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SECTION 1

1. The earliest known portrait of Mao, as a teenager around the time of the 1911 revolution.

2. A soldier preparing to shear off a peasant’s queue after the overthrow of the Manchus. Harlingue-Viollet, Paris.

3. One of the many forms of death by slow execution common in Mao’s youth. These prisoners are being slowly asphyxiated as the weight of their bodies stretches their necks. Joshua B. Powers Collection, Hoover Institution, Stanford University.

4. The Mao family home at Shaoshan. Marc Riboud, Magnum Photo Agency.

5. Mao at the age of 25, with his mother, Wen Qimei, and his brothers, Zemin, 22, and Zetan, 15, in Changsha in 1919.

6. Mao’s father, Shunsheng, 1919.

7. Mao’s close friend, Cai Hesen, who converted him to Marxism.

8. Mao and other members of the Hunanese delegation in Beijing, petitioning for the removal of Governor Zhang Jingyao in January 1920.

9. China’s first president, Sun Yat-sen.

10 & 11. The spiritual fathers of the Chinese Communist Party. Left: Li Dazhao, of Beijing University, whose writings popularised Bolshevism in China. Right: Chen Duxiu, editor of New Youth and the CCP’s first General Secretary.

12. Mao’s second wife, Yang Kaihui, with their sons, Anying, 3, and Anqing, 2, in 1925.

13. Mao’s third wife, He Zizhen. Courtesy of Maoping Revolutionary Museum, Jiangxi.

14. From left: Ren Bishi; Red Army Commander-in-Chief, Zhu De; Political Security director, Deng Fa; Xiang Ying; Mao; and Wang Jiaxiang, on the eve of the proclamation of the Chinese Soviet Republic at Ruijin in November 1931.

15. Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek. Sygma, Paris.

16. Zhou Enlai with Mao in north Shensi in 1937. Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, Harvard University (Owen Lattimore Foundation).


SECTION 2

17. Yan’an in the late 1930s, with its distinctive Song dynasty pagoda. Edgar Snow’s China, by Lois Wheeler Snow, reprinted by permission of Random House.

18. Zhang Guotao, whose challenge to Mao collapsed after the destruction of the Fourth Army in Gansu in 1937.

19. Wang Shiwei, the gifted young writer whose persecution in the Yan’an Rectification Campaign set the pattern for all Mao’s subsequent efforts to crush intellectual dissent. Courtesy of China Youth Press.

20. Mao’s fourth wife, Jiang Qing, as an actress in Shanghai.

21. From left: Zhou Enlai, Mao and Zhu De, in Yan’an in 1946.

22. Mao reviewing Lin Biao’s victorious army after the surrender of Beijing in March 1949.

23. A landlord in North China, on trial before fellow villagers during the land reform after the communist takeover.

24. Mao proclaiming the People’s Republic from Tiananmen on October 1, 1949.

25. Gao Gang, Party boss of Manchuria, purged in 1954.

26. From left: Mao, Bulganin, Stalin and the East German Party chief, Walter Ulbricht, celebrating the Soviet leader’s 70th birthday at the Kremlin in December 1949.

27. Mao relaxing with his nephew, Yuanxin, and his daughters Li Min and Li Na at Lushan in 1951.

28. From left: Jiang Qing; Li Na; Mao; his oldest son, Anying, soon to die in Korea; and Anying’s wife, Liu Songlin.

29. Mao with the Dalai Lama (right) and the Panchen Lama in Beijing in 1954.

30. A struggle meeting to criticise bourgeois intellectuals at the start of the anti-Rightist campaign in July 1957.

31. The parting of the ways: Mao and Khrushchev meet for the last time in Beijing in October 1959. Courtesy of Du Xiuxian, Beijing.

32. Peng Dehuai (second from left) talking to peasants in Hunan during the Great Leap Forward in 1959.


SECTION 3

33. Members of the Politburo Standing Committee in a rare, unposed shot at the ‘7,000-cadre big conference’ in January 1962. From left: Zhou Enlai, Chen Yun, Liu Shaoqi, Mao and Deng Xiaoping.

34. Swimming in the Yangtse.

35. Jiang Qing (centre), appearing with Mao in public for the first time in September 1962 to greet the wife of Indonesia’s President Sukarno.

36. Mao’s propagandist, Yao Wenyuan.

37. From left: Mao, with Lin Biao, Liu Shaoqi, Zhu De and Dong Biwu during the 1966 National Day celebrations.

38. In Tiananmen Square, reviewing Red Guards at one of the ten gigantic rallies held at the outset of the Cultural Revolution to encourage China’s youth to rebel.

39. Magic talisman: the ‘Little Red Book’. Paolo Koch, Rapho Agency.

40. Red Guards giving the yin-yang haircut to the Governor of Heilongjiang at a struggle meeting in September 1966. The placard around his neck labels him ‘a member of the reactionary gang’.

41. Smashing ancient stone carvings at the Confucian Temple in Qufu, during the campaign against the ‘Four Olds’.

42 & 43. Top, from left: Lin Biao with Edgar Snow and Mao on Tiananmen during the 1970 National Day celebrations. Eighteen months later, US–China relations had progressed to a point where (below, from right) Henry Kissinger and President Richard Nixon would meet Mao, with interpreter Nancy Tang and Zhou Enlai, at the Chairman’s residence in Zhongnanhai.

44. The Chairman’s inner sanctum, dominated by his vast bed, in the Study of Chrysanthemum Fragrance.

45. Mao with his last companion, Zhang Yufeng, nine months before his death, in December 1975.

46 & 47. The memorial meeting for Mao in Tiananmen Square on September 18, 1976. Above, from left: Marshal Ye Jianying; Hua Guofeng (reading the eulogy); Wang Hongwen; Zhang Chunqiao and Jiang Qing.


Note on Spelling and Pronunciation




Chinese names drive all who are unfamiliar with them to despair. Yet it is impossible to write about China and its leaders without identifying the protagonists. This book employs the pinyin transcription, which was officially adopted by Beijing in 1979 and has the merit of being simpler and more accessible than the older Wade-Giles romanisation. Nevertheless, a few basic rules need to be observed.

The consonants C, Q and X are used to represent Chinese sounds which have no precise English equivalent. C is pronounced similarly to Ts [in Tsar]; Q like Ch; X like Sh [Hs in the Wade-Giles system]

Vowels are trickier. Terminal –a rhymes with car; –ai with buy. –an [as in tan, fan, etc.] rhymes with man, except after –i and y [lian, xian, yan, etc.], when it rhymes with men; and after w [wan], when it is sounded as in ‘want’. –ang rhymes with sang, except after –u and w [huang, wang, etc.], when it rhymes with song. –ao rhymes with cow.

Terminal –e [as in He Zizhen, Li De, Li Xuefeng, etc.] rhymes with her, except after –i and y [as in Ran Tie, Ye Jianying], when it rhymes with the American yeah. –ei rhymes with say. –en [as in Li Wenlin, Tianan men] rhymes with sun, except after ch and y [Chen, Yen] when it rhymes with men. –eng [as in Deng, Meng, etc.] rhymes with bung.

Terminal –i [as in li, qi, di, etc.] rhymes with see, except after c–, ch–, r–, s–, z– and zh– [ci, chi, ri, si, zi, zhi] when it rhymes with sir; –iu rhymes with stew.

Terminal –o [as in wo] and –uo [as in Luo] rhymes with war. –ong [dong, long] is similar to the –u in ‘full’. –ou rhymes with toe.

Terminal –u rhymes with moo; –ui with sway; –un [dun, lun] with soon.

In a very few cases, where the pinyin transliteration is so unfamiliar as to be unrecognisable for many readers, traditional forms have been retained. These are (with pinyin in parenthesis): Amoy [Xiamen]; Canton [Guangzhou]; Chiang Kai-shek [Jiang Jieshi]; Hong Kong [Xianggang]; Sun Yat-sen [Sun Zhongshan]; Soong Ching-ling [Song Qingling], her sister May-ling [Meiling] and brother, T. V. Soong [Song Ziwen]; Tibet [Xizang]; Whampoa [Huangpu]; Yangtse [Yangzi].


Chinese Views of Mao: Preface to the New Revised Edition




When China's President Xi Jinping and his Taiwanese counterpart, Ma Ying-jeou, met in Singapore in November 2015 at the Shangri-la Hotel – aptly named for such an encounter – it was more than just the first meeting at that level since 1949.

Ninety years earlier, Mao Zedong and Chiang Kai-shek had met in Canton, shortly after the death of China's first President, Sun Yat-sen. The future Communist Party Chairman was then acting head of the Guomindang's Propaganda Department and an alternate member of its Central Executive Committee. Chiang, the nationalist army commander, was eying Sun's succession. Little is known for certain about their relationship at that time except that they were on the same side: the communists and the nationalists were allies against the northern warlords and Mao's relations with his own party, as often happened in the early part of his career, were at rock bottom. When the two next met, twenty years and a bloody civil war later, Mao was still the junior partner: contemporary photographs show him looking rather tense beside the urbane Generalissimo, as though painfully aware that he was in the lion's den. In 2015, the shoe was on the other foot. Xi was welcoming and expansive, with a grin like the Cheshire cat, while Ma, a slighter figure, locked into an interminable handshake for the benefit of the photographers, appeared torn between elation at the significance of the occasion and apprehension that he might be about to be eaten.

Amid the parallels, there was an essential difference. In 1925 and again in 1945, Mao and Chiang were reluctant partners, working together while contending for the right to rule China. The fact that they could be partners at all showed that accommodation was possible – a hopeful precedent for Xi's encounter with Ma. But on both occasions they met as Party officials. Xi Jinping and Ma Ying-jeou – despite efforts to blur the issue by referring to each other as ‘Mr’, rather than by their titles – met as Heads of State (albeit states which refuse to recognise each other). In this sense the meeting in Singapore was not merely a replay of previous contacts. It broke entirely new ground.

For all Xi's boldness, however, he was following an agenda which Mao himself had set. At a meeting with Richard Nixon in 1972, the Chairman had said that Taiwan's fate was not a pressing matter: China was prepared to wait. Sooner or later reunification would occur. Unlike Chiang Kai-shek, who had been forced to recognise the independence of Mongolia under pressure from Stalin during the Pacific War, Mao ordained that Taiwanese independence was a red line that could not be crossed. Despite the talks in Singapore, that remains the case today.

The underlying policy choices which Mao laid down continue to guide China, forty years after his death, in unsuspected ways. The famous ‘nine-dash line’, for instance, whereby Beijing claims sovereignty over most of the South China Sea, is not a recent invention: it was delimited by Zhou Enlai and approved by Mao in 1953 after the Korean War.1 The first steps towards making it a reality were taken under Mao's leadership, in January 1974, when Chinese forces occupied the Paracel Islands, 180 miles south of Hainan, after a naval battle against the Vietnamese. The Chairman might insist all he wished that China had no pretensions to superpower status, but that did not stop him affirming the country's suzerain rights as the region's leading power. Mao proceeded cautiously: the ‘nine-dash line’ was made public only after Stalin's death, and the conquest of the Paracels was delayed until the Kissinger–Le Duan peace agreement signalled US disengagement from Vietnam. In part this was because, in Mao's day, China lacked the power to do more. But even now, when the country is infinitely stronger, building artificial islands on reefs many hundreds of miles from its shores to try to turn the surrounding seas into a Chinese domain, Xi Jinping is also moving prudently. Like Mao, Xi and his colleagues take an exceptionally long-term view, which makes it hard for other countries with short political cycles, whether the United States or South East Asian nations like the Philippines, to respond effectively. Xi's calculation – analogous to Mao's over Taiwan – is that, whatever grousing Chinese expansion may provoke in the short term, eventually China's dominance of the region will lead to a pax Sinensis to replace the pax Americana, and in time the country's neighbours and rivals will have no choice but to get used to it. Given the mushy US response to Xi's probing, who is to say that he is wrong? The changing balance of economic power makes this a battle which the US and its Asian protégés cannot win – and deep down America knows it.

That, of course, is not how Mao imagined his country's future. He saw China exercising its leading role in the region, and ultimately beyond, by the force of ideological example. His successors, as he had feared, embraced capitalism instead. But although the form changed, the goal remained the same. China's destiny, for Xi as for Mao, is to lead Asia and help shape the world's future. Whether it does so as an ideological flagship or an economic juggernaut is beside the point.

In the months immediately following Mao's death in 1976, no one could have imagined in their wildest dreams the extraordinary renaissance – unequalled in rapidity and extent at any time in human history – which China would undergo in the next four decades.2

If today it has become the world's factory and its second-largest economy, with commensurate political ambitions, it is because Mao's successors gambled that the freeing of market forces, the subsequent growth of private industry and commerce, and integration into the world economy, all under the political management of a Communist Party determined to conserve its monopoly of power, would transform the lives of its people. Rulers and ruled have been linked ever since by an unspoken social contract: so long as China's people refrain from challenging the Party's hold on power, they are largely free to live as they wish. Chinese families in the country's main cities today, so long as they have the money, can own their own homes, travel abroad, send their children to foreign universities, buy whatever consumer goods they like, choose where they want to work and to live, read foreign books and watch foreign films (often on sale in pirated copies before they even reach the screen in the West) – in other words, in ways that would have been inconceivable a generation before, their lives are not so different from those of people in the rest of the developed world.

Lest that picture appear too glowing, there is of course a downside. Freedom of public expression is severely curtailed. There is no rule of law. Corruption is rampant. In many rural areas, local officials ride roughshod over the peasants whom they exploit as shamelessly as the cadres of Mao's day or their long-ago imperial predecessors. Those who wish to change the system, whether intellectuals in the cities or peasant activists in the hinterlands, risk imprisonment or worse. In Tibet and Xinjiang, the slightest sign of separatism is ruthlessly repressed.

Yet overall the balance is positive. For the first time in well over a century, a fifth of the world's population is at peace, in a stable environment, where life today is usually better than yesterday and it is possible to plan for the morrow without having to fear another war or political convulsion in which everything might yet again be lost. These are things which in the West are taken for granted. In China they are new.

Where does that leave Mao – the founder of the regime?

His picture still gazes down from Tiananmen across the vast empty square laid out before the Forbidden City, at whose southern end, each morning, Chinese from the provinces queue to pay their respects to his embalmed remains in the present-day equivalent of an imperial mausoleum.

His portrait adorns the banknotes which are the lifeblood of the capitalist economy that he fought all his life to prevent, now serving as an international reserve currency, on a par with the dollar, the euro, the pound sterling and the yen. His birthplace in the village of Shaoshan, amid the ricefields of central Hunan, almost a thousand miles south of Beijing, has become a place of pilgrimage, or ‘red tourism’ as the government prefers to call it, where Chinese visitors light incense before Mao's parents’ grave, bow before his statue and buy the same kinds of kitschy souvenirs – plastic water-bottles and gilded plaster busts – that provide the shopkeepers of Lourdes with an income from devout Roman Catholics. Other sites have been developed to the same purpose: the mountain fastness of Jinggangshan, further south, where Mao's career as a guerrilla leader began; Zunyi, in the south-west, where, after numerous false starts, his political career began to take off; Yan'an, in the north-west, where the communists made their headquarters during the Pacific War; and Xibaipo, south of Beijing, where Mao masterminded, usually though not always correctly, the final battles with the nationalist armies which brought the communists to power.

His image in China today – at least as framed by the Party, which expects everyone else to follow – is as mummified as the corpse lying in his mausoleum. In death he is a ‘national treasure’, as the Japanese would put it, which the Chinese people may contemplate but not touch.

The prevailing orthodoxy on the Maoist period, to which, in theory, all Chinese writers must conform, was set out in the ‘Resolution on Certain Questions in the History of Our Party since the Founding of the People's Republic’, approved by the 6th Plenum of the 11th Central Committee in June 1981. It runs to more than fifty pages, of which nearly three quarters are devoted to a glowing account of the Party's ‘brilliant successes … achievements [and] correct line’ and of Mao's leading role in them. The remainder addresses his errors, but in such a way as to minimise their import. The anti-Rightist struggle of 1957, while ‘entirely correct and necessary’, was made ‘far too broad … with unfortunate consequences’. The Great Leap Forward, which began a year later, was due to ‘lack of experience … and inadequate understanding of the laws of economic development’ and ‘arbitrary directions, boastfulness and … the fact that Comrade Mao Zedong and many leading comrades … had become smug about their successes [and] were impatient for quick results’. The outcome, it acknowledged, was ‘economic difficulties [and] serious losses to our country and people’ – a considerable euphemism for the worst famine in recorded history in which, between 1958 and 1962, several tens of millions of Chinese died. Even then, the resolution maintained, throughout this period the Party's successes were ‘dominant’, its errors secondary:

It is impermissible to overlook or whitewash mistakes, which in itself would be a mistake and would give rise to more and worse mistakes. But after all, our achievements … are the main thing. It would be a no less serious error to overlook or deny [these] achievements.

