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‘Compelling … reads like a medieval whodunit’ Yu Wong, Wall Street Journal

‘An unrivalled narrative historian of China … In Treason by the Book Spence applies his gifts for exhaustive research, imaginative recreation and elegant prose to a celebrated case of sedition in early eighteenth-century China’ Graham Hutchins, Literary Review

‘If this story only showed us the reach of the state in early 18th-century China, it would be startling enough. Where else in the world at that time could officials trace a rumour to a group of prisoners in a chain gang seen on a certain road at a certain time several years earlier, and then check the files to locate and interrogate every single suspect?’ T. H. Barrett, Independent

‘In this fascinating detective story, many aspects of the Qing society seem startlingly modern … A startling book’ New Yorker

‘He writes with such meticulous sense of detail that even when he appears to surmise what his central character is thinking he can cite a primary source’ Jonathan Mirsky, New York Review of Books

‘An extraordinary exploration of the intellectual landscape of the early Qing dynasty and a penetrating examination of an emperor’s struggles with the critical questions, ‘What is a good ruler?’ ‘What is the law?’ and, perhaps most fundamentally, ‘What is China?’ … As one of the foremost historians of China, Spence paints the lushest of landscapes of intellectual ferment in eighteenth-century China while unveiling in the rarest of ways the mind of an emperor at work’ Edward A. Gargan, New York Newsday

‘A splendid storyteller … like his previous books Spencer’s new work is eminently readable’ Morris Rossabi, The Times
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... putting the plain Sense into travelling garb is a kind of Singing.

John Hollander,
‘Reflections on Espionage’


Foreword

One of history’s uses is to remind us how unlikely things can be. The strange case of the conspirator Zeng Jing, the emperor he tried to overthrow, and the text that they ended up coauthoring, seems a perfect proof of that contention. And yet, another of history’s uses is to show us how pragmatically people can respond to the most unlikely circumstances. Once again, Zeng Jing and his emperor light the way.

That there is so much documentation to illuminate these particular moments from the 1720s and 1730s in imperial China is due to the astounding thoroughness of the scholar-officials of the last dynasty, who witnessed – and sometimes gave wings to – the events as they unfolded. Not only did their streams of reports to the throne encapsulate their own responses to what was happening in their various jurisdictions all across China, but also the rules of procedural propriety led them to repeat in their own reports the exact words used by the emperor in all his comments to them, and in addition to enclose for the emperor’s benefit the drafts of any treasonous material that happened to fall into their hands. These documents, infinitely precious to the historian, were in turn preserved by generations of court archivists; after the Qing dynasty fell in 1912, these archives entered a precarious stage of their existence, often moving in their crates just ahead of the encroaching battle zones. But at the close of the twentieth century they ended up stored in climate-controlled sanctuaries, some in Taipei and some in Beijing, waifs of the political revolution that for so long ravaged China, yet, magically, not its victims.

The Zeng Jing case erupted in 1728, and by 1736 the court considered it officially closed. But almost from its beginning the antecedents to the case were seen to lie far back in the past, partly in the military and intellectual battles of the mid-seventeenth century, when the Ming dynasty succumbed to the conquering Qing, and partly far earlier, back in the classical age, when the earliest Chinese philosophical and historical texts began to take form, before even the time of the teacher Confucius. Similarly, the resonances of the case continued long after its declared terminal date, not only into and through the collapse of the Qing dynasty in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, but right on down to our present day: as recently as 1999 a Chinese publishing house produced a transcription of many of the key documents from the case to answer the curiosity raised among Chinese viewers by a successful TV series on the life of Emperor Yongzheng, the ruler Zeng Jing sought to destroy.

The Zeng Jing case is not, however, just a story of an emperor and his enemies; it is also a story about words, about the manuscripts in which they first found expression, and the books in which they gained a chance at a wider readership. And it is a story about one book in particular, called Awakening from Delusion (Dayi juemi lu), which thanks to an imperial command became the most widely read and recited book in China during the early 1730s. And thus my own book becomes, in part, a book about book making and distribution, about lecture tours and self-advertisement, about captive audiences and hostile critics.

This is, especially, a story of eighteenth-century Chinese struggling to be accepted as scholars, yet at the same time enmeshed in a web of tests and qualifying examinations; of people greedy for learning, forced to endure what they saw as the often arbitrarily negative decisions of those who happened to outrank them. Typecast as failures within elite literary and official circles, many of those rejected believed in their hearts that they were the intellectual equals of their judges. Zeng Jing was one such man, and so were many of those who quite accidentally got swept up in the case.

At another level, it is a book about a world most of us have lost, in which the arrival of every stranger in one’s home village was an event, to be mulled over and reflected upon for years. In such a world – for instance, out in the hilly and isolated countryside of southeastern Hunan, in which much of the action initially took place – the emperor’s court in Beijing was like the moon: those claiming to be harbingers of news from there were treated with breathless seriousness, fed and sheltered, and speeded on their way with gifts. And because the political arena was known to be dangerous, the world of the time was one of constant rumor, as so many of the documents show, and of rumor’s varied corollaries: absolute gullibility, desperate insecurity, constant and unthinking generosity.

