone beyond the call of duty, he thought, by lecturing Wang at the banquet and encouraging Wang’s victims to step forward to file charges.

“What else can I do?!” he asked himself.

His top priority, beyond dispensing his normal administrative duties, was a promotion to a higher-level position in the civil service. If his record remained unblemished for a few more years and he was able to extend his social connections with high-level officials, sending them ample gifts on important occasions and festivals, he might be selected for the governorship of a province. For him, the governorship of a province, with authority over several million people, would secure a life of prestige, power, and wealth. He needed to focus on advancing his career, he reminded himself: “It would be foolish to spend my time and energy to engage in a struggle against hoodlums like S-Y Wang.”

On his return trip to his yamen, the magistrate felt agitated and acted curtly to his staff. He did not like what he saw and felt frustrated that he lacked the means and power to improve the condition of people’s lives in his dominion. His frustration was exacerbated by the knowledge that the people of the county looked up to him as an ethical and evenhanded leader. But respect from the people did not confer power. The only way forward for him, he reckoned, was to try to cast away from his mind unsavory characters like S-Y Wang. He hated escapism, but it made sense not to be overwhelmed by a persisting tragedy or fret over a national malaise beyond his control. Brooding over a bad situation beyond his authority and resources to make amends was not only futile but also self-destructive. He needed to hone the art of forgetfulness, he reminded himself.

Forget S-Y Wang! Forget abject poverty! Forget the suffering of the people. My salvation lies in seeing nothing, hearing nothing, and doing nothing, the magistrate repeated to himself in silence. To fortify himself with his rationalization when he retired to his private study, he consumed a jar of rose liquor, his favorite alcoholic beverage. The liquor soothed his nerves and made it easier for him to come to terms with the practice of seeing nothing, hearing nothing, doing nothing, and forgetting everything.







TWO GUAN YU


In an adjacent county not far from S-Y Wang’s town, an unusually robust and good-natured boy was born into an ordinary farming family during the early years of the reign of Emperor Ling. The parents named him Guan Yu, hoping the boy, keeper of the Guan lineage, would be nimble as a feather (yu). Neither rich nor poor, the family belonged to a dwindling pool of independent farmers. Guan Yu’s father owned one and a half acres of arable land from which they eked out a living. Most of his neighbors had lost their farmland through the chicanery and machination of predatory officials and unscrupulous landlords. Guan Yu’s family belonged to a lucky minority of small farmers who managed to hang on to their land.

In a year of good weather with a propitious amount of precipitation in the right season, Guan Yu’s family could manage to plant and harvest two crops of wheat and millet, affording them the luxury of two meals of noodles, steamed bread, and fresh vegetables every day. Since the family members grew, harvested, threshed, winnowed, and ground the wheat they grew with great care, the flour they produced contained the maximal amount of nutrients, giving the noodles and bread made from their flour a resilient consistency because of its high content of protein. A portion of their flour went to the town merchants in exchange for salt, peanut oil, condiments, clothing, tools, and household necessities. The merchants favored Guan Yu’s family and treated them with respect because of the upright character of the parents.

While growing wheat and millet, Guan Yu’s family reserved a small plot of their land for growing vegetables, typically napa cabbage, cucumber, chili peppers, eggplants, long beans, daikon, ginger, and garlic. Most of the vegetables were eaten fresh, stir-fried with peanut oil, ginger, garlic, and salt. But a good portion of the napa cabbage, garlic, and ginger, all of which aged well, were stacked away in underground storage in their humble house built with mud and stones. The cool, dry air of the underground space preserved the vegetables throughout the year. During winter months when the field lay fallow under snow and ice, stir-fried napa cabbage was the most frequent dish to complement bread or noodles in Guan Yu’s household. In the same underground storage, Guan Yu’s parents also kept pickled daikon and pickled pepper in earthenware jars. Together with the stir-fried napa cabbage or other seasonal vegetables, the pickles added flavors and textures to the main staple of their diet.

