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Hai Shou:
A Eunuch of Korean Origin in the Yung-lo Reign of the
Ming Dynasty (1403-25)"

Chan, Hok-lam
(The Chinese University of Hong Kong)

ABSTRACT

This is a biographical study of Hai Shou, a eunuch of Korean origin in the
reign of Emperor Ch’eng-tsu of the Ming dynasty (r. 1403-24). Hai Shou

appears five times in the Ming T ai-tsu shih-lu. He was an attendant of Ch’eng-
tsu in two campaigns against the Eastern Mongols of Arughtai, was an imperial
envoy to the court of King Taejo (r. 1401-18)-and King Sejong (r. 1419-50) of
Chosen, and was the special messenger delivering the death notice to'the heir-
apparent of the emperor, who suddenly passed away in the last Mongolian
campaign of August 1424. There are no other records about him in Ming
sources.

Hai Shou was, in fact, one of scores of Korean eunuchs sent by the Chosen
king to the Chinese court at its request in the later years of the reign of Ming
T’ai-tsu, the dynastic founder (r. 1368-98). As they groomed and earned
Ch’eng-tsu’s trust, they were dispatched back to their native state as special
envoys to oversee the requisition of tribute, such as horses, prospective young
eunuchs, maidens, and precious commodities and native produce. Hai Shou,
who accompanied the notorious Han Chinese chief eunuch Huang Yen on
several such missions, and headed two missions of his own, was one such
returning Chosen eunuch.

These eunuchs, however, were despised by the Chosen court. Like Huang
Yen, Hai Shou was heavily criticized for his greedy demands for lucrative
presents and rude behavior towards his hosts and fellow countrymen, using his

mission as a cover for lucrative private trade. The Chosen kings were deeply

" The article in Chinese appears from page 7= to JL.=.
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distressed and humiliated, but had to accede to their requests, else they risked
the wrath of the Ming emperor with dire political consequences. A careful
investigation into the Chasen sillok (“Veritable Records”; Yijo sillok), therefore,
would shed light not only on Hai Shou’s career, but also on the vicissitudes of
Sino-Korean relations during the early fifteenth century.
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