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Defending the Cavalry by Chariots:
The Concepts and Practice of Chariots in Song China

Cheng-Hua Fang

Professor, Department of History, National Taiwan University

When fighting with their Khitan rivals, the Song infantry often suffered from
quick and overwhelming attacks by cavalry, so the Song ruling elites were eager
to find a solution to protect their soldiers. The historical records of some famous
pre-Song generals who employed chariots as defensive facilities attracted the
attention of Song emperors and officials. Some advocated constructing
fortifications in the battlefield by connecting thousands of chariots, but this idea
was hard to execute because their soldiers had not operated chariots in battle for
hundreds of years. If the Song troops were to use chariots, both the type of
chariots and the method of operation would have to be designed.

From the Northern Song to Southern Song, many officials submitted proposals
for producing chariots to the court, and their efforts represented the attempt to
implement the concepts learned from books into the battlefield. However, their
proposals usually lacked feasibility because chariot movement was too slow to
compete with cavalry. When in battle against cavalry, Song soldiers lacked the
time to build a defensive line by connecting their chariots, so the use of chariots
never generated positive results. The fact that Song officials continually
advocated defending against cavalry by using chariots only reflects their lack of
tactical ability to defeat the rival cavalry.

Keywords: chariot, cavalry, military studies, Song Dynasty, historical
knowledge
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