Lunar New Year was the only occasion when Guan Yu’s family had the luxury of eating meat, bartered from the local butcher with flour and napa cabbage. Meat always meant pork because pigs were raised for meat. Those families that owned a water buffalo, a cow, or a donkey used the animals for tilling the land and pulling carts. The animals worked hard but were treated as members of the families that owned them. The owners would never consider slaughtering a beast of labor for meat. As the Lunar New Year approached, everyone in Guan Yu’s family looked forward to at least one dinner of pork dumplings. The dumpling feast made Lunar New Year a very exciting occasion, especially for the children, who also received haircuts, hot baths, and some new clothing.

Guan Yu’s family, even though far from being affluent, observed a time-honored tradition of giving some of their food to their less-fortunate neighbors before the Lunar New Year, even though fewer and fewer people could afford to observe this charitable tradition in those days of hardship. The people of the county respected Guan Yu’s parents for their generosity and kindness. They also adored Guan Yu because of his pleasant disposition and robust health. It was the consensus of the folks in the county that he would grow into a handsome young man with the sterling character of his parents. Many who had young daughters openly wished that Guan Yu would one day become their son-in-law.

At age five, Guan Yu joined his parents and two elder sisters working on the family farm. When he started in a summer harvest of wheat and millet, laboring in the field felt unbearably exhausting. In the evening his body, especially his lower back, ached. Sometimes, his arms and legs cramped up and hurt so much that he cried out in despair. Fortunately, his parents always allowed their three children to have playtime in the field, once in the morning and once in the afternoon. During the breaks from hard labor, the children played with bamboo, weaving small baskets with the pliant green bark they peeled from bamboo trunks, and searched for male crickets that they kept as pets in their handwoven baskets. The song of the male crickets, a territorial and courtship signal, was music to their ears.

The playtime lifted the children’s spirits and enabled them to overlook their fatigue. By the time Guan Yu was six, the farmwork became routine, no longer distressing his body.

During winter, which was always harsh and frigid, as the north wind howled and the land froze, Guan Yu’s family stayed indoors to avoid the inclement weather except on occasions of snowfall. The snowflakes excited the children. When heavy snow hit, the world was encased in fluttering white crystals, transforming the open space above the land into an amorphous world of magic. On those days, the children went out of their hovel home, braving the cold, running around to catch snowflakes in their hands. Most winter days, they were indoors, tending to their crickets, coaxing them to sing with long blades of grass by rubbing their bushy ends on the foreheads of the insects. When the girls embroidered, Guan Yu, on the order of his parents, did physical exercises.

His physical exercises consisted of calisthenics and lao niu gong di, which literally means “old bull tilling the land.” Guan Yu’s father supervised the boy’s exercise sessions, instructing Guan Yu, “Lao niu gong di means supporting your stretched body horizontally on fingertips and toes for several seconds, and then dropping to an inch above the ground, before pushing up your body in a forward motion with your arms. The entire process looks like the surging motion of the earth as a water buffalo pulls the plow forward. Doing it repeatedly everyday will make you strong as a buffalo.”

The physical exertion of the workout prescribed by his father kept Guan Yu warm in frigid weather. He loved it because it also dispelled ennui.

Reading and writing was another activity in Guan Yu’s household during each winter day. Guan Yu’s father taught his children to read and write, breaking the tradition of not educating female members of a family. The father thought educating the daughters would give them a leg up in life and help them to marry good husbands. Although not highly educated, Guan Yu’s father had learned a few hundred logographs. That level of literacy enabled him to conduct transactions in town without being swindled. He wanted to make sure that his children achieved at least his level of literacy, reminding them at every opportunity that learning was the critical means to cultivate good character and improve quality of life. The father’s dream was that Guan Yu, his only son, would rise beyond the destiny of a peasant to become a professional with expertise in some arena. He didn’t have a specific area of expertise in mind. His fervent wish was that Guan Yu would have a life less penurious and backbreaking than his own.

Guan Yu’s father never verbalized his wish because there was a slim chance for his son to escape from peasantry. His wish was only a dream. Occasionally he indulged in dreams because they provided relief from the stark reality, no matter how ephemeral that relief might be. Even a fleeting thought of happiness was treasured in a dreary life.