As I worked at this book, I also discovered how much it was becoming a book about investigative procedures, something I had not originally anticipated. The way that the investigation of the Zeng Jing case developed was in many ways possible only in the kind of society where memories were honed by lack of other distractions, and where villagers and townspeople alike were capable of painstaking, step-by-step recapitulations of long-past events. At the same time, their constant embellishments and repeated lies were fruits of the same world, in which memories split and grew, nourished in the soil of one’s own imagination. Because the investigating officials were, in the main, tough and focused, and the resources and manpower available to them were so vast, such realities complicated but did not stall their onward march toward the truth. Even when they were deflected, the emperor called them back onto the track. To combat the deeply personal nature of the local memories, these investigators were forced to pursue their searches into many byways, any or all of which might yield their riches: wall posters and fliers, pamphlets, drafts of poems and essays, coded phrases, veiled allegories, dreams. Their techniques included constant pressure on reluctant witnesses, repeated cycles of questioning, demands for written confessions, torture and threats of torture, family pressures, isolation, deception, fake friendships, broken oaths, even the circulation of painted identification portraits of those believed to be on the run.

To us now, this has a somewhat modern ring, and evokes memories of later regimes in China and elsewhere. But the context and details of this particular case were closely tied in space and time, and unfolded the way they did largely because Zeng Jing and his ruler, Yongzheng, were the people they were. They never met, and yet we can say they came to know each other. Their signals to each other were sometimes veiled, but almost always decipherable. Both of them believed in their country and in themselves, and their curious quest for mutual understanding has miraculously survived, so that we in turn, so long after, if we push aside the encroaching branches and narrow our eyes against the dark, can trace at least a partial course along the avenues of their minds.


Prologue

The Letter

The man holding the letter stands by the side of the road, at the foot of the Drum Tower, gazing down the long avenue that stretches straight through the city of Xi’an to the closely guarded West Gate, a mile away. To his left, the view is blocked by lofty walls, those of the spacious compound that serves as office and residence to the governor-general of the western provinces. That is why the man has chosen this spot to wait: he knows that Yue Zhongqi, the current governor-general of the region, is attending an official reception at one of the pavilions out in the suburbs beyond West Gate, and will be returning down this road to his compound as soon as the morning ceremony is over. That will be the time to act.

The waiting man is alone, though he has not planned it that way. Before he even began his journey, he was told by his teacher that in a village some miles upriver from Xi’an he would find a sure accomplice, a respected scholar named Mao, who shared the plotters’ views and had money for the cause. But when he reached Mao’s home he found only two of Mao’s sons living there, both of whom were farmers; they informed him that their scholar-father had died six years before, and there was nothing they could do to help. And then there was the letter carrier’s own cousin, an apparent believer in the quest, who traveled all the way with him from the south, to carry his baggage and keep him company. But two days ago the cousin panicked, now that the moment was so close, and fled without warning back to the south, taking one of the bedrolls and much of their baggage. So now there is no one to share the anxious watcher’s thoughts.

It is almost noon when at last General Yue’s sedan chair, with its accompanying retinue of bearers and outriders, can be seen making its way back along West Street. The man waits until they are almost opposite the Drum Tower, before running toward them across the road, brandishing his letter in the air. Instinctively Yue’s retainers shout at the man to stop, and they form a protective ring around the general to block the stranger from approaching any closer.

From the seat of his sedan chair, General Yue stares out at the scene. The stranger is not dressed like the ordinary government underlings and office clerks, bustling around with correspondence for their superiors, with whom the general so often conducts his business. Nor does this man act like them – there is something unusual about his demeanor. Without leaving his chair, Yue makes a decision; he calls out to the retainers to bring him the letter the man is clutching.

They do so, and Yue glances at the envelope. A single look is all he needs to realize that he is in serious trouble. If this were an official letter, dealing with some detail of government, it would address him by his full name and title, as ‘Governor-general of the provinces of Shaanxi and Sichuan,’ or perhaps as ‘Commanding general of the Western Armies.’ But this letter, instead, is addressed to ‘The Commander-in-chief deputed by Heaven.’ In suspicious times, such as those Yue lives in, such a superscription is itself a danger sign. Ordering the retainers to arrest the stranger and hold him for questioning, Yue goes to his office and tells the staff there to leave him undisturbed.

When they are gone, he opens the envelope and begins to read. On the opening page, the writer of the letter identifies himself not with a name but by the mysterious title ‘Summer Calm, the Leaderless Wanderer of the Southern Seas’; the writer further states that the messenger who will deliver the letter to the general is named ‘Zhang the Luminous.’ As to the letter itself, everything is as General Yue has guessed and feared: a few lines suffice to show him that the contents are undiluted treason.

