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Abstract   Between 1853 and 1858, the militia and hired braves of Luhe county, 
Jiangsu, distinguished themselves by successfully defending against Taiping attack 
when surrounding counties and cities all fell. The historian Xu Zi (1810–62) 
served as a militia leader, commanding a company of troops and working to raise 
funds to pay for provisions. At the same time, he was writing his history of the 
Southern Ming Courts: Annals of a Fallen State, With Appended Annotations 
(Xiaotian jinian fukao). In his history, Xu Zi included anecdotes of his wartime 
experiences, writing the Taiping War into the history of the Southern Ming. What 
does history do? Xu Zi hoped it could help establish and maintain the coherence of 
the forces fighting the Taiping. To that end, he presented exemplary figures from 
the past for people of his own time to emulate, and he narrated those stories to his 
fellow soldiers. At the same time, his work suggests that the practices of the 
historian—including investigation of sources, expressions of emotion, and 
evaluation of policy—could provide avenues for defeating the Taiping. By writing 
himself into his history of the Southern Ming, he showed how the past could 
become a tool of war. 
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Sometimes history overtakes historians. At least, so must the jinshi Xu Zi 徐鼒

(1810–62) have felt as he chronicled the loyalist courts of the Southern Ming 
(1644–62) and at the same time coordinated militia to defend his native Luhe 
county 六合縣, Jiangsu, from armies of the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom. Because 
of Luhe’s strategic position, close to Nanjing, but on the north side of the Yangzi 
River, Xu Zi found himself writing about armies seeking to secure crucial points 
for controlling navigation and river crossings to defend against the 
seventeenth-century Qing conquest, while at the same time communicating with 
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Qing generals about how best to control navigation and secure river crossings in 
the years 1852 to 1858. Similarly, Xu Zi felt that the moral choices facing Ming 
loyalists of an earlier age corresponded to the choices officials and commoners 
faced during the Taiping War. He had begun writing his Annals of a Fallen State, 
with Appended Annotations (Xiaotian jinian fukao 小腆紀年附考) with the idea of 
honoring those who died fighting for the Ming.1 He published the work in 1861, 
and the same year published his literary collection, the Prose Writings from the 
Studio That Has Not Yet Turned to Ash (Weihuizhai wenji 未灰齋文集), which 
included a large number of essays and biographies about Luhe county during the 
Taiping War. As Xu Zi worked on his history, and as armies again traversed his 
native place, he drew implicit and explicit parallels between past and present, 
writing the Taiping War into the history of the Southern Ming.2 

Xu Zi began working on his Annals in 1850, while helping to compile the 
Veritable Records as an assistant reviser in the Historiography Office in Beijing. 
He lived in the city’s southern district, where he moved in the elite circle of the 
Gu Yanwu Shrine Association. Gu Yanwu 顧炎武 (1613−82) had briefly served 
with the rump Ming courts of the south, and afterwards he had refused to take any 
post in the Qing government. The association’s members shared an interest in the 
Ming-Qing transition and also in Gu’s scholarly approach of careful textual 
criticism, which they regarded as a means of finding a compromise among the 
polemical scholarly disputes of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Like 
Zeng Guofan 曾国藩 (1811−72), another member of the association, Xu Zi used 

                                                               
1 On the gloss of “xiaotian,” see Ye Gaoshu, “Xu Zi (1810–1862) de Nanming shi yanjiu,” 202. 
It is a reference to the “Great Announcement” 大詔 chapter of the Book of Documents. The 
idea is that Shang was reduced to a minor state after its defeat by Zhou, thus Zheng Xuan’s 
commentary: “‘Tian’ refers to a minor state” 腆, 謂小國也. I have rendered tian as “fallen state,” 
but in this usage the word is meant to imply prior to its defeat, the state once had legitimate claim 
to rule the whole of China. Kong Yingda, Shangshu zhengyi, 12/19a. 
2 Bibliographical descriptions of Xiaotian jinian fukao appear in Lynn A. Struve, Ming-Qing 
Conflict, 1619–1683: A Historiography and Source Guide, 73–74; Wolfgang Franke, Annotated 
Sources of Ming History: Including Southern Ming and Works on Neighboring Lands, 
1368–1661, I: 204, and Xie Guozhen, Wan Ming shiji kao, 2/40a–47b (I: 197–212). Biographies 
of Xu Zi include Arthur W. Hummel ed., Eminent Chinese of the Ch‘ing Period (1644–1912), 
I: 324–26; He Tingshou ed., Luhe xianzhi, 1884: 5.2/15b; Xu Zi, Bizhouzhai zhuren nianpu, 
1874, and in Weihuizhai shiwen ji, 1861. For historiographical analysis of the Annals, see Ye, 
“Xu Zi (1810–1862) de Nanming shi,” 191–220; Yuan Yingguan and Gui Zunyi, Zhongguo 
jindai shixue, 291–314; Peng Xiao, “Xu Zi Xiaotian jinian fukao de xiezuo mudi jiqi shiliao 
jiazhi,” 336–38. 
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evidential research as a tool to scrutinize both classical and historical sources.3 Xu 
Zi would also take leave of his post to help coordinate militia activity, as Zeng did. 
But whereas Zeng would construct an elaborate bureaucracy to support his Hunan 
Army, Xu would play a more modest role. He would solicit contributions for the 
war effort and lead a group of Luhe troops in battle, but he never attempted to 
establish a military bureaucracy. Xu did, however, share with Zeng a sense that 
scholarship and militia activity were intertwined:  

  
Every moonlit night, when I mounted the parapets to share my toil with my 
fellow troops, I always brought up some story of righteousness and loyalty 
from my book, gesturing as I spoke. All around who heard could not help but 
sigh deeply.4 

  
Xu imagined two audiences for his history: scholars devoted to understanding the 
past, and soldiers dedicated to fighting the Taiping. By bringing up the Taiping in 
his introduction, Xu Zi invited readers to seek similarities between, on the one 
hand, the duties they faced in the current political situation of the Qing and, on 
the other hand, the examples provided of people facing (or shirking) their duties to 
the Ming. In seven passages in his book, he elaborated on the comparison by 
narrating events of the Taiping War into the Annals of a Fallen State.5 This article 
uses these passages alongside a variety of accounts of Xu Zi’s time in Luhe to 
investigate what he saw as the role of his wartime experience in the history of the 
Southern Ming, and how he thought his writings about rump Ming courts might 
affect the Taiping conflict. Answering these questions requires considerable details 
about Xu Zi’s wartime activities. In particular, to understand Xu’s historical 
writings we need to understand why the Luhe militia was successful until 1858, 

                                                               
3 On scholarly and historical concerns of participants: Duan Zhiqiang, “Guci huiji zhong de 
xibei shidi xueren,” 2–11. For the politics of the group, James M. Polachek, Inner Opium War, 
217–35. 
4 Xu, Xiaotian jinian, author’s preface. Translation adapted from Struve, The Ming-Qing 
Conflict, 74. The original text reads: 每月夜登埤，與諸同事相勞苦，轍舉書中忠義事，口講手畫，

環而聽者，咸感喟不能自已. Xu’s oral (presumably vernacular) means of reaching his audience 
may have reflected a broader interest in vernacular Confucian religious moralism in the lower 
Yangzi region. See Katherine L. Alexander, “Virtues of the Vernacular: Moral Reconstruction 
in Late Qing Jiangnan and the Revitalization of Baojuan,” 163–66. In contrast to Alexander’s 
baojuan texts, which aimed at a female audience, Xu depicts a male audience, and does not 
discuss women’s contributions to the war effort. 
5 Xu, Xiaotian jinian, 6/49a (213), 6/51a (215), 13/17a (502), 13/36a–b (519–20), 16/25a–26b 
(622–23), 18/10b (684), 19/33a–b (749). 
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and how people in the nineteenth century had written about militias before. 
What does history do? For Xu Zi, history offered a way to see how one could 

go about discerning truth in complex circumstances. In particular, it showed how 
to identify the loyal (zhong 忠) and righteous (yi 義) amidst the confusion of 
real-world events and the muddle of contradictory sources. History and 
present-day events could also overlap in triggering similar emotional reactions; 
writing about the past could thus provide a model of how to express feelings (qing 
情) in a manner that might help the war effort.6 To listeners and readers caught up 
in a devastating conflict, he suggested a moral imperative: Act so that your actions 
will earn you a place in history and praise from historians. By recording exemplars 
from the past and by modeling correct action in his own historical research, Xu Zi 
sought to create a broad community of loyalist opposition to the Taiping.  

“Xu Zi Says” (徐鼒曰) 

Although Xu Zi described the Annals as a simple, easy to understand account of 
events, its structure introduced complex layers of interpretation. Xu Zi modeled 
his work on historians he admired. He based his chronology on the Zhu Xi’s 朱熹

(1130−1200) work, Outline and Details of History (Lishi gangmu 歷史綱目), which 
itself imitated the form of the ancient Spring and Autumn Annals. Xu presented 
major events in chronological order under short main entries. In elaborations on 
the main entry, he provided biographies of major participants and greater detail 
about the events in question. In small type, he offered annotations (introduced with 
kao 考, lit. “investigate”), in which he sought to verify details and explain his 
sources, or to examine discrepancies among particular pieces of information. He 
also added his own comments. In most cases, he used the expression “Xu Zi says” 
to introduce his remarks, which could include discussion of the actions of Ming 
loyalists, events from his own life, or the ravages of “bandits” (zei 賊, a very broad 
category in his writings). He proceeded to comment by means of a series of 
rhetorical questions. If his commentary concerned a Qing emperor, official, or 
army, then he described himself as “Minister Zi” (臣鼒). As Ye Gaoshu has 
observed, these comments helped Xu Zi overcome the constraints of the annalistic 
form by making Xu’s interpretative decisions explicit.7 Xu’s discussions explained 
his reasons for employing certain terms, delivered moral judgments on the 
protagonists, and reported his personal reactions or memories. 

