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A NOTE ON SPELLING

Most Chinese words in this book are names, and all except for the occasional very well-established one are transliterated using the modern system, pinyin (as opposed to the old one, known as Wade–Giles). In pinyin, most letters and diphthongs are roughly as in English, but some have their own pronunciation. These are the main ones:


Consonants:

c as in rats

q as in church

x is between s and sh

z as in suds

zh as in fudge

Vowels:

e as in the US pronunciation of nurse

ie as in yeah

ue as in a contracted form of ‘you were’ – y’were

eng as in sung

ei as in gay



Commonly, pinyin omits the tones that help define the Chinese character. In Mandarin, there are four tones, indicated with accents on the vowel (the first, in diphthongs):


First (high, level) tone: [image: Image] [image: Image] [image: Image] [image: Image] [image: Image]

Second (rising) tone: á é í ó ú

Third (falling-rising): [image: Image] [image: Image] [image: Image] [image: Image] [image: Image]

Fourth (falling) tone: à è ì ò ù



Even so, pinyin cannot always specify the exact sign, so for the sake of Chinese speakers and translators I add the Chinese signs, except for proper names, which are so numerous that to give Chinese signs for all would be too cumbersome.
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INTRODUCTION THE WALL OF CHINA DOES NOT EXIST

If Hollywood ever makes The Great Wall: The Movie, it might open with this single, uncut, aerial tracking shot, in Imax:

EXT. EARTH ORBIT. DAY

Below us, as the earth turns, India vanishes off-screen left, and east Asia swings into frame. We’re

FALLING TOWARDS CHINA.

LCD displays flicker:

Altitude: 15 … 14 … 13 kilometres.

Speed: 3,000 … 2,750 … 2,500 kilometres per hour. Colours emerge: the green of the fertile south, the burned brown of the desert north, Tibet’s white highlands. Altitude: 8 … 7 … 6 kilometres. Speed: 1,500 … 1,250 kph. Now two great rivers stand out, and north of them a dark, wavy line cutting across the whole region, from deserts to our left, over mountains to the blue Pacific. Height: 1 kilometre; speed: 1,000 kph. We level out over a river and stark brown mountains, and

ZOOM IN

on the dark, wavy line, which is not a wavy line any more, but the Wall, immense, a river of stone 7 metres high, wide as a road, reaching to the horizon in both directions, with a watch-tower every kilometre. Soldiers on the battlements are running to the towers, where they are starting warning fires. Beyond, a nomad horde assaults the Wall, to no effect. We turn along the Wall at the speed of sound. From each tower in turn, flames and smoke leap, as if unzipping the desert. We overtake the dots of flame. On our right, a great chain of snow-capped mountains flickers past. On the left, more mountains, austere ones of dark rock. They close in on either side. We pop through the gap, always above the Wall, then weave through more mountains to a vast, muddy river. The Wall edges the river, veering into a semicircular turn. Now the landscape changes. It’s greener. The Wall begins to zoom and twist round and over mountains. We follow in an exhilarating roller-coaster ride. In the distance to our right, beyond the mountains, a huge city. It’s past, and the Wall runs onwards, up, down, left, right – more mountains, a lake, a final leap up and over, and ahead is a fortress where the Wall plunges into the sea.

ZOOM

upward into blue sky.

CUT.

That’s how it might begin. It would indeed be wonderful, with all those expensive, impossible computer graphics. It would, I think, seduce an audience. They would believe, because they have seen the images of the Wall near Beijing, which looks pretty much like a bit of the Wall in this epic opening. They would believe, because it confirms so much they think they know about the Wall: the only man-made structure visible from space, it runs in an unbroken line of stone across north China, it was built to keep the barbarians at bay, etc., etc.

They would believe. But they would be wrong, because the sequence is almost entirely rubbish. A more accurate title for any film that began this way would be The Great Wall: Errors, Lies and Assorted Idiocies.

No, it cannot be seen from space. That quaint idea came from an even quainter one, stated as fact by Robert Ripley, the American illustrator who made himself a millionaire with his cartoon feature Believe It Or Not! This specialized in making extraordinary claims, some true, some as fantastic as headlines in a downmarket tabloid – Astronomers Discover Pearly Gates, Nun Gives Birth to Puppy: that sort of thing. The feature became an industry, syndicated, turned into radio and TV shows and films, reproduced in books. As a child, I had one of Ripley’s books. It showed a man lifting weights with his eyeballs, which I totally believed. In the 1930s, when Ripley’s feature took off, he had 80 million readers. You can still see reruns of the films on the Sci-Fi Channel, which is where most of the outrageous claims belong, including the one that called the Great Wall ‘The mightiest work of man – the only one that would be visible to the human eye from the Moon’. This statement was, of course, founded on no evidence at all, since it was made 30 years before anyone had been in space, 40 before the lunar landings. This didn’t prevent its becoming sanctioned by use: so much so that the eminent Sinologist Joseph Needham, author of the magisterial multi-volume Science and Civilisation in China, stated that ‘the Wall has been considered the only work of man which could be picked out by Martian astronomers’.1 The Chinese were delighted with the idea, and included the moon version (though not Mars) as a ‘fact’ in textbooks until the first Chinese space flight in 2003, when their astronaut, Yang Liwei, admitted he couldn’t see anything of it from orbit. It was too narrow, too similar in colour to its background. Many cities, yes, even airport runways; the Wall, no. So believe it: you cannot see the Wall from the moon, let alone Mars.