One

The General

General Yue Zhongqi has risen far and fast, which is what makes the present moment so dangerous for him. Born in 1686, the son of a general, Yue was a major at age twenty-five, a colonel at thirty-two, and was named commander-in-chief of Sichuan province at thirty-five. His string of military successes includes campaigns along the Tibetan border, in Kokonor, against mountain tribes in Xining, in China’s westernmost province of Gansu, and on the borders of the far southern province of Yunnan. Now, in late October 1728, at the age of forty-two, not only is he governor-general of two provinces, and the regional commander-in-chief, but he has also been ennobled by a grateful emperor, and his own son in turn has been swiftly promoted to high office and is currently the acting governor of one of the strategic coastal provinces. The Yue family are rich; they hold huge estates in Gansu province in the far west, and in Sichuan to the south. The family inventories list dozens of properties held in the Yue name, great mansions with tiled roofs and multiple courtyards in several major cities fine farmland scattered across several regions, and scores of caretakers and bailiffs who manage the estates when Yue Zhongqi is away on duty.

Yet despite his power and wealth, Yue Zhongqi knows he is totally at the emperor’s mercy. Everything he has earned and won could vanish in an instant should the emperor doubt his loyalty. For the current emperors of China are the Manchus, warrior stock from the north, who conquered the armies of the floundering Ming dynasty in 1644 with their cavalry, established the Qing dynasty in its place, and have ruled the country ever since, constantly watchful to preserve their own prerogatives.

Another factor underlines the precariousness of General Yue’s position: the burden of his family name. Yue Zhongqi is both blessed and cursed by being a distant descendant of another General Yue – Yue Fei – who six centuries earlier, in the time of the Song dynasty, tried to rally the Chinese of his own day to reclaim the lands they had lost in the north to barbarian conquerors. Yue Fei fought as long and as bravely as he could, until betrayed by his own countrymen and jealous courtiers. Imprisoned on a trumped-up charge, Yue Fei died in captivity, and the northern lands were lost. With time, Yue Fei’s recklessness came to be seen as statesmanship, and his yearning plea to regain for China her ‘mountains and rivers’ became a rallying cry for all Chinese people. Shrines to Yue Fei were erected in his native place. Plays and novels celebrated his passionate ambitions. Storytellers elaborated on his punctilious character and his prowess on the battlefield. They made their listeners weep as they recorded the warrior’s courage amidst the carnage of war, and the perfidy of the political enemies who betrayed him. The Manchus who overthrew the Ming in 1644 were descendants of those same Jurchen tribesmen against whom Yue Fei fought for so long; thus, not surprisingly, Yue Fei’s memory became once more a rallying cry for those who hated the Manchus. However loyal Yue Zhongqi may be to the current Manchu emperor, the popular belief is that he is primed for vengeance by virtue of his ancestral blood, and poised to restore China’s former glories. General Yue knows this, and he knows that his emperor knows it.

Alone in his study, Yue Zhongqi moves to the heart of the letter that has just been handed to him. Some of it he has heard before and knows all too well, such as the passage hailing him as ‘the descendant of the Song dynasty martial prince Yue Fei,’ and urging him to ‘seize the chance to rise in revolt, and avenge the fates of the Song and Ming.’ ‘Once you have taken someone as your true ruler,’ the letter continues, ‘you should guard your relationship to that former person to the death. But instead you bow your head and compromise your loyalty by serving a bandit ruler.’ By serving the Manchus instead of keeping the faith with his illustrious ancestor, the current general Yue has compromised his very being: ‘A minister’s choosing his ruler is like a woman following her husband. A man serving someone who is not truly his ruler, and thereby losing his moral character, is like a woman who has once been married and gets married for a second time.’

But the letter by this man who calls himself Summer Calm also takes the familiar litany out into new terrain: ‘When the rulers of the Ming dynasty lost their virtuous ways, the land of China was submerged, the barbarians took advantage of our weakness to enter, and usurped our precious throne,’ he writes. ‘The barbarians are a different species from us, like animals; it is the Chinese who should stay in this land, and the barbarians who should be driven out.’ The reasons for this are obvious: ‘Heaven gives birth to humans and to things. The principle is one, though the manifestations are many. Those living on Chinese soil have the proper elements, their yin and their yang are in harmony, they possess virtue, they are human. Those outside the borders, in all four directions, they are oblique and vicious by nature, they are the barbarians. Below the barbarians come the animals.’

Other passages in the letter speak of the portents darkening China’s future as the country suffers under the barbarian Manchus’ rule: ‘Heaven and earth are overturned, darkness prevails, there is no light.’ That is why, the letter continues, the Temple of Confucius recently burned down. That is why, for the last five or six years, floods and droughts in uneasy sequence have ravaged much of China, so that crops have been lost, the balance between hot and cold seasons has been destroyed, ‘mountains collapsed, rivers dried up.’ That is why ‘the five stars converged,’ ‘the Yellow River flowed clear,’ ‘yin was exhausted and yang began to rise.’

