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Translation of a Chinese media text into English.

The Death Agreement of Tang Dynasty Emperor Taizong
Taizong of Tang, Li Shi-Min is a virtuous emperor in Chinese history. In December 633 AD, Emperor Taizong inspected the prison, where 390 criminals who were sentenced to death were awaiting final approval of the execution of the death penalty. Emperor Taizong always conducted a cautious review of the death penalty because it is a matter of life. He stipulated that the death penalty must be reviewed three times, which means reporting to the emperor three times. Later, he changed it from three times to five times after he misjudged an official. These criminals who have been sentenced to death in prison have already been reviewed five times, which means they have actually committed crimes. Even so, Emperor Taizong made last consolation to them. 

Normally they had no objections to the verdict when they were questioned by Emperor Taizong personally, but they all were eager to return home to visit families before death. Emperor Taizong contemplated for a while and announced a startling decision: these criminals can go home and reunite with families for the last part of their life in love, but they must abide by an agreement, which is that they had to return at Sep 4 of the next year on time to face death penalty. 

These criminals could not believe what they heard and they all cheered. The officials came to remind Emperor Taizong: “Your Majesty, these people are all criminals of death penalty. What if they don’t come back at the appointed day? Please think twice your decision!”However, Emperor Taizong replied firmly: “Only sincerity can exchange loyalty. I believe they will not fail my trust.” Those words were reasonable, but all officials still doubted. 

On Sep 4th of the next year(AD 634) which was the day Emperor Taizong and the 390 criminals appointed, people from everywhere came to the gate of Dali Temple to see whether these death penalty criminals really would fulfill the agreement and send themselves to death? 

To everyone's surprise, criminals really came back on the day gradually. When the time was up and the number of people were counted. One prisoner named Xu Fulin had not yet arrived. Everyone's eyes turned to Emperor Taizong and the 35-year-old emperor said calmly, “Let’s wait for a while” 

At this moment, here came the sound of the wheel far away. An oxcart came eagerly. The person sitting in the car was Xu Fulin. He looked weak and sick. It turned out that he fell ill on the way back to the capital and had to hire an oxcart to get on the road. Thus he was one hour late to the appointed time. 

Emperor Taizong smiled and felled gratified. The 390 condemned criminals abided by the death contract with Emperor Taizong and earned the highest rewards via their credits. Hence, they were all pardoned! No one disputed because people who keep their promises by their lives should receive such rewards.

- China You Daily

Notes
Li Shimin = Taizong’s personal name.
大吃一惊 = be greatly surprised.
将信将疑 = half believing, half doubting.
四面八方 = in all directions.
Original Chinese Text
唐太宗的死亡约定
唐太宗李世民 是中国历史上一位贤能 的皇帝。公元 633 年的 12 月,唐太宗视察监狱,那里有 390 名被判处死刑 3 的罪犯正在等待最后批准,准备执行 4 死刑。唐太宗历来对死刑的审核 5 非常慎重因为这事关人命。他规定死刑要审核三次,也就是向皇帝报告三次,后来因为错判过一个官员,他又把三6次改成五次。现在这些关在监狱 里的死刑犯,都是经过了五次审核,也就是真正犯有死罪的人。即使这样，唐太宗还是对他们进行最后的安慰。通常唐太宗亲自问话,死刑犯对判决都没有反对意见,但是他们都表示,非常渴望能够回家看望一次亲人。唐太宗低头沉思了一会儿,宣布了一个令人大吃一惊的决定:你们可以回家与亲人团聚,在亲情喝关爱中度过人生的最后一段时光,但必须遵守一个约定：第二年的九月初四准时返回监狱,接受死刑罪犯们简直不敢相信自己的耳朵,他们都欢呼起来。官员们上前提醒唐太宗:“皇上,这些人都是死刑犯,到了约定的日子不回来怎么办?您要三思而后行啊!”唐太宗坚定地回答:“用诚心才能换忠心，我相信他们会对得起我的信任。”话虽这么说,可是所有人都将信将疑 7 。到了第二年(公元 634 年)九月初四这一天，四面八方的人都来到大理寺门口,因为这一天是唐太宗同 390 名死刑犯地死亡约定到期的日子,大家想看看那些罪犯们是否真的会履行 8 约定,自动来送死。令大家想不到的是,这一天死刑犯们真的一个接一个地回来了。约定的时间到了,数了一下人数,就差一个名叫徐福林的死刑犯还没到。大家的目光又都转向了唐太宗,这位年仅 35 岁的皇帝镇定地说:“再等等!”这时,远远地传来了车轮的声音,一辆牛车急急地走过来,车上坐着的人正是徐福林。他有气无力,一脸病态。原来,他在返回京城地路上病倒了,只好雇了一辆牛车赶路,结果比约定的时间晚了一个小时。唐太宗的脸上露出了欣慰的笑容。390 名死刑犯能够遵守与唐太宗的死亡约定,他们的信用得到了最9高的奖赏,他们全被赦免 !没有人对此提出异议,因为用生命来信守诺言的人,应该得到这样的奖赏。

(选自《中国青年报》,作者清风慕竹)