Where does that leave the close-ups? The view of the Wall itself? Surely we should believe in that, as almost all those who see the sections outside Beijing believe. Here the Wall is as astounding as the hype suggests, a rollercoaster of masonry riding ridges over mountains as chaotic as crinkled tinfoil. It zooms, it drops, it doubles back in Z-bends, it vanishes into valleys, it reappears on distant peaks. This is an object that seems as easy to define as Buckingham Palace or the Eiffel Tower. You see it, you climb it, you snap it, and there you have it, pinned down and anatomized. ‘I climbed the Great Wall’, it says on the T-shirt. You have a vague sense that this is a tiny part of a greater whole that stretches for thousands of kilometres, as the pamphlets claim. Statistics batter you into acceptance: 6,000 kilometres long, a zillion bricks, enough to build a wall (or two) right around the earth. You also believe it is old, as old as China herself, as timeless as the pyramids.

The weasel word in the last paragraph is ‘it’. The Wall is not an ‘it’. It’s a ‘them’, walls in the plural, and they do not form a continuous line. They are in bits, which appear on good maps like fragments of DNA in a scientific diagram. Up close, very few of them look like the glorious creation to which tourists go. Tame sections give way to wild ones – crumbling, overgrown, barred to walkers – and wild ones vanish into gaps made by roads and reservoirs. You cannot join the dots even of this, the Ming Great Wall, and come up with a unity. And these divided sections are nothing against the other walls, those that rise, fall and vanish as you journey westward. All across north China, as mountains give way to terraced hills and arid plains and finally desert, walls of various sorts keep you company. And out there, where tourists seldom go, majestic brick and stone give way to earth: sometimes a rough barrier blasted by wind and washed by rain into camel’s humps or saw-teeth, sometimes no more than a gentle bank a metre or two in height, sometimes nothing at all.

And all of these bits overlap each other in time. The sections you see around Beijing are only the most recent manifestations of an ancient urge – recent in two ways, for these are twentieth-century restorations of an original that is a mere 500 years old. This wall has ancient precedents, some of them directly beneath it. Sometimes a new dynasty would keep previous creations, sometimes not; sometimes they would rebuild right on the same spot, sometimes not. A few sections come down to us unsullied, survivals from the very first Great Wall over 2,000 years ago. Some are the worse for wear after 500 years. And there is much more to the Wall than wall: fortresses and barracks, guard-towers and beacon-towers, ranging out ahead of and behind the main Wall in a sort of stretched-out halo.

How can such a muddle be measured? Why should we settle on 6,000 kilometres as its length? We shouldn’t. Estimates vary from 1,684 miles (2,694 kilometres), according to Time magazine at the time of Nixon’s visit to China in 1972, to 50,000 kilometres, according to the Xinhua News Agency in 1979. All are meaningless: there are so many bits, some rebuilt many times over, that no one has yet defined what is meant by the one-and-only Great Wall. Even on the mainstream sections, do you count only those bits that survive today? In which case, what about the gaps? Do you count twice, three times, four times the bits used over and over again by different dynasties? What of the non-walls – the embankments, like those I will introduce you to in Mongolia? And if the length remains unknown, so must the volume, much of which is not stone but earth. Exit, therefore, the idea that the Wall could provide stones enough to circle the globe.

All these bits and pieces, overlapping in time and place, make a nonsense of a singular ‘it’. Really, the Chinese term for the Wall, vague and paradoxical, is a far better representation of reality, because it emerges from a distant past, when every city had its wall. ‘Walls, walls, walls, and yet again walls, form the framework of every Chinese city,’ wrote the Swedish historian of Chinese art Osvald Sirén. ‘They surround it, they divide it into lots and compounds, they mark more than any other structures the basic features of Chinese communities … There is no such thing as a city without a wall. It would be just as inconceivable as a house without a roof.’ So fundamental was the connection between walls and cities that one word covered them both, and still does. This, to a westerner like me, is a paradox – one word, two different meanings – but there it is, in OUP’s standard concise dictionary: Chéng ( [image: Image] ): ‘1. city; 2. city wall.’ It may seem odd at first glance, but synecdoche – using an essential part to stand for the whole – is common enough in English: ‘per head of population’, ‘all hands on deck’. The Wall, of course, is rather more than a city wall; so Chinese adds an adjective, not ‘great’ but ‘long’. Several Chinese guides were perfectly happy to tell me that the Chinese for ‘the Great Wall’, cháng chéng / [image: Image], means Long City. ‘And Long Wall?’ I asked. Yes. It could also mean Long Cities, or Long Walls, plural. They see no contradiction here. Nor is there, if you perform a thought experiment: peel back a city wall in your mind, stretch it out, put farms and garrisons along it, and there you have it – Great Wall(s) = Long City/ies.

