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KKiinngg wwiitthh tthhee uuppppeerr HHaann
Author Sarah Brennan tells of Emperor
Han Wudi (156–87BC) – a military genius,
horse lover and character of opposites

When Han Wudi’s
( ) mum was
pregnant, she
dreamed that a
sun fell into her

womb. She immediately told his
dad, the emperor. This was a smart
move: not only did the baby become
his father’s favourite, but he also
went on to become one of the
longest-ruling emperors of China,
reigning from 141BC to 87BC.

He was about 15 when his father
died and he became emperor. In the
early years of his reign, he was
under the thumb of his powerful
grandmother. He kept a low profile,
pretending that he was only
interested in having fun. But after
her death, he started shaking
things up.

In 135BC, he sent his armies to
the north, south and west to fight
the border tribes, especially the
irritating Xiongnu. This resulted in
the expansion of China’s borders
from modern-day Kyrgyzstan in the
west, to Korea in the north and to
Vietnam in the south – basically
doubling the size of the country.

He also sent his favourite envoy,
Zhang Qian ( ), to seek
allies to the west, little
knowing that he would be
gone for 13 years. During that
time the poor chap was
kidnapped by the Xiongnu
twice, and travelled 3,000
kilometres to as far as
modern-day Uzbekistan. He
returned with valuable
information about the
kingdoms of Central Asia,
especially concerning the
“heavenly horses” of the Ferghana
Valley. 

When Zhang described the
beautiful Ferghana horses to the

emperor, Wudi
was determined to have
some. He immediately sent
an expedition back to Ferghana
bearing expensive gifts, but was
refused by the king, who beheaded
Wudi’s ambassador. Wudi was so

furious that he sent huge armies to
obtain the horses by force. After
four years of fierce fighting,
Ferghana was finally defeated and

3,000 horses
were sent to
Chang’an (today known as Xian

). From then on, these
exceptional horses were
regularly traded or paid as
tribute to China. 

Because of these journeys,
China joined the trade routes
of Central Asia, creating the
mighty Silk Road, which was
to become the world’s most
important trade route.
Merchants, ambassadors,
religions, music, stories,
inventions and even plagues
travelled back and forth along

the road from East to West for more
than 1,500 years. 

But Wudi was more than a
military campaigner. He reorganised

He made
Confucianism

the philosophy
of the state,

which remained
so for almost
2,000 years

the government, making
the state stronger and reducing

the power of the nobles. He made
Confucianism the core philosophy of
the state, which influenced Chinese
government for almost 2,000 years. 

He was also an enthusiastic
patron of literature and music, and a
great poet himself. On the other
hand, he was deeply superstitious
and could be extremely cruel, once
ordering a man to be executed for
“internal defamation” because he
had mouthed bad words.
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Sadly for
China, Wudi’s

long military
campaigns ruined the

kingdom’s economy. By the
time he died, his court was torn

apart by rivalry and intrigue. But his
54-year reign will be remembered
as one of the most brilliant in China’s
extraordinary history.
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