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The year 1368 was an important year in Chinese 
history. After a progression of many empires, the Ming 
Dynasty emerged like a thunder-stroke. 

This year also held unprecedented significance 
for Nanjing(Southem Capital). Although this place, 
imbued with the “Essence of kingliness,” had witnessed 
the lavishness of the Six Dynasties (220-589) and the 
revitalization of the Southern Tang (937-976), it was only 
a small peaceful corner within a broken land. However, 
with the Ming Dynasty's placement of its capital in this 
land of powerful Fengshui in 1368, Nanjing became the 
first imperial capital to truly dominate the whole nation.

Unfortunately, this prosperity lasted for only fifty-
three years. After Emperor Yongle moved the capital 
to Beijing(Northem Capital), the glory of Nanjing was 
once  again eclipsed. However, although Emperor 
Yongle moved the throne away from Nanjing, the body 
of the founding emperor of the Ming Dynasty, Zhu 
Yuanzhang, remained behind, lying quietly to the south 
of Purple Mountain (also known as Zhong Mountain) in 
a place called Dulongfu (Lone Dragon Mound) which is 

Foreword
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surrounded by green hills and covered with dense trees. 
So far he has been sleeping there for over 600 years. 
Thick loess soil hides the body of Zhu Yuanzhang, but 
it cannot hide him from our curiosity. Indeed, those who 

want to better understand the present and the future must 
start with a study of the distant past.

The Ming Xiaoling Mausoleum (also known as 
MingXiaoling or Ming Tomb) is by far the best preserved 
of the ancient imperial tombs in China. It entered the 
World Heritage List in June 2003, becoming a heritage 
of all mankind. Now, let us look back and allow our 
thoughts to travel with us to Ming Xiaoling.

Fengyang City
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Dweller of the Mausoleum

Here is the story of a boy from a poor family 
who started as a monk and then, surprisingly, 

became the emperor. How did he manage to be the most 
prominent ruler of his time?

On September 12, 1328, Zhu Yuanzhang (birth name 
Chongba) was born the fourth son of a poor peasant 
family in the town of Zhongli-Taiping in Haozhou County 
(in the east of present-day Fengyang County of Anhui 
Province). His parents and his elder brothers all died from 
a plague when he was still a child. A helpless orphan, 
he entered the Huang Jue Temple and became a young 
monk. Less than two months after he entered the temple, 
the temple lost all of its normal income due to famine, so 
the abbot sent all the monks away. Zhu Yuanzhang had 
to wander to beg for food for three years. The experience 
had a huge impact on his life, making him think about 
saving the world and bringing peace to the people.

At the end of the Yuan Dynasty (1279-1368 CE), the 
emperor lost his ability to rule, and rebellions flared up. In 
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the year 1351, Han Shantong and Liu Futong rose up in 
rebellion at Yingzhou (now Yingshang, Anhui Province), 
and Han became the king of the Ming movement. Han’s 
soldiers wrapped their heads with red scarves, thus known 
as the “Army of Red Scarves.” People everywhere joined. 
At the same time, Guo Zixing fought for righteousness 
them in Haozhou. Hearing the news, Chongba sought out 
Guo and joined him.   

After Chongba joined the army, Guo quickly 
recognized his worth, and appointed him to a position 
of leadership. Chongba led from the front during battles, 
and never kept any of the spoils for himself; when he 

Iron Tower in Longxing Temple
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Dweller of the Mausoleum

received rewards, he always shared them with others. 
Very soon he became famous. Guo Zixing appreciated his 
talents,treated him as a trusted confidant and betrothed his 
21 year-old adopted daughter to Chongba, making him his 
son-in-law and putting him in a position of more power. 
It was at this point that Chong Ba adopted the name that 
became famous throughout the ages: Zhu Yuanzhang.