Yet there is a singularity, which allows us to speak of the Wall as one. It exists not on the ground but in the mind. This Wall, this ‘it’, is rooted in the mind-set of Chinese leaders down the ages. It is an idea that gives a boundary to the Chinese sense of identity. In history, it divided the ultra-civilized China of farms and cities from the ravenous barbarian nomads of the north, whose constant raids threatened to tear China apart. And it defined the nation’s timescale as well. The original Wall was built on the orders of China’s First Emperor, the one who first unified the nation, the one whose vast mausoleum near Xian is guarded by China’s most famous tourist attraction, the Terracotta Army. That’s the starting point for the notion that for over 2,200 years China has been protected by a curtain of stone, like the one north of Beijing, running all across China, from the western deserts to the sea. Thus was the tide of barbarian assault held back; thus was China unified.

There is as much myth as history in this. No one, until quite recently, was interested in trying to untangle the two (a task in which modern historians claim they are engaged). No one, for example, wrote the history of the northern frontier from the point of view of the ‘barbarians’ themselves, who had their own highly sophisticated and effective way of life. Myth and history, undifferentiated, produced a solid consensus that everything south of the Wall was superior, everything north inferior. Had it not been for the Wall, China would have been infected, assaulted, overtaken, undermined, destroyed. The Wall, in brief, defined the nation, which is why it has been adopted as the nation’s symbol, ringing in 1,000 million pairs of ears – as it no doubt will often enough during the 2008 Olympics – in the opening lines of the national anthem:


Arise, ye who refuse to be slaves!
With our very flesh and blood
Let us build our new Great Wall!



Yet historically this adulation is quite a new idea, and so is the myth. Until recently, wall-building was a controversial activity, an action of last resort, often condemned as useless. Moreover, the two sides – north and south, settled and nomad – were never totally divided. They were intertwined in a love–hate relationship that involved trade, diplomacy and intermarriage. The Wall was never the barrier it seemed or was claimed to be. Many times nomad armies rode over and through it, and as many times Chinese armies invaded to quell them. Four north Chinese dynasties were founded by tribes from Mongolia and Manchuria, and two of them ruled the whole country – and to those two, the Mongols and the Manchus, the Wall was no deterrent. Between 1279, when the Mongols conquered all China, and 2007, China was ruled by ‘barbarians’ for 356 years out of 728. Seen from this perspective, China’s rulers have been as much ‘barbarian’ as Chinese, and for half the time there was no need for the Wall at all, because China ruled on both sides of it.

The truth is that the Wall was only partly inspired by the threat from the nomads. It served many other purposes: it defined spheres of interest, marked a frontier, and confined unruly populations where they could be controlled and taxed and turned into workers. Ambitious leaders built walls as potentates built palaces, keeping their people cowed by displays of power and fearful of alien threats.

That the Wall was not all it has been cracked up to be is clear from the attitude of the nomads themselves. They raided at will, never taking the Wall seriously; the greatest of the nomad nations, the Mongols under Genghis Khan, took no notice of it at all. Neither it nor any of its several offshoots get a mention in the Mongols’ foundation epic, The Secret History. To Genghis and his armies the Wall, or walls, might as well not have been there. Nor do Mongolians see anything ‘great’ about the Wall today. To them, it is the White Wall, because that was the colour the Chinese soldiers painted it, and of no more strategic significance than a First World War trench to a tank.

To tackle this vast and complex subject, I travelled from Wall’s end to Wall’s end, and from top (in Mongolia) to bottom (Lanzhou, the capital of China’s Gansu province). The travel was highly selective, dependent as much on chance as choice. At the time, the experiences were both astonishing and baffling, because every site threw up new pieces of history, overlapping with others. I relied on many helpers: as well as Mongolian friends, these included guides, drivers and experts, including the one man who has explored more of the Wall than anyone else. His name is Cheng Dalin. A small, amazingly fit man in his sixties, with twinkling eyes and eyebrows like caterpillars on a trampoline, he told me some of his story in his little Beijing apartment. We were with his soft-spoken son Cheng Yinong, a specialist in medieval towns, who was going to accompany me along the Ming sections of the Wall from Beijing to the sea.

Cheng Dalin came to the Wall by a combination of chance, talent and commitment. In the 1950s he was in sports college, training as a sprinter and a weightlifter. He injured himself lifting, and turned to medicine. Meanwhile, China’s relationship with Russia went sour. War threatened. A higher power decided that the nation needed war reporters. War reporters had to be very fit, so Cheng and several of his fellow students were sent to join the state news agency, Xinhua. There he found a niche as a photographer, specializing in landscapes – a role in which his fitness was an asset, since he found himself walking in remote places carrying cameras. Among his subjects was the part of the Great Wall that ends in the Pacific, Old Dragon’s Head, which at that time was badly dilapidated. He wanted to call attention to its condition, and to do that his photographs would have to have captions. That in turn meant doing his own research.

‘So he got some books,’ the younger Cheng said, when we were alone much later in our trip. ‘My father is very strong-minded. He wants everything to be the best. He was not happy with what he found, so he began to develop his own views. Then, with his pictures and text, he published his own book. But he was not a scholar, so experts did not take him seriously. Some people said he should stick to photography. But my father did not listen. He tried harder, did more research. Of course, he had his own work in the agency as well. He ran a department. I think he has much ability – father, sportsman, medic, photographer, scholar, leader.’ But he kept going back to the Wall, making countless trips to remote spots, sometimes with little Cheng carrying the cameras. ‘So many cameras! Seven of them, for colour, for wide-angle, for black and white, large format … and the tripods, and films.’

