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Xiang Yu

Xiang Ji, whose other name was Yu, was a man of Xiaxiang. He
was twenty-four when he first rose in arms. His uncle Xiang Liang was
the son of Xiang Yan, a general of Chu who was killed by the Qin
general Wang Jian. For many generations the heads of the clan had
been enfeoffed in Xiang as generals of Chu;hence Xiang became their
family name.

As a lad Xiang Yu studied to be a scribe. Failing in this, he took up
swordsmanship. When he failed in this too, Xiang Liang was angry
with him, but he said:

“All scribes do is make lists of names, and swordsmen can only
fight a single foe: that is not worth leamning. I want to leam how to
fight ten thousand foes.”

Then, to his great joy, Xiang Liang taught him military strategy.
But once he had a general grasp of the subject, Xiang Yu again refused
to study to the end.

Xiang Liang was arrested at Yueyang, but procured a letter from
Cao Jiu, gaoler of Ji, and presented this to Sima Xin, the gaoler of
Yueyang, who thereupon let him go. Later Xiang Liang killed a man
and fled from vengeance with Xiang Yu to Wu. As all the local figures
lacked his ability, Xiang Liang generally took charge of large labonr
conscriptions or important funerals. And in secret he trained his follow-
ers and young men in the arts of war, to test their abilities.

When the First Emperor of Qin crossed the River Zhe on a visit to
Kuaiji, Xiang Liang and Xiang Yu looked on.
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“Why not take over from him?” exclaimed Xiang Yu.

“Don’t talk so wildly!” said Xiang Liang, stopping his nephew’s
mouth. “Do you want our clan wiped out?” But this sent Xiang Yu up
in his estimation.

Xiang Yu was over six feet tall and so strong that he could carry a
bronze cauldron. He was more brilliant and ambitiou$ than others, so
that all the young men in the district stood in awe of him.

In the seventh month of the first year of the Second Emperor, Chen
She and his men rose in Daze. In the ninth month Yin Tong, govemor
of Kuaiji, summoned Xiang Liang and said:

“All the lower reaches of the Yangtse have revolted. Heaven is about
to destroy the House of Qin. Whoever strikes first, they say, becomes
a leader, while those who delay are led.I want to raise troops with you
and Huan Chu as my generals.”

Huan Chu was then an outlaw in the marshes.

“Huan Chu is an outlaw, ” replied Xiang Liang, “and no one but
Xiang Yu knows where he is.” He withdrew and told Xiang Yu to wait
outside with his sword. Then he went back, sat down again by the gov-
emor and said, “Please summon Xiang Yu to take your orders to Huan
Chu.”

When the govemor agreed, Xiang Liang called Xiang Yu in. After a
moment he glanced at him and said, “The time has come!” Then
Xiang Yu drew his sword and cut off the govemor’s head . Xiang Liang
picked up the head and hung Yin Tong’s seal and insignia on his own
belt. The govemnor’s men panicked and were thrown into confusion.
Xiang Yu killed several scores of them. The whole office cowered in
terror and no one dared stand against him. Then Xiang Liang sum-
moned the chief citizens and some officers whom he knew, gave them
his reasons for raising a revoit, and took command of the army of Wu.
He sent officers to conscript men from the various districts and gathered
a picked force of eight thousand men, appointing the best local men as
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his lieutenants, scouts and sergeants. One man complained that he had
received no post, but Xiaﬁg Liang retorted:

“When I asked you to see to something at so-and-so’s funeral, you
let me down.That is why you are being passed over.”

All agreed that this was just. Xiang Liang became the govemor of
Kuaiji with Xiang Yu as his adjutant, and they took over all the dis-
tricts in that province.

Zhao Ping, a native of Guangling, attacked that city for Chen She
but failed to take it. When he heard of Chen She’s defeat and flight and
of the Qin army’s approach, he crossed the Yangtse and, pretending
that he was acting on Chen She’s orders, conferred on Xiang Liang the
title of chief minister of Chu.

“You have conquered the land to the east, ” he said. “Lose no time
now but lead your army west against Qin.”

Xiang Liang at the head of his eight thousand men crossed the river
and marched west. When he leamed that Chen Ying had taken Dong
yang, he sent an envoy to propose that they join forces and advance
west together. Chen Ying had been secretary to the magistrate of
Dongyang and was respected throughout the county for his integrity.
After the young men there killed their magistrate, several thousands of
men banded together and looked for a leader. Finding no one suitable,
they approached Chen Ying. He declined with the excuse that he lacked
ability, but they finally prevailed on him to take charge and some
twenty thousand men of the county followed him. Then the young men
wanted to set him up as their king and form a black-turbaned rebel -
force of their own.