At that poiat in time, there were five marshals in the 
Army of Red Scarves in Haozhou City. Marshal Guo 
Zixing worked independently; the other four joined 
together. There were numerous conflicts between the two 
groups. Refusing to 
become part of these 
d i s p u t e s  a m o n g 
the  marsha ls ,  Zhu 
Yuanzhang walked 
away , in tend ing  to 
use his own power 
to start over. In mid-
J u n e  1 3 5 3 ,  Z h u 
went back home to 
recruit soldiers. His 
chi ldhood fr iends, 
i n c l u d i n g  X u  D a , 
came to join him one 
after  another;Soon 
he  rec ru i t ed  more 
than seven-hundred 
people who became Portrait of Guo Zixing
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an important team for his later success. 
In the winter of 1353, Zhu Yuanzhang selected 

twenty-four of his newly recruited soldiers, including Xu 
Da and Tang He, and left Haozhou, sweeping south to 
Dingyuan.  On the way, he continuously recruited more 
from the villages. When they broke through the Yuan 
base at Hengjian Mountain, Zhu picked twenty-thousand 
men of might from those who surrendered, and mixed 

Portrait of Xu Da
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Li Shanchang
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them in with his own troops before continuing south to 
Chuzhou.  

A resourceful scholar from Dingyuan named Li 
Shanchang joined Zhu Yuanzhang. Following the example of 
Liu Bang (the first Han emperor), Li assured Zhu that if he got 
to know his people well, assigned them appropriate jobs, and 
was not quick to kill, he would soon pacify all of the land. 
Meanwhile he also encouraged Zhu to aspire to become 
ruler of all China. Thanks to Li's enlightened guidance as 
well as the support of bands of stalwarts who were willing 

to lay down their lives for him, Zhu Yuanzhang quickly 
took Chuzhou and then occupied Hezhou. 

Illustration of Zhu Yuanzhang seizing Jiqing (from a Ming novel)
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Dweller of the Mausoleum

Although Zhu had his own troops and governed his 
own territory, it was not easy for him to build his forces 
into the strongest one, and to maintain superior strength 
after battles of wiping out numerous other strong groups. 
As the old saying goes, “An able fellow needs the help of 
three other people.” Fate again brought a valuable person 
to Zhu Yuanzhang. When he visited the wise hermit Zhu 
Sheng in his secluded thatched cottage in the countryside, 
Zhu Sheng was impressed by such a prestigious leader 
who came to visit him and appeared so courteous to 
those below him. Thus he offered three strategies to 
Zhu Yuanzhang: “Build high walls, accumulate ample 
food, and delay declaring yourself emperor.” To build 
high walls meant to strengthen military defenses and 
consolidate the rear; to accumulate ample food referred 
to stoking the fires of production, the buildup of food 
reserves, and the enhancement of economic strength; 
to delay declaring yourself emperor was necessary in 
order to avoid making too many enemies by announcing 
prematurely the start of his reign. Before this meeting, 
Zhu Yuanzhang did not have a complete vision of his 
future. He treasured the simple mantra of the three 
strategies, and made these his motto and a magic weapon 
for victory.

In March 1356, after Zhu Yuanzhang led naval and 
ground forces to seize Jiqing (now Nanjing),he changed 
the name from Jiqing to Yingtianfu and ordered his 
people to appease the civilian population.

Soon after occupying Yingtianfu, Zhu Yuanzhang 
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sent Xu Da to seize Zhengjiang. By the following 
winter (1357), they seized Jintan, Danyang, Jiangyin, 
Changzhou, Changshu, Yangzhou, and other cities. 
Within a year, Zhu Yuanzhang controlled the strategic 
locations surrounding Yingtian. After two more years, 
his forces occupied a rectangular area reaching from just 
west of Nanjing, south to Taihu Lake, to the junctions of 
Jiangsu, Anhui and Zhejiang, north to Zhenjiang, and all 
the way to eastern Zhejiang.

After the deployment of forces (completing the 
“building high walls” phase), Zhu Yuanzhang proceeded 
to implement the “accumulate ample food” policy. In the 
beginning, rations for the soldiers were mainly levied by 
force. Over time, this approach upset the citizenry and 
lost popular support. To solve this problem, in addition 
to mobilizing people for production, Zhu Yuanzhang 
sent out military commanders to establish new farms 
everywhere on the previously untilled land. In just a few 
years, he filled his granaries with food and the treasury 
was full.