Xu Zi classified the actors of the Southern Ming conflicts into three distinct 
groups. The first was Qing armies, which Xu praised for their military acumen. 
                                                               
6 Peng, “Xu Zi Xiaotian jinian,” 336. 
7 Ye, “Xu Zi (1810–1862) de Nanming shi,” 212–13. 
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The second was (in Xu’s nomenclature) “bandits,” any figure involved in the 
conflict who did not act under orders of a legitimate Ming or Qing ruler. The 
third group was the princes who held the Zhu surname, the only people whom Xu 
regarded as legitimate inheritors of Ming political authority. The book opened in 
1644, the year when the rebel (hence “bandit”) general Li Zicheng 李自成
(1606–45) occupied Beijing, the reigning Emperor Chongzhen hung himself in 
the Forbidden City, and the Qing subsequently drove Li out of the city and 
established a capital there. It then sorted out the lengthy odysseys of the Ming 
princes. Zhu Yousong 朱由松 (1607–46), the Prince of Fu, fled to Nanjing and 
declared himself the Emperor Hongguang, but died in 1646 shortly after 
abandoning Nanjing to the Qing. Zhu Yujian 朱聿鍵 (1602–46), the Prince of 
Tang, then established a court in Fujian and reigned as the Emperor Longwu until 
his capture and death in October 1646. Zhu Youlang 朱由榔 (1623–62), the 
Prince of Gui, fled to Yunnan and then Burma, reigning as Emperor Yongli until 
his defeat in 1662. Zhu Yihai 朱以海 (1618–62), the Prince of Lu, served as regent 
but also as Emperor Gengyin from 1645 to 1655, when he recognized Zhu 
Youlang as the rightful heir. In addition, Zhu Yujian had granted the imperial 
surname to Zheng Chenggong 鄭成功 (or Koxinga, 1624–62), scion of a family of 
power holders in Fujian province. Zheng subsequently conducted raids up the 
Yangzi and also established a base on Taiwan. Xu Zi referred to Zheng as “Zhu 
Chenggong” and judged his acts to be legitimate forms of Ming loyalism. 
Throughout his account, Xu sought to establish a reliable version of events and 
determine whether a given figure had acted both lawfully and loyally.  

Xu’s judgments largely reflected what Lynn Struve has characterized as the 
“Qianlong coin,” a series of eighteenth-century edicts that clarified what kinds of 
history the Emperor Qianlong would deem acceptable rather than seditious. The 
Emperor sought to justify the Qing conquest but still dignify those who fought 
against the Qing. This approach praised those who “upheld proper, established 
procedures and strictly condemned opportunism, undue favoritism, sensual 
indulgence, or abandonment of governing responsibility.” In this way the Emperor 
Qianlong sought to reinforce the power of monarchs and the institutions 
supporting monarchy. Above all else, this approach granted highest favors to those 
who died supporting Ming or Qing courts, but condemned anyone who switched 
sides.8 The Emperor Qianlong’s edicts about Ming loyalists allowed Qing scholars 
to write about Ming loyalism without fear of censure.9 Xu Zi took great care to 

                                                               
8 Struve, Ming-Qing Conflict, 64–67, quotation on 66. 
9 On the complexities and development of this view of loyalism, see Lin Hsüeh-yi, “In the 
Name of Honor: Qian Qianyi (1582–1664) and the Politics of Loyalty in Late Imperial China,” 
299–303. On the paucity of non-official history of the Ming prior to 1780s, see Struve, 
Ming-Qing Conflict, 54–60; Yuan and Gui, Zhongguo jindai shixueshi, 220–26. 
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express his own loyalty to the Qing, but his “Xu Zi says” comments allowed him 
leeway to incorporate emotional responses to his material, so that he could in a 
given entry exercise careful analysis of the details of a particular event and then pour 
forth charged language of regret, inspiration, sadness, or anger according to 
circumstances. His comments complicated the seemingly straightforward, annalistic 
chronology of the text. Xu brought up details of his own life as they occurred to 
him, not in the order of their occurrence in the 1850s. Furthermore, his 
recollections in a given entry often resonated with passages in other parts of the 
Annals. 

Nanjing, for example, fell both in Xu’s reality and in his prose. In 1853, the 
armies of the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom stormed into the city, massacred the 
banner population, and declared Nanjing their Heavenly Capital. Xu Zi discussed 
this event in one of his entries for Shunzhi 1/6/27 (July 30, 1644), a little more than 
a month after the Prince of Fu had assumed the title of Emperor Hongguang. 
Following the Emperor Chongzhen’s suicide, certain members of Ming civil and 
military administration in North China wished to form a line of defense at the 
Yellow River, but Grand Secretary Ma Shiying 馬士英 (1591–1646) moved his 
troops to Nanjing, ostensibly to defend the Ming court, but also to secure his own 
position against factional rivals.10 The Prince of Fu had arrived in Nanjing and 
would proclaim himself emperor just over a month later. Xu Zi reported that 
Zhang Liang 張亮 (1612–45), Ming governor of Anhui, submitted a request to be 
dismissed from office so that he could participate in the campaigns against Li 
Zicheng in the north. According to Xu, Ma Shiying denied this request and 
ordered Zhang Liang back to his post. In the fourth month of the following year 
(May 1645) a Qing army under Zuo Menggeng 左夢庚  (d. 1654), a Han 
bannerman, seized Anqing, and Zhang Liang drowned himself rather than 
submit.11 

At the time of writing, Xu Zi had himself requested to be dismissed from office 
in order to organize troops in the fight against a rebellion, but unlike Zhang Liang, 
he was allowed to go. Xu found himself reacting deeply to the story of Zhang: 

  
When the usurper Yang [Xiuqing] occupied Jinling/Nanjing, the government 
troops pressured them for two years but the bandits were not troubled, and the 
aid to them was not cut off. The common people suffer from hunger and cold, 
and they rush after profit or gain. The bandits again double their profits to 
entice [the people]. If you indulge [the bandits], then they don’t know to stop. 
Bringing them to order is not better than killing them. Reading Zhang Liang’s 

                                                               
10 Hummel, Eminent Chinese, 558; Lynn A. Struve, The Southern Ming, 1644–1662, 20–22. 
11 Xu, Xiaotian jinian, 6/51a (215). 
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memorial, I am deeply stirred!12 
  

Several chapters later (but 208 years earlier than the Taiping conquest), Nanjing fell 
again. Ming defenses north of the Yangzi had collapsed, and the Qing had already 
taken Yangzhou in a bloodbath on May 20, 1645. Xu Zi related that the Prince of 
Fu had fled the city in the tenth night of the fifth month (June 3) and that Zhao 
Zhilong 趙之龍 (d. 1655), the commander of the garrison guarding Nanjing, had 
negotiated the terms of handing over the city to the approaching Qing army.13 His 
entry for the fifteenth day of the fifth month of the second year of the Shunzhi 
reign (June 16, 1645), reads:  
  

Prince Yu of Our Great Qing, Dodo, entered Nanjing. Ming imperial 
relatives and civil and military officials submitted. The Secretary of the 
Board of Punishments, Gao Zhuo, and others chose to die [rather than 
submit].14 

  
Xu Zi’s commentary explained that Zhao Zhilong and the council governing 
Nanjing arranged for entry through the Hongwu gate. It names the high officials 
who submitted and a number who committed suicide, including Gao Zhuo 高倬 
(d. 1645), who hung himself. Then, as in many entries, he added personal 
reflections on the incident in the form of rhetorical questions. In this case he 
wondered how, given Mencius’s claim that human nature is inherently good, some 
could betray their dynasties in the manner of Zhao Zhilong while others (rightly, 
in Xu Zi’s view) chose death rather than dishonor. He speculated that Zhilong’s 
new status with the arrival of the Ming court to Nanjing made him suddenly 
interested in wealth and pleasures (fugui shengse 富貴聲色), leading him to stray 
from the good.15   

These passages convey the different ways Xu Zi established connections 
between the Ming past and Qing present. Sometimes the parallels are situational: 
he and Zhang Liang both wished to halt the advance of a rebel army across a river. 

                                                               
12 Ibid. The original text reads: 臣鼒曰：楊逆踞金陵，官軍逼之兩年而賊不困者，接濟未斷也。

小民迫於飢寒，趨利如騖，賊又倍其利以誘之。縱之則不知止，治之則不勝誅。讀張亮疏，為慨

然矣! 
13 Xu, Xiaotian jinian, juan 10, 365–72; Frederic E. Wakeman, The Great Enterprise: The 
Manchu Reconstruction of the Imperial Order of the Seventeenth Century, 577–79; Struve, 
Southern Ming, 57–58. 
14 Xu, Xiaotian jinian, 10/17a, 366. The original text reads: 丙申, 我大清豫親王多鐸入南京。 
明勛戚文武降; 刑部尚書高倬等死之. 
15 Ibid. 
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He places even greater stress on his feelings. Zhang Liang’s sense of determination 
inspired Xu, and Xu then articulated his emotions about the Taiping War in the 
pages of his history. Xu often found moral lessons, like the ethical contrast 
between Gao Zhuo and Zhao Zhilong, in his material. He clearly thought that 
such lessons could apply to any age, but he saw them as particularly urgent in the 
context of the Taiping onslaught.   

Whatever lessons Xu Zi might have drawn from emotions, virtue, and 
situational parallels, his overriding concern was that people should continue to 
fight for their dynasty even when they had no hope of success. He lauded Zheng 
Chenggong for laying siege to Zhangzhou for months in 1652–53, and bestowed 
equal praise on the Qing defenders of Zhangzhou, who suffered heavy losses. The 
battle reminded Xu Zi of an expression whose locus classicus was the thirteenth 
chapter of Mozi: The general Shu kept attacking the state of Song, but Mozi 
helped repel the attacks nine times.16 “How can it be,” he exclaimed in his 
comments, “that when the bandits attack like Shu, we do not defend like Mo?”17 
He then punctuated the question by emphasizing his sense of frustration: “When I 
think back to this previous heroic virtue, how could I not feel dejected?”18 In Xu 
Zi’s telling, one’s natural sentiments (qing 情) stirred one’s mind, leading variously 
to sorry, dejection, indignation, righteous anger, or inspiration.  