Chen Ying’s mother told him, “Since I married into your family, I
have never heard that any of your ancestors ever attained noble rank. It
is not safe to win fame overnight: you would do better to serve as a
subordinate. Then if all goes well, you will be made a marquis; if
things go badly, you can easily escape because you are not known to
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all.”

So Chen Ying did not venture to become king. “The Xiang family
has produced generals for several generations, ~ he told his officers.
“They are well known in Chu. If we want to revolt, we must have
them on our side. With the help of such a distinguished family, Qin
can certainly be destroyed.”

They took his advice and put their troops under Xiang Liang’s com-
mand . After Xiang Liang crossed the River Huai, Ying Bu and General
Pu also came over to him with their men. The army, now hearly seven-
ty thousand strong, encamped at X3api.

Meanwhile Qin Jia had made Jing Ju king of Chu and stationed his
troops east of Pengcheng to block Xiang Liang’s way .

“Chen She was the first to rise, ~ said Xiang Liang to his officers.
“But since his defeat we do not know what has become of him. Now
Qin Jia has tumed against him and made Jing Ju kirg. This is vile
treachery!”

He led his men against Qin Jia and put him to flight. Xiang Liang
pursued hime to Huling, where Qin Jia tumned to give battle. At the
end of the day Qin Jia was dead and his men had surrendered. Jing Ju
fled and perished in the land of Liang.

Xiang Liang took over Qin Jia’s atmy and camped at Huling before
marching west.

By now the Qin army led by Zhang Han had reached Li. Xiang
Liang sent his generals Zhu Jishi and the lord of Yufan against him;
but the lord of Yufan was killed and Zhu Jishi’s army, routed, retreat-
ed to Huling. Xiang Liang led his men to Xue and killed Zhu Jishi.
He had sent Xiang Yu to stonm, Xiang Yu put all the defenders to the
sword before going back to report to Xiang Liang.

When Xiang Liang heard for certain that Chen She was dead, he
summoned his generals to Xue for a council. By this tinfe Liu Bang,
who had risen in Pei, had joined him.
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Fan Zeng of Juchao, a man of seventy who held no public office,
was a good strategist. Now he went to offer advice to Xiang Liang
saying, ~Chen She deserved to fall. Of the six kingdoms conquered by
Qin, Chu was the most blameless. Ever since King Huai went to Qin
and failed to return, the people of Chu have never ceased to moumn
him. That is why Nangong of Chu said, ‘So long as three households
are left in Chu, she will be the land to overthrow Qin.’ But when
Chen She rebelled, he set himself up as king instead of one of the
House of Chu; thus his power was short-lived. Once you took up arms
in the east, men of power in Chu raced to put themselves under your
command, because you come of a line of generals of Chu and have it
in your power to restore the royal house.”

These words convinced Xiang Liang, who had a search made for the
late King Huai’s grandson Xin, who tumed out to be herding sheep
among the common people, and set him up as King Huai of Chu to
satisfy popular feeling. Chen Ying was appointed his chief minister and
given five counties as his fief. King Huai’s capital was Xuyi. Xiang
Liang himself took the title lord of Wuxin.

Some months later he led his army against Kangfu, then joined forc-
es with Tian Rong of Qi and Marshal Sima Longju to relieve Donga,
routing the forces of Qin there. Then Tian Rong led his troops back to
Qi and drove away King Jia, who fled to Chu. His chief minister Tian
Jiao fled to Zhao. Tian Jiao’ s younger brother Tian Jian, a former
general of Qi, remained in Zhao, not daring to retum. Then Tian
Rong made Fu, son of Tian Dan, king of Qi. After defeating the forc-
es of Qin at Donga, Xiang Liang set out in pursuit of them and sent
several envoys to urge the generals of Qi to advance west with him.

Tian Rong’s answer was, “We will send troops only if you kill Tian
Jia and the king of Zhao kills Tian Jiao and Tian Jian.”

“Tian Jia is the king of a friendly state who turned to us in time of
need, ” objected Xiang Liang. “It would not be right to kill him.”
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Neither would the king of Zhao kill the other two men to please Qi.So
Qi sent no troops to aid Chu.

Xiang Liang dispatched Liu Bang and Xiang Yu to attack Cheng-
yang . They slaughtered all the defenders and advanced west to defeat
the Qin army east of Puyang. When the Qin forces withdrew into Puy-
ang, Liu Bang and Xiang Yu attacked Dingtao but failed to take it.
They marched west and occupied all the districts up to Yongqiu, where
they inflicted another crushing defeat on the forces of Qin and beheaded
Li Yu.They tumed back to attack Waihuang, but could not take it.

Meanwhile Xiang Liang had set out from Donga and marcted north-
west to Dingtao, where once again he defeated the forces of Qin;and
now that Xiang Yu and the others had beheaded Li Yu, he began to
underestimate Qin and to grow arrogant.