The result of all this labour was many articles in the People’s Picture Magazine, publicizing different sections, then a book on the Wall, backed by Xinhua, translated into English and published in Hong Kong – but not in China proper, because Cheng lacked the right academic credentials. Cheng’s Great Wall of China, published in 1984, is hard to find now, but it and its author gave me what I needed to start with: passion, contacts, guidance, encouragement. No one knew the Wall and all its sub-branches better than Cheng, who had documented his life’s work in an archive of 10,000 card-indexed pictures.

‘So,’ I asked him, ‘you have travelled along all the parts of the Wall?’

‘No! Impossible! Even now, after thirty years, I have still covered no more than eighty-five per cent.’ He paused. ‘What can you do, do you think?’

What indeed, in less than a lifetime? I had little choice. I would have to portray the Wall as a living force, taking today’s Wall as my starting point, delving into history to explain the present. With Mongolian travelling companions, I would indulge my bias towards the much-abused ‘barbarians’, the Mongols in particular, because it was the ever-looming barbarian menace, real and imagined, that infused the Chinese mania for wall-building. I would have to be ruthlessly selective. I would try to use my experiences as doorways into history. With the right help, I would be like a portrait painter, using broad strokes to suggest an immense and complex entity.

 

1 Needham, Science and Civilisation, vol. 4, part 3, p. 47.


I

EARTH



1

THE FIRST EMPEROR’S LESS-THAN-GREAT WALL

[image: Image]

FROM THE TOURIST LITERATURE YOU WOULD THINK THE FIRST Great Wall, built around 214 BC, sprang into being from nothing as a massive stone rampart. The bits I had seen – a low hump across fields north of Guyuan, a battered ridge outside Yinchuan – were all of earth. So when I read of a section of stone wall north of the Inner Mongolian capital, Hohhot, I planned a visit, hoping for something as massive as today’s Great Wall at Beijing.

Northward from Hohhot, the road leaves behind the broad flood plain of the Yellow River, the sparkling new high-rises, the seething traffic and the side-lanes clogged with bicycles, swerving up into the hills of the Yinshan and levelling out into empty stretches lined with poplars. A hundred years ago, let alone a thousand or two, this had been nomad territory, not a field or house to be seen. Now earth-walled villages baked in the autumn heat. Sunflowers wilted, stooks of straw dotted the fields, piles of grain lay on roadsides ready for threshing.

Jorigt, my Mongol-Chinese companion, began to talk about the changing balance of power between Chinese and Mongols. Jorigt, who grew up speaking only Mongol, learned Chinese as a teenager, then Turkish, then English. He teaches at Hohhot’s Mongolian University and knows at first hand the problems that minorities face from the sheer weight of Chinese culture. ‘Soon I think, in twenty years maybe, there will be no grasslands any more. Many people come for minerals, and we will lose it all.’ He thought for a moment, and gave a brief, bitter laugh. ‘Chinese people think minority peoples are barbarians. This is a very wrong idea. City people are very closed, so they fear nomadic persons. But nomadic culture is very suitable for people and for the earth. It is, ah, sensible, no—’ he scuffled through a much-thumbed little dictionary ‘—sustainable development.’

And suddenly, at a bend around a hill rough with exposed rock, there we were at the very old frontier between the civilized world to the south and the wild barbarians of the north. A concrete sign proclaimed us to be at ‘The Great Wall of Qin Dynasty’. Above, an idealized section of the Great Wall at Beijing, complete with crenellations and dragons, framed the Wall’s creator, the First Emperor. It was not so much a portrait as a concrete cartoon – staring slit eyes, grim down-turned mouth, thick neck – that made him as repellent as Jabba the Hutt in Star Wars (fair enough, as you will see). A lattice fence with two mock guard-towers led into a valley whose steep slopes were covered with scrub and loose slate. Above us, along the ridge, ran the grey-stone Wall, its detailed structure a mystery from that steep angle. A kilometre or two in, where the Wall dropped steeply, the track crossed it. We parked and walked up beside it, into a hot, gusting wind.

There were several surprises. The Wall, made of chunks of flat, slate-like rock, ran along the hillside. It was quite low, a metre or so on the uphill side, two or three on the other, flat along the top, and with no sign of any defences: none of the crenellations, guard-towers and beacon-towers which are the vanguards and rearguards of the later Wall. Nothing at all like the Great Wall of the popular imagination. Wondering if it had once been higher, I looked around. No rubble anywhere, except a few places where the Wall itself had spilled its guts downhill.

‘Jorigt, they say this was built to keep you lot out.’ This was unfair. The Mongols hadn’t even arrived in Mongolia 2,000 years ago. ‘But look. I don’t think this was ever high enough to keep anyone out.’

He nodded. ‘Horses could climb here. Archers could shoot over.’