The resolution's harshest condemnation was reserved for the Cultural Revolution – a ‘comprehensive, long drawn-out and grave blunder’ – which lasted from 1966 to 1969 but in Chinese historiography is held to have continued until 1976 in order that the whole of the last ten years of Mao's life may be written off as a regrettable but temporary aberration. ‘Launched and initiated’ by Mao on the basis of ‘erroneous theses’, it declared, the Cultural Revolution caused ‘the most severe setback and the heaviest losses since the founding of the People's Republic’ – an extraordinary statement in view of the death toll in the Great Leap, reflecting the fact that the men who drafted the resolution suffered grievously from the one while surviving unscathed the other, which, moreover, they themselves had led.

Much space is then devoted to showing that Mao's leftist ideas during the last years of his life had no connection whatever with Mao Zedong Thought, with which they were ‘obviously inconsistent’ and which remained the Party's ‘valuable spiritual asset [and] guiding ideology’. The Chairman, the resolution said, had been ‘labouring under a misapprehension’ which had been exploited by the ‘counter-revolutionary cliques’ headed by his wife Jiang Qing and his anointed successor, Lin Biao. ‘Chief responsibility’ for the great upheaval, it concluded, ‘does indeed lie with Comrade Mao Zedong. But it was, after all, the error of a great proletarian revolutionary … The Chinese people have always regarded Comrade Mao Zedong as their beloved great leader and teacher.’

Thirty-five years later, that remains China's official stance.

Today the convoluted arguments and double-think appear even more blatant than at the time. But in 1981, they represented a delicate balancing act. Communists are orderly people: they like to put history in boxes (a habit unfortunately shared by some academics). For the country's new paramount leader, Deng Xiaoping, it was essential to achieve ‘a unified view’ of the Maoist past in order to turn the page and look towards the future, just as it had been essential for Mao in 1945, after his consecration as Chairman of the Central Committee, to ensure the passage of a similar ‘Resolution on Party History’, summing up the struggles which had won him supreme leadership. Between them, the two resolutions book-end the entire period that Mao was in power. Each was intended to reconcile opposing factions: in 1945, the winners and losers in the protracted intra-Party conflict from which Mao emerged triumphant; and in 1981, those who had been close to Mao and wished to spare his memory (Deng himself among them) and those who sought a more sweeping repudiation of his errors.

In the latter case, moreover, another, much more frightening consideration had weighed on the debate: the risk that the pendulum would swing too far, and that instead of rejecting Mao's errors, the country would rise up against the system he had created and overthrow the Party's rule.

Two years earlier, during the so-called Beijing Spring of 1979, a former Red Guard named Wei Jingsheng, the son of a middle-ranking official in the State Capital Construction Bureau, had put up a wall-poster called ‘Democracy, the Fifth Modernisation’. Wei did not pull his punches. He denounced Mao as a ‘bragging despot’ and Deng as a ‘political swindler’, while the Chinese people were ‘old yellow oxen’, who, rather than being the masters of the country, as the Party's propaganda maintained, were in fact no more than slaves:

There are two old Chinese sayings, ‘To draw a cake to satisfy one's hunger’ and ‘To look at plums to quench one's thirst’. Even in ancient times, people could satirise these fallacies … Yet for several decades the Chinese people, following their Great Helmsman, took the ideals of communism as ‘the drawing of a cake’ and the [Party line] as ‘the sight of plums’, always tightening their belts and going forward. Thirty years passed like a day and left us this lesson: the people have been like the monkey, fishing for the moon in a pond and not realizing there is nothing there … The Marxist socialist experiment of using dictatorship to achieve the equal rights of man has been going on for decades. The facts have shown time and again that it simply won't work. A ‘dictatorship of the majority’ is simply a utopian dream. A dictatorship is a dictatorship. A concentration of powers is bound to fall into the hands of the few.

How many of Wei's generation of disillusioned former Red Guards and the sons and daughters of Mao's victims shared such views, there is no way of telling. Certainly they were a very small minority. But the Party leaders had grown up with the idea that, as Mao once put it, ‘a single spark can start a prairie fire’, and many of them had seen that happen in the May Fourth movement in 1919, which had challenged the then ruling orthodoxy, Confucianism. Half a century later, another youth movement, manipulated this time from on high, had plunged China into chaos in the Cultural Revolution. In the 1980s, the chances of a repetition were infinitesimal. The Chinese people had had enough turmoil to last them a lifetime. But the leaders’ fears were not entirely misplaced, as was shown when some of Wei's arguments resurfaced in the movement which met its end in Tiananmen Square on June 4, 1989. In any case, none of them was prepared to take that risk. While Wei and other dissidents were arrested and sentenced to long prison terms, the 1981 resolution battened down the ideological hatches. From then on no one would have an excuse for not knowing the permissible limits of criticism.

In China, however, nothing remains set in concrete for very long.

The resolution, while continuing to represent the Party's immutable truth about the recent past, was quietly re-interpreted. Instead of being ‘70 per cent correct and 30 per cent mistaken’, as Deng Xiaoping had proposed in a secret speech to the Central Committee's Third Plenum in December 1978, Mao was increasingly portrayed on Chinese television and in the cinema as 99 per cent correct and, at most, one per cent mistaken. Hagiographic series were broadcast about his youth, the Long March and the War of Liberation, in which Mao and his companions were depicted as a Chinese brotherhood of Knights of the Round Table whose chivalry exceeded the Arthurian legend. The ‘twists and turns’ after 1949 were ignored or, better, written out of the script altogether. In this mass-media version of Chinese history, the anti-Rightist Campaign, the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution never happened: they have disappeared down a memory hole. Today they are not taught in university history courses, let alone at high school, nor are they often discussed at home, even in families which suffered in those movements. Deng Xiaoping argued that priority should be given to building a prosperous future rather than delving into the horrors of the past. Most Chinese – certainly most older Chinese – agree: what happened, happened; nothing can be done to change it, so why look back when the present already offers a vastly better life?

However, no system of control is foolproof, least of all in a country as large and as rebellious as China, where a tradition of independent thought and of upright scholars memorialising the throne undeterred by the risk to their lives stretches back thousands of years. Alongside the memory hole are discreet wormholes through which forbidden knowledge seeps out.

These can take various forms. Amid China's shifting political winds, there are brief moments of greater openness. During one such window of opportunity, in 2004, the Contemporary China Institute, headed by Zhu Jiamu, formerly the secretary of Chen Yun, a veteran Party leader second only to Deng in the post-Mao hierarchy, agreed that I might interview the surviving members of Mao's inner circle for a documentary series for the Franco-German television channel Arte. They included Liu Songlin, the widow of Mao's son, Anying; his grandchildren, Kong Dongmei and Mao Xinyu; members of the families of Zhou Enlai and Liu Shaoqi; and many of Mao's personal staff, including his bodyguards, valet, nurse and doctor. Among the archive materials we used was unique footage from the Cultural Revolution, showing, among other things, Mao's erstwhile Politburo colleagues being humiliated and beaten by Red Guards at public ‘struggle meetings’. On the basis of the 1981 resolution, such images should have been acceptable. Two decades later, that was no longer the case. Senior Chinese cultural officials expressed shock and dismay. The head of the Chinese television group which had collaborated with Arte retired to hospital on sick leave for six weeks in the hope that that would protect him from the inevitable fallout when the programmes were aired.

What happened next was revealing. There was no fallout.

Instead, one of the most senior of the men who had been called in to view the offending programmes, whom I encountered at a seminar a few months later, took me aside to say that he and his colleagues understood perfectly well why I had told the story as I had and that they had no problem with the historical interpretation; unfortunately, as I would surely understand, they were not in a position to say so. Shortly afterwards a pirated DVD of the programmes, with Chinese narration, appeared in the shops in Beijing. It evidently did well, because, ten years later, it is still selling. Neither the Propaganda Department nor the police have raised an eyebrow.

Outside China the reaction was instructive, too. In an internet forum after the final programme was shown, hundreds of young Chinese, studying at universities in France and Germany, went online to discuss a past which most of them did not know existed. One young woman wrote:

As a Chinese, born after Mao's death, there are so many things we don't talk about and the result is we don't know our own history. What our parents had to live through they don't speak about. It's a past which is deliberately forgotten. I am totally shattered by these films because it's the first time that I have seen face to face all these personalities who are my grandparents’ age, or just a bit older, and some of them are still alive. For me it's incredible. I hope that one day our Chinese people can see it just as I have today.

If I have recounted this episode at some length, it is because it encapsulates the Chinese authorities’ dilemma over how Mao's legacy should be treated. The 1981 resolution turned out to be a two-edged sword. On the one hand, the mass media were required to eulogise the Chairman, with the result that, for most Chinese born after the mid-1970s, the Maoist turmoil of their parents’ generation is a closed book, just as today's twenty-somethings know next to nothing about the shooting of student protesters around Tiananmen in 1989. They have become non-issues and the Chinese government wants to keep them that way. On the other, the resolution legitimised historical research on the period – which in Mao's lifetime had been effectively forbidden – and as a result whatever could fly under the radar, whether pirated DVDs of foreign documentaries, research works by Chinese scholars or Cultural Revolution relics sold in flea markets, was usually permitted.

The twenty years following Mao's death saw a flood of memoirs, of collections of his speeches and Central Committee documents, and of research by Chinese historians on the major episodes of the Chinese revolution, the most sensitive reserved for internal distribution within the Party elite, but much of the rest for public circulation. That newly available material formed the basis for this book when it was first published in 1999. Since then the flood has continued. The Central Archives remain closed to all except a select few among the Party's own researchers – and significant parts even to them – but provincial, municipal and local archives have begun opening their doors, albeit cautiously, to both Chinese and foreign historians.


The contrast between the simplistic image of the past purveyed by the Chinese mass media, under strict Party control, and the meticulous accounts to be found in Chinese books and scholarly journals, is flagrant.

It is true that the latter are largely confined to publications with limited print runs, which are not stocked in high-street stores but have to be sought out in specialist book shops. It is true, too, that they often confine themselves to a factual recital, leaving it to the reader to tease out the interpretation concealed between the lines. None the less, the wealth of information now available, which not long ago would have been considered top secret and whose disclosure would have landed an author in jail, is truly remarkable. Part of the reason is the passage of time: historical details which, thirty or forty years ago, might have been used as weapons in intra-Party intrigue, become much less sensitive when most of the potential rivals are dead. Now it is a question of preserving, or rehabilitating, the reputations of the protagonists and their followers. Regional political figures demand that local heroes get their fair share of credit for revolutionary successes, rather than the whole story being centred on Mao; local historians, working from local archives, write regional histories – both to please their patrons and to advance their own standing in Party history circles – and provincial presses publish their work without, in most cases, needing to refer upward to Beijing.

In one sense, this is simply a reflection of the changed nature of the regime. Deng Xiaoping's rallying cry, which he used to repudiate the ideological excesses of Mao's closest followers, was: ‘Seek truth from facts!’ Even in the world of Party double-speak, it would have been hard to promote that slogan and at the same time prevent Chinese historians from trying to carry it out. But there was another, deeper reason. For more than 2,000 years, ever since the great Han dynasty scholar Sima Qian wrote the first comprehensive Chinese history in the second century BC – suffering imprisonment and castration for his pains – Chinese historians have viewed the past as a mirror to throw light on the present and provide guidance for the future. The 1981 resolution itself reaffirmed that principle. Small wonder, then, that the moment the powers-that-be acknowledged the legitimacy of research into the period of Mao's rule, historians both within the Party and outside it swarmed through the breach. Ever since, Chinese scholars have been steadily pushing the boundaries, and although there remain some ‘no-go areas’, such as the role of Premier Zhou Enlai as the Chairman's echo-chamber and enforcer; Deng's excesses in the political campaigns of the 1950s; and the complicity between Mao and his cantankerous wife, Jiang Qing, they are becoming the exceptions to the rule.

But why, in that case, is this openness confined to the elite? Why does the Chinese State continue to insist that Mao's image, for the great mass of the Chinese people, remain sacred and untouchable?

The answer is to be found in the nature of the Chinese polity since Mao's death. Since the 1990s, if not earlier, the Chinese Communist Party has been communist in name only. On what, then, does it base its claim to a monopoly of power? After all, absent the Marxist-Leninist assertion that ‘socialism [for which read, communism] and socialism alone can save China’, as the 1981 resolution phrased it, what possible justification can there be for maintaining a one-party system?

To the extent that the Party responds to such heretical ideas, it justifies its hold on power firstly by its ability to deliver rising living standards, not only along the developed seaboard but also in the interior; and secondly by its history. The communists, under Mao's leadership, it argues, gained the right to rule China in 1949 by bringing to an end more than a century of turmoil and humiliation and restoring to the Chinese people their national pride – a discreet allusion to the nationalism which, since Mao's death, has provided the glue to hold the country together in an era when ideology has lost its appeal. These three pillars – prosperity, nationalism and the legend of Mao's revolution – are the foundations on which Chinese political power is based. Thus far, the government's record in resisting economic shocks – in other words, preserving prosperity – has been remarkably good: China took in its stride both the 1997 Asian financial crisis and the ‘Great Recession’ a decade later. The transition from export-led growth to consumption may prove trickier to manage, but there is no reason to think that the Chinese will be less successful than other nations before them. Nationalism always carries a risk that it will spin out of control, as China's rhetoric against Japan has shown, but thus far it has been kept within bounds. The founding legend, however, is a very different matter. Tampering with that could open a Pandora's box with unforeseeable consequences which would bring no possible benefit to those who now hold power.

The Chinese leaders are all the more alive to this danger – perhaps, indeed, excessively so – because both Mao, at Yan'an in 1945, and Deng, in 1981, began by repudiating those of their predecessors’ policies which contradicted their own vision of the future. In China, the past is bound up so intimately with the present that it serves not only as a mirror but as a political weapon. Moreover this cuts both ways. Xiao Yanzhong,3 Professor of Political Science at East China Normal University in Shanghai, has described Mao studies in China as ‘a bellwether that can indicate changes in China's politics, economy, and society, as well as the states of mind of the Chinese people.’ More or less openness about the past goes in tandem with the leadership's willingness, or refusal, to contemplate economic and political reform in the present.

The regime's nervousness about such matters is striking. For more than ten years, attempts have been underway to persuade the Chinese authorities to permit the making of a Western-financed big-screen movie about Mao along the lines of Richard Attenborough's classic, Gandhi. It would focus on Mao's rise to power and the epic struggle against Chiang Kai-shek's nationalists, and end with the communist victory in 1949. The ‘Big Events Group’ of the China Film Co-production Corporation was enthusiastic. But when it came to approving the project, there was silence. No one was willing to take responsibility. When the question was referred upward, the response was the same. Even at the highest levels – and even though the script avoided the contentious episodes of Mao's later years – no one saw any interest in risking the kind of controversy that such a project was bound to generate.

Hence the curious compromise that governs the study of Mao in China today: scholars are given – within limits – generous latitude to pursue their researches; but for the general public, the ‘masses’, as they were called in Mao's day, the lid is clamped hermetically shut.

Not touching Mao's image is one thing, however; not using it is another.

In 1979, after the wall-poster attacks of Wei Jingsheng and others, calling for an end to Communist Party rule and the introduction of a multi-party system, and challenges to Party orthodoxy in art and literature, Deng Xiaoping proclaimed the ‘four cardinal principles’ to which the Chinese are expected to adhere – ‘the socialist road; the people's democratic dictatorship; the leadership of the Communist Party; and Marxism-Leninism-Mao Zedong Thought’ – in a deliberate reassertion of pre-Cultural Revolution Maoist values. Four years later, Deng called again for ‘enhancing Mao Zedong Thought’, this time in a campaign against ‘spiritual pollution’, which was equated with ‘disseminating corrupt and decadent bourgeois ideology … and sentiments of distrust towards … the Communist Party leadership’.