In his history, Xu Zi looked back, investigated and arranged, and he reacted. As 
a result, he expected the stories he was telling to provoke certain emotional 
reactions in his readers. He was especially concerned that sentiments result in 
appropriate actions.19 As he thought about the challenges of the Taiping War in 
his own time, he brought to bear the same kinds of considerations. He saw a need 
to carefully investigate facts, to provoke and channel certain emotions, and to 
bring about the social cohesion necessary to win the war. He believed his 
historical practice could help create that cohesion. To understand the role of 
investigation and emotion in Xu Zi’s way of writing the Taiping War, it is worth 
examining in detail the specific administrative challenges he faced at the time. 
How did he think Luhe could defend like Mozi against the Shu-like onslaught of 

                                                               
16 Mozi, 13, “Gong shu.” 
17 The original text reads: 何賊之輸攻而我無墨守哉? 
18 Xu, Xiaotian jinian, 18/10b (684). The original text reads: 追念前烈，能勿愴懷? 
19  In his consideration of sentiments, Xu was grappling with a specific application 
—administration of militia during the Taiping War—of an issue that preoccupied a number of 
late-imperial and Republican thinkers. See especially Eugenia Lean, Public Passions: The Trial 
of Shijian Qiao and the Rise of Popular Sympathy in Republican China, 80–83; Paolo 
Santangelo, “The Literati’s Polyphonic Answers to Social Changes in Late Imperial China,” 
375–79.  
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the Taiping?  

Ways of Writing about Militia 

From very early on in the effort to crush the Taiping movement, ministers in the 
Qing court realized that success depended on the efforts of local military forces in 
addition to Qing troops.20 In August 1850, Xu Guangjin徐廣縉 (1797–1869), the 
governor-general of Guangdong and Guangxi, was already calling for expansion of 
militias and drilling local mercenary troops.21 Only local forces could defend the 
region’s remote counties, and militiamen could take on tasks ill-suited to outside 
troops. For example, after the Taiping broke out of Yong’an in April 1852, local 
militia patrolled the city gates, admitting only residents that they recognized as 
neighbors.22 Yet militia also perplexed high provincial officials. Some counties had 
effective, active corps, but others did not, and the shifting situation on the 
battleground made it difficult to use even the best militia as part of a systematic 
strategy to defeat the Taiping movement.23 

As Qing armies attempted to integrate existing militia groups into the broader 
theater of war, officials in field administration encouraged communities to create 
local military forces. At the same time, many Qing officials argued that the central 
government could do more to support existing militia. Between 1850 and 1852, 
while he was still in Beijing researching his Annals and helping to compile the 
Veritable Records of the Daoguang reign, Xu Zi learned of the proposals for 
strengthening militia. He recognized in them a problem that had occupied 
Southern Ming courts, which had also depended on disparate collections of troops 
and militiamen. Xu’s writing history and his writing of the Taiping resonated in 

                                                               
20 Philip A. Kuhn, Rebellion and Its Enemies in Late Imperial China, 105–6. Here and 
elsewhere, I use “militia” to refer to people whose “civil and military roles” were 
“interconnected” (Kuhn, Rebellion, 13). In Luhe, that meant that military responsibilities and 
baojia responsibilities were intertwined. These troops are called tuanlian 團練 in the sources. 
“Braves,” or yong 勇, refers to soldiers paid to act as mercenary forces, with no necessary 
connection to the place where they are fighting. See Kuhn, Rebellion, 41–43. 
21 Zhongguo diyi lishi dang’anguan ed., Qing zhengfu zhenya Taiping Tianguo dang’an shiliao 
(hereafter QZZTT), I:11–12, memorial of DG 30/7/24 (August 31, 1850). 
22 National Palace Museum, Taipei, Monthly Grand Council record books (Yuezhedang, 
hereafter NPMYZD), volume for XF 2/3rd month, page 17: Zou Minghe 鄒鳴鶴 memorial, 
rescript XF 2/3/17. 
23 See, for example, the reports of Baoshang’a 寶尚阿 in QZZTT, II: 66–67, XF 1/6/7 (July 5, 
1851); II:105–6, XF 1/6/20 (July 18, 1851); II:210 XF 1/8/5 (August 31, 1851). 
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part because of the common concern of how to inspire and coordinate varied 
military units into a coherent defense. 

As Xu Zi investigated the problems besetting the Ming loyalists, officials began 
to call on the central government to encourage the formation of more local militia 
and to ensure that militia units and government troops would work together. 
Responding to a steady flow of memorials from concerned censors and provincial 
officials, the Emperor Xianfeng circulated a number of proposals for cordinating 
and supporting existing militia as well as creating new units. For example Sheng 
Bao 勝保 (d. 1863), then a libationer of the Imperial Academy who would rise to 
Imperial Commissioner for Military Affairs, called for single official to oversee 
militia in Guangdong and Guangxi.24 Others hoped that the dynasty would grant 
rewards to valiant local fighters or simply subsidize repairs to walls, moats, and 
forts.25 More broadly, officials argued that the baojia 保甲 mutual responsibility 
system could help prevent the spread of rebellion, and they called on magistrates to 
inspect of registers more closely, to clarify the hierarchy of headmen, and to make 
sure that each baojia grouping could produce troops for militia if necessary.26 

In the midst of these discussions about militia, Zhuo Bingtian 卓秉恬 
(1782–1855) submitted to the throne a series of essays by the prefect Gong Jinghan
龔景瀚 (1747–1802) about militia during the White Lotus Rebellion.27 Gong had 
advocated a policy of “strengthening the walls and clearing the countryside,” in 
which local communities both provided militiamen and retreated behind 
fortifications when under attack.28 Gong proposed a step-by-step approach to 
combatting rebellion. First select excellent officials, then gain an understanding of 
the local geography, choose good commanders for militia units, investigate mutual 
responsibility rolls, secure provisions and equipment (and store them in 
well-defended forts), and finally, raise money to ensure that the defense can 
continue for as long as necessary. Zhuo submitted the memorial with the idea of 
solving two problems: the defense of scattered, rural communities and the care of 

                                                               
24 QZZTT, I:193, Sheng Bao memorial of XF 1/2/2 (March 4, 1851). 
25 QZZTT, II:27, Tang Jian 唐鑑 memorial. Rescript XF 1/5/27; QZZTT. 
26 QZZTT, I:93, edict of 30/9/25 (October 29, 1850); National Palace Museum, Taipei, Grand 
Council Archive, 082942. Memorial enclosure of Yi Xing 奕興, XF 1/12/20 (February 12, 
1851). 
27 On this strategy during the White Lotus Rebellion, Kuhn, Rebellion, 39–50; Susan Naquin, 
Millenarian Rebellion in China: The Eight Trigrams Rebellion of 1813, 233–34; Cecily 
McCaffrey, “Living Through Rebellion: A Local History of the White Lotus Uprising in Hubei, 
China,” 228–34; Wensheng Wang, White Lotus Rebels and South China Pirates: Crisis and 
Reform in the Qing Empire, 198–200. 
28 QZZZT, II:487–512, Zhuo Bingtian memorial of XF1/5/7 (June 6, 1851). 
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displaced people.29 The proposals would have a profound effect on Xu Zi, who 
would mention them in his Annals and use them as a model for the organization of 
militia in Luhe. 

History, in the opinion of Xu Zi and many of the historians he admired, 
allowed people to understand what virtue might look like in the confusion of lived 
experience rather than the relative clarity of philosophical argument. Xu’s Annals 
recorded the chaotic attempts of a hodgepodge of forces to unite in opposition to 
an invading army. As Xu Zi surveyed southern China in the 1850s, he saw an array 
of often disorganized fighting units trying to work together to put down a 
rebellion. His home county of Luhe, and in particular the policies of magistrate 
Wen Shaoyuan 溫紹原 (d. 1858) seemed, in the early years of the war to suggest a 
means of coordinating disparate people to work together to repel the rebels.  

Xu wrote Gong’s proposals into the Southern Ming when discussing the fate of 
Li Lu 李魯, Director of the Bureau of Operations in the brief reign of the Emperor 
Longwu, Zhu Yujian. In 1646, Li had travelled to Fujian to rally to the loyalist 
cause following the fall of Nanjing. At the time, the Prince’s main military support 
came from Zheng Zhilong 鄭芝龍 (1604–61) father of Zheng Chenggong, but 
Zheng Zhilong was also negotiating to change sides to the Qing. Zheng moved his 
armies out of the area, allowing the Qing to execute the Prince of Tang on 
October 6, 1646.30 In the main entry, Xu Zi merely said that Li Lu refused to 
submit and died on the fifth day of the ninth month of Shunzhi 3 (October 13, 
1646).31 In the commentary, Xu discussed Li’s ideas about defense. Li wanted to 
make companies (tun 屯) of troops from local mutual responsibility units, and then 
train (lian 練) them for battle. Xu Zi thought this tunlian system anticipated the 
militia of his own day: 

  
Minister Zi said: in the Jiaqing reign during the rebellion [i.e., the White 
Lotus Rebellion] in Sichuan and Hubei, the Prefect Gong Jinghan submitted a 
proposal to fortify the walls and clear out the countryside. The farsighted 
Emperor praised him, and applied [this strategy] to pacify the religious rebels. 
Now in the first year that the present [Xianfeng] Emperor took the throne, 
Guangdong and Guangxi rebels have spread to Hunan, Grand Secretary Zhuo 
of Huayang [Zhuo Bingtian] requested to implement [Gong’s] proposal. It had 
not yet been published when Northern Hubei fell. Then the rebels took 