Much to his father’s chagrin, Guan Yu didn’t take to learning literature with much enthusiasm. He applied himself to the point of acquiring as many logographs as his father knew, memorizing some passages of the classics, and developing an acceptable level of competence in brush-pen calligraphy. He studied just enough to placate his father.

Physical exercise, however, was another matter. Guan Yu loved practicing lao niu gong di, calisthenics, and rock lifting, a strengthening exercise Guan Yu took up himself. By ten years of age, he incorporated the exercise session into his daily routine regardless of the season. Even during harvest when everyone in the family worked feverishly, Guan Yu always tagged on an exercise session before dinner. After each session, he felt energized and gushing in optimism. When he was eleven, he learned to flip backward and forward on the dirt floor. His first flip startled his parents. They thought Guan Yu would inadvertently injure himself. But Guan Yu, gifted with exceptional proprioception and immense core body strength, executed the flips with ease and agility. He soon progressed to 360-degree tumbles in the air, living up to his given name, yu, nimble as a feather.

By the time he was twelve, he could execute ten repetitions of backward and forward tumbles plus fifty repetitions of lao niu gong di without pause. The speed with which he somersaulted in the air dazzled his parents and sisters. They watched him as if he were a traveling acrobat performing in a town square.

As for rock lifting, he steadily progressed toward lifting bigger and heavier rocks at ten repetitions per session and ten sessions per day. Once every three months, he went up the hills to search for a heavier and bigger rock to replace the one he had been lifting. Hauling a heavy rock from the hills to home in the early evening after a long day of farmwork was strenuous. But it gave pleasure to Guan Yu because each trip, in search of a bigger and heavier rock, meant that he had grown stronger. By the time he was sixteen, an expanding row of rocks, ranging from small ones weighing around ten catties to big ones more than 100 catties (130 pounds) lined the border of Guan Yu’s family farmland. They marked the progress of Guan Yu’s physical development over the years. Guan Yu was proud of his row of rocks, from small to large, lining his family’s plot of land. They reminded him of his growing strength.

As Guan Yu developed physically, his appetite grew. It became a family concern. By age fifteen, he consumed twice as many noodles and bread as his father did at each meal. He seemed insatiable, gobbling up all leftovers at the dining table. But neither his parents nor his sisters begrudged him. His growing appetite spurred them to work harder than ever to increase their production of wheat, millet, and vegetables on their family land. Rising from bed before sunrise every morning, they tended and weeded the one and a half acres of their land, killed herbivore pests, loosened the dirt, fertilized the field with decaying leaves and night soil, watered the vegetables on sunny days, doing everything they could to maximize the yield of their crops and vegetables. Guan Yu’s parents and siblings were proud of his bulging muscles, widening shoulders, chiseled torso, and nimble athleticism.

On a warm day toward the end of spring, Guan Yu, at seventeen years of age, was in the wheat field clearing weeds and loosening the earth with a hoe. He wore a loincloth without a shirt, his muscular body glistened with sweat in the sun. Suddenly a deep voice boomed, “What a physical specimen!”

Looking up, Guan Yu saw a barrel-chested, middle-aged man with a thin, flowing beard, thick eyebrows, piercing eyes, and a suntanned, leathery face on the main road not far from his family farm. Carrying a travel bag tied to a long spear over his broad shoulder, the traveler had stopped in his tracks, looking at Guan Yu admiringly. His posture and stance conveyed his supreme confidence and physical prowess. Standing at the edge of the road, he appeared to be a lone traveler.

In those days of political turbulence and social unrest, people were well aware that brigands and bandits infested the mountain roads connecting towns and villages. They preyed on a single traveler at every opportunity, robbing the traveler and killing him if he attempted to resist. Women never traveled without an entourage of bodyguards, and men, such as salesmen and craftsmen, usually traveled in armed groups. This spear-bearing man, who injected himself into Guan Yu’s working family with an unsolicited compliment on the youngster’s physique, was obviously a martial arts expert. His composure, his spear, and the fact that he was traveling alone suggested his martial expertise.