Although Zhu Yuanzhang did not have much 
education himself, due to his courtesy with subordinates, 
insightful and talented people flocked to him, offering 
advice and sharing their talents. These men were pivotal 
in enabling Zhu Yuanzhang to unite the nation and start a 
new dynasty.

 At the time, many warlords fought for power and 
land. Around the headwaters of the Yangtze River, there 
was Chen Youliang, downstream was Zhang Shicheng, 
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Fang Guozhen dwelt in the southeast, and Chen Youding 
held the south. They were all like tigers stalking prey. 
Zhu Yuanzhang maintained his foothold in Yingtian, and 
defeated each of them in turn, winning all battles.

After that, Zhu made detailed plans with Liu Ji 
for heading north, and then carried out expeditions to 
northern China. This was the key step to unifying the 
country. He appointed Xu Da as his commander-in-
chief and Chang Yuchun as his deputy, and made an all-
out effort to send a punitive expedition against the Yuan 
imperial forces. 

The expeditionary force advanced step by step,and as 
planned won one battle after another. Soon they reached 
the capital of the Yuan, Dadu (now Beijing). The Yuan 
emperor Shundi fled to the northern desert with his 

Emperor Shun of Yuan Dynasty
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Chang Yuchun (by Ming artist)

Portrait of Liu Ji
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empress and princes,abandoning the city. Thus ended 
the nearly century-long rule of the Central Plains by the 
Mongolian Yuan regime. 

Zhu Yuanzhang was formally enthroned during the 
first month of the chinese lunar calendar in 1368. He 
renamed the country Ming,and the period of his reign 
Hongwu. After a sixteen-year campaign, Zhu Yuanzhang 
had finally succeeded in accomplishing his goals; rising 
from humble origins as a shepherd boy playing his flute 
on the back of oxen and serving as a young monk, he had 
become the founding emperor of the Ming Dynasty.

At the start of the Ming Dynasty, China was suffering 
from a depression caused by many years of war. 
People longed for llasting peace and prosperity. Zhu 

Zhu Yuanzhang’s Northern expedition warrant
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Yuanzhang decisively made economic development 
a priority in order to allow people to live and work in 
peace and contentment.

In the early Ming Dynasty, the administration 
basically employed the old system adopted from the 
Yuan, but gradually Zhu Yuanzhang came to realize its 
drawbacks and introduced bold innovations. In 1376, 
he announced the abolition of the Executive Secretariat 
and declared the establishment of the Administrative 

Map of the capital of Yuan Dynasty
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Commission, the Defense Command Commission, and 
the Criminal and Justice Commission. The three branches 
carried out their duties independently, and at the same 
time placed checks on the power of the other branches. 
The military was split into five National Command 
Units: middle, left, front, rear, and right. These Units and 
the Ministry of War restricted each other’s power: The 
Ministry of War had the right to issue commands, but 

Portrait of Hu Weiyong
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could not directly lead the troops; the Command Units 
were in charge of the management and training of the 
troops, but had no power to dispatch them.

In the early Ming period, the prime ministers of the 
Executive Secretariat took charge of government affairs. 
They held very high positions and possessed great 
power. Hu Weiyong was the strongest one. He formed 
a powerful clique, and posed a threat to the imperial 
rule. In order to systematize imperial directives, Zhu 
Yuanzhang vigorously promoted a centralized system. 
He exposed ministerial corruption through the Champa 
tribute incident, and ordered that his prime ministers 
Hu Weiyong and Wang Guangyang be imprisoned and 
investigated for usurping power and misusing the law. 

Diagram of warlord territories, late Yuan
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The arrests were a fuse that sparked massive killings: 
Zhu Yuanzhang made use of the Hu incident to crack 
down on dissents, and executed more than 30,000 people. 
In 1393, Zhu again carried out an immense purge; he 
suspected that the founding father, General Lan Yu, had 
the intention to rebel, so he had him beheaded. Later 
purges were even on a larger scale, and tens of thousands 
of heads were chopped off. The spate of large-scale 
executions decimated the civil officers corps, the military 
officers corps and those who helped establish the Ming. 
Suddenly there were practically no officers in the court 
and no generals in the military.  