                                                               
29 Ibid. Other officials submitted similar proposals without mention of the White Lotus 
precedent, for example National Palace Museum, Taipei, Grand Council Archive, 085526. 
Ayanda 阿彥達 memorial of XF 2/7/25 (September 8, 1852). 
30 Wakeman, Grand Enterprise, 736–37.  
31 Xu, Xiaotian jinian, 13/12a (498). 
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advantage of the victory to occupy Nanjing. Xu planned with Magistrate Wen 
Shaoyuan learned from this example and tried it out, so the county seat [Luhe] 
achieved safety. Therefore, the method of tunlian that Lu referred to, and 
about which he wrote to his governors and generals, is truly a good policy for 
extirpating bandits and bringing stability to the people.32 

  
The passage featured multiple wrinkles in time. Li Lu did not have opportunity in 
1646 to show that his policies could be successful. By mentioning later examples of 
militia, Xu Zi suggested that Li Lu had been vindicated, or in other words that Li 
deserved praise for his strategy even if in his time the strategy had inevitably failed 
to protect his emperor. To his contemporary audience, Xu Zi pointed to Li Lu as 
an exemplar, a guide to proper conduct in the confusion of war, for Li had 
maintained his diligence even in service to a lost cause. Then there is the example 
of Zhuo Bingtian, who, like Xu Zi, turned to the past to help show the way in the 
present. Here and throughout the Annals, Xu attempted to show how 
investigating and writing history could itself serve as a model of virtuous conduct, 
and so historians took their places alongside Ming loyalists as exemplars. 

Because of his position in the capital and his knowledge of the various proposals 
for militia, Xu Zi knew of the alarm spreading among court offcials at the rapid 
advance of the Taiping. Realizing the Qing’s vulnerability, he anticipated and the 
role that county-level defenses would have to play in resisting the Taiping. 
Because of his work on history, Xu Zi understood how difficult it would be to 
coordinate the actions of local militia and government troops. His response to 
these challenges makes an interesting contrast to his fellow member of the Gu 
Yanwu Shrine Association, Zeng Guofan. Zeng would ultimately create a 
complex army and administrative infrastructure largely distinct from regular Qing 
modes of command and funding. In contrast, Xu Zi and Wen Shaoyuan would 
create in the Luhe militia a mobile force subordinate to the regular military chain 
of command. Until 1858, the model of the Luhe militia seemed extremely 
promising, as likely as Zeng Guofan’s Hunan-based troops to play a larger role in 
the defeat of the Taiping.  

When Wen Shaoyuan became magistrate of Luhe county in the eighth month 
of the first year of the Xianfeng reign (September 1851), he implemented a series 
of policies that seem to have followed Gong Jinghan’s recommendations for the 
White Lotus Rebellion. It is not clear, however, whether his initial motivation 

                                                               
32 Ibid., 13/17a (502). The original text reads: 臣鼒曰：嘉慶川, 楚之亂, 知府龔景瀚上堅壁清野

議; 睿皇帝嘉之, 用平教匪。今上皇帝御極之元年, 粤匪竄湖南, 華陽卓相國請舉行之；未及刊布

而楚北已失陷, 粤匪乘勝踞金陵。鼒謀之溫北屏大令, 師其意小試之, 城邑獲全。然則魯所言屯練

之法與其上撫軍書, 誠殄賊安民之良策矣. 



Writing the Taiping War into the History of the Southern Ming 239 

arose out of the Taiping threat or broader nervousness about the possibility of 
unrest. He began by touring the outskirts of the county; biographies claim that in 
some districts, residents had not seen a magistrate in decades. Wen sought to win 
over these areas to local governance by supporting, rather than subverting, existing 
hierarchies, giving more resources to the leaders of mutual responsibility (baojia) 
associations. He began by soliciting donations of grain, which he ordered to be 
kept in the 103 forts (bao 堡) in the various villages around the county.33 These 
walled structures were large enough that communities could retreat into them for 
protection. Wen encouraged local degree-holders to raise funds to repair damaged 
and neglected forts. He inspected the forts regularly, and used them as the basis for 
militia: The communities surrounding three to four forts would enlist men to form 
a company of militia. Low-level yamen officials and other degree-holders took 
responsibility for drilling the militia so they might act in concert with each other or 
with government forces.34 

The forts testified to the history of martial activity and organized violence in 
Luhe. Residents described the county as a strategic crossroads, particularly as the 
seat of garrisons in a network that Zhu Yuanzhang established in the early Ming for 
protection of his capital in Nanjing. Although this history may have promoted a 
certain military ethos, in Qing times armed groups in Luhe were most likely to be 
engaged in the salt trade. The county stood on a road that connected Yangzhou to 
some of the salt regions of the Huai River basin. Smugglers seeking to avoid taxes 
snuck in and out of the county, sometimes transporting unauthorized salt, or 
sometimes stealing salt or cash from other merchants, who in turn looked to 
defend themselves. The resulting affrays troubled officials throughout the 
eighteenth century.35 

The end of the White Lotus Rebellion may have escalated the level of conflict, 
particularly north of the Huai River. Hired armies of braves served in this war, and 
when decommissioned found new employment in the salt regions.36 These forces 
could serve in attack or defensive capacities, engaging in (or hiring themselves out 
to prevent) smuggling, plunder, or kidnapping. The escalation of violence, 
combined with poverty in the region, would by the 1840s spark the early activities 

                                                               
33 Xu, Weihuizhai, 5/9a–b (128). He Tingshou ed., Luhe xianzhi, 1/29b–30b. 
34 Xu, Weihuizhai, 4/18a–26b (110–16); Zhou Changsen, Luhe jishi, 3/1a–6a; He, Luhe 
xianzhi, 5/6b–8b. 
35 Zhang Xiaoye, Qingdai siyan wenti yanjiu, 91–97, 114–18.   
36 Ssu-Yü Teng, The Nien Army and Their Guerrilla Warfare, 1851–1863, 46–55; Guo 
Yuming, Nianjun shi, 54–57. On the use of hired armies during White Lotus, see Dai Yingcong, 
“Civilians Go to Battle: Hired Militias in the White Lotus War, 1796–1805.”  
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of the Nian rebellion.37 These conflicts carried consequences far afield of the Huai. 
In Luhe county, a community of Muslims supported themselves by offering their 
services as braves to local officials needing ad hoc muscle and (more frequently) to 
salt merchants in need of security to defend their shipments to and from the Huai 
River region. They lived outside Luhe’s southern gate, and traced their ancestry to 
units serving the first Ming Emperor, Zhu Yuanzhang. 38  Their leader, Da 
Chengrong 達成榮  (d. 1853), had gained fame for his ability to intimidate 
smugglers. One story conveyed the substance of his reputation, though perhaps not 
the truth of his background. A smuggler had been coercing local people by cutting 
off the scalps of the recalcitrant. The smuggler’s wife was transporting fifteen carts 
of cash when the (unnamed) community enlisted Da’s help. Merely hearing the 
sound of his sword convinced the smugglers to depart, leaving behind two carts of 
cash.39 Among Luhe’s other fortuitous circumstances, including an able magistrate, 
access to trade on the Yangzi, and a relatively wealthy and well-connected local 
elite, the presence of Da Chengrong and his Muslim braves meant that a 
formidable mercenary band was near to hand. 

As Wen Shaoyuan realized that he would need to defend not only against small 
groups of bandits, but perhaps against an advancing Taiping army, he would turn 
to Da Chengrong for help. In the eleventh month of the second year of the 
Xianfeng reign (December 1852 and January 1853), as the Taiping were laying 
siege to Changsha, Magistrate Wen conferred with Xu Zi. The two of them 
settled on a plan to recruit Da Chengrong’s 500 mercenary soldiers and divide 
them into companies of 100 men each.40 At Wen Shaoyuan’s request, and with 
permission of the emperor, Xu Zi departed his post to return to Luhe to raise funds 
for salaries, enlist Da’s help, and take command of one of the newly formed 
companies. He brought with him his notes and his books, and throughout his time 
in Luhe he would continue to draft his history of the Southern Ming.  

Ways of Writing about Luhe 

Xu Zi argued throughout his history that the confusion of war made it even more 
essential that different groups understand their proper social and military roles. His 
analysis of Ming weakness often returned to this point. In his account, first the 
Ming, and then the Southern Ming, perished because different people did not 
faithfully execute the duties of their positions, but rather overstepped, inviting 
                                                               
37 Elizabeth Perry, Rebels and Revolutionaries in North China, 1845–1945, 104–13. 
38 He, Luhe xianzhi, 8/1a–b. 
39 Xu, Weihuizhai, 4/12a–13a (103).  
40 Ibid., 4/12a–13a (103), 5/9a–b (128); Zhou, Luhe jishi, 3/9a–b . 
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factional conflict. This understanding of the problems facing the Ming paralleled 
his analysis of the success of the Luhe militia in the years 1853 to 1857. His 
writings about the Taiping War in those years attributed Luhe’s success in no 
small measure to Magistrate Wen’s ability to make sure that the varied military 
groups in the county had specific duties and that they communicated with one 
another. In Xu Zi’s back and forth between present and past, the history 
sharpened his focus on specific problems of his own time, and events of the 
Taiping reinforced his sense of the importance of history in providing guidance 
to soldiers and officials.   