Thereafter the scarecrow of ‘Maoism’ was dusted off and given a ritual shake every time it was felt necessary to crack down on liberal excesses. The next occasion, in 1987, was a campaign against ‘bourgeois liberalisation’, associated with Hu Yaobang, whose death in May 1989 triggered the student contestation which ended on June 4 in the carnage of Tiananmen. Then, in the 1990s, Deng's successor, Jiang Zemin, revived a movement, originally launched a decade earlier, for ‘a new, socialist spiritual civilisation’. Maoist role models from the 1960s, like the soldier Lei Feng, who considered himself ‘a rustless screw’ in the Chairman's scheme of things, were exhumed and put on show for a new generation of young Chinese to emulate. By then, enough time had passed since Mao's death for nostalgia to set in. The original personality cult had been dismantled, but in some cities, including Chengdu and Shenyang (and in Kashgar, to remind restive Uighurs of the revolutionary past), huge statues of Mao, many times life-size, still stood – and still stand today – in central squares, a gigantic arm outstretched as though to point the way ahead. Taxi-drivers hung amulets with Mao's portrait on their windscreens to ward off accidents, and stories circulated in Beijing of miraculous escapes thanks to the protection they conferred. In the Chairman's home province of Hunan, local officials recounted how flowers had come into bloom in mid-winter at the anniversary of his birth.

Artists like Shi Xinning, who paints Mao in imaginary, hyper-realist settings – at Che Guevara's funeral, for instance, or with the Big Three at Yalta in 1945, in place of Chiang Kai-shek – and whose works have been collected by, among others, Mao's daughter, Li Min; and Sui Jianguo, whose monumental headless Mao jackets are in collections all over the world, took over where Andy Warhol left off, reworking Mao's image in ways which, with irony and black humour, transformed him into a twenty-first-century icon. Groups of citizens, young people as well as old, gathered spontaneously in parks at weekends to sing rousing revolutionary songs with the fervour of boy scouts around a camp fire. The words were an antidote to the materialistic money-grubbing reality around them, and the familiar, lilting melodies conjured up memories of simpler, more egalitarian times, when corruption was political rather than financial, people could have as many children as they wished and education and health care, limited though they might be, were free.

One Chinese leader, aspiring to yet higher office, sought to co-opt this movement for political ends. Bo Xilai was the son of Bo Yibo, who, when he died in 2007 at the age of 98, was the last survivor of the ‘Eight Immortals’, a group of conservative party elders led by Deng who had been together since the Long March. The family had a reputation for nepotism and ruthlessness. But the younger Bo, with his father's help, had been able to exploit the patronage network of the then Party leader, Jiang Zemin, to become First Secretary of Chongqing, the biggest of China's mega-cities with a population, including the suburbs, of some 30 million people, which he hoped to use as a springboard to membership of the Politburo's nine- (now seven-) member Standing Committee, the supreme organ of power.

Bo was not the inventor of what became known as the ‘red culture movement’ associated with his name: rather he seized on a phenomenon that had begun some years earlier and bent it to his own purposes. In Chongqing, the promotion of ‘revolutionary singing groups’ became a key official policy. Cadres came under intense pressure to foster a Maoist revival. In 2009, to mark the 60th anniversary of the Communist Party, Bo arranged for SMSs of Mao's quotations, taken from the ‘Little Red Book’, the Maoist breviary of the Cultural Revolution, to be sent to all 13 million cell-phone owners in the city. New statues of Mao were erected. Theatres revived Cultural Revolution operas and ballets.

Throughout China there was a veritable explosion of films and television programmes glorifying Mao's contributions, which reached a peak two years later on the 90th anniversary of the founding of the CCP.4 The centenary, in 2021, can be expected to produce an even greater outpouring of adulation for the founder of the regime. Nor should that be surprising. Half a century ago, the psychiatrist and historian Robert Jay Lifton wrote presciently: ‘One cannot predict future attitudes of Chinese leaders towards the Maoist image, but there is good reason to believe that for some time at least they will continue to hold [it] on high, even as they retreat from its excesses … it would be very rash to assume that a regime which has so recently commanded so much psychic power would suddenly cease to possess any at all.’5

Bo Xilai's exploitation of the Maoist myth was not all froth. In Chongqing he promoted egalitarianism and tried to reduce the gulf between urban and rural life, epitomised by the hukou system of residence permits. Instead of repressing protests, he organised round-table discussions. He launched a massive programme to build cheap housing and promote social welfare and a relentless campaign against crime. But his methods were controversial and sometimes illegal and, like many other Chinese leaders, he was deeply corrupt. More important to his peers, his outsize ego, charismatic personality and disdain for collective decision-making made him a potential threat to their own power. In 2012, a bizarre case involving the poisoning of a British businessman who had worked for him and a request by his police chief for asylum at the nearest American consulate became the pretext for his undoing. Xi Jinping marshalled support in the Standing Committee and, eleven days before Xi's appointment as Party leader, Bo was expelled from the Party. In 2013 he was sentenced to life imprisonment at Qincheng prison, where Mao's widow, Jiang Qing, had languished before her suicide in 1991. Caught up in Bo's fall was his mentor, Zhou Yongkang, a former member of the Standing Committee, who became the first leader at that level to be purged since the arrests of Jiang's colleagues, Wang Hongwen and Zhang Chunqiao, during the campaign against the so-called ‘Gang of Four’ almost forty years earlier. Zhou, too, was expelled from the Party and sentenced to life imprisonment.

But it did not end there. In China, it rarely does.

After Bo's imprisonment, Xi proceeded to steal his challenger's clothes, approving extravagant ceremonies to mark the 120th anniversary of Mao's birth that winter; resurrecting Mao's guidelines on literature and art, laid down at Yan'an seventy years earlier; and initiating a comprehensive campaign against ideological laxity. In November 2013 a Central Committee directive entitled ‘The Current State of the Ideological Sphere’6 listed seven deadly sins which Party members were required to flee like the plague. Five dealt with ideas imported from the West – constitutional democracy; human rights; civil society; economic neo-liberalism; and a free press – and the sixth was aimed at neo-Maoists who resisted the Party's policies of ‘reform and opening up’. The seventh ‘false ideological trend’ was described as historical nihilism, which meant seeking to undermine the historical legitimacy of the CCP by emphasising Mao's mistakes. To Xi, as to Mao himself, the erosion of the Soviet Communist Party's strength – which would lead to its collapse and the break-up of the Soviet Union – began in 1956 with Khrushchev's secret speech which exposed Stalin's crimes. Mao was not only the Stalin but the Lenin of the Chinese Revolution and, at a still deeper level, the founding emperor of the dynasty which Xi now heads. Chip away at Mao's image and the whole system might come crashing down. That is not a risk which either Xi himself or any of his colleagues is prepared to take.

There is another reason for Xi to preserve Mao’s memory: not everyone in the Chinese Party, or in the country at large, is bowled over by what critics deride as ‘capitalism with Chinese characteristics’ – the programme of economic reforms launched by Deng in 1978, which Xi is now continuing. To leftists in the Party, the reforms, and the corruption they have engendered, are a betrayal of everything Mao stood for. Such people applaud Xi's frequent warnings that, unless corrupt behaviour can be brought under control, the Party will eventually lose power, but complain that he is attacking the symptoms, not the root of the disease: the abandonment of socialist policies. Although today the leftists have less influence than in the 1980s and 1990s, it is not inconceivable that, should China encounter serious turbulence in the years ahead, the charge of jettisoning the Party's founding principles, inherited from Mao, could furnish a pretext for mobilising opposition to Xi's leadership. In this context, Mao's image is a talisman, to be burnished constantly for the protection it provides.

At the same time Xi has begun dismantling the modest checks and balances which Deng installed after 1980 to prevent any Chinese leader ever again acquiring the late Chairman's awesome powers. The old revolutionary had written in the People's Daily that year: ‘If systems [of governance] are sound, they can place restraints on the actions of bad people; if they are unsound, they may hamper the efforts of good people or indeed, in certain cases, may push them in the wrong direction.’ His answer was to separate the Party from the State; to keep the army out of politics; and, eventually, to give more power for the judiciary. The last principle was honoured in the breach, and in his later years, Deng himself was given the right – like Mao after 1943 – to approve or negate whatever decisions the Standing Committee might take. None the less, collective leadership was the lodestar and under Deng's successors, Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao, it was largely observed.

Xi's approach has been very different. His audacity in meeting Ma Ying-jeou in Singapore, thereby opening a door to eventual reconciliation which not even Deng had attempted, was the clearest sign of that. Although in a very different context, it has echoes of Mao's decision to overrule opposition and invite the US ping-pong team to China in 1971. Xi has promoted strong centralised internal controls, creating ‘super-committees’, under his own leadership, responsible for security and for economic reform in all three branches – party, government and military – and inaugurating the biggest shake-up of the armed forces since 1949, ensuring that ‘the gun’, from which, as Mao noted, ‘all political power grows’, remains loyal not merely to the Party but to himself. In so far as that too is a throwback to Mao's methods, it offers another compelling reason for leaving the Great Helmsman's image intact.
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Prologue




Few people today, even in China, have heard of the little market town of Tongdao. It extends for about a mile along the left bank of the Shuangjiang, squeezed into a narrow strip of land between the wide, brown river and a range of terraced hills. Tongdao is the centre of a small non-Han minority area where the three provinces of Guangxi, Guizhou and Hunan meet. It is a scruffy, run-down place, with one long, muddy main street, few shops and fewer modern buildings, where even the locals say resignedly that nothing of interest ever happens. Yet once something did happen there. On December 12, 1934,1 the Red Army leadership gathered in Tongdao for a meeting which was to mark the beginning of Mao Zedong's rise to supreme power.

It was one of the most obscure events in the history of the Chinese Communist Party. The only written trace of the Red Army's passage is an old photograph of a faded slogan, chalked up by the troops on a wall: ‘Everyone should take up arms and fight the Japanese!’2 All the participants are now dead. No one knows exactly who was present, or even where the meeting took place. Premier Zhou Enlai, years later, recalled that it had been in a farmhouse, somewhere outside the town, where a wedding party was in progress.3 Mao was two weeks short of his forty-first birthday, a thin, lanky man, hollow-cheeked from lack of food and sleep, whose oversize grey cotton jacket seemed perpetually about to slide from his shoulders. He was still recovering from a severe bout of malaria, and at times had to be carried in a litter. Taller than most of the other leaders, his face was smooth and unmarked, with a shock of unruly black hair, parted in the middle.

The left-wing American writer, Agnes Smedley, who met Mao not long afterwards, found him a forbidding figure, with a high-pitched voice and long, sensitive woman's hands:

His dark, inscrutable face was long, the forehead broad and high, the mouth feminine. Whatever else he might be, he was an aesthete … [But] despite that feminine quality in him he was as stubborn as a mule, and a steel rod of pride and determination ran through his nature. I had the impression that he would wait and watch for years, but eventually have his way … His humour was often sardonic and grim, as though it sprang from deep caverns of spiritual seclusion. I had the impression that there was a door to his being that had never been opened to anyone.4

Even to his closest comrades, Mao was hard to fathom. His spirit, in Smedley's words, ‘dwelt within itself, isolating him’. His personality inspired loyalty, not affection. He combined a fierce temper and infinite patience; vision, and an almost pedantic attention to detail; an inflexible will, and extreme subtlety; public charisma, and private intrigue.

The nationalists, who had put a price on his head, executed his wife and sent soldiers to vandalise his parents’ tomb, viewed Mao throughout the early 1930s as the dominant Red Army political chief. As so often, they were wrong.

Power was in the hands of what was known as the ‘three-man group’ or ‘troika’. Bo Gu, the 27-year-old acting Party leader (or, as he was formally known, ‘the comrade with overall responsibility for the work of the Party Centre’) had graduated from the University of the Toilers of the East in Moscow. He had the face of a precocious schoolboy, with bulging eyes and black-rimmed spectacles, which a British diplomat said, unkindly but accurately, reminded him of a golliwog. The CominternI had parachuted him into the leadership to ensure loyalty to the Soviet line. The second member, Zhou Enlai, General Political Commissar of the Red Army and the real power behind Bo Gu's throne, also had Moscow's trust. The third, Otto Braun, a tall, thin German with a prominent nose and horsey teeth, set off by a pair of round spectacles, was Comintern military adviser.

Over the previous twelve months, these three men had presided over a shattering series of communist military reverses. The nationalist leader, Chiang Kai-shek, had consolidated his hold over most of the rest of China and was determined to extirpate what he rightly saw as a potentially fatal long-term challenge to his rule. With the help of German military advisers, he began building lines of fortified blockhouses around the region the communists controlled. With excruciating slowness, the lines were pushed forward, the vice around the base area tightened, the communist forces hemmed in. Very gradually, the Red Army was being strangled. It was a strategy to which the troika could find no adequate response.

Mao might have been no more successful. But Bo Gu had sidelined him more than two years before. Mao was not in power.

In October 1934, after months of agonised debates among the Party leadership, the Reds abandoned their base area in a last despairing gamble to ward off total defeat as Chiang's forces closed in for the kill. Their 6,000-mile trek across China would later be celebrated as the Long March, an epic symbol of courage in adversity, selfless discipline and indomitable will. At the time it was called, more prosaically, the ‘strategic transfer’, and a little later, the March to the West. The plan, in so far as there was one, was to make for north-west Hunan, where the local warlords were wary of Chiang's ambitions and reluctant to make common cause with him, and there to link up with other communist forces to create a new central Red base area to replace the one they had just lost.

It started well enough. The Red Army slipped through the first line of blockhouses, meeting little resistance. The next two lines also fell. More than three weeks passed before nationalist intelligence realised that its prey had escaped.5 But Chiang's fourth line, on the Xiang River, was different.

The battle lasted more than a week, from November 25 to December 3.6 When it ended, the Red Army had lost between 15,000 and 20,000 combat troops. Up to 40,000 reserves and bearers had deserted. Of the 86,000 men and women who had set out in October, not many more than 30,000 were left. The baggage train, which had stretched for fifty miles, a serpentine leviathan which, Mao said later, resembled a house-moving operation more than an army on the march,7 had its back broken at the Xiang River. Scattered in the mud and littering the hillsides were the office furniture, the printing presses, the Party archives, the generators – all the paraphernalia that the communists had amassed in three years’ rule of a region bigger than Belgium – which had been lugged painfully on the backs of porters over mountain paths and paddy fields for hundreds of wearisome miles. Artillery pieces, heavy machine-guns, the one X-ray machine the communists possessed, all were jettisoned. But not before they had so slowed the army's progress that, bloated and weak, it had dragged itself into the trap which Chiang Kai-shek had set.
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It was a worse disaster than even the most phlegmatic Red Army leaders were prepared for. In October, the base they had spent years building had been abandoned; now two-thirds of their army had been lost as well.

A week later, having thrown off their pursuers, the remnants of the communist forces crossed into southern Hunan. They had regrouped and were in good order. But among the senior leadership, mutiny was in the air. The time was fast approaching when the troika would be called to account.

But not quite yet. The eight or nine weary men who met that afternoon at Tongdao faced a much more pressing question: where to head next? Bo Gu and Otto Braun insisted they keep to the original plan and make for north-west Hunan. The military commanders refused. Chiang Kai-shek had 300,000 troops blocking the route north. To try to force a passage was to court annihilation. A decision had to be made fast. Word came that Hunan warlord troops were closing in from the east.

After a tense, hurried debate, it was agreed as an interim measure that the army would go west, into the mountain fastness of Guizhou.8 There a full meeting of the Politburo would be called to discuss future strategy. The compromise proposal came from Mao. It was the first time since his dismissal from the military command in 1932 that his views had been heard and accepted in the inner circle of power. His presence was due only to the gravity of the Xiang River defeat. But a journey of 10,000 li, say the Chinese, starts with a single step. For Mao, Tongdao was that step.


