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Chapter 49

On Seven Star Altar Kongming Supplicates
the Wind
At Three Rivers Zhou Yu Unleashes the Fire

After Zhou Yu had been carried to his tent, the southern commanders
came inquiring about his condition. Agitatedly they said to one another,
*“A million-strong host, set to pounce and devour us, holds the north shore.
With our chief commander stricken, how can we cope with Cao Cao’s
army?” They sent a report to Sun Quan and called for a physician to
treat Zhou Yu.

The turn of events caused Lu Su great anxiety. He went to Kongming,
who asked, “What is your view?” “A blessing for Cao, a catastrophe for
us,” was Lu Su’s reply. Kongming smiled and said, “Such an illness even
I could cure!”! “What a boon that would be!” Lu Su responded, and the
two men went to see Zhou Yu. Lu Su, entering the tent first, found the
chief commander on his back, bedclothes pulled over his head. “Com-
mander, how is your condition?” Su inquired. “My insides feel unsettled
and tender, and the fits return from time to time,” he answered. “What
medicines have you been taking?” Lu Su wanted to know. “I reject ev-
erything, can’t keep the medicine down,” was his reply. “I have just
seen Kongming,” Lu Su said. “He says he can cure you, Commander.
He’s outside now. Should we trouble him to try his remedy?” Zhou Yu
ordered Kongming admitted and had himself propped up to a sitting posi-
tion on the bed.

“It is many days since we last met, my lord,” Kongming began. “But
I never imagined that your precious health was failing.” “A man may
have good luck when the day begins, bad luck when it ends. Who can tell
beforehand?” Zhou Yu replied. “And the winds and the clouds above
come when least expected,” Kongming said, smiling. “You never can
tell.” At these words Zhou Yu lost his color and moaned. “Commander,”
Kongming continued, “do you seem to feel vexation gathering inside you?”
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Zhou Yu nodded. “You must take a cooling tonic to dispel it,” Kongming
advised. “I have,” was Zhou Yu’s reply, “to no effect.” “You must first
regulate the vital ethers,” Kongming explained. “When the vital ethers
are flowing smoothly and in the proper direction, then in a matter of mo-
ments your good health will naturally be restored.” Zhou Yu, sensing that
Kongming must know his unspoken thought, tested him by saying, “What
medicine would you recommend to get the vital ethers flowing in the
proper direction?” “T have a prescription to facilitate this,” said Kongming,
smiling still. “I shall benefit from your advice,” said Zhou Yu. Kongming
called for writing brush and paper and, waving away the attendants, wrote
sixteen words for Zhou Yu’s eyes alone:

To break Cao’s back
With fire we attack.
Everything is set, save
The east wind we lack!

Kongming handed the note to Zhou Yu, saying, “This is the source of
the chief commander’s illness.” Zhou Yu was astounded and thought,
“Truly beyond all belief. He realized my problem at once. I’ll simply
have to tell him the truth.” And so with a chuckle he said, “Master, since
you already know the cause of my suffering, what medicine shall we use
to cure it? The situation is moving swiftly to a crisis, and I look for your
timely advice.” To this appeal Kongming answered, “Though I myself
have no talent, I once came upon an extraordinary man who handed on to
me occult texts for reading the numerology of the heavens. Their method
can be used to call forth the winds and rains.? If the chief commander
wants a southeast wind, erect a platform on the Southern Screen Hills,
call it the Altar of the Seven Stars.? It should be nine spans high, three-
tiered, surrounded by one hundred and twenty flag bearers. On the plat-
form I will work certain charms to borrow three days and three nights of
southeast wind to assist you in your operations. What do you say?” “Never
mind three days and three nights,” Zhou Yu cried, “with one night’s
gales our endeavor can be consummated! But time is of the essence. Let
there be no delay.” “On the twentieth day of the eleventh month, the first
day of the cycle, we will supplicate the wind,” Kongming said. “By the
twenty-second day, third of the cycle, the winds will have died away.”
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Elated, Zhou Yu sprang to his feet. He ordered five hundred hardy sol-
diers to begin work on the altar, and he dispatched one hundred and twenty
guards to hold the flags and await further instructions. Kongming then
took his leave.*

Accompanied by Lu Su, Kongming rode to the Southern Screen Hills
to take the lay of the land. He commanded the soldiers to build the altar
of the ruddy earth of the southeast. It was a structure of some two hun-
dred and forty spans all around, with three three-span tiers. On the low-
est tier were twenty-eight flags representing the twenty-eight zodiacal
mansions. Along the eastern face were seven blue-green flags for the
eastern mansions—Horn, Neck, Root, Room, Heart, Tail, Basket—arrayed
in the shape of the Sky-blue Dragon. Along the northern face were seven
black flags for the northern mansions—Southern Dipper, Ox, Girl, Void,
Rooftop, Dwelling, Wall—laid out in the form of the Dark Tortoise. On the
western side flew seven white flags for the western mansions—Strad-
dling Legs, Bonds, Stomach, Bridge, Net, Turtle, Triaster—in the menac-
ing crouch of the White Tiger. On the southern side flew seven red flage
for the southern mansions—Well, Ghost, Willow, Star, Drawn Bow, Wings,
Axle—making the outline of the Vermillion Bird.’