In some passages, the letter’s author reflects on the imbalances of a social order in which ‘the land has all been taken over by the rich – the rich get richer every day, and the poor get poorer.’ Summer Calm clearly separates himself from these wealthy families: ‘Living in the present day, and making my way in the present world, I have no intention of seeking profit or rank – these would defile me.’ Perhaps he is a farmer? ‘I live in seclusion on an empty mountain, with one or two like-minded friends, raising our chickens and growing melons.’ Yet if he is a farmer, he cares for old texts, old days, and has a sense of history. For the writer of this letter, nothing good in a scholarly or political sense has happened in China during the five centuries that have passed since the fall of that Song dynasty which Yue Fei fought so hard to preserve. In all that time, up to the present, only one scholar has ‘upheld the ideal,’ and that was the man whom the letter writer calls ‘The Master of the Eastern Sea.’

As to the reigning emperor, Yongzheng, Summer Calm expresses nothing but disgust, and for General Yue’s benefit he marshals the negative arguments: the emperor under whose rule they both are living has murdered several of his brothers, both older and younger; he has plotted against his parents; he persecutes his loyal ministers, and gives his ear only to sycophants; he is greedy for material gain, despite the richness with which he lives; he is ever eager to kill others, often drinks himself into oblivion, and cannot control his sexual passions. Could anyone be surprised that ‘the sky is shaking, the earth is angry; demons cry, gods howl’?

It is early afternoon by the time Yue Zhongqi finishes the letter. It has not been hard to read the letter in privacy, but many people have seen the letter delivered into his hands, and he must proceed with care. He will need unimpeachable witnesses if he is to question the messenger. If he were to investigate such an incredible document on his own, or to question the messenger in secret, even if he were to get the truth would anyone believe him?

The last time Yue Zhongqi found himself in a somewhat similar predicament was around fifteen months before, in early August 1727, when he was serving as the commanding general in the city of Chengdu, down in the southwest in Sichuan province. Just after noon, on August 4, a man was seen running wildly through the streets. He carried a stone in each hand, and shouted out for all to hear that a great upheaval was coming, that ‘Old Yue’ would rise up with his cavalry and troops in Sichuan and Shaanxi provinces to overthrow the government. Within the very walls of Chengdu itself, secretly organized gangs would arise at the same time from their hidden bases near the city gates and would begin a bout of random killings.

That the city watchmen who first reported the incident and Yue’s senior colleagues who investigated it all thought the man was mad was little solace to Yue Zhongqi himself. He still had to report the whole humiliating incident to the emperor, for he knew that his colleagues – even those among them he considered his friends – would be reporting it as well. Trivial though the incident might seem, both their careers and his depended on never concealing a single act that might be seen to threaten the regime. As Yue rather bitterly noted in his report to the emperor at that time, ‘If people are truly mad, there is nothing they cannot say, and no person they cannot destroy.’ And in a follow-up report Yue poured out his sense of anguish and guilt, lambasting himself for his failures as a general and as an official, confessing to financial and administrative errors and to mistakes in judgment, repeatedly referring to his own weakening health, and finally requesting to be relieved of all his duties.

Responding to Yue’s reports in an edict issued later that same summer of 1727, Emperor Yongzheng handled the whole matter of the Chengdu incident with candor. Over the years, wrote the emperor, he had received numerous warnings of Yue Zhongqi’s potential for disloyalty, warnings that were often linked to rumors that the general might seek to relive the triumphs of his ancestor Yue Fei. As emperor, he chose to ignore them all, and indeed had promoted Yue to ever-higher positions out of absolute confidence that the charges were groundless. His only regret was that these scurrilous accusations demeaned not only General Yue himself but also the loyal people of Sichuan and Shaanxi provinces, who formed the backbone of Yue’s armies.

In a separate set of confidential comments for the general’s eyes only, written in vermilion ink between the columns of Yue’s impassioned outpourings, the emperor reassured Yue that he considered the charges Yue was directing against himself to be basically trivial matters, unworthy of further consideration. No one had mentioned them to the emperor before, and he did not care to know about them now. Yue should stay at his post, and get on with the work he had been appointed to do. Yue’s poor health, however, was a real concern. Accordingly the emperor would send his own most trusted court doctor, Liu Yuduo, down to Chengdu, with a range of the medicines for which he was justly famous, to give Yue a thorough examination. Dr. Liu did indeed arrive in Chengdu, and spent three days checking the general’s pulse rhythms, and in experimenting with different dosages of medication, before hitting on a formula that suited the general perfectly, brought an end to his nagging anxieties, and rebuilt his bodily strength.

Since the Chengdu case might leave rumors hovering in the air, rumors that could damage Yue’s reputation and encourage doubts in the public’s mind about the tranquillity of the region, Emperor Yongzheng also appointed a special investigator from the Ministry of Punishments to travel down to Chengdu and check things out for himself. Arriving in mid-September 1727, the investigator personally questioned the alleged madman, along with his relatives, anyone who had shared lodgings with him, and the members of the patrol that arrested him. The rigorous questioning – some of it under torture – revealed no instigators behind the scenes, and no traces of a concealed plot. It was clear that the madman, Lu, had acted alone while in a delirium caused by a protracted bout of malaria that had lasted over a month, leaving him weakened and desiccated. Lu had no memory at all of his actions in the street on that early August day. If there was any calculation behind his words and actions, it was that he had been driven to a state approaching madness even earlier, during a protracted struggle with the authorities to regain some land he had sold, under duress, to a brutal neighbor. The refusal of the various officials in the countryside where he lived to reopen his case had led Lu at last to Chengdu, in the hopes of catching the attention of the recently appointed general, Yue, who had a reputation for fairness. The investigator in 1727 also clarified some puzzling details in the case: for instance, Lu had been carrying a stone in each hand to drive away the wild dogs that followed him through the streets; the wildness of his gaze sprang from the delirium that fixed his eyes in an unyielding stare; once placed in a cart by the watchmen, to be conveyed to the city jail, all his energy evaporated, and he fell at once into a deep and trancelike sleep.