A Taiping army attacked Luhe for the first time on Xianfeng 3/4/9 (May 16, 
1853). Having crossed the Yangzi in their march northward to try to seize Beijing, 
the Taiping swooped in on rafts with guns, cannon, and siege ladders. The Muslim 
braves engaged them in front of the southern gate of the county seat (the home 
neighborhood of most of the braves), an area called Longchi龍池. The Taiping had 
already secured most of the strategic cities along the Yangzi near Nanjing, 
including Zhenjiang, Guazhou, Yizheng, and Pukou. The Qing had dispatched 
cavalry to Yangzhou, but before their arrival, the Taiping had already stormed the 
city, and so the 4000 bannermen retreated to Luhe. The city’s defensive formation 
thus consisted of: 

  
1. Militia units of individual villages, that is to say, forces composed of 

Luhe county residents acting as part of their civic responsibilities. Luhe 
militia could remain in defensive forts, or they could attack the rear of 
any army besieging the county seat. 

2. Volunteer units from the county seat and its immediate surroundings. 
These, too, were a form of militia, but the leaders tended to be officials 
and degree-holders rather than local village leaders. 

3. Hired Muslim braves, that is, paid troops who were expected to fight 
not only in Luhe, but anywhere they were dispatched. 

4. Water braves, paid mercenaries hired to patrol the Chu River, whose 
duties would eventually expand to encompass the Yangzi River as well.  

5. The 4000 cavalry bannermen from Jilin province and Heilongjiang, 
headquartered in the Dutian temple 都天廟 in the county seat. 

  
In the ensuing battle, Da Chengrong fell, and the braves suffered heavy casualties, 
but they kept the Taiping soldiers away from the wall.41 These engagements left 
the two armies at a stalemate, but that evening a fire broke out in the Taiping camp, 
burning their stores of gunpowder and destroying many of their rafts and boats. 

                                                               
41 He, Luhe xianzhi, 8/2b; Zhou, Luhe jishi, 3/10a–b. 
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When the Taiping army was cut off from escape across the Yangzi, the combined 
militia, mercenary, and banner forces put it to rout.  

In the context of the entire Taiping War, which encompassed enormous 
bloodshed, shifting strategies, and prolonged conflict on a number of fronts, this 
particular battle has not stood out. Nevertheless, its consequences were 
considerable, and probably seemed more important at the time than in retrospect. 
In terms of the general history of the war, the Luhe troops destroyed a branch of 
the Taiping army dispatched to attack Beijing, making it easier for the dynasty to 
defend itself.42 Within Luhe, the battle would enable a regrouping of the county’s 
militia and hired braves, leading to an extremely effective fighting force in the 
years 1853 to 1858. Qing imperial commissioners used the braves to patrol the 
Yangzi, collect commercial taxes, and take part in the defense of neighboring 
counties and cities, notably Yangzhou and Zhenjiang. This period profoundly 
shaped the ways that Xu Zi would write about the war, in particular his sense of 
similarity between the period of the Qing conquest and the time of his defense of 
the Qing. 

Xu Zi’s account of the Luhe Fire God typified his depictions of war, for it 
included his themes of virtue, emotions, and verification of the truth. According to 
Xu, when the Taiping detachment reached the county seat, it entered the Fire 
God Temple, which was located just outside the city walls. The troops set about 
sacking the temple, and in the course of attempting to destroy the altar, they 
smashed off the nose of the Luhe Fire God with a large rock. That evening as 
Taiping soldiers ate on woven reed mats, the Fire God seemed to take revenge. 
The mats caught fire, and as the soldiers tried to run, their clothes proved equally 
flammable. The long hair of the “bandits” also ignited (the forehead hair was left 
uncut to show rejection of Qing rule). At the same time Luhe’s City God displayed 
ghostly banners that also frightened the Taiping soldiers. In the ensuing disarray, 
Luhe militiamen braves and government troops routed the Taiping, who were 
forced back across the Yangzi to their stronghold in Nanjing with only 120 men 
remaining.43 

In his stele inscription commemorating the repairs, Xu Zi saw in these events 
tangible evidence of the Fire God’s efficacy (ling 靈). He reported that when 
fighting in the area let up in 1855, Luhe residents repaired the god’s temple. Xu Zi 
also wrote that the god’s blow against the Taiping reflected the intense battles that 
had taken place in the county throughout 1853 and 1854. Xu suggested that the 
intense loyalty of county militiamen had affected the god. These men were so 

                                                               
42 See Guo Tingyi, Taiping Tianguo shishi rizhi, 247–49; Cui Zhiqing, Taiping Tianguo 
zhanshi, II: 753–54; Jian Youwen, Tongshi, II:1635–36. 
43 He, Luhe xianzhi, 8/17b–18a; Zhou, Luhe jishi, 4/1a; Xu, Weihuizhai, 5/2a–3a (122). 
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“stirred with indignation” (fen jiao 憤憿) that they spread forth qi, and it was this qi 
that was “sufficient to resonate in heaven and earth and extend both to the unseen 
and the visible,”44 the realms of spirits and people. He noted that the Taiping had 
destroyed gods and temples throughout their areas of control, but that in Luhe, the 
gods had fought back.45 For Xu, the strength of the god resulted from the singular 
intensity of (loyal, pro-dynastic) emotion.   

When Wen Shaoyuan sought imperial recognition for the god’s contributions to 
the battle, he added that the temple was included in previous editions of the local 
gazetteer and that it had been newly rebuilt, but his main point was that the virtue 
of Luhe residents had moved the Fire God to contributed to the defense of the 
dynasty.46 When the ministers of the Board of Rites deliberated on the request, 
they recommended the god be rewarded “in order to make manifest its efficacy 
and gifts, and to accord with popular sentiment.”47 The emperor agreed, and 
granted the god a title (fenghao 封號).48 

Aside from supernatural aid, the mere fact of surviving the initial Taiping 
onslaught gave Luhe a number of advantages that its neighboring counties lacked. 
It now had seasoned troops among its urban militia, its rural militia, and its hired 
braves. Because the city had not fallen, it enjoyed continuous leadership. Wen 
Shaoyuan could maintain his personal ties with rural leaders and with Qing 
generals. In addition, the Luhe minor officials and degree-holders now had 
experience coordinating their movements with Qing government troops and with 
each other. All of them became aware of the extraordinary importance of having 
special units to control the waterways. The lull in fighting after the first Taiping 
attack gave these various actors time to develop more organized forms of 
fundraising and a more coherent strategy. 

The strategy consisted of several components. Some were specific to the tactics 
of battles within Luhe, and others stemmed from the obligation of the Jiangbei 
Imperial Commissioners to attempt to prevent Taiping forces from crossing the 

                                                               
44 The original text reads: 足以感天地而通幽明. 
45 Xu Zi, Weihuizhai wenji, waiji, 5/3a (123). 
46 First Historical Archives, Beijing. Gongzhongdang, liyi (rites and ceremonies) bao 67, 
memorial of Yiliang 怡良 XF 5/1/22 (March 10, 1855). 
47 First Historical Archives, Beijing. Grand Council Archive—Beijing, 4174–19, memorial of 
Lin Kui 麟魁 XF 5/3/15 (April 30, 1855). The original text reads: 以照靈貺, 而順與情. 
48 Granting titles to gods, sometimes called “investiture” or “canonization,” was a common 
practice. See, for example, Roger Shih-Chieh Lo, “Local Politics and the Canonization of a 
God: Lord Yang (Yang fujun) in Late Qing Wenzhou (1840–67),” 113–15; Christopher 
Heselton, “Reconstructing Order: Postwar Reconstruction after the Taiping Civil War, 
1864–1874,” 176–77. 
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Yangzi River. Still others derived from the need to maintain safe passage along the 
Yangzi for merchants, which in turn would allow funding for troops.  

Within Luhe, hired braves would constitute the bulk of the fighting force for 
the city itself. Volunteers from the city stood guard at the northern gate; the other 
city gates remained closed. Other hired braves along with water braves and Qing 
government soldiers would fight beyond the city walls. If a Taiping army lay siege 
to the walled city, rural militia would march to attack their rear. At other times, 
rural militia would maintain defensive postures and warn authorities in Luhe if 
they noticed unrest or if they came under direct attack. If nothing threatened Luhe 
county, the presence of local militia meant that Wen Shaoyuan could lead braves 
farther afield, aiding Qing forces in neighboring counties or across the Yangzi. 

The Imperial Commissioner Qi Shan, together with Wen Shaoyuan, sought to 
hire new soldiers to make up for the losses suffered by the Muslim braves. They 
found troops for hire in Shouzhou, Anhui and in Xuzhou and Haizhou, further 
north in Jiangsu.49 The Haizhou enlistees became water braves, but their duties 
shifted. In addition to monitoring the Chu River to protect against a direct attack 
on Luhe, they patrolled the Yangzi River itself. They destroyed Taiping boats 
when they could, attempted to identify Taiping soldiers posing as merchants, and 
stood as an advance force to attempt to prevent the Taiping from crossing the 
river.50 

The first tests of these new forces came in October 1853 the ninth month of the 
third year of the Xianfeng reign. Wen Shaoyuan began to lead his troops farther 
afield. At first they helped government troops retake strategic points on the coast, 
including Pukou (located directly across the Yangzi from Nanjing) in the second 
month of Xianfeng 4 (March 1854). In 1855, the Taiping occupied a section of the 
northern bank of the Yangzi River between Pukou and the county seat of Jiangpu. 
This area, called Jiufuzhou 九洑州 served as a potential land base for the Taiping, 
who also outfitted large rafts with cannon to protect their grain as they transported 
it across the Yangzi.51 From there Taiping troops again advanced on Luhe, and 
again the coordinated action of government troops, rural militia, and hired troops 

                                                               
49 These braves were possibly also products of the social conflicts around salt smuggling that 
stood at the root of the Nian rebellion, but specifics about individual soldiers are very hard to 
come by. A list of some of the dead from Shouzhou appears in Liangjiang zhongyi lu, 
21/31b–32a, 31/27a–28a. The list on 55/4a–6b may also include some who served in Luhe. Also, 
the biography in Zhou, Luhe jishi, of Da Chengrong states that he was active in Shouzhou (3/9a), 
and the biography of Yang Yinbin 楊寅賓 states that he was in the militia with Da Chengrong 
and that he actively recruited more soldiers from Shouzhou (3/8b).   
50 He, Luhe xianzhi, 8/3a; Zhou, Luhe jishi, 1/3a (154). 
51 Zhou, Luhe jishi, 3/2a. 
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repulsed the attack.52 When not defending Luhe, the braves served as a mobile 
force under Wen’s leadership, helping to attack Zhenjiang across the river, or to 
support government troops in Anhui. 

