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Chapter 23

Mi Heng Strips, Denouncing the Traitor
Ji Ping Is Executed for Threatening Cao’s Life

Cao Cao wanted to execute the two commanders, but Kong Rong
pleaded for them. “They were no match for Xuande,” he said. “Killing
them would only demoralize your officers and men.” So Cao Cao con-
tented himself with depriving them of rank and pay. Then he began plan-
ning his campaign against Xuande. Again Kong Rong sought to dissuade
him. “We cannot mobilize in the winter cold,” he argued. “We must-wait
until spring comes. If we can get the support of Zhang Xiu and Liu Biao
first, we’ll be in a better position to attack Xuzhou.” Cao €ao accepted
this advice and dispatched Liu Ye to Zhang Xiu in Xiangcheng.

The envoy sang Cao Cao’s praises to Zhang Xiu’s adviser, Jia Xu.!
Jia Xu welcomed Liu Ye as his personal guest and the following day
brought him before Zhang Xiu, explaining that Cao’s envoy was offering
amnesty. During this discussion an envoy from Yuan Shao was announced.
Shao too, according to the documents the envoy bore, was seeking Zhang
Xiu’s allegiance. Jia Xu said to Yuan Shao’s representative, “Your mas-
ter has taken the field against Cao Cao. How do things stand now?” “We
have suspended operations for the winter,” he replied. “My lord is mak-
ing the offer to General Zhang Xiu and Liu Biao because he regards both
as leaders of the land.” Jia Xu said with a laugh, “Go back and tell Yuan
Shao that if he couldn’t make common cause with his own brother, how
can he expect to do so with the ‘leaders of the land’?” Then and there
Jia Xu destroyed Yuan Shao’s letter in the presence of the envoy and
dismissed him harshly.

“Yuan Shao is stronger than Cao Cao,” Zhang Xiu complained. “You
have torn up his letter and offended his envoy. What if Shao attacks?”’
“Cao Cao’s the surer ally,” Jia Xu answered. “But we are enemies,”
Zhang Xiu said. “How can we work together?” “There are three advan-
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tages to allying with Cao,” Jia Xu said. “First, by controlling imperial
edicts Cao legitimizes his campaigns throughout the realm. Second, pre-
cisely because Shao is the more powerful, as you say, he is unlikely to
appreciate your small contingent, while the weaker Cao will receive it
with enthusiasm. Third, Cao aspires to mastery of the realm and there-
fore must eschew all personal enmities so that he can manifest his virtue
across the land. Do not doubt it, General.”

Jia Xu’s arguments convinced Zhang Xiu to receive Cao’s envoy. At
the audience Liu Ye praised Cao Cao’s abundant virtues and then added,
“If the prime minister carried grudges, General, would he be sending me
to seek your friendship?” Delighted with the offer, Zhang Xiu went with
Jia Xu to the capital to tender his allegiance. At the steps leading up to the
main hall of the palace, Zhang Xiu prostrated himself before Cao Cao,
who hastened to help the general to his feet. Taking Zhang Xiu’s hand,
Cao Cao said, “It was I who offended. Do not hold it against me.” He
appointed Zhang Xiu General of Manifest Might and Jia Xu an officer in
the Capital Guard. Then Cao Cao asked Zhang Xiu to write to Liu Biao
urging him to come to terms.

“Liu Biao likes to befriend the luminaries of our day,” Jia Xu told Cao
Cao. “What we need is a noted man of letters to persuade him to join
us.” On Xun You’s advice, Cao Cao sent for Kong Rong. “His Excel-
lency,” Xun You explained to Kong Rong, “seeks a distinguished scholar
to represent his views to Liu Biao. Would you consider it, sire?” “I have
a friend, Mi Heng (styled Zhengping),” Kong Rong replied, “who is ten
times more talented than I. He belongs in the Emperor’s personal ser-
vice, not just handling a minor matter like this. Let me recommend him to
the Son of Heaven.” Kong Rong submitted the following petition to the
court in Mi Heng’s behalf:

When floods overran the land, the Emperor provided for their control,
searching every comer of the realm for able men. When Shi Zong took
the throne,” he meant to expand the patrimony, and toward that end sought
out men who would shed luster on his enterprise. Thus he attracted
exceptional talent to his service. With profound sagacity, Your Majesty,
heir to the great tradition of Han, has met with an unfortunate situation
and spends the days in anguish. But spirits are descending from the
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sacred hills; and remarkable men are coming to the fore.

I know of one such worthy, presently still a commoner. His name is Mi
Heng (styled Zhengping); his age, twenty-four. He is a clean and simple
man of shining integrity and outstanding ability. He became conversant
with literature first, and later was initiated into the secrets of the arts.
What he sees but once he can recite in full. What he hears in passing he
can commit to memory. His nature is at one with the true way. His power
of thought has something divine in it. It would not surprise me if he
proved the equal of Sang Hongyang in calculation and Zhang Anshi in
comprehensive recall.> Moreover, his loyalty is unswerving and his in-
tentions pure as snow. The good inspires him, and evil disgusts him. He
would risk his life to defend useful criticism as promptly as he would
protect Your Majesty from unscrupulous counsel in the manner of a Ren
Zuo or a Shi Yu.* A hundred eagles cannot compare to one wise osprey:
Mi Heng would have a wonderful effect if placed at court. His quick
thinking and elegant rhetoric are never wanting. He can work out prob-
lems and resolve dilemmas with absolute mastery, and will never be at a
loss in dealing with the enemy.

In the early years of the Han, Jia Yi petitioned the Emperor to establish
frontier colonies as a means for controlling the Xiongnu, and Zhong Jun,
sent to placate the kingdom of Nanyue, was ready to haul its king to
Chang’an to pay homage to the Emperor. Former generations celebrated
these two high-spirited youths.

In more recent times Lu Cui and Yan Xiang have been appointed at
court because of their unusual ability. Such treatment should be accorded
Mi Heng. A dragon like him aloft in the heavenly court, beating his wings
among the constellations, raising his voice among the circumpolar stars,’
and sending down the rainbow’s beams will lend glory to the newly ap-
pointed officials and magnify the dignity of Your Majesty’s house. The
imperial music festivals are for rare and wonderful performers; the impe-
rial chambers, for preserving extraordinary treasures. Men like Mi Heng
are all too rare. The song and dance “Ji Chu” and the composition “Yang
E” are the music master’s first choice for performance par excellence. Fei
Tu and Yao Niao, those fleet gallopers, are what the trainer Bo Le and
the charioteer Wang Liang were ever eager to obtain. Though but a humble
servant of little note, I feel obliged to call this man to Your Majesty’s
attention. Your Majesty’s earnest caution in selecting men to serve you
requires comparison and trial. Now I appeal for an audience for this com-
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