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Song Strategic Transition from Offense to Defense:
A Study of the Battle of Chen Family Pass and the
Battle of Noble House (A.D. 986—-987)

(A Summary)

Shui-lung Tsang

Scholars have long regarded the Second Youzhou Campaign (986) as the catastrophic turning
point of the Song-Liao War (979-1005) but have rarely studied the Battle of Chen Family Pass
(986) and the Battle of Noble House (986-987), both occurring shortly after the failed
Northern Expedition. The Battle of Chen Family Pass has inspired Beijing Opera and other
theatrical art forms, focusing more on the tragedy of the Yang Military Family than on strategy
and tactics. Only a few general war histories in Chinese mention the Battle of Noble House but
then only in a few paragraphs. The present author provides a comprehensive account of these
two crucial battles between the Song and the Liao in the second half of A.D. 986. He
demonstrates the utility of strategy analysis in the study of premodern battles. Not only does
he observe from the vantage point of high strategy, he also analyses such fundamental military
aspects as operational arts and tactical employment. In addition to the traditional view high-
lighting the military incompetence of Kaifeng, the author argues that these two defeats of the
Song were largely due to an overemphasis on offensive operation and ignorance of the value
of defense. Despite the lesson of the disastrous Northern Expedition, the Song transition of
strategy from offense to defense was not accomplished until the Battle of Noble House. It is
therefore more appropriate to regard the three campaigns — the Second Youzhou Campaign,
the Battle of Chen Family Pass, and the Battle of Noble House — as an integral transition
rather than to view the defeat of the Second Youzhou Campaign as the sole turning point of the
Song-Liao War.
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