Having heard the stranger’s pronouncement, Guan Yu’s father, who was also weeding, stood up from his kneeling position in the field, bowed to the traveler in gratitude of his encomium, and responded, “That is my humble son, Guan Yu.”

“Congratulations!” Smiling broadly and baring his white teeth, which displayed another sign of his robust health, the traveler said to Guan Yu’s father, “Your son has the potential of becoming a great martial artist.”

Such an unexpected compliment practically sent Guan Yu to heaven. Elation would not come close to capturing Guan Yu’s feeling at that moment. He would love to become a martial artist. But his family could not afford to pay for lessons, and he never dared fancy a career divorced from his family plot of land. As the only son and heir in his family, he was expected to take over the small farm from his parents when they became old. Guan Yu was their pension and security in their old age. The traveler’s compliment that Guan Yu could become a great martial artist was as stunning as it was unsettling to everyone in Guan Yu’s family. The parents were too dumbfounded to come up with an appropriate response.

Oh! If only this stranger were a reliable soothsayer! Guan Yu reflected for a moment as he savored the stranger’s words.

Guan Yu’s soaring sentiment lasted only a fleeting second. He came back down to earth instantly, accepting that his place in this world had already been set in stone. The stranger was merely being kind and lavish. Jerked back to reality by a sense of duty to his family, Guan Yu felt a little dejected.

After a few seconds of silence, Guan Yu’s father said to the stranger, “You are too kind. We are peasants, and my son is destined to continue the family tradition.”

“Oh, what you said is usually true. But there are always exceptions. If you don’t mind, let’s talk! I have a proposition for you,” the stranger said softly, his benevolent smile unfading.

Struck by the stranger’s kindness and forthright persistence, Guan Yu’s father offered, “Would you like to step into our home for a cup of tea?”

“I will be honored!” the stranger replied.

As the three sat down on two wooden benches, the only furniture other than a small wooden table next to the hearth in Guan Yu’s home, the stranger revealed himself. He was, indeed, a martial artist. But Guan Yu and his parents did not expect him to be a grand master of the White Crane School, a celebrated branch of martial arts in boxing and armed combat. Living with two acolytes on a mountain approximately a half day’s trek from Guan Yu’s village, he shunned society while practicing martial arts, studying the classics, and farming the land. He and his acolytes rarely ventured out of their mountain retreat. They grew their own food, raised a host of domestic animals including two horses, and strived to be self-sufficient. The opportune encounter with Guan Yu and his father occurred during the grand master’s return trip after attending a memorial for his own martial arts mentor who had died recently at his dojo on the famous mountain Huangshan (Yellow Mountain).

Over tea, Guan Yu’s father wanted to know why the grand master chose the life of a recluse.

“Well, for very simple reasons,” the grand master responded. “My acolytes and I can no longer endure the chaos and mayhem in our country. We are sickened by fractious conflicts between warlords, angry at an inept and dysfunctional government, and no longer wish to bear witness to the anguish and suffering of our people. Escaping into the mountains to seek a peaceful and simple life, my acolytes and I are fortunate to have found a hideout among towering pines, gurgling creeks, and enchanting wildlife.”

After a sip of the hot tea Guan Yu served him, he continued while looking into the father’s eyes intensely, “You are blessed with a son of amazing physique. I don’t know him, but I am reasonably perceptive in evaluating people at first sight. We martial artists spend our careers honing our perceptual capability because, in mortal combat, the decisive factor of victory lies in accurately assessing the motivation, intention, and physical capability of an adversary. I believe that your son has an upright character in addition to being blessed with a superb physique. With proper training, he could become a great martial artist, and who knows, he might even become a great warrior to help restore the glory of the Han dynasty. I may be an escapist, hiding in the mountains from our calamitous world. But I am always on the lookout for an exceptional youth who may rise to the task of saving our country. I detect great promise in your son.”

“Thank you so much for your compliment,” Guan Yu’s father responded. “You are too kind. Your generous opinion notwithstanding, I don’t see any alternative to being a farmer in my son’s future.”

“Well, if you and your son are willing,” the grand master responded, “I am happy to take him under my wing and train him in my mountain hideout. You can be assured that I will look after him as if he were my own son.”