Guizhou is, and has been for centuries, one of the poorest of China's provinces. In the 1930s, the villages were opium-sodden, the people illiterate and so impoverished that whole families possessed only a single pair of trousers. Girls were frequently killed at birth; boys were sold to slave-merchants for resale in richer areas near the coast. But it was a place of exquisite natural grandeur: the countryside that unrolled before the Red Army, as it marched west, was drawn from the fantastic landscapes of a Ming scroll.

Beyond Tongdao the hills grow steeper, the mountains wider and more contorted: great conical limestone mounds, thousands of feet high; mountains like camels’ humps, like giant anthills; plum-pudding mountains like ancestral tumuli. Miao villages perch on the bluffs – clusters of thatched roofs and ochre walls, with overhanging eaves and latticed paper windows, standing out dark against a yellowish-green carpet of dead winter grasses and early shoots of spring. Hawks circle above; frost lies white on the rice stubble below. Guizhou people say: ‘No three days without rain; no three li without a mountain.’ In this part of the province there are only mountains and, in December and January, perpetual drizzle and fog. The higher slopes, wrapped in mist, are thick with pine forests, golden bamboo and dark green firs, while far below, the valley bottoms are filled with bright lakes of white cloud. Chain bridges are slung across the rivers, and alongside the torrents that cascade down from the heights are pocket-handkerchief sized patches of cultivated land, where a peasant works on a fifty-degree slope to coax a few poor vegetables from the dark red soil.

The soldiers remembered only the rigours of the journey. ‘We went up a mountain so steep that I could see the soles of the man ahead of me,’ one army man recalled. ‘News came down the line that our advance columns were facing a sheer cliff, and … to sleep where we were and continue climbing at daybreak … The stars looked like jade stones on a black curtain. The dark peaks towered around us like menacing giants. We seemed to be at the bottom of a well.’9 The cliff, known locally as the Thunder God Rock, had stone steps a foot wide carved into its face. It was too steep for stretcher-bearers: the wounded had to be carried up on men's backs. Many horses fell to their deaths on the rocks below.10

The Red Army Commander, Zhu De, remembered the poverty. ‘The peasants call themselves “dry men”,’ he noted. ‘They are sucked dry of everything … People dig rotten rice from the ground under a landlord's old granary. The monks call this “holy rice”, Heaven's gift to the poor.’11

Mao saw these things too. But he wrote instead of the power and beauty of the country through which they were passing:



Mountains!
Surging waves in a tumultuous sea,
Ten thousand stallions
Galloping in the heat of battle.

Mountains!
Blade-sharp, piercing the blue of heaven.
But for your strength upholding
The skies would break loose and fall.12




These short poems, composed in the saddle, were not simply a celebration of the elemental forces of nature. Mao had reason to exult.

*

On December 15, the Red Army reached Liping, a county seat in a valley surrounded by low, terraced hills, and the first level ground they had seen since leaving Tongdao. Military headquarters were set up in a merchant's house, a spacious, well-appointed place with a small inner courtyard, ornamented by Buddhist motifs and emblems of prosperity. It had four-poster beds and a tiny Chinese garden behind, and opened on to a narrow street of wood-fronted shops and houses with grey-tiled roofs and upturned bird's-wing eaves. A few doors further down stood a German Lutheran mission. The missionaries, like the merchant, had fled at the communists’ approach.

It was here that the Politburo met for its first formal discussion of policy since the Long March began.13 There were two main issues: the Red Army's destination, which was still unresolved; and military tactics.

Braun and Bo Gu wanted to join up with the communist forces in northern Hunan. Mao proposed heading north-west, to set up a new Red base area on the border between Guizhou and southern Sichuan, where, he argued, resistance would be weaker. He was supported by Zhang Wentian, one of the four members of the Politburo Standing Committee, and Wang Jiaxiang, Vice-Chairman of the Military Commission, who had been gravely wounded in battle a year earlier and spent the whole of the Long March in a litter with a rubber tube sticking out of his stomach. Both were Moscow-trained. Both had initially backed Braun and Bo Gu but had grown disillusioned. Mao had been cultivating them ever since the march began. Now they swung the balance in his favour. Sensing the mood of the meeting, Zhou Enlai added his voice and most of the rest of the Politburo fell in behind. Bo Gu's proposal was rejected. Instead they resolved to set up a new base area with its centre at Zunyi, Guizhou's second city, or, if that proved too difficult, further to the north-west.

But Mao did not have it all his own way. On tactics, the resolution was more even-handed. It warned against ‘underestimating possible losses to our own side, leading to pessimism and defeatism’ – an implicit reference to the rout on the Xiang River and thus a criticism of the military line of the three-man group of Zhou, Bo Gu and Braun; in the same vein, it ordered the army to refrain from large-scale engagements until the new base area had been secured. But it also spoke of the danger of ‘guerrillaism’, a codeword for the ‘flexible guerrilla strategy’ associated with Mao. Zhou Enlai evidently was not prepared to yield to Mao without a fight.14

Next day, December 20, the Red Army resumed its march. Bo Gu and Otto Braun were fatally weakened. The real conflict shaping up was now between Mao and Zhou.

They had so little in common, these two men: Zhou, a mandarin's son, a rebel against his class, supple, subtle, the quintessential survivor, who had learned the cheapness of life as a communist working underground in Shanghai, where death was never more than a whisper of betrayal away; Mao, a peasant to his roots, earthy and coarse, his speech laced with picaresque aphorisms, contemptuous of city-dwellers. One was urbane and refined, the indefatigable executor of other men's ideas; the other, an unpredictable visionary. For most of the next forty years they would form one of the world's most enduring political partnerships. But as 1934 drew to a close, that was far from both their minds.

On December 31, the army command halted at a small trading centre called Houchang (Monkey Town), twenty-five miles south of the River Wu, the last natural barrier before they reached Zunyi.15 That night the Politburo met again. Otto Braun proposed that the army make a stand against three warlord divisions which were reported to be closing in on them. The military commanders reminded him that they had agreed at Liping to avoid large-scale set-piece battles and give priority to securing the new base area. After a furious argument lasting late into the night, Braun was suspended as military adviser. To underline the importance of the change, the Politburo resolution approving it included a ringing endorsement of one of Mao's cardinal principles, which had been ignored for the previous two years. ‘No opportunity should be missed,’ it declared, ‘to use mobile warfare to break up and destroy the enemy one by one. Then we shall certainly gain victory.’

The tide had turned. The old chain of command under the troika had broken down. As a temporary measure, it was agreed that all major decisions would be referred to the leadership as a whole. The old strategy had been abandoned. A new one had to be worked out to replace it. In the early hours of New Year's Day, the Politburo agreed to convene an enlarged conference at Zunyi. It was to have three tasks: to review the past, determine what had gone wrong, and chart a course for the future. The stage was set for a showdown.

Deng Xiaoping was thirty years old, a stocky man, very short, with a close-shaven bullet head. As a teenager in Paris he had learned how to produce a news-sheet for the local branch of the Chinese Communist Youth League, scratching characters on to a waxed sheet with a stylus and rolling off copies in black Chinese ink, made from soot and tung oil. His reputation as a journalist had stuck. Now he was editor of the Red Army newspaper, an equally crude mimeographed one-page broadsheet called Hongxing (Red Star).

The issue of January 15, 1935, related how the people of Zunyi had welcomed the communist forces after they had taken the city without a shot being fired: the advance guard had persuaded the defenders to open the city gates by pretending to be part of a local warlord force. Other articles described in glowing terms ‘the Red Army's image in the hearts of the masses’, and recorded the establishment of a Revolutionary Committee to administer the city.16

Nowhere did it give the slightest hint that the Politburo was about to hold the most important meeting in its history, which Deng himself would attend as note-taker – a meeting so sensitive that, for almost a month after, senior Party officials were kept in ignorance of its decisions, until the leaders had met again to decide how the news should be broken to them.

Twenty men gathered that night on the upper floor of a handsome, rectangular, two-storey building of dark-grey brick, surrounded by a colonnaded veranda.17 It had been the home of one of the city's minor warlords until Zhou and the military commanders took it for their headquarters. Bo Gu and Otto Braun were billeted close by, along a lane leading to the Roman Catholic Cathedral, an ornate, imposing structure with a fanciful three-tiered roof, more chinoiserie than Chinese, set amid flower gardens where the Red Army detachment escorting the leadership was encamped. Mao and his two allies, Zhang Wentian and Wang Jiaxiang, with six bodyguards, were in another warlord's house, with art-deco woodwork and stained-glass windows, on the other side of town. Ever since they had arrived, a week earlier, Mao had been canvassing support. Now the preparations were over. The two sides were ready to do battie. In Otto Braun's words:

It was obvious that [Mao] wanted revenge … In 1932 … his military and political [power] had been broken … Now there emerged the possibility – years of partisan struggle had been directed at bringing it about – that by demagogic exploitation of isolated organisational and tactical mistakes, but especially through concocted claims and slanderous imputations, he could discredit the Party leadership and isolate … Bo Gu. He would rehabilitate himself completely [and] take the Army firmly into his grasp, thereby subordinating the Party itself to his will.18

The small, crowded room where the meeting was held overlooked an inner courtyard. In the centre, a brazier full of glowing charcoal threw its puny heat at the damp, raw cold of the Zunyi winter. Wang Jiaxiang and another wounded general lay stretched out on bamboo chaise-longues. Braun and his interpreter sat away from the main group, near the door.

Bo Gu, as acting Party leader, presented the main report. He argued that the loss of the central Red base area and the military disasters that had followed were due not to faulty policy, but to the enemy's overwhelming strength and the support the nationalists had received from the imperialist Powers.

Zhou Enlai spoke next. He acknowledged having made errors. But he, too, refused to concede that the policy had been wrong. Zhou still had hopes of saving something from the ruins.

Zhang Wentian then presented the case for a change in strategy, which had been alluded to though not discussed openly at Liping and Houchang, and Mao followed up with a full-scale attack on the troika and its methods.19 Braun remembered, forty years later, that he spoke not extempore, as he usually did, but from a manuscript, ‘painstakingly prepared’.20 The fundamental problem, Mao said, was not the strength of the enemy: it was that the Party had deviated from the ‘basic strategic and tactical principles with which the Red Army [had in the past] won victories’, in other words, the ‘flexible guerrilla strategy’ which he and Zhu De had developed. But for that, he claimed, the nationalist encirclement would probably have been defeated. Instead, the Red Army had been ordered to fight a defensive, positional war, building blockhouses to counter the enemy's blockhouses, dispersing its forces in a vain attempt to preserve ‘every inch of soviet territory’ and abandoning mobile warfare. Temporarily surrendering territory could be justified, Mao said. Jeopardising the Red Army's strength could not, because it was through the army – and the army alone – that territory could be regained.21

Mao laid the blame for these errors squarely on Otto Braun. The Comintern adviser had imposed wrong tactics on the army, he said, and his ‘rude method of leadership’ had led to ‘extremely abnormal phenomena’ within the Military Council, a reference to Braun's hectoring, dictatorial style, which was widely resented. Bo Gu, Mao declared, had failed to exert adequate political leadership, allowing errors in military line to go unchecked.

When Mao sat down, Wang Jiaxiang launched his own tirade against Braun's methods. Another Moscow-trained leader, He Kaifeng, then sprang to Bo's defence. Some of those present, like Chen Yun, a former print-worker who had been close to Zhou in Shanghai, found Mao's attack one-sided.22 Although Chen had no military role, he was a Standing Committee member and his opinions carried weight. Others may have had in the back of their minds a message received from Wang Ming in Moscow shortly before they left the base area, indicating that the Comintern took a favourable view of Mao's experience as a military leader.23 The ground commanders, whose armies had had to pay the price of the troika's mistakes, also weighed in. Peng Dehuai, a gruff, outspoken general who cared for only two things in life, the victory of the communist cause and the welfare of his men, likened Braun to ‘a prodigal son, who had squandered his father's goods’ – a reference to the loss of the base area for which Peng, with Mao and Zhu, had expended so much time and blood.

Braun himself sat immobile in his corner near the door, smoking furiously, as his interpreter, growing increasingly agitated and confused, tried to translate what was said. When he finally spoke, it was to reject the accusations en bloc. He was merely an adviser, he said; the Chinese leadership, not he, was responsible for the policies it followed.

This was disingenuous. Under Stalin in the 1930s a Comintern representative, even an adviser, had extraordinary powers. Yet there was some truth in what he said. Braun had not had the last word on military affairs. That had rested with Zhou Enlai.

Mao had no illusions that Zhou was his real adversary. He had known it since Zhou had arrived in the Red base area at the end of 1931 and unceremoniously elbowed him aside. Neither the amiable Zhang Wentian nor, still less, Bo Gu, was a serious contender for ultimate power. Zhou Enlai was. But to have attacked Zhou head-on at Zunyi would have been to tear the leadership apart in a battle which Mao could not win. So, in a move characteristic of his political and military style, he concentrated his attack on the weakest points of Zhou's armoury, Braun and Bo Gu, while leaving his chief opponent a face-saving way out.

Zhou took it. On the second day of the conference he spoke again. This time he acknowledged that the military line had been ‘fundamentally incorrect’, and made a lengthy self-criticism. It was the kind of manoeuvre at which Zhou excelled. From being Mao's opponent, he transformed himself into an ally. Mao, of course, knew better. So did Zhou. But for the moment there was a truce.

The resolution drawn up afterwards excoriated Zhou's two colleagues in the troika for their ‘extremely bad leadership’. Braun was accused of ‘treating war as a game’, ‘monopolising the work of the Military Council’ and using punishment rather than reason to suppress ‘by all available means’ views which differed from his own. Bo Gu was held to have committed ‘serious political mistakes’. But Zhou escaped unscathed, even managing, on paper at least, to achieve a short-lived promotion: when the troika was officially dissolved, he took over its powers with the cumbersome title of ‘final decision-maker on behalf of the Central Committee in dealing with military affairs’. His role in the débâcle that had preceded the Zunyi conference was passed over in silence. The resolution condemned the ‘elephantine’ supply columns which had slowed the advance, but omitted to say that it was Zhou who had organised them. It referred to ‘the leaders of the policy of pure defence’, and on one occasion, to ‘Otto Braun and the others’, but did not say who those ‘others’ were. Zhou was mentioned explicitly only once, as having given the ‘supplementary report’ following Bo Gu's. Even then, in all copies of the resolution except those distributed to the highest-ranking cadres, the three characters of his name were left blank.

Mao was named to the Politburo Standing Committee, and became Zhou's chief military adviser. Small recompense, it might seem, for two years in the wilderness. But, as so often in China, the spirit of these decisions counted far more than the letter. Even Braun acknowledged that ‘most of those at the meeting’24 ended up in agreement with Mao. In spirit, Mao's cause had triumphed. Zhou, notwithstanding his new title, was identified with the discredited leadership whose policies had been condemned.

Over the next few months the spirit was given flesh.25 Early in February, Bo Gu was replaced as acting Party leader by Mao's ally, Zhang Wentian. A month later a Front Headquarters was established, with Zhu De as Commander and Mao as Political Commissar, which effectively removed a large measure of Zhou's operational control. Soon afterwards, his power was further eroded when a new troika was established, consisting of Zhou, Mao, and Wang Jiaxiang. By early summer, when the Red Army succeeded in crossing the River of Golden Sand into Sichuan, Mao had established himself as its uncontested leader.

Other battles lay ahead. It would be eight more years before Mao was formally installed as Chairman, the title he would keep until his death. But Zhou's challenge was over. He would pay dearly for it. In 1943, his position was so precarious that the former head of the Comintern, Georgii Dimitrov, pleaded with Mao not to have him expelled from the Party.26 Mao kept him. Not because of Dimitrov but because Zhou was too useful to waste. The future Premier was instead humiliated. In the new Party Central Committee, formed two years later, he ranked twenty-third.

Twenty-five years after Zunyi, in the spring of 1961, Mao was aboard his private train, travelling through his home province of Hunan in southern China.27

The years seemed to have been good to him. Adulated and glorified as China's Great Helmsman, the ageing, corpulent figure whose moon face gazed out serenely from the Gate of Heavenly Peace appeared to the rest of the world as undisputed ruler of the most populous nation on earth and standard-bearer of a puritanical global revolution which the fleshpots of Khrushchevite revisionism had abandoned.

Yet Mao was not as the rest of the world imagined.