Throughout this period, Xu Zi took on two roles. In the defense of Luhe, 
whereas most militia forces had fixed areas of responsibility on the city wall or in 
forts beyond the walls, Xu Zi’s responsibility differed; he led braves to circulate 
from one position to another, aiding in communication and also supporting 
whoever needed help. In this function he took it upon himself during lulls in the 
fighting to relate stories of the Southern Ming to troops stationed in the county 
seat. He also solicited funds to pay for the hired braves. This later task became 
somewhat simpler in the early months of 1854 with the advent of a new form of 
revenue: the likin transit tax. 

Although historians dispute the origins of the likin transit tax, it is clear that by 
Xianfeng 4, Lei Yixian 雷以諴 (jinshi 1823) had set up points for tax collection 
along the Yangzi River.53 Luhe’s water braves contributed to this effort in two 
ways. First, they turned their attention to commerce on the Chu and Yangzi rivers. 
Instead of merely concerning themselves with the protection of Luhe and the 
movement of Taiping troops, they monitored merchants, attempted to hinder the 
Taiping regime’s ability to conduct commerce, and tried to ensure that trade could 
take place. For example, they regularly patrolled the shores of the Yangzi, 
concentrating on locating and destroying Taiping watercraft. 54  Second, the 
managers of the water braves brought contingents of troops to set up tax collection 
points in Luhe county and along the Yangzi River.55 They imposed a tax of three 
coppers per 1000 (0.3%) on grain, tobacco, charcoal, and other goods; issued 
certificates of payment; and required that merchants present these certificates at 
collection stations. This collection copied practices instituted by the Great 
Encampment of Jiangbei shortly after the fall of Yangzhou. It began early in 1854, 
before Lei Yixian had notified the court of its collection in Yangzhou and Taizhou 
prefectures. Magistrate Wen Shaoyuan forwarded revenues to the Imperial 
Commisioner of Jiangbei, but it is not clear how much remained within Luhe, 
either pocketed privately by the managers and braves at the collection points or 

                                                               
52 He, Luhe xianzhi, 8/3b–4a. 
53 Luo Yudong, Zhongguo lijin shi, 15–20; Edwin George Beal, The Origins of the Likin, 
1853–1864, 21–23, 84–87 (translation of Lei’s memorial). Zhou, Luhe jishi, 1/3a (154–55). 
54 Zhou, Luhe jishi, 1/3a (154–55); He, Luhe xianzhi, 8/3b, 8/6a. 
55 He, Luhe xianzhi, 8/4a. In the seventh month of XF 5, they set up a likin bureau on the Chu 
at Longjinqiao, see He, Luhe xianzhi, 8/6b.  
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kept in Luhe without notifying higher officials.56 
In the time that Xu Zi remained at Luhe, the Taiping twice captured and lost 

the major cities of Yangzhou and Zhenjiang (and of course held Nanjing 
throughout). At various times the Taiping also stormed all the neighboring county 
seats of Yizheng, Tianchang, Chuzhou, and Jiangpu as well as the Qing military 
positions at Pukou and Guazhou (on the north bank of the Yangzi at the junction 
with the Grand Canal). As we will see, Luhe militia would also help drive Nian 
troops out of the area. As noted above, the timely preparations of Wen Shaoyuan 
had helped to generate this success, but securing transit tax revenues consolidated it. 
Braves and village headmen now had economic incentives to remain closely allied 
to the Qing. In areas where the Qing relied on land taxes and fees, rebel groups 
could establish themselves by extracting less than the government.57 Transit taxes, 
on the other hand, required larger levels of coordination than the Nian or Taiping 
could promise to local stakeholders in the mid-1850s.  

Xu Zi attributed Luhe’s victories to Wen Shaoyuan’s capacity to ensure that the 
many different forces in the county understood their roles and communicated with 
one another. By establishing close ties with rural headmen, designating liaisons 
between local and government troops, and securing revenue for all parties, Wen 
ensured that the different parts of the whole could work together. Wen Shaoyuan, 
other local officials, and degree-holders had created ad hoc arrangements for 
combatting the Taiping, but these changes provoked conflicts that in some cases 
resembled for Xu Zi the divisions among scattered Ming loyalists in the 1640s and 
1650s. In Xu Zi’s judgment, Wen handled these conflicts better than most 
Southern Ming leaders.  

Xu Zi diagnosed the Southern Ming’s problems as a failure of people to adhere 
to their proper tasks. Eunuchs, for example, should serve the private needs of the 
imperial household, but not usurp the duties of classically trained officials. He was 
particularly critical of the Prince of Fu. In an entry on the appointment of the 
eunuch Lu Jiude 盧九德 (dates unknown) to Superintendent of the Capital 
Training Divisions, Xu lamented: 

  
In the restoration of the dynasty’s government, it was appropriate and urgent 
to end [the practice of appointing eunuchs]. How could it be so befuddled and 
mixed up? Alas! This was the means of the Ming’s collapse.58 

                                                               
56 Within a year, censors would accuse likin stations along the Yangzi of both these practices, 
and ministers in Beijing continued to worry about corruption throughout the Xianfeng reign. 
Beal, The Origins of the Likin, 101–13. 
57 Teng, The Nien Army and their Guerrilla Warfare, 146. 
58 Xu, Xiaotian jinian, 6/3a (173). See also Struve, Southern Ming, 32. The original text reads: 
朝政維新, 革除宜急, 胡憒憒若是也? 嗚乎! 此明之所以亡也. 
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Eunuchs had long been the bêtes noires of historians of the Ming, but Xu Zi’s 
specific criticism concerned the need for clear roles. For Xu, each person “had a 
proper place” 有歸.59 In particular, he emphasized the importance of civil officials 
maintaining authority over soldiers, a topic that inspired another digression 
regarding the Taiping. Still discussing the edicts of the Prince of Fu in Nanjing, he 
wrote in an entry for the 24th day of the 6th month of the first year of the Shunzhi 
reign (July 27, 1644): 
  

The Ming issued a proclamation [ordering] soldiers and generals to muster 
together, and to adhere to the instructions and governance of the [civil] 
governors and ministers of their respective locations.60 

  
In his elaboration of the passage, Xu Zi first listed the assembled governors, but 
then described how unruly troops in Zhenjiang had come to blows first with each 
other, and then with naval forces brought in from the south to assist the Prince of 
Fu in the defense of Nanjing.61 Xu then drew a parallel to the problems facing 
Luhe: 
  

Xu Zi said: Why write about this in particular? Because in bringing together 
methods of disarming soldiers and bringing peace to the people, none is better 
than this. In the second spring month of Xianfeng 3 [April and May of 1853], 
the Guangdong and Guangxi bandits seized Jinling [Nanjing], then 
successively took Zhenjiang and Yangzhou. The emperor ordered the great 
ministers Qi Shan and Xiang Rong to supervise the armies of south and north 
of the Yangzi, respectively. At that time the troops from Heilongjiang 
occupying Pukou thereupon wantonly pillaged. The Jiangpu magistrate Zeng 
Mianli did not dare pursue a line of inquiry.62 

  
Xu Zi went on to say that he and Wen Shaoyuan had at the time been dispatched 
to Pukou to deal with the foreign ship, likely the Hermes, bearing a British 
diplomatic mission to Nanjing to convince the Taiping to honor the trade 

                                                               
59 Xu, Xiaotian jinian, 11/36a (434). 
60 Ibid., 6/48b (213). The original text reads: 明詔兵將調集，聽本處撫臣節制. 
61 Ibid., 6/48b (213); Struve, Southern Ming, 41–42. 
62 Xu, Xiaotian jinian, 6/49a (213). The original text reads: 臣鼒曰: 特書何? 戢兵安民之法, 無
善於此也。咸豐癸丑仲春, 粤賊陷金陵, 連陷鎮江、揚州; 上命大臣琦善、向榮分督江南、北軍；

時黑龍江兵之駐浦口者肆淫掠，江浦縣令曾勉禮不敢問. 
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arrangements following the Opium War.63 They found their way blocked by a 
mob seeking relief from the government troops. Xu and Wen communicated with 
Qi Shan, then Imperial Commissioner in charge of troops north of the Yangzi, 
who ordered that all troops were subject to the orders (and punishments) of local 
officials. In Xu Zi’s view, this measure helped ensure that Wen Shaoyuan could 
maintain proper hierarchies and thus support social cohesion through the chaos of 
war.  

Conflicts among the forces on the Qing side took place throughout Xu Zi’s 
time with the Luhe militia. Xu Zi wrote that braves from neighboring counties 
crossed the border and “created disturbances” (saorao 騷擾) in 1853.64 Some Luhe 
residents objected to the policy of dispatching troops to other counties; they felt 
their forces should remain closer to home. Wen Shaoyuan won them over with 
the following argument: “If the larger situation falls apart, can one corner hold out 
on its own?”65 The regulations issued for militia suggest that some residents of the 
county objected to serving in units with actors, singers, pengmin, or other 
low-status groups, but declared that nobody could refuse to serve. In 1857, 
government soldiers in Luhe rioted because they had not been paid their full 
wages.66 Xu Zi’s writings emphasized Wen’s skill in resolving social conflicts, a 
talent he found only rarely in Ming loyalists. 