The second tier was encompassed by sixty-four yellow flags, one for
each set of oracular lines in the Book of Changes, divided into in eight
groups of eight. On the top tier stood four men, hair tightly bound and
heads capped, wearing black robes of thin silk, wide sashes emblematic
of the phoenix, vermillion shoes, and squared kilts. At front left, one man
held up a long pole fledged at the tip with chicken feathers to catch any
sign of the wind. At front right, another held up a long pole with the
banner of the Seven Stars fastened to the top to show the direction of the
wind. At the left rear, a man stood respectfully holding a prized sword; at
_ the right rear, a man held a cresset. On the outside, the platform was
surrounded by twenty-four men holding, severally, emblemed flags, cer-
emonial canopies, large halberds, long dagger-axes, ritual gold battle-axes,
white yak-tail banners, vermillion pennants, and black standards.

On the twentieth of the eleventh month, an auspicious day, Kongming
performed the required ablutions, fasted, and assumed the sacred vest-
ments of a priest of the Tao. Barefoot, hair flowing behind, he came to
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the front of the altar and instructed Lu Su: “Return now and help Zhou
Yu with the deployment. Blame me not if my prayer draws no response.”
After Lu Su’s departure Kongming instructed the guards: “No one here
is to leave his position without authorization. The men are forbidden to
engage in conversation or to make any irregular remarks or react as if
anything were out of the ordinary. Whoever disobeys will be executed.”
The men acknowledged the order. Having surveyed all stations, Kongming
ascended with deliberate steps, lit incense, and poured water into a ves-
sel. Staring into the heavens he uttered a silent incantation, after which
he descended and entered his tent for a brief respite, allowing the soldiers
to eat in shifts. That day Kongming ascended and descended three times,
but of a southwest wind no sign was seen.
* * *

Cheng Pu, Lu Su, and other military leaders joined Zhou Yu in his tent,
where they waited to start the offensive the moment a southeast wind
arose. Zhou Yu also reported developments to Sun Quan, who was to
direct the reinforcement. Huang Gai had already prepared twenty fire-
boats, whose prows were studded with nails. Each boat was packed with
reeds and kindling soaked in fish oil and covered with an inflammable
compound of sulfur and saltpeter. The materials were wrapped with black
oilcloth. At the boats’ prows, notched banners of the Green Dragon of
the East;” to the stern, light craft.® Before the chief commander’s tent
Huang Gai and his men awaited the order to move. Gan Ning and Kan
Ze kept Cai He and Cai Zhong snug and secure in their water camp and
plied them with wine day after day, never permitting a single northern
soldier on shore. The Southland guards made sure that not an iota of
information got through to them. Everyone was watching for the com-
mand tent’s signal.

Zhou Yu was with his advisers when a liaison man reported: “Lord
Sun Quan’s boats are moored eighty-five /i away, ready for the chief
commander’s word.” Zhou Yu sent Lu Su to inform all commanders,
officers, and men under him: “Keep your craft, weapons, and rigging in
readiness. Once the order comes down, the slightest delay will be pun-
ished with the severity of martial law.” The troops prepared themselves,
rubbing their hands in anticipation of bdttle. That day everyone watched
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the sky intently as evening drew on, but the heavens held clear and no
wind stirred. Zhou Yu turned to Lu Su and said, “How absurd are
Kongming’s claims! There can be no east wind in the dead of winter.”
“I can’t believe Kongming would make absurd claims,” replied Lu su.
Toward the third watch they heard, as if from nowhere, the sound of
wind. The banners and pennons began to toll to and fro, and when Zhou
Yu came out to look, the fringes of the flags were actually fluttering to the
northwest. Within moments a stiff gale was coming up out of the south-
east.

In consternation Zhou Yu said, “This man has snatched some method
from the creative force of Heaven and earth, some unfathomable technic
from the world of departed spirits. Why allow him to remain among us
and cause trouble, when his elimination would save such great grief?”
Zhou Yu immediately called two military commanders, Ding Feng and Xu
Sheng, into his presence and told them: “Take a hundred men each—Xu
Sheng on the river, Ding Feng on the shore—and go to the Altar of the
Seven Stars in the Southern Screen Hills. Take Kongming’s head—no
questions asked—and bring it to me for your reward.” The two com-
manders left to carry out their assignment. Xu Sheng embarked with one
hundred swordsmen working the oars; Ding Feng rode to his destination
with one hundred archers astride battle mounts. Both companies moved
against the rising southeast wind. In the words of a poet of later times,

Sleeping Dragon stood on Seven Star Altar,
As all night eastern winds roiled the Jiang.
Had Kongming not devised his artifice,
Could Zhou Yu have played the strategist?

Ding Feng’s land force arrived first. He saw the flag bearers on the
altar, standing into the wind. Ding Feng dismounted, drew his sword and
climbed the platform. Kongming was not there. Distressed, he asked a
guard, who said, “He stepped down just moments ago.” As Ding Feng
descended the platform, Xu Sheng was arriving by water, and the two
men met at the shore. A soldier reported to them: “Last night a light craft
stopped at that shallow stretch ahead of us. I saw Kongming, his hair all
unbound, get into it a short while ago. Then the boat sailed upriver.”

Ding Feng and Xu Sheng gave chase by land and sea. Xu Sheng
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