He was accompanied on this journey, as on all such trips, by a number of attractive young women with whom he shared, severally or together, the pleasures of an oversized bed, which was specially installed wherever he went, not so much for carnal reasons as to accommodate the piles of books he insisted on keeping at his side.28 Like Stalin, who, after his wife's suicide, was provided with attractive ‘housekeepers’ by his security chief, Lavrentii Beria, Mao in late middle age had given up on family life. He found in his relations with girls a third his own age a normality which was denied him elsewhere.

By the 1960s Mao was totally cut off from the country that he ruled, so isolated by his eminence that bodyguards and advance parties choreographed his every move. Sex was his one freedom, the one moment in his day when he could treat other human beings as equals and be treated as such in return. A century earlier the boy Emperor, Tongzhi, used to slip out of the palace incognito, accompanied by one of his courtiers, to visit the brothels of Beijing. For Mao that was impossible. Women came to him. They revelled in his power. He revelled in their bodies. ‘I wash my prick in their cunts,’ he told his personal physician, a strait-laced man whom he took a perverse delight in shocking. ‘I was nauseated,’ the good doctor wrote afterwards.29

Mao's peccadilloes, like the private lives of all the leaders, were hidden behind an impenetrable curtain of revolutionary purity. But on the train one afternoon that February, the veil was suddenly pierced.

He had spent the night with a young woman teacher and, as was his custom, had risen late and then left to attend a meeting. Afterwards she was talking with other members of Mao's suite when a technician joined them. Mao's doctor takes up the story:


‘I heard you talking today,’ the young technician suddenly said to the teacher, interrupting our idle chatter.

‘What do you mean you heard me talking?’ she responded. ‘Talking about what?’

‘When the Chairman was getting ready to meet [Hunan First Secretary] Zhang Pinghua, you told him to hurry up and put on his clothes.’

The young woman blanched. ‘What else did you hear?’ she asked quietly.

‘I heard everything,’ he answered, teasing.30



Thus did Mao discover that, on the orders of his senior colleagues, for the previous eighteen months all his conversations, not to mention his lovemaking, had been bugged and secretly tape-recorded.31 At the time, the only heads to roll, and those not literally, were of three low-level officials, among them the hapless technician. But four years later, when the first political tremors announcing the Cultural Revolution began to roil the surface calm of Party unity, Mao's fellow leaders would have done well to have reflected more deeply on what had led them to approve those secret tape-recordings.

In one sense their motives had been innocent enough. The six men who, with Mao, made up the Politburo Standing Committee, at the summit of a Party which now counted 20 million members, were all Zunyi veterans, part of the minuscule elite which had accompanied him throughout the long odyssey to win power. By the early 1960s, they found the Chairman increasingly difficult to read. They wanted advance warning of what he was thinking, so as not to be caught off-guard by a sudden change in political line or an off-the-cuff remark to a foreign visitor. Yang Shangkun, another Zunyi survivor, who headed the Central Committee's General Office, decided that modern technology, in the shape of recording machines, was the obvious answer. From that standpoint it was almost a compliment. Mao had achieved such Olympian status that his every word must be preserved. But it also reflected an uneasy awareness within the Politburo of the mental gulf that had developed between the Chairman and his subordinates – which was all that the other leaders now were.

From this mental chasm sprang an ideological and political divide which, before the decade was out, would convulse all China in an iconoclastic spasm of terror, destroying both the Zunyi fellowship and the ideas that it had espoused.

The struggle in the 1960s was more subtle, more complex, and ultimately far bloodier and more ruthless than that of thirty years before. Small wonder: all that had been at stake at Zunyi was the leadership of a ragtag army of 30,000 men playing an apparently dwindling role on the periphery of Chinese politics. In Beijing the battle was for control of a nation which would soon number more than a billion people. But the ground rules were the same. On that earlier occasion, Mao himself had spelt them out:

Under unfavourable conditions, we should refuse … battle, withdraw our main forces back to a suitable distance, transfer them to the rear or flanks of the enemy and concentrate them in secret, induce the enemy to commit mistakes and expose weaknesses by tiring and wearing him out and confusing him, and thus enable ourselves to gain victory in a decisive battle.32

‘War is politics,’ he wrote later. ‘Politics is war by other means.’33





I The Communist International (Comintern) was established by Lenin, in March 1919, as an instrument whereby Moscow could control the activities of foreign communist parties. These were treated as Comintern branches under the orders of a Russian-dominated Executive Committee.
 

CHAPTER ONE

A Confucian Childhood




In winter, in Hunan, the wind howls bone-cold across bare fields of dry yellow earth, kicking up the dust so that it stings the eyes of the horses and makes men squint as they lean into the frozen air, their faces like leather masks. This is the dead season of the year. The peasants, in unheated mud-brick huts, bundle themselves up in layers of dirty, quilted cotton, drawing their hands up into their sleeves so that only their heads protrude warily from the folds of blue cloth, tortoise-like, waiting for better days.

Mao was born into a Hunanese peasant household in the village of Shaoshan, a few days after the winter solstice, the great mid-winter festival when the Emperor Guangxu in far-off Beijing was borne in solemn procession to the Temple of Heaven to perform the sacrificial rites and give thanks for another year safely passed.1 It was the nineteenth day of the eleventh month of the Year of the Snake by the old calendar, December 26 1893 by the new.2

By tradition, which was strictly adhered to in the case of a firstborn son, the baby was not bathed until three days after the birth.3 A fortune-teller was then called in and a horoscope drawn up, which showed that the family was lacking in the water element. Mao's father therefore named him Zedong, because the character ze, ‘to anoint’, which has the secondary meaning, ‘beneficent’,4 is held in Hunanese geomantic lore to remedy such a deficiency.I That marked the start of a year of the Buddhist and Daoist folk-rituals with which Chinese peasants through the ages have tempered the harshness of their existence, adding a touch of colour and excitement to the severe Confucian teachings around which their lives were fashioned and society revolved. After four weeks, the baby's head was shaved, apart from a small tuft left on the crown by which ‘to hold him to life’. A few copper cash, or sometimes a small silver padlock, attached to a red cord, were placed around his neck for the same purpose. In some families, the hair that had been cut was mixed with the hairs of a dog and sewn into the child's clothing so that evil spirits would see him as an animal and leave him alone. Others made a boy-child wear an earring so that the spirits would think he was a girl and not worth bothering with.

By the standards of the time, Mao's family was comfortably off.5 His father, Shunsheng,6 had enlisted at the age of sixteen in the army of the Viceroy of Hunan and Hubei, and within five or six years had accumulated a small capital, with which he bought land. By the time Mao was born, the family owned two-and-a-half-acres of rice paddy, a substantial holding in a county renowned as being among the wealthiest and most fertile in one of the richest rice-growing provinces in China.7 His father, a thrifty man who counted every copper cash, later bought another acre and took on two farm labourers. He gave them a daily ration of rice and, as a special concession once a month, a dish of rice cooked with eggs – but never meat.

His penny-pinching coloured Mao's image of his father from an early age. ‘To me,’ he later recalled pointedly, ‘he gave neither eggs nor meat.’ Although there was always enough to go round, the family ate frugally. To Mao as a small boy, this stinginess was compounded by a lack of paternal affection, a deficiency made all the more glaring by the warmth and gentleness of his mother. It blinded him to his father's good points, the single-mindedness, drive and determination which Mao would later demonstrate in such abundance in his own life. While still a child he came to view the family as split into two camps: his mother and himself on one side, his father on the other.

A combination of parsimony and unrelenting grind soon made Mao's father one of the most prosperous men in Shaoshan, which then had a population of about 300 families, most of them also surnamed Mao, theirs being the dominant clan.

In those days, a peasant family in Hunan was thought to be doing well if it had an acre-and-a-half of land and a three-roomed house.8 Mao's parents had more than twice that much, and built a large, rambling farmhouse, with a grey-tiled roof and upturned eaves, beside a cascade of terraced rice-fields tumbling down a narrow valley. Pine woods stood behind and there was a lotus pond in front. Mao had a bedroom to himself, an almost unheard-of luxury, and when he was older would sit up late at night reading, hiding his oil-lamp behind a blue cloth so that his father would not see. Later, after his brothers were born, they too had rooms of their own.9 His father's capital amounted to two or three thousand Chinese silver dollars, ‘a great fortune in that small village’, as Mao himself acknowledged.10 Rather than extend his own land-holdings, he bought mortgages on other peasants' land, thus indirectly becoming a landlord.11 He also purchased grain from poor farmers in the village and sent it for resale in the county seat, Xiangtan, thirty miles away.12 A sprawling agglomeration of several hundred thousand people, Xiangtan was then the hub of the provincial tea trade and an important entrepot and financial centre because of its position on the Xiang River, Hunan's largest navigable waterway and the main artery of trade in the province. From Shaoshan, it was two days' journey by oxcart along a rutted earthen track, although porters could do it in one, carrying 80 kilograms of merchandise on their backs.

Much as he might complain about his father's meanness, Mao inherited his sense of thrift. Throughout his adult life, at least where his own person was concerned, he was famously unwilling to buy anything new if the old one could be patched up and made to serve a little longer.13

The earthiness of his childhood proved equally tenacious.14 Hygiene was rudimentary, and washing as much a rarity as in medieval Europe. ‘A total apathy in regard to matter in the wrong place pervades all classes from the highest to the lowest,’ wrote a contemporary observer. ‘Gorgeous silks conceal an unwashed skin, and from under the rich sable cuffs of the official protrude fingernails innocent of soap or penknife.’15 To the end of his days, Mao preferred a rub with a steaming towel to washing with soap and water.16 Nor did he ever get the hang of using a toothbrush. Instead, like most rural southerners, he rinsed his mouth with tea.17

The other constants of peasant life were bedbugs, lice and itch-sores. When Mao itched, he scratched: at Bao'an, in the 1930s, he had no compunction about lowering his trousers, while receiving a foreign visitor, to search for an uninvited guest in his underwear.18 In part, he disdained convention; in part, it was ingrained peasant habit. Nowhere was that more viscerally evident than in his attitude to the workings of his own body. The Chinese as a nation have always been unfazed by natural processes which send Anglo-Saxons in particular into contortions of squeamishness. Small children were, and in many parts of the countryside still are, brought up wearing split trousers so that they can squat and relieve themselves wherever the urge takes them. Adults used communal latrines, where defecation was a social event. Mao was never reconciled to Western-style lavatories with a seat and flushing water. Even at Zhongnanhai in the early 1950s, when he was already Head of State, it was one of the duties of his personal bodyguards to follow him out into the garden with a shovel, and dig a hole in the ground for Mao to perform his bowel movement. The practice ended only after Zhou Enlai arranged for a specially built latrine which met with Mao's approval to be installed next to his bedroom.19 He was equally ill at ease with Western-style beds, insisting all his life on having hard wooden boards to sleep on.

When Mao was six he started helping in the fields like other children of his age, carrying out the small tasks which Chinese peasant families always left to the old and the very young: watching over the cattle and tending the ducks.20 Two years later, his father sent him to the village school – an important decision for it cost four or five silver dollars a year, nearly six months of a labourer's wages.21

Among all except the very wealthy, every family's dream in nineteenth-century China was to have a son whose brilliance in expounding the classical Confucian texts would win him a place of honour in the imperial examinations, opening the way to an official career with all the prestige, and opportunities for ‘squeeze’, which that entailed. In the words of one of the most sympathetic Western observers of Chinese life at that time:

Education is the royal road to the honours and emoluments that the state has to bestow, and it is by means of it that the wildest ambition that ever ran riot through a young man's brain can ultimately be satisfied. In the West there are many ways by which a man may rise to eminence, and finally occupy a prominent position as a member of Parliament, or as holding some office under Government that will bring him before the notice of the public. In China they are all narrowed down to one, and it is the one that leads from the schoolhouse … It may be confidently asserted that every schoolboy carries in his satchel a possible viceroyship when … untrammelled by parliaments, he may rule over twenty or thirty millions of people.22

Yet the dream was for the few. Most of the population was too poor to take even the first step: learning to read and write.23

Mao's mother, Wen Qimei, literally ‘Seventh Sister’, the peasant custom then being not to name girls, but simply to number them in order of their birth, may have had dreams for him. Three years older than her husband, she was a devout Buddhist. She introduced her son to the mysteries of the village temple with its fantastic images of arhats and bodhisattvas, blackened by grime and smoke, the air heavy with the smell of incense; and later she grieved when, as an adolescent, his faith began to falter.

Mao's father did not dream. His ambitions, typical of the small landlord he had become, were much more down-to-earth.24 He himself was barely literate, having had but two years' schooling. He wanted his son to do better, but for strictly practical ends: to keep the farm accounts, and then later, after an apprenticeship with a rice merchant in Xiangtan, to take over the family business and support his parents in their old age.25

Royal road it might be, but a village school in the last days of the Chinese Empire was a grim place, calculated to dampen the boldest spirit.26 It consisted of a single room with bare mud-brick walls and a floor of beaten earth, unheated in winter, sweltering in summer, with a central door and two small apertures at each end allowing in air and a little light to pierce the gloom. The school year began in February, on the 17th of the First Moon, two days after the Lantern Festival, which brought to an end the festivities marking the Chinese New Year. Each boy waited at the school gate, carrying a small desk and stool which he had brought from home. Usually there were about twenty of them, the youngest, like Mao, seven or eight years old, the oldest seventeen or eighteen. They all wore identical loose jackets, cross-tied at the front, of homespun blue cotton, and loose, baggy trousers made from the same material. The teacher sat at a table, with an ink-stone and water-dropper, a small earthenware teapot and cup, bamboo tallies to record the presence of each pupil, and a stout bamboo rod before him. Tradition held that he should show no sign of interest in, or sympathy for, his students lest it endanger his authority, which was absolute.

Mao's teacher was in that mould. He belonged to the ‘stern-treatment school … harsh and severe’, Mao remembered.27 They learned to fear his bamboo rod, which he used frequently, and his ‘incense board’ – a slatted wooden washboard on which a pupil would be made to kneel for the time it took an incense-stick to burn down.28

If the material conditions were depressing, the method of teaching was more so. There were no picture books to excite the imaginations of Mao and his classmates, no simple stories to capture the attention of their young minds. Instead, they were subjected to a system of rote-learning, which had been handed down almost unchanged for 2,000 years and whose guiding principle was to keep knowledge the preserve of the elite by making it as difficult as possible to acquire.

The first schoolbook with which the children of Mao's generation were presented was the Three Character Classic, so-called because each of its 356 lines contains three Chinese characters. Written in the eleventh century to introduce young people to Confucian ideas, it opens with the words:

Men at their birth are by nature radically good,
In this, all approximate, but in practice widely diverge.

To which a fifteenth-century commentator adds:

This is the commencement of a course of education and explains first principles … That which heaven produces is called ‘man’; that which it confers is called ‘nature’; the possession of correct moral principle is called ‘goodness’ … This refers to man at his birth. The wise and the simple, the upright and the vicious, all agree in their nature, radically resembling each other, without any difference. But when their knowledge has expanded, their dispositions and endowments all vary … thus perverting the correct principles of their virtuous nature … The superior man alone has the merit of supporting rectitude. He does not allow the youthful buddings of his natural character to become vitiated.29

That is heavy going for eight-year-olds in any circumstances. But to the strain of mastering such abstruse metaphysical notions was added another, more fundamental obstacle.