Yet huge amounts of time, effort, manpower and expertise had been invested in this ineffective structure. The slate was nicely dressed on the outside edge, carefully leaning back a few degrees to counter the slope, a superb example of dry-stone walling. All of the stones were solid, except for the rubble that formed the core, and some were quite big, weighing 100 kilos or so. Local certainly, but not the sort of thing you could find lying about.

On the hilltop above, three tall shapes were silhouetted against the brightness of the sky. For a moment I thought they were people. But there was no movement. Statues, perhaps? We climbed on upwards until the objects revealed themselves. They were simple pillars, made of slates piled on top of each other – cairns to mark the hilltop, as Mongols honour high places with the stone-piles they call ovoos. It was easy to see where the stones came from: a little quarry alongside, which could have been a source for some of the stones in the wall as well. Larger ones also came from nearby, as they still do: from over the hill came the boom and dust of an open-cast rock-mine.

I wondered about the supposedly aggressive barbarian hordes. If this wall had no defences, had they been here at all, amid these slaty hills and unpromising tussocks of coarse grass?

‘John Man, look.’

Jorigt pointed. Down in the valley were a herd of sheep and goats, and a cattle enclosure. A distant figure was bent over, attending to something at his feet.

We made our way down, and along a dried-up riverbed, to find a herdsman dressed in a camouflage jacket. He was hauling water from a well, beautifully made, lined with stones cut to form a tube a good 10 metres deep. A smart little Suzuki motorbike stood nearby. Jorigt and he chatted. His name was Li Bin, and he had been herding here for 40 years; before him his father had done the same, as had, perhaps, long before that, families of herders, back for 2,000 years. He offered a mug, and drew a bucket of cool, pure water.

I wondered if the Wall impinged at all on his life. He shrugged at my question, and spouted an official cliché. ‘It’s a cultural relic.’ It didn’t interest him in the least. ‘It doesn’t interfere with grazing. I have to collect those sheep.’ He had spotted some of his herd wandering off down the dry river-bed. He straddled his motorbike and started it. ‘Come again! I’ll cook you some mutton!’ And he was off, bumping and swerving after his wayward flock, leaving us to ponder mysteries: What use to China’s unifier was an indefensible wall a couple of metres high? What had Jorigt’s predecessors been doing when, according to tradition, they should have been ravaging their way across China?

Answers emerge from a time long before that of the First Emperor, as the doyen of Mongolists, Owen Lattimore, proposed in Inner Asian Frontiers of China, his analysis of the shifting relationship between an evolving China to the south and the evolving steppeland cultures to the north. To understand the conflicts and rivalries that produced the Great Wall, we have to go back to a time before China was China and before there was such a thing as pastoral nomadism on its borders.

By about 1,000 BC the Chinese heartland, centred on the Yangtze and Yellow rivers, was a well-irrigated garden of competing kingdoms and principalities and city-states – about 170 of them. Imagine scores of statelets fighting and absorbing each other, their borders constantly changing, like a colony of single-celled creatures under a microscope, with occasional larger kingdoms emerging to plant an idea of what unity – ‘All-Under-Heaven’ (tianxia) or ‘The Central State’ (zhongguo) – could mean, if only it could be secured and maintained. Linking these rival entities and infusing the ideal of unity was a way of life: agricultural, urban, literate, and proud of all three.

Centuries of fighting between states that were similar in their ways inspired the fundamental traits of Chinese society: ancestor worship, elitist bureaucracies, respect for literary traditions, great art, the study of philosophy and ethics, diplomacy, advances in weaponry and fighting techniques – and walls. This was an age of aristocrats fighting in ritualized ways, as European nobles did in the Middle Ages, with peasant infantry playing a background role. One popular tactic was the siege; so self-defence demanded walls, mostly made of earth tamped down between planks in layers, one on top of the other. Such ‘rammed earth’ walls last surprisingly well. Some endure today. In the 1920s one scholar, Li Chi, said that of 748 town walls built between about 700 and 200 BC, 84 were still in use.1 The records say these defences were necessary as defences against ‘barbarians’, and the assumption arose later that these barbarians were pastoral nomadic horsemen sweeping in from the northern grasslands. The Chinese see themselves as the bearers of culture, who never fought except in defence of civilization, and then did so against an enemy that was alien in every way, socially, linguistically and racially. That was the way it was. That was the way it had always been, from time immemorial.

Not so, explains Lattimore, because in 1,000 BC there were no pastoral nomads to China’s north. The barbarians of the borderlands then were sub-groups of agriculturalists, either neighbours eager for better land or migrants who had been driven out of their former haunts and wanted to return. Here, roughly along the borders of present-day Inner Mongolia, irrigation was increasingly difficult. Rainfall was scanty; the people were scattered, streams few, great rivers even fewer. The climate up on the Mongolian plateau is harsh, with winter temperatures plunging to –40°C. Further west lie semi-deserts and deserts, the domains of hunters, fishers and gatherers who were also classed as barbarians until they joined the mainstream. So yes, there were ‘barbarians’; but they weren’t pastoral nomads, because that completely different lifestyle took time to evolve here. By about 500 BC the marginalized sub-groups, driven from the farmlands, forests and rivers, ‘were obliged to develop the technique of controlling herds of livestock’. In short, it was pressure on the fringes of the Chinese heartland that forced the development of a new way of life. ‘As this technique developed, the line of evolution towards true pastoral nomadism became steadily more profitable.’