Yue Zhongqi was lucky that time, and apparently the case left no lingering resentments. But how can Yue report yet another case, of an oddly similar kind, not much more than a year after that earlier one, and still retain his emperor’s confidence? His main hope for imperial understanding must be to keep the record limpidly clear, to have no suggestion of any hidden double-dealing. Only testimony from the most impeccable corroborating sources can be used. Lowly witnesses obviously will not do – for this is treason of the gravest kind. Twice Yue Zhongqi sends members of his personal staff to the second-ranking official in Shaanxi province, Governor Xilin, who also resides in Xi’an, asking him to report at once to the general’s office. But the governor replies that he cannot come – he is out at the military training grounds in the northeastern part of the city, checking the martial skills of those taking the current round of military examinations. It would not be tactful in the circumstances for General Yue to order Governor Xilin to come, since the governor is a career Manchu bureaucrat, only one grade junior to General Yue, and the training ground is in the very middle of the ‘Manchu city’ of Xi’an. That Manchu enclave was formed from the entire eastern half of the city after it was seized from the Chinese residents in 1646, fortified with its own inner walls, and made the permanent and protected residence area for five thousand Manchu garrison troops along with their more than fifteen thousand dependents.

Dipping, of necessity, one rung down in the bureaucratic hierarchy, Yue Zhongqi calls instead on the third-ranking official stationed in Xi’an, Judicial Commissioner Shise. This man’s office is just across the road from the governor-general’s compound, beside that same Drum Tower where the messenger had been waiting, and as it happens Shise is free, and is able to respond to Yue’s call. After the two officials have consulted together briefly, Yue installs the commissioner in a room adjacent to the main office, so that he can hear everything that transpires without being seen. Once Shise is in position, General Yue summons the arrested messenger, ‘Zhang the Luminous,’ to his office, and offers him a cup of tea.

As they drink their tea together, Yue keeps his expression friendly and his words polite: Where is messenger Zhang from, how far did he have to travel to get to Xi’an, and how long did the journey take him? Where does Zhang’s teacher, the ‘Leaderless Wanderer of the Southern Seas,’ live, and how can one get to see him? And more broadly, Yue Zhongqi asks, what factors induced Zhang’s teacher to take the initiative to write such a letter, address it to General Yue, and arrange for its delivery in this particular manner?

Zhang is cautious. He has taken an oath, he says, never to reveal his teacher’s whereabouts. What he can say is that his teacher lives in the far southeastern province of Guangdong, near the coast, protected by his numerous followers. Where does Zhang himself live? He spent his earlier years in Wuchang City, and elsewhere in the Hunan-Hubei region, but now he too lives with his teacher beside the southern seas. The journey to see General Yue took Zhang four months in all, as he made his way across southern China from Guangdong through Guizhou and Sichuan, and so northward to the city of Xi’an in Shaanxi. Why the choice of General Yue to receive this particular letter? Because both Zhang and his teacher had heard people tell how Yue was summoned three times to the court by Emperor Yongzheng, but refused to go. Thus they knew the general must be ready to revolt. The distressed economic condition of the southern provinces of China, and unusual heavenly portents, confirmed them in their belief that the time was ripe for bold action.

Pressed by Yue Zhongqi about those three summonses to court, messenger Zhang adds a curious twist to his story: ‘When I got to Shaanxi two weeks ago,’ he tells Yue, ‘I heard that the emperor never sent those three summonses for you to come to court; the story was baseless. Therefore I thought it might be better not to deliver the letter. But I had traveled so far that I could hardly return empty-handed. So I decided to deliver it anyway.’

Trying to probe deeper into the motives lying behind the conspiracy, Yue returns to the economic arguments. Why was it that Zhang and his teacher thought that people were ready to rebel, he asks again? Was Shaanxi province not prosperous, as the messenger could see for himself? Shaanxi might be prosperous under General Yue, Zhang agrees, but Zhang’s own home provinces of Hubei and Hunan were reeling from both floods and droughts. ‘Mere accidents of nature,’ replies Yue, ‘and certainly not things caused by human beings themselves.’ Besides, as he knows well, only a few small areas of Hunan and Hubei were affected by the bad weather, and the emperor has already sent relief to the stricken regions. ‘The government officials never know the people’s real suffering,’ Zhang replies.

