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1.  ​ Foreword
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Fascinating Chinese Minority Surnames?: Nomad Invasions And Ethnic Amalgamation In Ancient China.

The evolution of the Chinese minorities' family names is a fascinating story.

It mirrors the tortuous but remarkable human interaction and integration of minority ethnic groups with the majority group in China over the millennia.
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2.  ​ Ethnic Minorities
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China is a country that has many minority ethnic groups.

Over two millennia, many members of these minority groups have integrated completely into the main Han ethnic group.

Those that still retain their original customs and unique cultures are now truly in the minority.

These small minorities are now living in remote areas in relatively small groups.
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3.  ​ Names
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While large numbers of the minority ethnic groups have integrated into the mainstream population known as the Han ethnicity, many of them still have a close connection to their origins through their retained family names in the Sinicised versions

These surnames are often double-worded and are known as compound surnames 复姓.

Today, such compound surnames are easy to find within the main Chinese population, both in China, and in the large Chinese diaspora overseas.
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4.  ​ Ouyang Compound Surname
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The most prominent example of compound surname is the Han ethnic surname of Ouyang 欧阳.

They are said to be the descendants of Warring States Yue King Goujian 越王勾践.

It all started because the famous Yue King's descendants were enfeoffed in the area on the sunny side of Wu Cheng's Mount Ouyu (乌程欧余山之阳). This is in today's Huzhou, Zhejiang.

That gave rise to the surname Ouyang, meaning literally the sunny side of Mt. Ouyu.  

There are now about 1 million Chinese with this surname.
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5.  ​ Sima
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Sima, 司马, is another common Han ethnic compound surname.

It literally means the Minister in charge of horses, which clearly refers to the Minister of war or defense in the modern lexicon.

It originated in the ancient Zhou dynasty, from the Chen 程 family.

Famous people with this surname include the greatest Han historian Sima Qian, and the founding family of the Jin dynasty that usurped the Cao Wei dynasty and unified China after the chaotic Three Kingdoms era.
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6.  ​ Xiongnu 
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The most powerful and ferocious Chinese minority group was Xiongnu.

It was said to date back to the time of the ancient Xia dynasty, the first known dynasty of Chinese history at around 2,000 BC.

Xiongnu were said to be the descendants of the Xia prince Sunwei 淳维 who led a group of his people to flee from the Shang conquest of Xia.

They were subsequently known by the Shang conqueror as Guifang 鬼方.

By the following Zhou dynasty, there were known as Xianyun 猃狁.

And by the Warring States period, they were known by the fearsome name of Xiongnu 匈奴.

They were believed to be a diverse group with mainly Turkic and Mongolic origins, with a language that may have had ties to the Yeniseian of Siberia, and to Turkic.
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7.  ​Nomadic Invasions 
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From the early spring and autumn period and the warring states period, nomadic invasions had been recorded.

The nomads had a built-in advantage in wars because of their more and better horses and their superior horse-riding skills. This gave them a tremendous superiority in the ancient battlefield. And it took quite a while for the various Chinese armies to catch up in these respects.

In the meantime, from around 700 BC, tall and sturdy defensive walls were built by the various early Chinese states including Chu, Qi, Wei, Zhao, Yan, and Qin, to defend against the nomadic invasions.

These walls were to be eventually connected to become the world famous Great Wall of China.
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8.  ​Wars With Xiongnu 
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Xiongnu then became a significant nomadic empire in Central Asia from the 3rd century BC, and was known for their repeated conflicts and wars with various Chinese states and empires.

Emperor Qin Shi Huang in around 220 BC connected and extended the existing fortifications in the north to create a more unified defense system against the Xiongnu. This is often considered the beginning of the Great Wall as a single large-scale defensive project. 

During the following Han dynasty, marrying a Han royal house “princess" to Xiongnu Chanyu was one of Han's methods to secure peace with Xiongnu.

In 200 BC, Emperor Gaozu of Han married a Han "princess" to the most famous and powerful of Xiongnu chiefs, the formidable Modu Chanyu. This was the first recorded incidence of “Heqin” or peace by marriage, in Chinese history.

The well-known marrying of the legendary beauty Wang Zhaojun (王昭君) to Xiongnu Huhanye Chanyu in 33 BC was a later case.
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9.  ​End Of Xiongnu Threat 
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After many years of wars and tentative peace, Xiongnu was comprehensively defeated in 89 AD.by the Han army led by the famous Han general Dou Xian 竇憲.

The Inscription at Yanran 封燕然山銘, composed by the Han army's advisor and historian Ban Gu, was engraved on a cliff at Mount Yanran to commemorate Dou Xian's famous victory against the Xiongnu. 

This cliff inscription was rediscovered in 2001 in the Baruun Ilgen hills located south of the Inel mountain (modern Delgerkhangai), which is in the Gobi desert of Dundgovi Province in today's central Mongolia.

Incredibly, the 220 legible Chinese characters on the cliff out of the total of 260 are identical to the text recorded in the Book of the Later Han 後漢書. 

This confirmed the location of that ancient battlefield, and demonstrated dramatically the veracity of ancient Chinese historical books.
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