Out on the steppe, there was a life to be made by expert horsemen and herders, independent of mainstream Chinese ways and traditional forms of warfare. Sheep, camels, horses, yaks, cattle and – further north – reindeer, fuelled by grass, can produce almost everything needed for human survival. The keys to this new way of life, the antithesis of everything Chinese, were horsemanship, mobility, an intimate knowledge of pastures, small groups of people, few possessions, mounted archery and no cities. It’s a tough life; but for those who could master it, it provided an almost overwhelming military advantage over the rooted communities to the south. The stage was set for the confrontation that would define the history of the northern frontier for the next 2,500 years.

Until the middle of the first millennium BC none of the border people posed any great threat, because they were few and marginalized. The ‘barbarians’, as the Chinese called all these people on the edge – Chinese and non-Chinese – were simply trying to hang on to the last vestiges of farmland before being forced out on to the steppe: the aggressors were the farmers, spreading to colonize the marginal lands. This was only a part of a slow and much-disputed process that was occurring all around the grasslands, from the Siberian forests of the north-east to the desert oasis communities of the west; but on this borderland it was Chinese expansionism that forced the evolution of pastoral nomadism, Chinese expansionism that created the new threat.

The picture emerging here is exactly the opposite of the image mainstream Chinese have of themselves, which epitomizes an attitude often seen when powerful groups expand. To the vast majority of colonial Americans, Indians were wild barbarians who threatened white bearers of western civilization, seldom indigenous people being driven off their land. Any ‘barbarian’ response to such encroachment was seen as an attack, a perspective reinforced by the fact that it is the dominant culture that leaves the written records. As Lattimore concludes: ‘The whole idea of … a movement of people inward on China is a later creation … disregarding the fact that the cumulative effect of the “barbarian invasions” was the enlargement of Chinese territory.’

By the beginning of the third century BC this process was nearing maturity, with a consequent hardening of attitudes summarized by the historian Sima Qian around 100 BC. The northern barbarians, who were now equated entirely with pastoral nomads, possessed no civilized traits at all. ‘They move about in search of water and pasture,’ he wrote, ‘and have no walled cities or fixed dwellings, nor do they engage in any kind of agriculture.’ Little boys learn to ride on sheep, shooting birds and rats with bows and arrows. When grown, they hunt and fight, herding flocks when times are good, plundering when they are bad. ‘This seems to be their inborn nature … Their only concern is self-advantage, and they know nothing of propriety or righteousness.’ They revere strength and youth, giving the old and weak only scraps. They have no ‘polite’ names, those names used to avoid the appearance of overfamiliarity. When men die, sons marry stepmothers, widows are taken by the brothers of the slain. In brief, they were the utter opposite of everything the Chinese understood by civilization. Luckily for those living to the south, they mostly lived in small groups, owing allegiance only to their local chief, living in obscurity and dying in unrecorded feuds. There seemed no prospect that they would ever amount to anything like a nation.

The first evidence that a new way of life had emerged survives from the northern border state of Zhou (Chou), where a leader (Wu Ling) ‘wore the costume of the Hu [barbarians] and trained mounted archers’: that is, he adopted some practices of the steppe nomads – swift movement in open country, tactical manœuvre, ambush, sudden assault, rapid flight – in fighting his neighbours. It worked, for decades. Zhou was not overwhelmed by waves of nomads because it was half nomad itself.

At this juncture, competition between Chinese states forced another twist in the spiral of social evolution. Zhou shared the northern borderlands with two other states, Qi (to the south and west) and Yen (north and east). Suddenly, round about 300 BC, frontier walls appear. Another new process was at work: the changeover from small-scale city-states to nation-states. Landed aristocrats and their feudal estates were on the way down; the age of the centralized state had arrived, backed by tough legal systems, huge armies, great irrigation projects, bureaucracies, taxation. These states seemed to need the sort of protection everyone was used to: a city wall, but bigger. So all three states built walls around themselves, along their frontiers, not just against the steppe nomads but also against each other. So did other states. China’s heartland, from the borders of present-day Inner Mongolia to south of the Yangtze, was no longer a honeycomb of cities and statelets, but more like a rich housing estate of seven individual properties – all walled.

Walls take a great deal of trouble to erect and maintain, and they are not necessarily the best defence. But if you were a Chinese ruler in the third century BC, building walls showed you were serious about ruling. Walls sprang up as the preferred form of defence because, for the first time in Chinese history, it was possible to organize labour on a large scale. Before, peasants could be supplied for work on city walls because they owed allegiance to a local noble; but they were not available for state enterprises, because the state had no power over the nobles. Now that the nobles were more gentlemen-officials than landed aristocrats – in effect, state employees – they could not draw on the peasants for labour. So the peasants were free to work for the state. These walls, ostensibly for defence, were actually built, with a newly available labour force, to define borders and impose the state’s will.