Shifting his ground again, Yue Zhongqi makes one more attempt to find out where the messenger and his teacher are really from. If Zhang will not tell him such basic details, Yue argues, how can he possibly know if this whole story is true or not? How can he be sure the whole thing is not an elaborate trap, in which Zhang has been primed by Yue’s enemies to deliver a treasonous letter, so that they can see how Yue responds? (Something similar happened back in 1725 to Yue’s predecessor in this very Shaanxi post, a man also at the peak of his power until undermined by a subordinate who lured him into acts of disloyalty and then turned him in. Yue was on the man’s staff at the time, and knows all the dangerous details.) But Zhang does not rise to the bait, and swears that he will never reveal where he and his teacher live, even if the general kills him for his silence.

It is now three in the afternoon of October 28. Governor Xilin at last arrives, the military examinations being over. Yue goes out to greet him, and summarizes the impasse in which he finds himself. They decide that since the general is getting nowhere by politeness, they should turn to torture. The governor will conceal himself along with the judicial commissioner in the adjacent room, and the two will act as witnesses to what transpires.

But even when the torture instruments are used on Zhang, strong wooden presses that constrict hands and fingers or ankles and leg bones ever tighter, until they reach or pass the breaking point, he refuses to give the information the general demands. Zhang keeps repeating again and again through his cries of pain that his teacher lives down on the shores of the southern seas, where the borders of the provinces come together. The words are meaningless as a way of tracking down the conspirators, and after several hours the general realizes that Zhang will die if they continue any longer, and the mystery of the letter’s origin will be unsolved. So he orders the messenger returned to his cell and arranges for the governor and judicial commissioner to return at dawn the following day, to take up their secret listening stations once again.

The whole of that next day, October 29, is spent in probing Zhang for hard facts, but to no avail. The general keeps the threat of torture in reserve, but does not resort to it again. Instead, he elaborates on what he said the day before about the need to prove Zhang was not a front man for some group of enemies determined to discredit Yue. Even the torture has its place in that enquiry, he adds, since how else could they have known whether Zhang was sincere? This time Yue openly says the name of his predecessor as governor-general and commander of the Western Armies, who had been betrayed by his own subordinates – the man was General Nian Gengyao, once the emperor’s favorite but driven at the end to commit suicide on the emperor’s orders. Doubtless Zhang and his fellows are planning the same kind of thing, the general observes, and why on earth should he trust this group of scholars apparently playing out the roles of wandering knights-errant? After the treatment he received the previous day, Zhang replies, it is hard for him to believe anything the general says to him. Such harsh treatment was logical, the general replies, since Zhang refused so consistently to tell the truth: ‘If you speak so fiercely to others, they are going to treat you with equal fierceness.’

Zhang repeats his assertion that six provinces are ready to rise up in rebellion. Why six provinces? the general asks, and Zhang tells him that these are the same six that rose up in 1673 at the time of Wu Sangui’s great rebellion against the Manchus, and they would surely rise again if given the proper leadership: ‘If you just give the word, all else will spring from that.’

Yue probes the logic of the messenger’s claims, winning debating points as he proves his superior knowledge of local conditions – it is, after all, the governor-general’s responsibility to know such things – and regularly exposing great gaps in the messenger’s information. But it is a circular and unproductive conversation. If there is a plot, its outline remains shadowy, its leader or leaders unknown. The last remarks from Zhang, as the evening comes upon them, are close to a threat: Many people now know, he reminds General Yue, of the torture used the day before. They would talk, as people always do. Their talk, and the reasons for it, would reach the emperor’s ears and lead him to question the general about it. The general would then find himself in the deepest trouble.

Yue replies with unexpected candor: ‘For some time the emperor has known that people planning to rebel come to try and win an agreement from me; so naturally he doubts my true intentions, and takes his precautions. How can I ever have a day in which I am completely at peace?’ But the messenger’s threat has suggested its own solution, says the general: ‘Now that I am riding the tiger, I have no choice but to let you go. If outsiders do talk about this case, and the emperor decides to investigate, I’ll just tell him that a group of naive scholars, under the illusion they were talking politics, got to saying crazy things. But after I gave them some tough questioning, I decided to let them go.’ The messenger is neither moved nor convinced: ‘Your words may sound logical, but I don’t believe what you say. And since I came here ready to die, even if you were, in all sincerity, to set me free, I, in all sincerity, would not go.’ They are getting nowhere. Yue Zhongqi orders Zhang returned to his cell.

On the morning of October 30, seeing no other choice, Yue retires to his office and begins a report to his emperor. His rank entitles him to send a top-secret report, one that will initially be read by the emperor in person, before anyone in the bureaucracy has seen it. Such secret reports have to be written by the senior officials themselves, not by their secretaries, and must follow an exact format: an introductory title to show the content, followed by the main points sequentially arranged, terminating with general conclusions and suggestions for action. The paper, too, is standard for all senior officials: white, each sheet ten inches high and around two feet broad, folded into narrow leaves in a concertina fashion, which makes each report easy to scan through. The ink used is black, and the vertical lines of each official’s calligraphy are spaced far enough apart to allow room for imperial notations in red ink between the lines, with more space at the end, after the date, for a lengthier comment should the emperor choose to make one.