The textbooks were printed on flimsy paper in large characters, five pairs of lines to a page.30 First the teacher would summon the pupil to his table and make the child repeat after him the lines he was to learn, until he had them off by heart. Then the next child would come up, until the whole class had been seen, and each boy had returned to his desk to practice what he had learned while tracing, on thin slips of paper, the shapes of the corresponding characters. But not in silence:

After [being] informed what sounds to utter, each [pupil] spends his time in bawling out the characters at the top of his voice to make sure he is not idle, as well as to let the teacher hear whether the sounds have been correctly caught. When the lesson has been ‘learned’, that is when the scholar is able to howl it off exactly as the master pronounced it, he stands with his back to the teacher and repeats (or ‘backs’) the lesson in a loud sing-song voice until he reaches the end of his task, or the end of what he remembers, when his voice suddenly drops from its high pitch like a June beetle that has struck a dead wall.31

As each one practised in his own time, the result was an incomprehensible cacophony.32 Incomprehensible, not merely to others but also to themselves. For the meanings of Chinese characters are, in most cases, not immediately apparent from their form. The teacher did not explain what any of the lines meant: he merely required his pupils to be able to reproduce, singly or as blocks of text, the characters they had learned and the sounds they represented.33

Altogether six books had to be memorised in this way. After the Three Character Classic came the Book of Names, which lists in an arbitrary and unbroken sequence the 454 permitted Chinese surnames; the Thousand Character Classic, written in the sixth century, composed of a thousand characters, no two of which are the same; the Odes for Children, on the importance of study and literary pursuits; the Xiaoqing, or Filial Classic, which is ascribed to Confucius himself and dates back at least to the fourth century; and the Xiaoxue, or Filial Learning, which sets out in exhaustive detail the duties of each member of the Confucian family and state.34

It was like asking a child in Britain or America, speaking only English, to learn by heart a sizeable part of the Old Testament in Greek. The result was that many Chinese completed their schooling without ever learning to read or knowing the meanings of more than a handful of characters.35

For two years, until Mao was about ten, he spent his days from sunrise to dusk memorising, copying and reciting moralistic phrases like, ‘Diligence has merit; play yields no profit’, having no idea what they meant.36 The only respite was on festival days, which came round on average once a month, and in the three weeks' holiday when the school closed over the Chinese New Year.

Then, finally, the teacher began to work through the texts again, this time explaining their meaning.

For Mao, as for all Chinese of his generation, the importance of these texts and their commentaries, together with the Four Books – the Confucian Analects, the Great Learning, the Doctrine of the Mean and the works of Mencius – which he studied next, cannot be overstated.37 The ideas they contained, the way those ideas were formulated and the values and concepts that underpinned them, fixed the underlying pattern of Mao's thought for the rest of his life, just as surely as, in Western countries, the parameters of thought for atheists, no less than believers, are defined by Judæo-Christian values and ideas.

Learning the Classics may have been drudgery, but Mao realised early on that they were extremely useful. Confucian thought was the common currency of Chinese intellectual life, and quotations from the Master an essential weapon in argument and debate – as even Mao's father recognised after the family had been defeated in a lawsuit because of an apt Classical quotation used by their opponent.38

Moreover, there were passages which, as a boy of eleven or twelve, Mao must have found exhilarating, prefiguring his lifelong exaltation of the power of the human will:


Men must rely on their own efforts …
In all the world there is nothing that is impossible,
It is the heart of man alone that is wanting resolution.39

The textbooks stressed, too, the importance of studying the past, another Confucian pursuit which was to stay with Mao all his life. His fascination with history may have come initially from novels like The Romance of the Three Kingdoms and The Journey to the West,40 whose hero, the Monkey King, had captivated generations of Chinese, but his approach to it was that set out in the Three Character Classic:

Records of rule and misrule, of the rise and fall of dynasties,
Let he who studies history examine these faithful chronicles,
Till he understands ancient and modern things as if before his eyes.41

More broadly, Mao drew from Confucianism three key ideas which were to prove fundamental to the whole of his later thought. These were, first, the notion that every human being, and every society, must have a moral compass; if not Confucianism, then something else which fulfils that role. The second was the primacy of right-thinking, which Confucius called ‘virtue’: only if a person's thoughts were right – not merely correct, but morally right – would his actions be right. Third was the importance of self-cultivation.

Mao claimed to dislike the Classics,42 but his fondness for quoting them belies that. His speeches in later life were packed with allusions to Confucius, to the Daoist thinker, Zhuangzi, to the Mohists and other early philosophical schools, far outnumbering those to Lenin and Marx.43 Theirs were the ideas with which he grew up, and which he knew better than any other.44 The Confucian legacy would prove at least as important to him as Marxism, and in the last years of his life it became once more ascendant.

While he was at the village school, Mao continued to help out with odd jobs on the farm and, at his father's insistence, learned how to use an abacus so that in the evenings, when he got home, he could do the daily accounts.

The family had grown. When he was two-and-a-half years old, Mao's mother had given birth to a second son, Zemin.45 Four other children, two boys before Mao was born and afterwards two girls, died at birth, but in 1903 a third brother, Zetan, survived, and soon afterwards Mao's parents adopted a baby girl, Zejian, the child of one of his paternal uncles.46 By 1906 there were six mouths to feed as well as the hired labour. So, shortly after Mao's thirteenth birthday, his father decided that he must work full-time.

Mao's relations with his father were difficult, though perhaps not more so than for most Chinese boys of his time. Filial piety was a fine concept, and Mao, like all his classmates, was brought up on exemplary tales, supposed to have come down from the deepest antiquity, of sons who performed extraordinary feats to show their devotion to their parents: Dong Yong of the Han, who sold himself into slavery to raise the money to give his father a proper burial; Yu Qianlu, who ate his dying father's excrement in the hope that the old man's life might be saved; and many others still more farfetched.47 In theory, a father had the right to put to death an unfilial son. But in practice, all this was honoured in the breach.

‘The term “filial” is misleading, and we should not be deceived by it,’ wrote an American missionary towards the end of the nineteenth century. ‘Of all the people of whom we have any knowledge, the sons of the Chinese are the most unfilial, disobedient to parents and pertinacious in having their own way from the time they are able to make known their wants.’48

That was certainly so in Mao's case. While he accused his father of being hot-tempered, miserly and excessively strict, frequently beating himself and his brothers, even his own account makes clear that the blame was not all on one side:

My father invited many guests to his home, and while they were present a dispute arose between the two of us. My father denounced me before the whole group, calling me lazy and useless. This infuriated me. I cursed him and left the house. My mother ran after me and tried to persuade me to return. My father also pursued me, cursing at the same time that he commanded me to come back. I reached the edge of a pond and threatened to jump in if he came any nearer … My father insisted that I apologise and kow-tow as a sign of submission. I agreed to give a one-knee kow-tow if he would promise not to beat me.49

Mao neglected to mention that it was against every rule of propriety for a thirteen-year-old to argue with his father before guests, and the family must have lost much face as a result.

Years afterwards, Mao portrayed such experiences as teaching him the value of rebellion against authority: ‘I learned that when I defended my rights by open rebellion my father relented, but when I remained weak and submissive he only beat me more.’

Yet what comes across most strongly is the essential ordinariness of it all. Mao's mother, whom he loved deeply – a kind woman, generous and sympathetic and ever ready to share what she had – trying to make peace. His father, angry and hurt, but wanting somehow to retrieve the situation. And Mao himself, recalcitrant but also wanting a way out. Hardly an untypical relationship between parents and a teenage child.

As Mao grew older, however, the atmosphere at home soured. His father perpetually nagged and found fault with him, and he became increasingly alienated.50 Then came the fiasco of his marriage. At the age of fourteen, his parents betrothed him, in keeping with custom, to a girl four years older than himself, the eldest daughter of an impoverished rural scholar, a distant relative who had fallen on hard times.51 She would be an extra pair of hands to work in the fields and, in time, would assure the family's posterity.52 Gifts were exchanged, the bride-price paid – no small matter in those days, when a marriage portion could amount to a family's annual income53 – and the young woman, Luo Yigu, moved into the family home. But Mao refused to go along with the arrangement. By his own account, he never slept with her[Q1], he ‘gave little thought to her’ and did not consider her to be his wife.54 Shortly afterwards, he compounded his offence by leaving home and going to live with a friend, an unemployed law student.55

Mao is oddly reticent about this episode. His father should have been furious, not only because of the money wasted but because of the shame brought on the family by such egregious flouting of social convention. Yet he says nothing of the arguments and bitter recriminations that might have been expected to follow. One account suggests that she remained in Mao's father's household, perhaps to become the older man's concubine, before dying of dysentery shortly after her twentieth birthday.56 Whether for this or other reasons, Mao's mother left the family home in Shaoshan to live instead with her brother's people in her native village in Xiangxiang.57

When she died, ten years later, after a long illness, Mao gave vent to his bitterness at these events in an emotional oration at her funeral, in which the sole reference to his father was the cryptic line: ‘[Mother's] hatred for lack of rectitude resided in the last of the three bonds.’58 The last of the ‘three bonds’ is that between husband and wife. That Mao should have made this charge at the funeral ceremony, before his father and all their relatives, testified to extraordinary depths of hostility and unwillingness to forgive. Interviewed in the 1930s in Bao'an by the American journalist, Edgar Snow, he said of his father, ‘I learned to hate him’.

Mao's opposition to the marriage his parents had arranged may have been due partly to suspicion that his father wanted to tie him to the land, and to a life of rural drudgery which he had come to loathe. From then on he showed a growing determination to strike out on his own. He started studying again, this time at a private school in the village run by an elderly scholar who was a clansman, and shortly after his fifteenth birthday, told his father he no longer wished to be apprenticed at Xiangtan. He wanted to enrol at junior middle school instead.59

In this, as in much else, he eventually had his way. What followed showed a side of his father for which, in later life, Mao gave him little credit.

Where the older man consistently underestimated his son's strength of character and stubbornness, so Mao failed to recognise that behind the skinflint exterior there dwelt a parent's pride. Implicit in Confucian thought is the notion of a continuum between the generations. A man counts his life a success if his children succeed; their success in turn brings glory to himself and to his ancestors. Mao's father may have been uneducated, but he recognised that Mao was, in his own words, ‘the family scholar’,60 and alone had a chance to succeed beyond the narrow confines of their native village.

For most of the next ten years, the father whom Mao portrayed as an avaricious, tight-fisted tyrant, blinkered by the narrow prejudices of his class, paid his school fees and living expenses, and continued to do so even when it became clear that his son had no intention of returning home permanently and would therefore bring him no practical advantage.

A generation earlier, such repeated challenges to parental authority would not have been tolerated. But China was changing. Even in remote Shaoshan, the old immutable ways were crumbling.61

*

Change was wrought by internal decay and by foreign pressure. In the century-and-a-half since the Emperor Qianlong had dismissed King George III's request for trade facilities with the contemptuous words, ‘China has … no need of the manufactures of outside barbarians’, the balance of power in the world had altered. China had stagnated, its wealth haemorrhaging away in bloody rebellions and civil unrest. Europe, through the Industrial Revolution, developed undreamed-of power and irresistible pressures for expansion. Conflict between the two was inevitable. In 1842 came the First Opium War, in which Britain acquired Hong Kong, and foreign settlement was permitted for the first time in Shanghai and four other Treaty ports. In the Second Opium War, in 1860, British and French troops marched on Beijing and burned to the ground the Emperor's Summer Palace. Foreign privileges expanded to include the right of residence in the capital itself.

But not in Hunan. Of all the Emperor's subjects, the Hunanese were the most conservative and the most virulently hostile to outsiders. ‘[They] seem to be a distinct type of the Chinese race [and] … appear to trust no other provincial in the Empire’, one early traveller related, ‘and from all I can see and hear, this feeling is thoroughly reciprocated.’62 The Prince Regent, Prince Gong, called them ‘turbulent and pugnacious’.63 Hunan's people boasted openly that ‘no Manchu ever conquered them’.64 To foreigners, it was ‘the closed province’.65 When the English missionary, Griffith John, arrived outside the walls of the capital, Changsha, in 1891, he was stoned by the mob. ‘Like the Forbidden City at Beijing and the kingdom of Tibet,’ he wrote afterwards, ‘it is one of the few places left in the whole world which no foreigner may presume to enter. It is perhaps the most intensely anti-foreign city in the whole of China, a feeling kept up by the literati with the full sympathy of the officials.’66 Yet the early travellers were also struck by ‘the keenness of the people’ and their ‘stubborn disposition’, in contrast to the ‘disheartening apathy’ found in other parts of China.67

Already in the eighteenth century the Jesuits regarded Hunan as the most impenetrable part of China, a place ‘where persecution is most to be feared’.68 More recently, in Mao's grandfather's time, Hunan had held firm against the Taiping Rebellion, which devastated eight provinces and claimed 20 million lives. Changsha withstood a siege lasting eighty days, and afterwards called itself ‘the City of the Iron Gates’. The resistance was not out of loyalty to the throne, but rather because Changsha's elite saw the Taipings' Christian-inspired teachings as heretical to Confucianism. A Hunanese viceroy, Zeng Guofan, who became one of Mao's childhood heroes, defeated the Taiping forces. Another Hunanese, Hong Tachuan, was one of the two principal Taiping leaders.

‘Independence and aloofness have long been characteristic of the Hunanese,’ one writer noted at the turn of the century. ‘Certain intellectual qualities have tended to make them marked men.’69 The province produced a disproportionate number of high imperial officials and an equally large number of reformers and revolutionaries.

The Chinese Empire's reaction to the foreigners at its gates was initially to do nothing. But then, in the 1870s, the so-called self-strengthening movement began. Under the slogan, ‘Western function, Chinese essence’, reformers argued that if the country had access to modern weapons, it could repel the invaders and preserve unchanged its Confucian way of life. That was seen to have failed when China was again humiliatingly defeated in 1895 and, to add insult to injury, not by a Western power but by fellow Asians, the Japanese, who until then had been regarded contemptuously as dwarves. Three years later an attempt to reform the imperial system, initiated by the young Emperor Guangxu, was crushed by conservatives led by the Empress Dowager. It was assumed abroad that China would be partitioned by the Powers. The issue was debated in London in the House of Commons, and in 1898 Hunan, along with the rest of the Yangtse Valley, was declared part of the British sphere of influence.70 Then came the Boxer Rebellion, last spasm of a moribund regime. To Chinese progressives and foreigners alike, the old order was dead. It only remained to be cut down.

Little of this reached Shaoshan. News was exchanged in the teahouses, and there was a noticeboard, surmounted by an awning, where official proclamations were posted.71 Traders came and went through the nearby port of Xiangtan from Canton, Chongqing in Sichuan and Wuhan on the Yangtse, bringing with them, as in medieval Europe, the gossip of the roads. Yet the peasants heard only vague rumours of the Boxers, and nothing at all of the menace weighing down on China from without. Even the death of the Emperor in 1908 did not become known in the village until nearly two years after it occurred.72

Mao first became aware of his country's predicament when he was about fourteen through a book he borrowed from one of his cousins, called Words of Warning to an Affluent Age, written shortly before the Sino-Japanese War by a Shanghai comprador named Zheng Guanying.73 It urged the introduction of Western technology to China. Its descriptions of telephones, steamships and railways, things beyond the understanding of a village which knew nothing of electricity and where the only power came from draught animals and human brawn, fired Mao's imagination. He was then working full-time on the farm. The book, he said later, was instrumental in deciding him to stop farm work and start studying again.74

Zheng Guanying denounced the treatment of Chinese by foreigners in the treaty ports. He advocated parliamentary democracy, a constitutional monarchy, Western methods of education and economic reforms.

But these ideas made less impression on Mao than a pamphlet he came across a few months later, which described China's dismemberment by the Powers. Nearly thirty years on, he still remembered the opening sentence: ‘Alas, China will be subjugated!’ It told how Japan had occupied Korea and the Chinese island of Taiwan, and of China's loss of suzerainty in Indochina and Burma. Mao's reaction was that of millions of patriotic young Chinese. ‘After I read this,’ he recalled, ‘I felt depressed about the future of my country and began to realise it was the duty of all the people to help save it.’75

The other major influence on Mao at this time was the growth of banditry and internal unrest as the Qing Empire decayed.

