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“Water Bandit” or “Righteous Soldier’?
— The Vicissitudes of Zhao ng in Early Southern Song

(A Summary)

Chan Hok-lam

~ During the early years of Gaozong’s reign, the reduced Song empire in south China was
. battered by internal unrest and invasion of the Jurchen forces. A recent study has shown that
more than three hundred major and minor cases of mternal unrest: popular uprising, military
mutiny, banditry, piracy and many others had been reportec all over the country. The
. government, instead of waging aggress1 /e'c ’mpalgm ‘of suppression, favoured a policy of
appeasement known as ‘ i bmission of the rebels and dissidents with
rewards and honours, and inducting the surrendered leaders and their rank-and-files into the
government army. As a result, many notorious villains became righteous soldiers in the serv-
- ice of the emperor.

This paper presents a case study of Zhao Qing, one of the treacherous pirate chiefs along
the Yangtze during this time who had successfully manipulated the government’s chao’an
policy to become a naval commander in the emperor’s personal guards. This dramatic trans-
formation from a “water bandit” to a “righteous soldier”” was achieved within a short span of
four years from 1129 to 1132.

Zhao Qing managed to shed his piratical origin by surrendering to the government under
the chao’an policy to become commander of a naval unit in 1129, then.advanced his fortune
by rebellion, attacking and pillaging cities and towns along“"’ 1 Yangtze 1nclud1ng Taiping
zhou (Dangtu), Huhu, Ch '
government again in | ;
appointment, and became ) ;ander of a naval unit in the emperor’s “loyal élite” guards in
the following year. He was subsequently reassigned to Shaoxing fu, and later to Haozhou,
where in April 1141 he died in combat against the invasion of a Jurchen force. In August, he
was awarded the posthumous honour of wuxian dafu (martial illuminous grandee), thus se-
curing his honourable stature in official history.

In many ways, Zhao Qing’s vicissitudes illustrate not only the special circumstances of
his time that enabled a humble private headman to rise in power and influence and even
earned a good name in history . It also reveals the viability of the battered Song government’s
appeasement policy, despite its costs, to pursue its goals of internal pacification on the one
hand, and resistance against external aggression on the other. More case studies of people like
Zhao Qing would certainly help further our understanding of the political and military devel-
opments of the early reign of Southern Song, .. - :