One state, Qin (Chin), began to set itself apart. Qin was centred on present-day Shaanxi, now considered the cradle of Chinese civilization, but then a backwater on the southern edge of the semi-desert known today by its Mongol name, Ordos (an old plural of ordon, a palace-tent, after the many Mongol chiefs who used to live there).2

A word about the Ordos, one of those places that have acquired a definite article in English. It is the only bit of the Gobi that is south of the Yellow River, which embraces it in an enormous north-reaching sweep, heading towards Mongolia until forced eastward by the mountains that form the edge of the Mongolian plateau and eventually veering south again. Along the way, it turns desert to farmland. These geographical features – the Yellow River Loop and the Ordos semi-desert it embraces – are of peculiar significance for the story of the Great Wall, because they create a tongue of steppeland reaching down into China. The Ordos is like one of those drawings that seems to be now one thing, now another. Ecologically, it is nomad territory; geo-politically, it is Chinese. Strategically, both sides needed it. As a result it was forever being seized and lost again, depending on the strength of whatever chief or dynasty happened to be in power. Its significance is out of all proportion to the quality of the land, which is mostly arid scrub and deeply eroded ravines cut by the occasional flash floods. When I saw the Ordos for the first time, I wondered why anyone would wish to take it. It was Jorigt (again) who explained. There was more pasture a thousand years ago, and more water. According to tradition, Genghis Khan thought highly enough of it to say that he wished to be buried here. He wasn’t, but his so-called mausoleum, a temple in his honour south of Dongsheng, is set next to grassland, a reminder to visitors that pastoral nomads could once do quite well for themselves here. Now, there is not a nomad to be seen, and people don’t care about the surface of the Ordos, only about what lies underneath – coal.

Well protected by rivers and mountain ranges, toughened by skirmishing with ‘barbarian’ tribes to the north and west, Qin expanded southward and then eastward into neighbouring Zhou. War followed war. The main source, Sima Qian, claims 1.5 million were killed in 130 years (a suspiciously round figure, but it is, after all, ‘only’ 11,500 a year). Qin’s ideologues would have approved of Machiavelli, and of Fascism: power was the only virtue. The state hardened itself, ruthlessly turning itself into the most authoritarian of its time. Every official act had to go towards making the state rich, the army strong, agriculture efficient and expansion rapid. Qin, too, built a wall: in the early third century BC, across the southern Ordos, defining its northern boundary with the barbarians beyond.

And so the stage is set for the emergence of the First Emperor, the man who would create a new, unified China and defend it with a wall.3 This happened with astonishing speed – in a mere fifteen years – and was so extraordinary that for outsiders the empire came to stand for the region, the nation and its whole history: China.4 The man and his achievement made and scarred the country in equal measure. Some say that the date of his accession, 221 BC, is the most important in China’s history, because it is seen as the base-line from which flowed everything that followed, right up to the present day. When Mao remade China in the mid-twentieth century, it was to the First Emperor that he looked for a model. And it is from the towering ambition and brutal policies of the First Emperor that the first Great Wall sprang.

As is often the way with dictators, his character was rooted in an insecure childhood. With admixtures of luck, intrigue, drama and a farcical assassination attempt, he grew into a tyrant, a Stalin figure, obsessed by mistrust, mortality and berserk ambitions to make himself immortal. Perhaps you have to be disordered to be a dictator.

The story opens in the next-door state, Zhou, with a rich and unscrupulous merchant named Lü Buwei meeting a down-at-heel Qin prince, Zichu, the son of a junior concubine of the heir to the Qin throne.5 Lü at once sees a chance of advancement, and hatches a scheme to lever the young prince on to the Qin throne. He has a very beautiful consort, with whom the young prince falls in love. Lü generously hands her over. She gets pregnant, and bears a son, Zheng, the future First Emperor. Lü goes to the Qin court, armed with cash, presents and smooth talk, and gets Zichu made heir to the heir. Eventually, after a couple of royal deaths, Zichu becomes king, and Lü his chancellor. Zichu dies in 246 BC, leaving thirteen-year-old Zheng to succeed. Lü and the beautiful queen restart their affair, but Lü, afraid of discovery, passes her on again, this time to a notoriously well-endowed stud, about whom Sima Qian provides an extraordinary detail. Lü sought out the stud, Lao Ai, ‘who had a tremendous penis, and made him his retainer. At times he [Lü] would indulge in some wild music and have Lao Ai move about in time with it, with his penis filling up the hole of a wooden wheel.’ Zheng, now 21, hears of these astonishing scenes, executes the lover and banishes Lü, who poisons himself.

Meanwhile, rumours abounded that the king was not the son of Zichu, but the progeny of his mother’s first lover, the chancellor Lü. Sima Qian says this is so, asserting that his mother had had a suspiciously long pregnancy. Scholars now agree that this statement was a later interpolation to discredit the First Emperor. If so, it worked. Until recently everyone believed young Zheng was a bastard, literally as well as figuratively. Perhaps there was talk at the time. In any event, something drove him to seize ever more absolute power, and undertake astonishingly ambitious projects: a 120-kilometre canal north of his capital; the diversion of the Min river into a network to water the Chengdu plain; and, of course, conquests galore. Over the years, Zheng became increasingly distrustful, ruling that no one should carry a weapon in his presence. He began to drift into paranoia, seeking an escape from his fears in mysticism and dreams of immortality.