The grand master’s response surprised Guan Yu’s father. Guan Yu’s father reckoned that, on the one hand, the grand master had made a tremendously generous offer to train and look after Guan Yu. On the other hand, regardless of what future such an offer might promise, accepting it would mean losing his beloved son, at least for several years in the immediate future. The grand master had presented a difficult dilemma for Guan Yu’s father. As he was agonizing in his struggle to make a choice, tears welled up in his eyes. He didn’t want to let go of Guan Yu. At the same time, he realized that the grand master’s offer was a rare opportunity for Guan Yu to learn a new trade and perhaps embark on a better life with a bright future.

Guan Yu didn’t want to leave his family either. His father, mother, and siblings had been the anchor of his life, the cornerstone of his existence. The Guan family might be poor, but their love and devotion for each other had helped them to overcome unspeakable hardship. Each day, their bonds grew stronger. They depended on each other and reveled in that dependency.

The grand master has made a tantalizing offer. But how can I abandon my parents and sisters? he asked himself silently. Doing so would be tantamount to abrogating my filial loyalty and deserting my loved ones.

Yet the prospect of becoming a martial artist beckoned with a powerful force. It promised a future that had appeared only in Guan Yu’s fantasy. Torn apart by conflicting desires, each as strong as the other, Guan Yu left the decision of accepting or rejecting the grand master’s offer to his father.

The grand master read the ambivalence of both father and son. He understood that he was asking the family to give up an enormous part of their lives if Guan Yu were to join his martial arts camp. Father and son were vacillating for natural and bona fide reasons. He made a gallant effort to lighten the negative impact of his proposition:

“My mountain retreat is less than four hours of walking distance from here.” He said, “If Guan Yu trains with me, he can come home regularly. Bandits will not dare to lay hands on him when he travels between my retreat and here. He will remain your loyal and loving son. That will never change. I am merely offering a helping hand in developing his immense potential. Please allow me to repeat myself: there is a good chance that he will become a great martial artist and warrior.”

This new information opened a window for Guan Yu and his father to consider accepting the grand master’s proposition. To the father, the possibility of Guan Yu returning home easily and regularly mitigated the adverse impact of his absence. Even though the family would suffer a significant loss of labor if Guan Yu left for the grand master’s martial arts camp, it remained possible for them to spend time with Guan Yu on a regular basis. Guan Yu felt the grand master’s offer was reasonable. But being a loyal son, he stayed mum, giving his father a free hand to reach a decision.

“Let me consult with my wife,” Guan Yu’s father said, after a moment of thought, and left to find his wife in the field. By the time they came back to their hut, Guan Yu’s mother was already sobbing. Apologizing incoherently between her sobs, she plunked down next to Guan Yu on the bench. The moment she buried her face on Guan Yu’s shoulder, she could no longer hold back her sorrow. A flood of tears gushed down her cheeks. In a broken voice, she wailed, “My dearest son, my dearest son, is it true you are leaving?”

“Mama, Ma—!” Guan Yu faltered in his attempt to console his mother. He had never been apart from his family, not even in his dreams. Now, his mother’s sorrow made it appear that his departure was imminent. He couldn’t help being overcome with sadness. Summoning all his strength, he regained his composure and said solemnly, “Mother, even if I follow the grand master to his mountain retreat, I am not leaving for good, and I promise to return every month. When the full moon hits the sky, you will find me at the door, and when there is a reason you should need me, I will return permanently.”

Mother was barely mollified. Her tears continued to streak down her cheeks.