Tales of rebels, like the 108 heroes of Liangshanpo, in the novel, Water Margin, and of secret societies and sworn brotherhoods, pledged to right wrongs and protect the poor, had entranced him since he was first able to read. Most of his classmates at Shaoshan devoured the stories too, hiding them under copies of the Classics when their teacher walked by, discussing them with the old men of the village and reading and rereading them until they knew them by heart. Mao recalled being ‘much influenced by such books, read at an impressionable age’, and he never lost his love of them.76

Much more important in shaping his ideas, however, were the food riots that broke out in Changsha in the spring of 1910, an event which Mao said later, ‘influenced my whole life’.77 The previous year, the Yangtse had burst its banks twice, flooding much of the riceland of northern Hunan and Hubei, on the second occasion so suddenly that ‘people were obliged to flee, being unable to rescue even their clothes’. The British consul in Changsha, citing treaty rights, opposed the provincial Governor's proposal to limit rice exports to other provinces. So did some of the leading gentry, who saw the famine as an opportunity to make fat profits by cornering the market.78 By early April the price of rice reached 80 copper cash a pint, three times the normal level.79 Reports from the interior of the province spoke of ‘people eating bark and selling children, of corpses piling up along the sides of the road, and of cannibalism’.80

On April 11, a water-carrier and his wife who lived near the city's South Gate committed suicide. In the words of one contemporary account:

The man carried water all day and his wife and children begged, and still they could not get enough to keep the children from being hungry, for the price of rice was so high. One day the woman and children came back after begging all day, and there was not rice enough for the children's supper. She built a fire and got some mud and made some mudcakes and told the children to cook them for their supper. Then she killed herself. When the man came home he found his wife dead and the little children trying to cook their mud cakes for supper. It was more than he could stand and so he killed himself too.81

The suicide triggered an uprising which the Japanese consul at the time described as ‘no different from a war’.82 A mob gathered by the South Gate, seized the Police Commissioner, and then, instigated, it later transpired, by arch-conservative xenophobes among the Changsha gentry, began a wild night and day of burning and looting directed mainly at foreign-owned targets – among them, foreign steamship companies, blamed for sending rice downriver and aggravating the grain shortage; the foreign operated customs service; foreign missions; and Western-style schools which disseminated foreign learning. Not until next morning did the rioters, now numbering some 30,000, remember their grievance against the Chinese authorities and turn their attention to the Governor's yamen, which they burned to the ground.83 Another seventeen buildings, most of them either occupied by or having connections with foreigners, were totally destroyed, and many more vandalised.84

The Powers reacted swiftly. Although no foreigner was harmed, Britain sent gunboats up the Xiang River to bring out its citizens, and the United States alerted its Asiatic Fleet, based in Amoy. Later a large indemnity was imposed.

But it was the Qing government's response that was most revealing. The Governor and other officials were dismissed. Several of the gentry, including two Hanlin scholars, holders of imperial China's highest literary distinction, were impeached for fomenting the unrest and subjected to what was termed ‘the extreme penalty’, which turned out to mean little more than being degraded in rank. But two of the poor of the city, ‘unfortunate wretches’ as one foreign resident called them, a barber and a boatman, alleged to have been among the leaders of the riot, were taken through the streets in wicker cages to the city wall, where they were decapitated and their heads exposed on lamp-posts.85

For days, Mao and his friends talked of nothing else:

It made a deep impression on me. Most of the other students sympathised with the ‘insurrectionists’, but only from an observer's point of view. They did not understand that it had any relation to their own lives. They were merely interested in it as an exciting incident. I never forgot it. I felt that there with the rebels were ordinary people like my own family, and I deeply resented the injustice of the treatment given to them.86

A few weeks later, another incident occurred at a small town called Huashi, about twenty-five miles south of Xiangtan. A dispute broke out between a local landlord and members of the Gelaohui (the Elder Brother Society), a secret brotherhood with branches throughout Hunan and the neighbouring provinces. The landlord took his case to court and, in Mao's words, ‘as he was powerful … easily bought a decision favourable to himself’. But instead of submitting, the members of the brotherhood withdrew to a mountain fastness called Liushan and built a stronghold there.

They wore yellow head-dresses and carried three-cornered yellow flags. The provincial government sent troops against them, and the redoubt was destroyed. Three men were captured, including their leader, known as Pang the Millstone Maker. Under torture they confessed that they had been instructed in the methods and incantations used by the Boxers, which they had believed would make them invulnerable. Pang was beheaded. But in the eyes of the students, Mao wrote, ‘he was a hero, for all sympathised with the revolt’.87

Mao's views, however, were not yet as clear-cut as these statements make it appear. Early the following year another rice shortage arose, this time in Shaoshan itself. Mao's father continued to buy grain and send it for sale in the city, aggravating the shortage. Eventually one of the consignments was seized by hungry villagers. His father was furious. Mao did not sympathise with him but ‘thought the villagers’ method was wrong too'.88

By this time Mao was enrolled at the junior middle school which he had bullied and cajoled his father into letting him attend. It was in the neighbouring county of Xiangxiang, where his mother's family lived, and was a ‘modern’ establishment with Western-inspired teaching methods, opened a few years earlier as part of the Qing court's belated endeavours to come to terms with foreign learning after the defeat of the Boxers. Mao, on his first journey outside his native Shaoshan, was overwhelmed:

I had never before seen so many children together. Most of them were sons of landlords, wearing expensive clothes; very few peasants could afford to send their children to such a school. I was more poorly dressed than the others. I owned only one decent coat-and-trousers suit. Gowns were not worn by students, but only by the teachers, and none but ‘foreign devils’ wore foreign clothes.89

Dongshan Upper Primary School, as the place was officially named, had in earlier times been a literary academy. It was surrounded by a high stone wall with thick black-laquered double doors, reached by a balustraded white stone bridge across a moat. On a hillside nearby stood a seven-storeyed white pagoda.90

Mao paid 1,400 copper cash (equivalent to about one Chinese silver dollar, or five English shillings) for five months' board, lodging, books and tuition fees. To attend such a school was an exceptional privilege: not one child in 200 at that time had access to education of this level. In these elite surroundings, the unmannered, gangling youth from Shaoshan, older and taller than most of his classmates and with an accent different from theirs, was given a hard time. ‘Many of the richer students despised me because usually I was wearing my ragged coat and trousers,’ Mao remembered. ‘I was also disliked because I was not a native of Xiangxiang … I felt spiritually very depressed.’91

It took all the fortitude acquired in his clashes with his father to overcome this hostility, which Mao himself frequently made worse by the arrogance, mulishness, and sheer childish pig-headedness with which he stuck to his guns when he thought he was right.92 But eventually he made friends, among them Xiao San, who later became a writer under the name Emi Siao. He was also close to a cousin, one of his maternal uncles' children, who had started at the school a year before him.

Despite his problems, Mao made good progress and his teachers liked him. It quickly became clear that his inclinations were literary rather than scientific. History was his favourite subject, and he read every book he could about the two great founding dynasties of modern China, the Qin and the Han, which flourished around the time of Christ. He learned to write Classical essays, and developed a love of poetry which was to become one of the lasting pleasures of his life. A quarter of a century later, he could still quote the words of a Japanese song, celebrating victory in the Russo-Japanese War, which the music teacher, who had studied there, used to sing to them:

The sparrow sings, the nightingale dances,
And the green fields are lovely in the spring.
The pomegranate flowers crimson, the willows green-leafed,
And there is a new picture.93

Japan had become the inspiration for all those who made up what the newspapers called ‘Young China’, the reformers and intellectuals who saw their country's salvation in a modernisation movement on the lines of Japan's espousal of foreign ideas after the Meiji restoration. By its defeat of China in 1895, Japan had forced them to face the reality of their country's weakness. By its defeat of Russia ten years later, Japan had shown that an Asian army could defeat a European one. For China, the latter victory would prove a mixed blessing, since Japan replaced Russia as the dominant power in Manchuria. But to young men of Mao's generation, what mattered was that the yellow race had proved it could defeat the white.

‘At that time,’ he said, ‘I knew and felt the beauty of Japan, and felt something of her pride and might in this song of her victory over Russia.’

Starting in the 1890s, thousands of Chinese had made their way to Tokyo to soak up the new Western learning. Among the most influential were Kang Youwei and Liang Qichao, the architects of the Emperor Guangxu's abortive reform movement, who had fled into exile there after the reforms were crushed. Kang's great contribution to the modernisation debate had been to redefine Confucianism to make it forward-looking and therefore compatible with reform, instead of perpetually harking back to a supposed golden age in the remote past. Liang, a Hunanese, took Charles Darwin's thesis, ‘the survival of the fittest’, and applied it to China's national struggle against the encircling Powers. He argued that China had to modernise in order to survive.

Kang Youwei and Liang Qichao were Young China's idols. Mao's cousin gave him two books about the reform movement, one by Liang himself. ‘I read and reread those books until I knew them by heart,’ he wrote. ‘I worshipped Kang Youwei and Liang Qichao.’

As he turned seventeen, Mao still supported the imperial system: ‘I considered the Emperor as well as most officials to be honest, good and clever men,’ he declared. ‘They only needed the help of Kang Youwei's reforms.’94

That was about to change.





I Attempts to translate Chinese names are misguided. The name Mao Zedong means literally ‘Anoint the East’ Hair, for that is what the characters ze, dong and mao individually signify. Used together in a name, however, they no more have that connotation to a Chinese than Philip signifies ‘Lover of Horses’ in English or the name, Pierre, suggests ‘stone’ to a Frenchman. There are exceptions, both in antiquity and in recent times (during the Cultural Revolution, for example, many Chinese changed their names to make them more revolutionary), but even where a name does have an unambiguous meaning, it is often not understood as such. Shaoshan, for instance, has the literal meaning, ‘Music Mountain’, but to its inhabitants it is simply the name of the village.


CHAPTER TWO

Revolution




At around noon on October 9, 1911, a partly completed bomb exploded in a house owned by a Chinese army officer in the Russian concession at Hankou, the main commercial city of central China, two days downriver from Changsha.1 The man who had been making it, Sun Wu, was the youthful leader of the Forward Together Society, a splinter group of the Tongmenghui, the secret Revolutionary Alliance led by the Cantonese anti-monarchist, Sun Yat-sen.2

Sun Wu's friends succeeded in getting him to the safety of a Japanese hospital. But the concession police searched the house, and found revolutionary flags and proclamations and a list of activists. The Qing authorities sprang into action. Thirty-two people were arrested and, next day at dawn, three of the leaders were executed. The Manchu Viceroy, Ruizheng, telegraphed Beijing: ‘Now all … is peaceful and quiet. This case was broken so early that the area was not harmed.’

The executions proved a fatal mistake. Rumours spread among the Han troops garrisoned across the river at Wuchang that the Viceroy was planning wholesale reprisals against all who were not of Manchu blood. That evening an engineering battalion mutinied. Officers who resisted were shot. Two infantry regiments joined them; then an artillery regiment. The heaviest fighting, which took several hundred lives, was around the Viceroy's yamen, which was defended by a machine-gun emplacement. In the early hours of the morning, Ruizheng fled aboard a Chinese gunboat, leaving Wuchang in the insurgents’ hands. Years of revolutionary agitation had finally paid off. Yet victory, when it came, was fiercer and bloodier than its architects had planned. The white flags of the rebels, edged with red, bore the legend, ‘Xin Han, Mie Man’ – ‘Long Live the Han, Exterminate the Manchu’.3 The Manchu 30th Regiment was virtually wiped out in a racial massacre. A civilian pogrom followed. Three days afterwards, a local missionary counted 800 Manchu corpses lying in the streets, ‘fifty being heaped together outside one gate alone’.4

Revolutionary proclamations appeared, inflaming feelings further. The ‘descendants of Holy Han’, one asserted, were ‘sleeping on brushwood and eating gall’ under the yoke of a northern, nomadic tribe.5 Another diatribe warned:

The Manchu government has been tyrannical, cruel, insane and unconscious, inflicting heavy taxations and stripping the people of their marrow … Recollect that when the Manchus first entered the Chinese domain, cities full of men and women were put to the sword without exception … To leave the wrongs of our forefathers unavenged would shame us who are gentlemen. Therefore all our brothers should … help the revolutionary army in the extirpation of such barbarous aliens … Today's opportunity is bestowed on us by Great Heaven. If we do not seize and make use of it, until what time shall we wait then?6

The outside world reserved judgement. In London, The Times reported that most educated Chinese unreservedly supported the revolution, adding snootily: ‘Little sympathy is expressed for the corrupt and effete Manchu dynasty with its Eunuchs and other barbaric surroundings.’7

But there was little sense that history was in the making, that the obscure events unfolding in Wuchang were the harbingers of millennial change for the oldest and most populous of the world's nations. No one predicted the imminent collapse of a system of rule that had endured without interruption since pre-Christian times, longer than any other in history. Indeed the prevailing view then, and for several weeks after, was that the imperial house would rally, and as had happened so often in the past, the rebellion would eventually be put down.

Chinese bonds weakened slightly, but financial markets took the view that the movement would probably be beneficial to foreign commerce with China. Even in the English-language newspapers in Shanghai, first reports of the revolution had to compete for space with the Italian bombardment of Tripoli; the assassination of Prince Troubetzkoy by a student in Novocherkassk; the illness of Prince Luitpold, the ninety-year-old Regent of Bavaria, who had caught a chill while out stag-hunting; and ‘the most brilliant wedding of the year, at St Peter's, Eaton Square, between Earl Percy and Lady Gordon Lennox’.

Only in Beijing itself was the true gravity of the situation recognised. Guards were doubled outside the palaces of the Prince Regent and other dignitaries; imperial cavalry patrolled the streets; and as reports came in of Manchu families in the provinces being hunted down and killed by revolutionary mobs, Manchu women in the capital abandoned their elaborate hair ornaments and characteristic high-soled shoes and started wearing Chinese dress.8

Mao was in Changsha when these events occurred. Six months earlier he had come by riverboat from Xiangtan, carrying with him a letter of recommendation from one of his teachers, who had helped him convince his father that he should enrol at a secondary school in the capital for students from Xiangxiang county.9

He had heard before setting out, he said later, that it was ‘a magnificent place’, with ‘many people, numerous schools and the yamen of the Governor’, but his first sight of the city as the little steamer came slowly downstream must have exceeded all his imaginings.10 A ‘perpendicular wall, of noble grey-stone blocks’ reared up from the water's edge, fifty feet thick at its base and more than two miles long, with a forest of junks before it.11 Inland it continued for eight miles more, with ramparts 40 feet high, wide enough at the top for three carriages to ride abreast, encircling the city like a medieval fortress, which indeed it was. On each quarter, the wall was pierced by two massive gates, guarded by militiamen wearing dark blue turbans, short military cloaks with red cloud-pattern collars and brightly coloured facings, wide, loose sleeves, and cotton trousers tied at the calf. They were armed with a motley collection of spears, halberds, tridents, two-handed swords, muskets, flintlock and even matchlock guns.

Within lay a warren of grey-tiled roofs and ‘dark tunnel-like streets, burrowing away into the city's heart’, paved with granite slabs, often no more than six feet wide, and reeking with squalour and bad smells, ‘all the encumbrances and filth of too much living like spawn’, as one Western resident put it. But, hidden from view behind windowless street-walls, were also splendid mansions, where the great officials lived among ‘flower-decked courtyards, gracious reception halls with stately blackwood furniture and wall paintings on silk scrolls’, and two immense Confucian temples, with curved yellow-tiled roofs and vast teak columns, surrounded by ancient cypress trees.

In the commercial district, during business hours, the wooden shopfronts were removed, so that the shops opened directly on to the street, and bamboo matting was stretched over poles between the roofs, turning parts of the city into an immense covered arcade. Long hanging wooden shop-signs, written in gold characters on a black lacquer ground, greeted prospective customers and advertised what was on sale.

There were no bicycles, no motor-cars, no rickshaws.12 The wealthy used sedan chairs. For everyone else the main form of transport, whether for people or goods, was the humble wheelbarrow. All day long the city resounded with the deafening squeals of ungreased axles, as labourers hauled loads of coal, salt, antimony and opium; firecrackers, calico and linen; and medicinal supplies of foxglove, monkswood, and rhubarb, to the junks along the river. Water was carried in on men's backs, in buckets slung from bamboo poles, from the ‘Sand Spring’ by the South Gate. Pedlars cried their wares, or made their presence known by shaking wooden rattles and bells. The sweetmeat-seller had a tiny gong and chanted, in a thick Hunanese accent:


They cure the deaf and heal the lame,
Preserve the teeth of the aged dame!13

Daoist monks, in dark blue robes, and Buddhists, wearing saffron, walked in procession, chanting prayers for the sick. Beggars, blind or hideously disfigured, sat at the roadside asking for alms, and each year extorted ‘squeeze’ from the householders, promising in return to stay a respectable distance from their homes.