For the introductory title to his report, Yue Zhongqi chooses unusual wording: ‘A Secret Report, Blunderingly Written, Which the Emperor Is Implored to Read with Compassion.’ As carefully as he can, Yue summarizes the delivery of the letter by Zhang the messenger at around noon on October 28, offers a sketch of the letter’s contents, and presents a detailed account of the three phases of the interrogation across the afternoon and evening of the twenty-eighth, and on October 29. General Yue admits to the emperor that he has completely failed to solve the case – it has been in every sense ‘uncanny and elusive.’ Though he knows full well what his duty is to his ruler and his country, his capacities have proved inadequate to the task. All he can suggest now is that Zhang the messenger be sent to Beijing, where trusted officials of the emperor, skilled in interrogation, might be able to break through Zhang’s walls of evasion.

By rights, Yue adds, he should be sending along a copy of the treasonous letter. But its contents are so wild and vile that he feels unable to send it for the emperor’s perusal unless specifically ordered to do so. Accordingly, pending further instructions, he has put the letter in a sealed packet and deposited it with Governor Xilin, who will make sure it is not tampered with in any way. Governor Xilin, the general adds, who listened secretly to the second and third phases of the questioning, attests to the accuracy of this preliminary report, though Yue is sending it out under his own name. Messenger Zhang was also carrying two books when arrested, notes Yue. One was a handwritten copy of a work called ‘A Conspectus of Information for Attaining the Degree of Literary Licentiate,’ and the other was a printed book titled ‘Grasping the Essentials of the Classics, Illustrated with Commentary.’ These two have been sealed away for safekeeping.

The general entrusts his secret report to a special courier and orders it delivered at once to the emperor in Beijing. Just as there are meticulous rules for the format and presentation of secret reports, so are there similar rules for their dispatch. Most commonly the couriers are either trusted household retainers of the senior official concerned or else military officers on his staff. There are also government couriers attached to each of the various substations of the message-transmission system, which covers China like a tracery, linking key cities and transportation routes via an intricate system of post stations. One index of the dynasty’s effectiveness is the speed with which messages can be delivered, for that depends in turn on maintaining stables and the necessary mounts which the couriers can use on the presentation of tallies: fast horses in the north, but also mules and donkeys for rugged terrain, and camels for the arid lands and deserts of the far west. In the southeast, crisscrossed by its myriad canals and rivers, the stables are replaced by a system of boats – various types, depending on the nature of the waterways. Inns where the couriers can sleep and get a meal are also part of the system. Yue Zhongqi does not mention in his report the name or rank of his courier, but we know the man traveled fast, leaving Xi’an at noon on October 30 and completing the 850-mile journey to Beijing by the fifth or sixth of November.

With the report written and dispatched, Yue Zhongqi can think more clearly about the case as a whole. Though the report he has just sent in may prove his honesty and patriotism, its contents suggest mainly a string of failures. And the solution he has offered the emperor is thin indeed. What if the Beijing interrogators succeed no better than he has, and Zhang the messenger were to die under their insistent questioning? How would that help to solve the case? And how would the solution he has offered in any way help to set the emperor’s mind at ease?

As he reflects further, a possible line of action occurs to Yue Zhongqi. The messenger Zhang, wherever he might be from, is isolated and alone, frightened and in pain. Yet despite three protracted sessions of questioning, he has never let down his guard. Maybe a friendly face would accomplish what official sternness could not. General Yue knows and trusts a man named Li Yuan, formerly the supervisor of education in the eastern part of the city, whom he has just promoted to be acting magistrate. Li has not been in office long, and his path would not have crossed with Zhang the messenger. The general asks Li Yuan to come to his office, and sketches out his idea: Li Yuan will exchange his official robes for the simple clothes of a commoner, pretending to be one of Yue’s household retainers. In this assumed role he will meet up with messenger Zhang, and attempt to get him to drop his guard. Li will find out what he can about the man, share local gossip, and also praise General Yue in the highest terms, as being a thoroughly trustworthy person. An unused room is found in one of the sprawling government compounds nearby, comfortably furnished, and Li Yuan is installed there. The messenger is thereupon released from his cell, and sent to spend the night in the same room, where Li Yuan is already waiting. Since the weather is cold, Yue has his retainers take warm furs over to the two men, and a plentiful supply of wine. He leaves the two men to talk, and drink, and sleep, and lets them laze away the next day too.

In the later afternoon of October 31, when it is already growing dark, Yue Zhongqi once against stations the judicial commissioner in an adjacent room, and has Zhang the messenger brought from his new quarters to the general’s main office. With an air of absolute sincerity, Yue tells Zhang that he has been thinking about everything that has been said, and has decided to risk all and join the conspiracy. Zhang, perhaps softened by human friendship, by the warmth of the furs in the cold night, by wine, and by the good words he had been hearing about the general, accepts this pledge, though he also insists that the general back up his words by swearing a solemn oath never to betray Zhang and his teacher. General Yue swears that he will never divulge the information he is given.