As the first emperor of the Ming Dynasty came from 
a poor family, zhu suffered the hardships of homelessness 
and endured the misery of begging. The experience 
was formative for him, and so the Ming Dynasty was 
etched deeply with the imprint of the common man. 
This emperor’s endurance of the pain felt at the bottom 
of society allowed him to best understand the contempt 
people felt for corrupt officials. He knew that they 
needed a clean government. Thus after Zhu Yuanzhang 
ascended to the dragon throne, he was determined to 
attack illegalities with vengeance and to re-infuse fairness 
to society, and thus launched a large-scale anti-corruption 
campaign. In the eighth year of his rule, the regal court 
comprehensively examined financial and food supply 
records, and discovered the shocking fraud of the so-
called “pre-stamped blank vouchers case”.It turned out 
that the Finance Ministry chiefs were in collusion with 
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local government officials to take pre-stamped blank 
vouchers and use them to forge expenses. A group of 
greedy officials embezzled wantonly and swallowed huge 
amounts of treasury funds. When their activities came 
to light, Zhu Yuanzhang was enraged and ordered the 
execution of the Finance Ministry chiefs and the local 
officials who were in charge of the seal. The rest of the 
officials were beaten 100 lashes each and were sent to the 
frontier to become common soldiers. 

However, despite the threat of heavy penalties, other 
corrupt officials did not repent. Sensing the monumental 
menace to law and order throughout the land, Zhu 
Yuanzhang widened the scope of his corruption probe. 
In order to exact severe punishment on corrupt officials, 
his policy was, “We would rather execute three thousand 
innocents than to let one guilty person go.” This action 
indeed was effective in improving the administrative 
system. Zhu Yuanzhang also wrote a book, entitled 
Momentous Edicts ,recordeing the corruption cases that 
he personally presided over. He ordered the book to be 
disseminated extensively throughout China, and ordered 
local officials to copy excerpts of the book and post them 
in conspicuous places along roads and within public 
pavilions, to remind officials to exercise self-discipline 
and teach the populace how to deal with corrupt officials.

While generally being aboveboard and suppressing 
evil with righteousness, Zhu Yuanzhang began to have 
ulterior motives and became duplicitous himself. As his 
paranoia grew stronger and stronger, he dispatched a 
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large number of secret service agents called “examiners” 
throughout the court and his kingdom to engage in covert 
monitoring. Every official learned to be careful and feared 
the walls having ears. Moreover, the stealthy appearance 
of the Jinyiwei (Guards in Brocade) brought inexplicable 
terror. They were managed directly by the Emperor, and 
had the power to carry out many duties: reconnaissance, 
tracking, holding trials, and punishing criminals. They 
had their own courts and jails and were known to torture 
and kill criminals by skinning them, disembowling them, 
and stabbing them in the heart. They attacked dissidents 
as well as common criminals and rampant felons. 

In the blueprints for his Utopian nation, Zhu 

Wooden Seal of Jinyiwei
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Yuanzhang devoted a great deal of enthusiasm to 
education and enlightment. Reflecting on the demise of 
the Yuan Dynasty, he believed that in addition to inept 
rulers, the fall was also caused by a lack of enlightenment 
throughout the society. As the founding father of an 
empire facing a general decline of moral values, he felt 
that the Ming Dynasty could only be propelled in the 
right direction by establishing law and order, promoting 
social harmony, and sorting out the chaos. He made a 
series of coercive decrees: mandatory construction of 
schools, selection of competent academic officals and 
teachers, and assessment of local educational performance 
to measure the success of local officials. In addition to 
requiring government officials to vigorously attend to 
education, he also demanded that teachers at all levels 
take responsibility. If the principles of teaching could not 
be established, there would be no way to enlighten the 
masses. Outside the schools, the moral cultivation of the 
citizenry went all the way down to the village and street 
levels.

Zhu Yuanzhang ruled with an iron fist and inflicted 
heavy punishments.  Like a double-edged sword, his rule 
helped to reestablish order and consolidate the foundations 
of his dynasty, but it also cut to the extreme. The legacy 
of Zhu Yuanzhang before and after he ascended the 
throne was mixed; he was sometimes criticized and 
sometimes praised. Admittedly, from the Hongwu reign 
(1368-1398) to the Xuande reign (1425-1435), Ming 
productivity and socio-economic development surpassed 
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the highest levels of previous generations in many ways. 
The policies of Zhu Yuanzhang were the determining 
factor. But as an individual, he was also a suspicious man 
noted for dispensing severe punishment and cruel killings. 