In 227 BC there occurred an event guaranteed to make things worse. It is a story well known in China, and a popular subject for film and TV dramatization.

Qin’s neighbouring state once removed, Yen, determined to stop Zheng’s meteoric rise by killing him. A young adventurer named Jing Ge was chosen for the task. Knowing he had no chance of getting close to Zheng without a good excuse, he approached a renegade Qin general who had fled from Zheng and now lived only for revenge. Jing Ge made an extraordinary suggestion: if he could have the general’s head, he would offer this to Zheng as a sign of loyalty. He would also take a map of Yen territory as an additional proof of good faith. These two items would gain him access. Inside the rolled-up map he would conceal a poisoned dagger, with which he would stab Zheng. The general found this an excellent plan, and obligingly cut his own throat.

Head and map gained Jing Ge entry into the Qin court, and an audience with the king. Watched by a crowd of courtiers, Jing Ge unrolled his map, seized the dagger, grabbed the king by the sleeve, and struck. The king leaped back, tearing off his sleeve, and Jing Ge’s lunge missed its mark. Zheng fled, with the assassin in pursuit, while the unarmed courtiers stood back, appalled, watching their lord and master dodging around a pillar, trying in vain to untangle his long ceremonial sword from his robes. A doctor had the presence of mind to hit Jing Ge with his medicine-bag, which gave the king a moment’s grace. ‘Put your sword behind you, king!’ yelled the crowd. Even as Jing Ge came at him again, Zheng managed to untangle his sword, draw it and wound Jing Ge in the leg. Jing Ge hurled the poisoned dagger, missed, and fell back as the king struck at him, wounding him again. Jing Ge, seeing he had failed, leaned against the pillar, then squatted down, alternately laughing hysterically and cursing the king. The crowd moved in and finished him off.

It was perhaps an insatiable desire for security in an uncertain world that drove Zheng on. In a series of wars, other states fell: Han, Wei, Chu, Qi and, of course, Yen, the source of the head, the poisoned dagger and the would-be assassin. In 221 Qin became recognizably China, unified from the borders of Tibet to the Pacific, from the Inner Mongolian escarpment and the hills of Manchuria to the South China Sea.

Zheng, until then merely a king, declared himself huáng dì/ [image: Image], often translated as ‘august emperor’. A more direct translation makes it sound a virtual tautology, ‘imperial emperor’. In fact, both terms had many traditional religious echoes suggesting divine creative power, but the two had never been used together before. In taking this title, Zheng declared himself emperor, god, sage and ancestor all in one. Moreover, he was to be just the first, the beginning, the sh[image: Image] / [image: Image]. His heirs would bear the same title, unto the ten-thousandth generation of Qin emperors. Many books call him by his full title: Qin Shi Huang Di. I’ll stick with ‘the First Emperor’.

Power made him a terrifying figure. He seems to have been physically unattractive – high, pointed nose, slit eyes, pigeon breast; stingy, cringing, graceless, according to Sima Qian: not much like the Jabba the Hutt caricature on the ‘Qin Wall’ north of Hohhot, but equally unappealing. Certainly he was moody, easily angered, unpredictable, traits that he shared with other tyrants. Hitler and Stalin come to mind. But of the strength of his personality and vision there is no doubt. He knew what unity meant, and he asserted it with ferocity.

Out went the old kingdoms; in came three dozen centrally controlled commanderies, divided into about 1,000 counties. Former ruling families – 120,000 of them is Sima Qian’s unlikely figure – were all moved to the Qin capital where the First Emperor could keep an eye on them. Their weapons were collected and melted down to make bells and twelve vast statues, each weighing 29 tonnes. China’s varied coins, weights, measures and scripts were collated, simplified and imposed nation-wide, the standardization of the script perhaps the key change that ensured the unity of Chinese culture. From now on, vehicles had a standard gauge, presumably so that they would fit ruts made in roads. You can see the ruts today on the stone floors of many old gateways, like Cloud Terrace beside the Great Wall near Beijing. Qin law became China’s law, with the retention of some extremely nasty methods of execution (tearing apart by chariots, cutting in half at the waist, boiling to death in a cauldron).

Labour now became available on an unprecedented scale. Peasants had always been subject to forced service in their own kingdoms; now they were called up nationwide, creating a workforce of several million (from a population of about 20 million). A national system of roads arose, including an 800-kilometre north–south highway across the Ordos. The emperor started on a huge palace, whose front hall, or perhaps its courtyard, was to be about 700 metres by 115 metres – 80,000 square metres. Scholars have doubted these figures, but current research suggests that the site was about this size, though the building was probably not finished in his lifetime. He was certainly able to commission such immense structures, as shown by his mausoleum, on which he had begun work as soon as he came to the throne at the age of thirteen. The square hill of earth near Lintong, in foothills 40 kilometres east of Xian, is the size of the Great Pyramid, and seems likely to contain an underground palace, guarded by his most famous creation, the Terracotta Army. The clay warriors number perhaps 7,500 (though only 1,000 have been excavated and restored). This astonishing array of full-size figures
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