THREE THE MARTIAL ARTS CAMP


Guan Yu was amazed by the atmosphere of the grand master’s mountain refuge. It exuded energy and optimism. Everyone there projected a cheerful yet somber attitude. For Guan Yu, joining the camp was akin to stepping into a totally different world. Unlike the people in Guan Yu’s village, whose demeanors and bearings betrayed the prevailing anxiety, gloom, and turmoil of the era, the grand master and his two acolytes were brimming with hope, compassion, and energy. They were untouched by the paralyzing malaise that afflicted Guan Yu’s village. Neither cynical nor seeking self-advancement, the grand master and his acolytes lived with the belief that they would eventually participate in a restoration of the Han splendor created by Emperor Wu, the seventh emperor of Han dynasty who, during his fifty-four years of reign, enshrined Confucianism as the philosophical foundation the Chinese culture; enriched the country through trade and cultural exchanges with India, central Asia, the Parthian empire, and Rome via the Silk Road; established a meritocracy-based administrative apparatus to govern the country; promoted arts, crafts, music, and poetry; and lifted the spirit of the country.

The secluded martial arts camp was self-sufficient and self-contained, an island in a sea of despair and turbulence. It had three people. Now with the arrival of Guan Yu, the community had grown to four. They formed a close-knit, supportive circle dedicated to the fine-tuning of their minds and bodies. The grand master behaved as an equal to his acolytes in all aspects of their daily life except the training of martial arts and the study of classics. During the daily sessions of martial arts practice and study of literature, the grand master assumed the role of a coach and taskmaster as the three pupils honed their physical and mental skills. In doing the numerous chores around the camp, he contributed his share of labor just like everyone else. The egalitarian atmosphere at the camp enhanced mutual affection and devotion among its members.

Every day, members of the camp community rose at dawn, when the sun climbed over the hills in the east. In the evening, darkness signaled bedtime. Exhausted from a full day of study, practice, and labor, everyone fell asleep the moment they lay down on the floor. There wasn’t a lamp or candle at the camp. The grand master considered lamps and candles superfluous.

“A martial artist must have good night vision,” he told the three young men. “In a night ambush, no one is going to light a lamp for you. Also, your night vision will improve with diligent training in darkness.”



The camp’s physical structures on a gently sloping meadow consisted of three simple wooden huts framed with large bamboo trunks. Between the bamboo trunks were thick planks of pine glued together with resins. There were no windows. Each structure had one door made of the same material as the rest of the wall. It had to be lifted out of the way for entry or exit. On the roof, layers of tightly bunched hay protected the interior from rain, hail, and snow. The thatched roof supported by interstices of willow boughs was steeply pitched to allow rainwater to run down to the bamboo gutters surrounding the house. The floor, made of thick poplar slats, was three feet above the ground. The elevation provided a luxury space to the inhabitants because it kept out the dampness of the earth and prevented vermin such as rats and giant centipedes from creeping into the house.

Every item of construction material, the bamboo, the wood panels, the slats and planks, the roof, the resin, came from the mountain.

One of the huts served as the dining and assembly place. It contained a hearth and a chimney built with stones and clay. Next to the hearth stood a simple wooden table with a bench on each side. Located in one corner of the hut was a row of books, newly created after the invention of paper and rubbing techniques. The grand master made sure that everyone understood that those books were the most important treasure in camp, not only because he spent most of his inheritance to acquire them but also because they contained a treasure trove of wisdom and knowledge. Another similarly structured hut, a few feet to the west, served as the sleeping quarters. All four of them slept on the floor in that hut. During the cold season, they covered the floor with a thick layer of hay that insulated the sleepers from the chill air. During the warm season, the hay was removed to avoid insect infestation. The third hut, the size of a sentry box, located between two towering pine trees a short distance downhill from the other two huts, housed a deep pit. That was the camp’s outhouse. Every three months, camp members filled the pit with dirt and moved the box to a different spot among the pine groves.

A pristine creek on the other side of the compound supplied all the water camp members needed. On hot days, with the grand master’s permission, the three youngsters doused each other with buckets of water along the creek in a joyful game of hide-and-seek among the riparian bushes.

After a breakfast of one egg per person collected from the nests of their chickens and ducks plus a large bowl of boiled millet and cornmeal flavored with salt and pepper, prepared by the grand master the evening before, camp members spent the morning on shadowboxing, sword combat with bamboo sticks, and various forms of strength-building exercises such as isometric stretching, repeated bouts of jumping in place, and kicking and punching bamboo poles planted deep in the ground.