One point in his favor,  however.  While Zhu 
Yuanzhang was not afraid of doing things that might 
be counter to the interests of officials,  he never did 
anything that he thought was counter to the interests of 
the common people. The unfortunate experiences of his 
childhood gave him empathy for the suffering of the 
people. Therefore he strongly limited and fought against 
the tyrannical violence of the rich, and protected the 
poor. During his time, Chinese society recovered and the 
economy developed rapidly. Life tended toward stability, 
and a prosperous era emerged.

That Zhu Yuanzhang raised himself from a poor 
orphan into an emperor was at every step due to the 
beneficence of a woman. She was Empress Ma who 
journeyed together with Zhu Yuanzhang through thick 
and thin, and supported him as he supported her on the 
way forward.

 Empress Ma (1332-1382) was originally named 
Xiuying. Born in Suzhou of Anhui Province, she was 
Zhu Yuanzhang’s first wife. As a virtuous empress she 
was merciful, kind, frugal, and cared for people. When 
the emperor behaved in tyrranical ways, she dared to 
remonstrate with him and thus preserved the lives of 
many loyal officials and capable generals. She treated the 
emperor’s concubines kindly and never sought personal 
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Portrait of Guo Zixing’s 

adopted daughter Em-

press Ma
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gains for her own family. She helped maintain order in 
the Ming government by ensuring that the concubines and 
her family did not interfere in governmental affairs.

During the time when Zhu Yuanzhang suppressed 
his enemies to pacify the nation and create an empire, 
Empress Ma sat steadfastly with him, for better or 
for worse. After Zhu Yuanzhang became emperor, he 
expressed great respect and gratitude toward Empress Ma. 
He identified and adopted most of her suggestions. About 
how to use people, Empress Ma had her own views: As a 
monarch, although you have keen intelligence, you cannot 
manage the nation alone. You must select people of 
virtue to govern the country. However, no one is perfect; 
although your majesty can allow people to do their best 
according to their strengthes and weaknesses, you should 
not nitpick or demand perfection. Upon hearing her 
ideas, the Emperor praised what she had said. Indeed, her 
contribution to the process of developing a country with 
peace and prosperity in the early Ming Dynasty cannot be 
denied.

Zhu Yuanzhang had a despotic personality. To defend 
his empire, he continuously accepted any excuse to kill 
meritorous statesmen and veteran generals. Empress 
Ma often urged him to treat his courtiers, those who had 
fought for him and helped to establish his empire, as 
kindly as he treated her. Although Empress Ma did not 
want to interfere in national affairs, she used her exquisite 
talents and a woman’s tactics to compensate for some of 
the shortcomings of Zhu Yuanzhang’s adminstration. It is 
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not an overstatement to call her the virtuous empress of a 
generation.

Empress Ma could have enjoyed endless splendour 
and wealth, but she always retained her frugal and 
simple life style. Conscientious and diligent, she made a 
consumate example for people around her. She was not 
only personally frugal, but also taught the concubines and 
maids not to squander and waste. Zhu Yuanzhang was so 
grateful that for several times he wanted to assign posts or 
offer rewards to the relatives of Empress Ma. She rejected 
this sort of offers firmly, saying, “Posts and emoluments 
are the properties of the state. How can they be privately 
given to relatives?” People at court and throughout the 
commonwealth swore allegiance to Empress Ma’s code 
of conduct.

In the fifteenth year of the Hongwu period (1382), 
Empress Ma died of an illness when she was only 51. 
Before she died, she enjoined Zhu Yuanzhang to “seek 
out virtuous people and accept admonishment; never 
cease to be cautious.” Zhu Yuanzhang and Ma were life-
long companions with unfaltering devotion. Empress 
Ma’s passing brought him great sorrow and heartache.
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Empress Ma teaching a prince (Ming woodblock print)