More fundamentally, the evidence from Luhe substantiates Tobie Meyer-Fong’s 
observation that the distinction between support for the Qing and open rebellion 
could often be quite thin.67 Xu Zi understood that the Taiping were recruiting 
troops locally, and that many Taiping soldiers were not the invading “Guangdong 
and Guangxi bandits” (Yuezei 粵賊) referred to in memorials and gazetteers. The 
Taiping ranks included people of Jiangsu, some inspired by the cause, others 
seeking a way to survive the conflict. For example, after their defeat at Jiufuzhou, 
some Taiping soldiers simply changed their clothes and covered their heads to 

                                                               
63 Ships in the Yangzi off of Pukou fired on the Hermes on May 1, 1853. Those onboard were 
seemingly oblivious to any local disruption. Some Chinese officials did board the ship to broker a 
truce. See Thomas Taylor Meadows, The Chinese and their Rebellions, with an Essay on 
Civilisation and its Present State in East and West, 267–68; E. G. Fishbourne, Impressions of 
China and the Present Revolution: Its Progress and Prospects, 155–57. 
64 Xu, Weihuizhai, 2/11a (59). 
65 Ibid., 5/10a (129). The original text reads: 大局壞, 一隅能獨保乎? 
66 Zhou, Luhe jishi, 1/6a. 
67  Tobie Meyer-Fong, What Remains: Coming to Terms with Civil War in 
Nineteenth-Century China, 65–66. 
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rejoin the local population.68 Taiping soldiers recognized Luhe troops; Xu Zi 
depicted this familiarity as evidence of the fearsomeness of the Luhe braves, but it 
could as easily have meant that residents of Luhe marched among the Taiping 
legions.69 

Then there were the refugees. Xu Zi, along with other nineteenth-century 
officials, stressed the usefulness of militia for dealing with displaced people. In times 
of famine, officials could provide food at the forts, protecting famine relief from 
banditry. More importantly, the overlapping rolls of mutual responsibility and 
militia allowed officials to discern whether or not newcomers were participating in 
defense. Xu Zi emphasized the need for constant “investigation” (kao) of the rolls, 
and special regulations insisted that militia leaders report any new arrivals. New 
religious groups were viewed with particular suspicion: The regulations prohibited 
outsiders from founding new temples.70 In Xu Zi’s account, Magistrate Wen 
distinguished himself in personal relationships with local leaders and his diligence 
in maintaining registers of active (as well as fallen) soldiers. In his administrative 
capacity, Wen thus engaged in the pursuit of facts with a dedication that paralleled 
Xu Zi’s work as a historian. 

The motto “seek truth from facts” 實事求是 linked the various strands of Xu 
Zi’s thought. He admired Gu Yanwu not least for the scholar’s dedication to 
accuracy.71 For Xu, “seek truth from facts” meant attention to detail in historical 
writing. In classical scholarship, it meant avoiding polemic and focusing instead on 
narrow questions of meaning. In administration, it meant carefully executing one’s 
duties, and guarding against the destructive effects of rumor. For Xu thought that 
bandits, now and in the past, inevitably thrived by means of deception. History 
could inoculate people against the empty words of unscrupulous leaders. He used 
the example of a stele constructed by Zhang Xianzhong, who in the late Ming had 
broken with the army to form a bandit gang. When the Ming fell, he tried to 
establish his own dynasty, but was defeated by the Qing in 1645. Xu Zi critiqued 
several stele inscriptions from Zhang’s court as spurious. He continued: 

  
In recent days of the brutal ravages of the Guangdong and Guangxi rebels, 
there have also been reports of dug up steles. I suspect in each case that 
unlearned people follow the vulgar customs of those who came before, and 
speak absurd falsehoods or attend to absurd reports, or else those who rebel 

                                                               
68 Taiwan Palace Museum, Taipei. Palace Memorial Archive 4060 04625, Shenbao memorial of 
XF 3/8/4, enclosure #2. 
69 He, Luhe xianzhi, 3/9b. 
70 Xu, Weihuizhai, 7/13a (182). 
71 Xu, Xiaotian jinian, 11/36a (434). 
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fake them in order to delude the minds of people, as with forgeries. This is the 
reason to discuss the affair of Zhang Xianzhong and expose its foolishness.72 

  
History offered specific insights into policy, like the need for civil officials to 
monitor soldiers, but it also taught a certain sensibility, the capacity to seek out 
truth.  

Xu Zi thought Wen Shaoyuan possessed this capability. By carefully managing 
local militias, Wen Shaoyuan had ensured Luhe’s security, making possible the use 
of Luhe’s hired braves in more distant locales. The nimbleness of Wen’s mercenary 
forces proved essential after the Yellow River flooded its banks and changed to a 
more southerly course in 1855, inundating a vast swath of territory and unleashing 
throngs of refugees. The Nian capitalized on these developments to expand their 
armies. In 1856, they coordinated with the Taiping to destroy the Great 
Encampment of Jiangbei, seize first Yangzhou and Pukou, then Chuquan and 
Jiangpu, and then attack Luhe. Luhe, however, repelled the advance, and then the 
braves helped recover Pukou and Jiangpu. Wen Shaoyuan used the militia system 
to distribute famine relief, and then led his forces through Anhui, defending 
Tianchang and recovering Laian and Lu’an. In 1857 the Qing general Zhang 
Guoliang 張國樑 (1823–60) drove the Taiping from Guazhou and garrisoned 
troops in Pukou, seemingly bringing new stability to the situation. Xu Zi decided 
that matters had settled enough for him to depart, so he went to the capital and 
accepted an appointment as prefect of Funing.73 

The Taiping, however, regrouped and attacked Luhe again in 1858. Their 
strategy reflected close observation of how the county’s defenses had functioned. 
They left one body of troops close to the walls of the county seat, but did not at 
first attack. Their presence ensured that the braves would not be able to leave the 
city. Other Taiping groups defeated the rural militia, and only then did the two 
branches of the army combine to attack Luhe. Wen Shaoyuan sent word to 
Yangzhou, but the Taiping had destroyed the bridges on roads leading to the city, 
delaying the arrival of help. One contingent of braves did manage to fight through 
the Taiping lines; the rest perished in street fighting along with Wen Shaoyuan on 
October 1, 1858. Luhe would not again play a role in the Taiping War. Shortly 
after, Xu Zi would complete his work on the Southern Ming and begin writing 
about his fallen comrades.  

                                                               
72  Ibid., 13/36b–37a (520). See Struve, Southern Ming, 144–46, and Hummel, Eminent 
Chinese, 37–38. The original text reads: 近日粤匪肆虐, 亦傳有掘碑之事, 疑皆不學者踵前人陋

習而妄言之、妄聽之；否則, 作逆者偽為之以惑人心, 如牛腹帛書類也。故因論獻忠事而剖其愚焉. 
73 He, Luhe xianzhi, 8/8b–10. 
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Ways of Writing History 

When Luhe fell, Xu Zi mourned. He went to Funing to serve as prefect but 
continued to write about his native place. He finished his Annals sometime in 1858, 
probably shortly after arriving at his new office. He likened his position to a kind of 
exile in which return was not possible, and his writings expressed sadness, loss, pain, 
and restlessness. He wrote biographies of those who fell, accounts of the death of 
his uncles and cousins, and of the rumors he heard about Luhe’s last stand.74 His 
emotions and judgments in this late work resembled the kinds of decisions he made 
in his Annals, demonstrating how his writing of the Southern Ming shaped his 
writing of the Taiping War. 

He brought up these feelings in an account of a large burial site outside of Funing. 
“As for sentiments, there are the near and the distant. As for administrative 
priorities, there are the first and the subsequent.”75 He elaborated that since the 
beginning of the war: 

  
I have not been able to bury the bodies of several of my brothers, and I have 
not been able to bury the bodies of I don’t know how many thousands of 
friends and relations. In these matters I am probably very close to the people of 
Funing.76 

  
Channeling sentiment, in this case mourning, should be a priority of 
administration. One way to think about the connection between Xu Zi’s historical 
writing and his descriptions of the Taiping War is a question: How do leaders 
inspire appropriate forms of sentiment or channel potentially disruptive sentiments 
into productive purposes?  

For example, Xu Zi wrote in his Annals that when Li Zicheng’s army attacked 
the Pingze Gate in Beijing, two people died in its defense. He commented: 

  
Xu Zi said: Why write about this in particular? To praise those who died 
virtuously and reproach the collected officials. The Capital Training Divisions 
had made thousands of plans, and in times of peace had expended rations, but 
facing the enemy, they lay down their arms. Only two people died on behalf 

                                                               
74 Xu, Weihuizhai, 4/18a–27a (108–16).   
75 The original text reads: 情有親疏，政有先後. 
76 The original text reads: 吾兄弟之暴屍不能葬者幾人, 吾親戚朋友之暴屍不能葬不知幾千百人。

事蓋親於福寧之人矣. 
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of the dynasty. Alas!77 
 

In this passage and many others like it, there are several kinds of exemplar. The 
subjects of the main entry—the two who died are worthy of emulation, and the 
many soldiers and officials of the Ming who shirked their moral responsibility 
appear as negative exemplars of conduct that should be avoided. At the same time, 
Xu Zi himself also acted as a model in that his expressions of admiration, shame, 
and regret dictated the emotions and judgments that he hoped his readers and 
listeners would repeat. When he told the stories of the Ming to the militiamen on 
the city walls, he not only wanted them to see how one should be willing to die in 
defense of the dynasty. He also wanted them to apply similar judgment toward 
their peers. 