Song Yi wamed him, “A general who is arrogant and soldiers who
slack off after a victory are sure to be defeated. Now your troops are
taking it easy while the Qin army grows stronger every day.Il am wor-
ried to think what will become of you.”

Xiang Liang paid no attention, but sent Song Yi as his envoy to Qi.
On the way Song Yi met Qi’s envoy, Lord Xian of Gaoling.

“Are you going to see the lord of Wuxin (Xiang Liang)?” he asked
him.

The other replied, “I am.”

“I can tell you, " said Song Yi, “that the lord of Wuxin is sure to
be defeated. If you travel slowly, you may escape with your life. If you
hurry, you will run into trouble.”

All Qin’s men were mobilized to reinforce Zhang Han, who attacked
and routed the Chu army at Dingtao and killed Xiang Liang.

Liu Bang and Xiang Yu had left Waihuang to attack Chenliu, but
the city was stubbomly defended and could not be taken. So they took
counsel together. “Now that Xiang Liang’s army has been uted, our
men are scared,  they said. They decided to go east with Lu Chen’s
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troops. Lu Chen encamped east of Pengcheng, Xiang Yu west of
Pengcheng and Liu Bang at Dang.

After defeating Xiang Liang, Zhang Han thought he had nothing to
fear from the other Chu forces. He crossed the Yellow River to attack
Zhao and routed its army completely . Zhao Xie, the king of Zhao, fled
with his general Chen Yu and his chief minister Zhang Er to the city of
Julu.Zhang Han ordered Wang Li and She Jian to besiege the city,
while he stationed his own army to the south and constructed a fortified
road to supply them with grain. The Zhao commander Chen Yu camped
with several tens of thousands of men north of the city . This force was
known as the Army North of the River.

After the defeat of the Chu anmy at Dingtao, King Huai of Chu took
fright and moved from Xuyi to Pengcheng, where he combined the
forces of Xiang Yu and Lu Chen under his own command. He appoint-
ed Lu Chen his chief commissary and his father Lu Qing prime minis-
ter.Liu Bang he made govemnor of Tang and marquis of Wu’an, in
command of the troops of Dang.

Lord Xian of Kaoling, Qi’s envoy whom Song Yi had once met and
who was in the Chu army, informed King Huai, “Song Yi predicted
the lord of Wuxin’s defeat, and a few days later his army was indeed
routed. Here is a man who understands warfare, who foresees defeat
before a battle is fought.”

King Huai summoned Song Yi for a talk and was so impressed that
he appointed him commander-in-chief to rescue Zhao, and made Xiang
Yu the duke of Lu and his second in command with Fan Zeng as third
in command. All the other generals took orders from Song Yi, whose
titte was Lord Chief Marshal. They marched to Anyang and camped
there for forty-six days without advancing.

“I hear that Qin is besieging the king of Zhao at Julu, " said Xiang
Yu. “If we cross the river quickly and attack from outside while the
men of .Zhao strike from within, we are bound to defeat the Qin ar-
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”

my.

“No, ” objected Song Yi.“A gadfly which can sting a bull may not
be able to kill a flea. Now Qin is attacking Zhao.If her men win they
will be exhausted and we can take advantage of their weakness.If they
lose we can march west with sounding drums and will certainly defeat
them . Better let Qin and Zhao fight it out first. In feats of arms I am no
match for you, but in strategy you are no match for me.”

Then he issued this order to the troops: “Any man who is fierce as a
tiger, stubborn as a sheep, greedy as a wolf, or disobedient to orders,
will lose his head.”

He appointed his son Song Xiang chief minister to the king of Qi
and saw him to Wuyan, where he gave a banquet. The day was raw, a
heavy rain was falling, and the men were hungry and cold.

Xiang Yu reflected, “Instead of hitting out hard at Qin, he has
made us stay here all this time without moving. The harvest has failed,
the people are destitute, and for lack of grain our men are eating taros
and beans; yet he holds a great banquet! Instead of leading our troops
across the river to get food from Zhao and join forces with Zhao to at-
tack the enemy, he claims he is waiting for Qin to be exhausted. In
fact, Qin is so powerful that if she attacks the newly formed state of
Zhao, she is bound to defeat it.Once Zhao falls, Qin will grow even
stronger . There will be no exhaustion for us to profit by. Besides, our
men have recently been defeated, our king sits uneasy on his throne
and has put all the resources of the kingdom at the command of Song
Yi. Our whole country’s future is at stake. Yet instead of caring for his
troops, Song Yi attends to private affairs. He is betraying our coun-

”

try.

So one moming when he went to pay his respects to the marshal he
entered Song Yi’s tent and cut off his head. Coming out he announced
to the army, “Song Yi was plotting with Qi against our state. King
Huai sent me secret orders to execute him.”