Even though Guan Yu was the newcomer, it didn’t take long for him to outperform his fellow acolytes in combat skills. He was stronger, faster, and more agile than everyone. To maintain equitable combat practice sessions, the grand master made it a rule, three months after the arrival of Guan Yu, that either he would act as Guan Yu’s opponent, or Guan Yu would take on the other two acolytes simultaneously.

Guan Yu grew taller and stronger in camp, bulking up his arms, legs, and torso. The master was pleased with Guan Yu’s physical development and his progress in martial arts skills. A model pupil, Guan Yu was a quick study and demonstrated exceptional intelligence. During six years under the grand master’s tutelage, Guan Yu encountered only one comment from the grand master that could have a negative implication. One late morning at the end of a practice session, the grand master remarked, “My goodness, Guan Yu! You break so many bamboo sticks with your power strokes that the mountain will be denuded of its bamboo groves.”



Lunch after the morning martial arts practice consisted of steamed bread and pickled vegetables. Afternoon was devoted to chores around the camp: tending to the crop and plants in the field; collecting firewood; grinding wheat and corn kernels; tidying up the houses and the grounds; feeding and caring for the chickens, ducks, and the two horses; and gathering material from the forest for repairing or replacing parts of the three huts. The grand master did most of the cooking while the youngsters pitched in to help if they were not preoccupied with other chores.

The dinner menu was identical to lunch. During the spring, when the chickens and ducks laid more eggs, camp members luxuriated in having hard-boiled eggs at dinner in addition to their steamed bread and vegetables.

After dinner, the four men discussed the canons of Confucian philosophy, focusing on loyalty, generosity, compassion, and integrity. While the grand master made it clear that moral principles of the Confucian philosophy constituted the foundation of life, he emphasized generosity because, in his opinion, human beings are predisposed toward greed and avarice.

The grand master preached, “Practicing generosity will fend off the development of narcissism and self-centeredness. Narcissism is one of the worst possible defects in a person. An honorable person always considers the welfare of other people, no matter how difficult and onerous the situation in which one lives. If a man is rich, his generosity will enhance his compassion and help the poor and needy. If a man is poor, his generosity will command respect and endearment from others.

“The accumulation of wealth should never be a goal in life!” The grand master liked to remind everyone from time to time, “Money is only a tool, not an end. It should never be the goal of life. Kindness, honor, loyalty, generosity, and the pursuit of knowledge constitute the essence and the gold standard of a happy and fulfilling life.”

The young acolytes were sternly warned not to pick fights with anyone.

“You must be the master of your own feelings and temper,” the master regularly reminded his pupils. Combat and violence are not a proper outlet for your emotions!”

Threatening or bullying another person was an absolute, inviolable taboo for a martial artist. According to the grand master, “One becomes a martial artist to help the weak, the meek, and the people in need. A martial artist fights only when there is a noble cause or when his life is being threatened.”

The moral and philosophical discussions in the evenings had a profound impact on Guan Yu and his fellow acolytes. The teaching of the grand master forged their character and shaped their values.

Some days, the grand master led the young acolytes to analyze and parse the works of ancient Chinese scholars other than Confucius and his disciples. Taking out a book from his modest library, the master would read the philosophical discourse from an author, explain the text, and lecture on its significance. During those sessions, Guan Yu learned about Laozi, Zhuangzi, Xunzi, and Mozi and their philosophical musings, which were outside of the Confucian paradigm and did not constitute a part of the official canon. To Guan Yu, they posed interesting questions about the human condition and offered alternative worldviews from the Confucian perspective. Guan Yu had never heard about those philosophers before he came to the camp. He was startled to learn that Confucius was not the only scholar to be revered. He appreciated Xunzi’s attempt to rectify the moral frailty of human beings and Laozi’s and Zhuangzi’s advocacy of humility and self-restraint, especially among men of power. He embraced wholeheartedly Mozi’s preaching that the selection of leaders of a nation should be based on meritocracy, not genetic lineage. He learned that the practice of meritocracy was exemplified by the succession of the kings (Yao, Shun, and Yu) in the earliest period of Chinese history, more than two millennia before the Han dynasty.
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