His ideas about sentiment directed his treatment of Zheng Chenggong. In 
August of 1659, Zheng had taken an army of 250,000 from his power base off the 
Fujian coast to capture Guazhou and lay siege to Nanjing. This event differed from 
most of the other entries in the Annals because it involved a counterattack against 
an area firmly under Qing control. Xu Zi wrote that gentry and people of Luhe 
declared for Zheng and refused to surrender the county to the Qing, and that 
residents of Tianchang, Yizheng, Yangzhou, and Zhenjiang also resisted. 
According to Xu, although the Qing counterattacked against Zheng, it was lenient 
to local loyalists, reasoning that the fault lay not with the people, but rather with 
the failure of Qing border defenses: “The sentiments of the multitude were then 
pacified” 眾情乃安.78 Xu elaborated: 

  
I often brought this up to exhort the people in our county, so they would 
know the benevolence of our dynasty’s bounty is shared among heaven and 
earth, and would not forget the power of the emperor when plowing a field or 
drilling a well.79 

  
In the case of the Fire God, Xu Zi had argued that agitated sentiments might stir 
righteous resistance, which could move the spirits as well. Here the goal was 

                                                               
77 Xu, Xiaotian jinian, 4/1b (93). Charles O. Hucker notes that the Capital Training Divisions 
were by the late Ming “normally used as state construction gangs or assigned to other menial 
tasks” rather than the crack troops originally intended. See A Dictionary of Official Titles in 
Imperial China, 173. The original text reads: 徐鼒曰: 特書何？嘉死節且以愧諸臣也。京營部將

千百計, 平時糜餉, 臨敵投戈；死國事者，二人而已。噫! 
78 Xu, Xiaotian jinian, 19/33b (747). 
79 Ibid. The original text reads: 鼒嘗舉以告我里人，俾知我國家覆載之恩同於天地，毋耕田鑿井

而忘帝力也! 
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harmony rather than aggression, but in both cases officials gave the people a means 
to channel their sentiments. Emotions, when properly directed, supported a 
cohesive community, quiescent under good government yet activist in opposition 
to rebellion. 

Tobie Meyer-Fong has observed that participants in the Taiping War could feel 
alienated from both sides. Many simply struggled for self-preservation amidst the 
physical and emotional devastation.80 At first glance Xu Zi and the militia of Luhe 
would not seem to be a good example of dual alienation. This group fell squarely 
on the Qing side, and even the hired troops remained aligned to Luhe and fell in 
defense of the city in 1858. Yet Xu Zi’s writing of the war shows that he 
recognized the possibility that others might not share his absolute commitment to 
the dynasty. He identified uncertainty, alienation, and shifting allegiances as 
problems to be solved. He saw a need to inspire and channel the sentiments as well 
as the imperative to create cohesion.81  

The demands of duty (yi, “doing the right thing for one’s community,” hence 
“righteousness”) and loyalty (zhong) exceeded all other considerations, and he 
heaped scorn on those who ducked their obligations. Xu Zi hoped that historical 
writing could be “the means to clarify the duty of gentlemen and ministers, to 
make upright the minds of the people and to support the [orderly] transformations 
of the world.”82 In Luhe, he thought that the activities of troops were “affairs that 
can be transmitted” 事之可傳者. Loyal ministers and filial children, righteous 
gentry and chaste women were “people who can be recorded [in biographies]” 人
之可傳者. Xu Zi’s father told him that if he could record historical events like 
warfare, or if he could write biographies of virtuous people, then he was obligated 
to do so. Xu Zi wondered: “How would I dare to not write about them and not 
transmit them?”83 Here, too, Xu’s historical practice modeled the kind of action 
he wished to see in the world. Alongside determining policy from past precedents, 
identifying truth through investigation of texts, and expressing appropriate 
sentiments in reaction to moving stories, historians could show readers—and tell 

                                                               
80 Meyer-Fong, What Remains, 98, 185. 
81 In this respect, Rania Huntington’s description of Yu Zhi applies to Xu Zi as well: “ . . . he 
takes seriously the possibility that ordinary ‘good’ citizens might follow [the Taiping].” In 
“Singing Punishment and Redemption in the Taiping Wars: Yu Zhi’s Plays” in this issue of 
Frontiers of History. In contrast to Yu Zhi, Xu Zi did not view warfare as a form of punishment 
for moral failings. See Meyer-Fong, What Remains, 34–38; Alexander, “Virtues of the 
Vernacular,” 169–76. 
82 Xu, Xiaotian jinian, 182, author’s preface. The original text reads: 所以明君臣之義, 正人心

而維世運也. 
83 Ibid. The original text reads: 敢以吾不文而不之傳乎. 
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listeners—how to identify and enact virtue. Xu Zi’s Annals suggested that the need 
to act virtuously did not diminish if one was acting for a lost cause.84 After 1858, 
Xu Zi may well have thought the Qing was a lost cause as well.  

Conclusion 

Luhe’s militia succeeded in part thanks to Wen Shaoyuan’s early preparations, 
especially his repairs to the city wall and his revival of ties to rural headmen. 
Perhaps Wen undertook these preparations because Xu Zi informed him of the 
debates about militia taking place in the capital; perhaps he was initially responding 
to local unrest rather than a Taiping advance. Regardless, Luhe was better prepared 
for war than neighboring counties. Its leaders could take advantage of having 
residents willing to hire themselves out as soldiers, and it was fortunate that fire (or 
the Fire God) helped repel the initial Taiping attack. After 1854, Luhe also 
benefitted from lying just upriver from Yangzhou, where the likin transit tax 
collection originated. Officials in Luhe could quickly adapt the system to local 
needs. These advantages did not, of course, carry Luhe through the entire war, but 
residents could justly feel that the county might contribute to Qing victory. Luhe 
only fell when its leaders underestimated the speed with which the Nian could 
regroup after initial defeats, and when the Nian leaders devised a method to break 
the coordination between hired braves in the county seat and militia in the 
surrounding countryside.   

What does history do? Xu Zi’s answer begins with the observation that people 
have sentiments. Stories from the past can arouse these sentiments, and also help 
people to channel their feelings in proper directions, so that each person feels an 
obligation to fulfill appropriate social roles. Rumor and falsehood can lead to poor 
choices and improper judgments—they can inspire heterodoxy and cause people to 
deviate from their social commitments. Administrators therefore need to 
investigate in order to discern the true nature of the situation and thereby prevent 
haphazard actions that lead to chaos/rebellion 亂. Officials must also ensure 
cohesion among the many different people in their purview, fostering a sense of 
duty and loyalty while also coordinating their actions. Each of these ideas was 
embedded in classical learning, but history (specifically Xu Zi’s history of the 
Southern Ming) provided models for applying these principles to complex 
present-day circumstances. Thus the subjects of history showed people how to act 
in crisis. By assembling such exemplars, and by seeking truth from facts, the 
                                                               
84 Perhaps for this reason, while Xu Zi certainly registers loss and sorrow, there is relatively little 
sense of chaos even in his biji—style anecdotal writings, in contrast to the narrative techniques 
Rania Huntington has identified in “Chaos, Memory, and Genre: Anecdotal Recollections of 
the Taiping Rebellion.” 
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historian could show how to confront the Taiping, demonstrating how 
investigating the past might shape the present.  

Other contemporary scholars believed their histories could contribute to 
military preparedness. The statecraft scholar Wei Yuan 魏源 (1794−1857) looked 
to the past for insights on policy.85 Xia Xie 夏燮 (1799−1875) of Anhui also wrote 
about the Ming and Southern Ming, but his finished work appeared only after the 
end of the Taiping War, and it addressed the postwar discourse on loyalty more 
than the confusions of warfare itself.86 In Hunan, research into the life and 
writings of the late Ming thinker Wang Fuzhi 王夫之 (1619−92) helped coalesce a 
provincial identity shortly before Zeng Guofan sought to construct a regional army 
led by some of the very same elites who promoted Wang’s scholarly methods and 
image.87 The regional leader Hu Linyi and the historian Wang Shiduo also took 
part in historical research during the war, seeking to use the past to improve 
strategy and tactics.88 Unlike Wei Yuan, Wang Shiduo, and Hu Linyi, Xu Zi did 
not focus on military strategy in his historical writings. He did, in letters to Qing 
generals, suggest tactics, but he based his arguments on his familiarity with local 
geography, not his knowledge of history. Furthermore, Xu’s history was in some 
sense “popular.” He imagined an audience of soldiers as well as scholars. He 
encouraged his listeners and readers to identify with figures in the past and to think 
of themselves as formulators of policy, investigators of truth, and models of virtue. 
In this way, Xu Zi’s work both described and attempted to create a loyalist 
movement. By constituting Qing subjects, Xu Zi’s writing of the Taiping War was 
a means of fighting the Taiping War.89  
                                                               
85 Yuan and Gui, Zhongguo jindai shixue, 219–34. 
86 Ibid., 279–86. 
87 Stephen R. Platt, Provincial Patriots: The Hunanese in Modern China, 21–25. 
88 Chuck Wooldridge, City of Virtues: Nanjing in an Age of Utopian Visions, 111. 
89 Xu Zi is of course not the only historian involved in this article, and given the themes perhaps 
it is appropriate for the author to interject. Wooldridge says: Political turmoil seems to inspire a 
thirst for facts. In recent years in the United States, numerous media outlets have engaged in 
“fact checking,” a contemporary form of Xu Zi’s “investigations,” to correct the falsehoods and 
exaggeration that plague politics. I am relieved when I read them; one can only laud enthusiasm 
for truth, and I understand how dispassionate evaluation of details can serve as a balm to 
inflammatory rhetoric and soothe the unquiet mind. At the same time, emotional outbursts may 
be entirely appropriate in the face of certain brute facts or blatant dishonesty. Xu Zi’s writing had 
the virtue of great precision about his subjective judgments. He depended on detail to bestow his 
praise and blame in what he felt was appropriate measure, and the structure of his Annals helped 
him achieve this balance. His toolkit as a historian included outrage, frustration, despair, praise, 
blame, regret, admiration, joy, and even hopelessness. I wonder whether such emotions could 
play a larger role in historical writing, and whether the attempt to articulate such feelings might 
inspire us develop new genres of writing so that rhetorical flourish might reduce, rather than 
magnify, distortion. 
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