Over the ensuing span of steady and courteous questioning, Zhang begins to yield up his formerly cherished secrets one by one. The true name of his teacher, ‘Summer Calm, the Leaderless Wanderer of the Southern Seas,’ is Zeng Jing. Zeng is currently not living anywhere near the southeast coast, but is at his home village of Putan, in Yongxing county, in the southeastern part of Hunan province. The messenger’s own real name is Zhang Xi; originally from Hengzhou prefecture in Hunan, he has recently been living in the home of his teacher, Zeng Jing. Zhang Xi singles out four other men as central to his teacher’s planning for the conspiracy. One, named Liu, is currently teaching in a local Hunan school, where he is famed for his knowledge of astronomy and his interest in military tactics. Another, Chen, of unknown address, is a self-proclaimed disciple of Liu. There is also a certain Qiao, another Hunanese, but from a different township, about whom Zhang knows no details. And there is a fourth man, from a completely different part of China: his name is Yan and he lives in Huzhou, a major commercial city in the distant coastal province of Zhejiang. Yan is especially esteemed for his skill in military tactics and knowledge of firearms.

Unwilling to push too far or too fast, Yue lets Zhang Xi go back to rest and relax with his newfound friend Li Yuan, and leaves the two undisturbed throughout the following morning, November 1. The general uses the time to write a second secret report to Emperor Yongzheng, outlining the nature of his deception, his swearing of the oath, and the results of his October 31 conversation with Zhang. As an attachment, he appends an annotated list of the six conspirators whose names are now definitely known, along with their places of residence when he has ascertained them. Yue’s introductory title for this new report’s contents is almost boastful: ‘A Secret Report on How the Rebel Has Spewed Out the Names of His Fellow Plotters.’ Choosing another courier, Yue sends him racing after the first toward Beijing. He will probably not be able to overtake the first courier, carrying the message of failure, but at least this second report should reach the court before the emperor has taken any action on the first.

General Yue lets Zhang Xi rest until twilight on November 1 before summoning him again. (Once again, the judicial commissioner is concealed as a witness in the next-door room.) With simulated eagerness and curiosity, Yue concentrates on the phrase Zhang used in their very first conversation, that the six potentially rebellious provinces would rise at once when the word was given: ‘If you just say the word, all else will follow,’ as Zhang had originally phrased it. What exactly does that mean in practical terms? asks Yue. Zhang answers elliptically: ‘It all depends on the state of mind the people are in; it is something ordained to happen.’

Yue is not satisfied with such an answer. Things are not so bad in those provinces, he responds, and aid has been sent to the stricken areas. How could one possibly believe that it is all just a question of the people’s mind-set? ‘Surely you people must have an army ready, and supplies; then when you stage the rising in a given place, “If someone just says the word all else will follow.” ’ Zhang’s answer is defensive: ‘When I was with my own comrades, we just talked about general moral principles. I don’t know about the rest of the specifics.’ ‘That was exactly why, in yesterday’s conversation, I referred to you people as “naive scholars,” Yue retorts. ‘Because you are all so filled with bravado, you think you can change the world.’ Zhang replies that his teacher Zeng Jing, Liu, Yan, and the others he’s mentioned ‘all possess huge talents that they are at the moment unable to use; but if you were to employ my teacher, what worries could you possibly have? As to exactly how in the case of Hunan and the other six provinces “one word spoken would make all else follow,” only my teacher has everything worked out. I am merely a humble follower of his, and could never see the whole picture. I did no more than obey his instructions to give you the letter, and various other things he told me in person.’

The rest of the discussion, however, is more productive of hard information. Zhang tells General Yue how one year ago, in the autumn, he traveled to Zhejiang province to visit the descendants of the deceased scholar Lü Liuliang, that being the true name of the ‘Master of the Eastern Sea’ mentioned in the original letter to the general. Lü’s grandchildren let Zhang read Lü’s journals and other works, and gave him copies of some of Lü’s poems. Lü Liuliang had written powerful things, but his later descendants were not impressive people, Zhang felt.

Casually, Yue Zhongqi asks for the names and current homes of the people with whom Zhang Xi talked in Zhejiang, and also for the full names and locations of Zhang’s father and other relatives. Though the day before Zhang steadfastly refused to give any information about his father’s name and place of residence, he now gives the general all the information requested: His father’s name is Zhang Xinhua, and he lives with his eldest son, Zhang Zhao, in a small village about forty miles away from the county town of Anren in southern Hunan. For a time, Zhang Xi’s father held the junior literary degree of licentiate, which he had won in the local examinations, but the provincial authorities canceled his right to use the degree title after he was charged with being involved in a local disturbance. Thus he was no longer allowed to wear a scholar’s robes. Zhang also had a younger male cousin, who had come with him all the way to Xi’an. But before the letter was delivered, this cousin panicked and set off for home on his own. Besides these family members, there were two men surnamed Che in the conspiracy, both originally from Hunan, who had changed their registered residence, and now lived in the
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