At dusk, the wooden boards were replaced on the shopfronts. The pious bowed three times, to heaven, earth and man, and placed glowing sticks of incense over their doors to protect them from evil during the night. The city gates were dosed, each secured by a huge beam which took three men to lift. There was electricity at the Governor's yamen and in the Western-style houses on an island in the river where the foreign consuls lived. But in the rest of the city, the only light was from the sputtering wicks of small oil-lamps provided by the street guilds. Later, the district gates were locked too, isolating the different wards of the city. After that, the only sound was the sharp crack of the constable's stick striking a long bamboo gong as he beat out the watches of the night.

Mao had at first been doubtful whether he would be able to stay in the city: ‘I [was] exceedingly excited, half fearing that I would be refused entrance, hardly daring to hope that I would actually become a student in this great school.’14 To his surprise, he was accepted without difficulty. In the event, however, the six months he spent at the middle school did more for his political education than for his academic progress.

Changsha had been seething with anti-Manchu feeling since the rice riots the year before. Secret societies put up placards, calling in cryptic language for the Han to rise: ‘All should bind their heads with a white kerchief and each should carry a sword … The eighteen provinces of China will be returned to the descendants of [the legendary Chinese emperor] Shen Nong.’ The slogan ‘Revolt and drive out the Manchus’ was chalked up on walls.15

That spring, soon after Mao's arrival, came news of an anti-Manchu uprising in Canton under the leadership of a Hunanese revolutionary named Huang Xing, in which seventy-two radicals had been killed. Mao read about it in the Minli Bao (People's Strength), which supported the revolutionary cause. It was the first newspaper he had seen, and he remembered afterwards how impressed he had been that it was so ‘full of stimulating material’. Here, too, he first encountered the name of Sun Yat-sen and the Tongmenghui, then based in Japan. It inspired him to write a poster, which he put up on the school wall, calling for a new government with Sun as President, Kang Youwei as Premier and Liang Qichao, Minister of Foreign Affairs. It was, he admitted later, a ‘somewhat muddled’ effort:16 Kang and Liang were both constitutional monarchists, opposed to republican government. But Mao's new willingness to renounce the Empire, and the fact that he had been moved for the first time to try to give public expression to his political ideas, showed how a few weeks in the city had already changed his thinking.

This was demonstrated most dramatically by his attitude to the queue. At Dongshan he and the other schoolboys had ridiculed one of the teachers who had had his queue cut off while studying in Japan, and now wore a false one in its place. The ‘false foreign devil’, they called him. Now, Mao and one of his friends clipped off their own pigtails in a show of  anti-Manchu defiance, and when others who had promised to do likewise failed to keep their word, ‘my friend and I … assaulted them in secret and forcibly removed their queues, a total of more than ten falling victim to our shears’.17 Similar scenes had been taking place in schools in Changsha and Wuchang since the beginning of the year, horrifying traditionalists – who held that hair was a gift from one's parents and destroying it a violation of filial piety – no less than, for quite different reasons, the Manchu authorities.18

Two other events occurred in April which helped to bring the Hunan gentry on to the revolutionaries’ side. The Court announced the appointment of a cabinet, which the elite had long been demanding as a step towards constitutional government. But, to the fury of reformists, it was dominated by Manchu princes. It also became known that the government intended to nationalise the railway companies as a preliminary to accepting foreign loans to finance railroad construction, which was widely regarded as a sell-out to the Powers. These issues, Mao recalled, made the students in his school ‘more and more agitated’, and when in May the foreign loans were confirmed, most of the schools went on strike.19 With other boys of his age, he went to listen to older students making revolutionary speeches at open-air meetings outside the city walls. ‘I still remember’, he wrote later, ‘how one student, while making a speech, ripped off his long gown and said, “Let's hurry to get some military training and be ready to fight.”’20 Inflammatory handbills were posted, and the situation appeared so threatening that Britain and Japan sent gunboats. By summer, a precarious calm was restored, but anti-Manchu rallies continued at the site of the former imperial examination halls. The reformist gentry gathered under the guise of holding meetings of the Wenxue Hui, the Association for Literary Studies, to discuss the dynasty's impending collapse.21 In neighbouring Sichuan, a full-scale rebellion broke out.

On Friday, October 13, a Chinese steamer arrived in Changsha, bringing the first confused reports of the rising in Wuchang.22 The passengers spoke of fighting between army units, of the sound of firing from the military camps, and of reports of soldiers tearing off the red facings and insignia from their black winter uniforms and putting on white armbands instead.23 But nobody seemed certain who was fighting whom or what the outcome was. In 1911, the Hunanese capital was linked to the outside world by a single telegraph line to Hankou and that weekend it was down.24 Even the officials at the governor's yamen had no way to discover what was going on.

The following Monday, the 16th, there was a run on the provincial banks, which ended only when the Governor sent fully armed militia detachments to stand guard outside. Most schools suspended classes.25 The British consul, Bertram Giles, warned his legation in Beijing: ‘News is scarce, wild rumours are current and great excitement prevails.’26 That evening, a Japanese steamer arrived from Hankou with a thousand passengers aboard, who provided detailed accounts of the revolutionaries’ success.27 Next day, Mr Giles noted, ‘a distinct change in the situation was perceptible’.28

The new arrivals included emissaries from the Wuchang revolutionaries, who had come to urge fellow radicals in the Hunan garrison to speed up plans for their own mutiny. One of them visited Mao's school:

[He] made a stirring speech, with the permission of the principal. Seven or eight students arose in the assembly and supported him with vigorous denunciation of the Manchus, and calls for action to establish the Republic. Everyone listened with complete attention. Not a sound was heard as the orator of the revolution … spoke before the excited students.29

A few days later, Mao and a group of classmates, fired by what they had heard, decided to go to Hankou to join the revolutionary army. Their friends collected money to pay their steamer tickets. But events moved ahead of them before they could set out.

While the revolutionaries plotted, the Governor took counter-measures.30 The regular garrison troops, the 49th and 50th regiments, which were known to have been infiltrated by the radicals, were redeployed to other districts away from the provincial capital. The 600 men who remained, in a barracks outside the East Gate, were ordered to surrender their ammunition. The militia, who were judged more reliable, were substantially reinforced.

The first attempt by the revolutionaries to take the city by stratagem, on Wednesday night, failed. The men at the East Gate barracks set fire to some straw in the stables, and then demanded that the city gates be opened to allow fire-engines to pass. The militia, pleading neutrality, refused. But in the confusion, the garrison men recovered most of their ammunition, which had been locked in a nearby arsenal. As a result their next foray, on Sunday morning, turned out very differently. Mao gave his own account of what he saw that day:

I went to borrow some [oilskin boots] from a friend in the army who was quartered outside the city. I was stopped by the garrison guards. The place had become very active, the soldiers … were pouring into the streets. Rebels were approaching the city … and fighting had began. A big battle occurred outside the city walls … There was at the same time an insurrection within the city, and the gates were stormed and taken by Chinese labourers. Through one of the gates I re-entered the city. Then I stood on a high place and watched the battle, until I saw the Han flag raised over the yamen.31

Even now, it makes dramatic reading. Unfortunately, so little of it is true that one might be forgiven for wondering whether Mao was there at all. There were no rebels, no battle, no insurrection and the gates were not stormed. Mr Giles, the British consul, reported drily:

At 9.30 a.m. [I was informed] … that a number of the regular troops had entered the city, where they had been joined by certain representative revolutionaries and had proceeded to the Governor's yamen … The militia, adhering to their policy of neutrality, had refused to close the city gates [which were already open for the day]; and the Governor's bodyguard, already won over, offered no resistance. By 2 p.m. the whole city was in the hands of the revolutionaries without a shot having been fired, the white [rebel] flag was flying everywhere, guards with white badges on their sleeves were patrolling the streets to keep order, and the excitement of the morning subsided as quickly as it had arisen.32

The discrepancies are a salutary reminder of the dangers of eyewitness testimony, decades after the event.33 Yet Mao's overblown description is hardly to be wondered at. As an excited teenager, he had been present at one of the defining moments of modern Chinese history. As a communist leader years later, his memories were of what the day should have been, rather than what it was.

The Governor and most of his senior aides escaped. But the militia commander, whom the soldiers blamed for confiscating their ammunition, was led off to the East Gate and beheaded. Several other officials were  executed near the yamen, their ‘gory heads and trunks’ left lying in the street.34

Both in Wuchang, where the civilian revolutionary leaders were thrown into disarray by the raid on Sun Wu's bomb factory, and in Changsha, where their plans had been delayed by the Governor's countermeasures, the driving force behind the uprisings consisted of radical non-commissioned officers and rank-and-file troops. Once victory had been achieved, there was considerable confusion over who should head the new revolutionary order.

In Hubei, a brigade commander, Li Yuanhong, who had initially opposed the mutiny, agreed reluctantly to be sworn in as Military Governor.35 The same day he issued a proclamation renaming the country the Republic of China, little guessing that less than six months later, he would become Vice-President in Beijing and, eventually, Head of State.

The situation in Changsha was more complicated. Within hours of the uprising, the flamboyant young leader of the Hunan branch of the Forward Together Society, Jiao Dafeng, was proclaimed Military Governor, with a leading member of the city's reformist elite, Tan Yankai, as his civil counterpart.36 A dashing figure, who rode through the streets on horseback to wild acclamations from the populace, Jiao had close ties with Hunan's secret societies. Their leaders flocked to the provincial capital to help him consolidate his power (and to share the spoils of victory), turning the Governor's yamen, in the words of one contemporary source, into ‘a sort of bandits’ lair’.37

This was not what Changsha's reformist gentry had anticipated. Four days after the uprising, Consul Giles reported that tensions within the ruling group had reached such a pitch that ‘revolvers were drawn and bayonets fixed’.38 Then Jiao made the fatal error of sending his own loyal units to help the revolutionaries at Wuchang. On October 31, Jiao's deputy was ambushed outside the North Gate and decapitated, whereupon, in the consul's words, ‘the soldiers rushed into the city with his head and killed Jiao in his yamen’.39 Jiao Dafeng was twenty-five years old. He had been Governor for just nine days.

Mao saw the two men's bodies lying in the street. Years later, he would remember their deaths as an object lesson in the perils of revolutionary enterprise. ‘They were not bad men,’ he said, ‘and [they] had some revolutionary intentions.’ They were killed, he added, because ‘they were poor and represented the interests of the oppressed. The landlords and merchants were dissatisfied with them.’40 It was not quite that simple. Jiao's regime was too short-lived for anyone to have known what his policies might have been. But certainly the provincial elite saw him as a threat. His successor, the reformist Tan Yankai, who was sworn in as Governor later the same day, was one of their own, a Hanlin scholar from an eminent gentry family.

The situation in Changsha, and in the Yangtse Valley as a whole, remained extremely volatile. A pathetic edict, issued in the name of the six-year-old Emperor, declared:

The whole Empire is seething. The minds of the people are perturbed … All these things are my own fault. Hereby I announce to the world that I swear to reform … [In] Hubei and Hunan … the soldiers and people are innocent. If they return to their allegiance, I will excuse the past. Being a very small person standing at the head of my subjects, I see that my heritage is nearly falling to the ground. I regret my fault and repent greatly.41

Early in November, rumours swept Hong Kong that Beijing had fallen and the imperial family been taken prisoner, provoking ‘extraordinary scenes of enthusiasm’. It proved to be untrue, but residents in the capital reported that they were in ‘a state of siege’ and cannon were being mounted on the walls of the Forbidden City. Then came news, immediately denied, that the Emperor had fled to Manchuria.42 Yet at the same time there were signs that the Empire was fighting back. Only four provincial capitals were firmly in revolutionary hands.43 Troops loyal to the Throne counter-attacked at Hankou using German-made incendiary shells, and most of the Chinese city was burned to the ground. Soon afterwards, imperial forces seized Nanjing. Any Chinese found without a queue was summarily executed. Students who, like Mao, had sheared them off earlier in the year, now hid in terror.44

With the outcome apparently hanging in the balance, Mao revived his earlier plan to join the revolutionary forces. A student army had been organised but, considering that its role was unclear, he decided to enlist instead in a unit of regular troops.45 Many others were doing the same. Recruitment in Hunan in the first weeks of the revolution exceeded 50,000.46 Given the prevailing uncertainty and the violence being meted out to the losers, it was an act of no little courage. Many of the new recruits were being sent to Hankou, where the revolutionaries were under fierce attack from imperial army units. One foreign resident described the fighting there as ‘possibly the bloodiest … that has yet taken place. Day and night now for four days the battle has been raging … The slaughter on both sides is terrific.’47 Even for those, like Mao, who remained in Changsha, life under martial law was brutal and often perilously short. Consul Giles reported: ‘Brawls are continually taking place, either among the soldiers themselves or between them and the civilians … One man alleged to be a Manchu spy was hacked to pieces in the street by the soldiery. His head was then cut off and borne to the Governor's yamen. Another man was triced up on to a sort of triangle … and riddled with bullets.’48

There were attempts at mutiny, and on one occasion Mao's regiment was called out to prevent several thousand rebellious troops from entering the city.49 A senior Chinese commander complained that the men were totally without discipline: ‘They regard destruction as meritorious action and disorder as correct conduct. Insolence is equated with equality and coercion with freedom.’50 As anarchy loomed, the American Legation in Beijing ordered its citizens to leave Hunan until stability was restored.

The company to which Mao belonged was quartered at the Court of Justice, which had been set up in the former provincial assembly building. The new recruits spent much of their time doing chores for the officers and fetching water from the Sand Spring by the South Gate.51 Many were illiterate, ‘chair-bearers, ruffians and beggars’, whose idea of soldiering was to assume the poses of military figures in traditional Chinese opera, as one contemporary source witheringly put it.52 Mao made himself popular by writing letters for them. ‘I knew something about books,’ he said later, ‘and they respected my “great learning”’. For the first time in his life he came into contact with workers, two of whom, a miner and an ironsmith, he particularly liked.53

But there were limits to his revolutionary zeal. ‘Being a student,’ he explained, ‘[I] could not condescend to carrying [water]’, as the other soldiers did. Instead, he paid pedlars to carry it for him, demonstrating precisely the same scholarly elitism that he would spend his later years condemning. ‘I felt that intellectuals were the only clean people in the world … I did not mind wearing the clothes of other intellectuals … but I would not wear clothes belonging to a worker or peasant, believing them to be dirty.’ Some of the men in his regiment vowed to take a reduced monthly food allowance of two silver dollars until the revolution triumphed,54 but Mao took the full seven dollars. After paying for food and water-carrying, he spent whatever was left on newspapers, of which he became an avid reader, a habit that he retained all his life.

In early December, two events occurred which signalled the end of Manchu resistance. Imperial troops abandoned Nanjing, their last major southern stronghold. And Yuan Shikai, former Viceroy of Zhili and the leading military power-broker in north China, whom the Court had summoned to act as interim Premier, approved a ceasefire at Wuchang.

In Changsha, the news provoked another orgy of forcible queue-cutting, this time carried out by troops. The British consul, Bertram Giles, was outraged:

I protested strongly [to] … the authorities, [telling them] that one of the first duties of a government was to preserve the public peace, and that if they allowed the soldiery to commit assault wholesale with impunity, then they could no longer lay claim to the title of Government but were merely an anarchical faction.55

Others, with a better sense of humour, saw the farcical side:

Farmers and peasants … came in from the countryside to the city gates, carrying their huge loads of rice or vegetables, or trundling their heavy wheelbarrows. The guards rushed out, seized every man's queue, and hacked it off with a sword or clipped it off with huge scissors. For many a man it was like parting with a limb to lose the queue which he had brushed and braided so painstakingly since early boyhood. We saw some of them on their knees, kowtowing to the guards as they pled for respite. Others actually fought the soldiers and many tried to run away … But before the week was out, all the city-dwellers and many of the villagers of central China were largely rid of this mark of Manchu control.56

Ever wary of the winds of political change, many at first kept a false queue coiled under their turbans, ready to let down should the Manchus return. But that was not to be. On New Year's Day, 1912, the veteran revolutionary, Sun Yat-sen, was sworn in at Nanjing as China's first President. To mark the occasion, the authorities in Changsha held a military parade: ‘Bugles were blown, flags were waved, bands played and the soldiers sang lustily … Every shop displayed a coloured flag. Two border strips of red with a central strip of yellow.’57 There was talk of sending an expeditionary force to Beijing to make Yuan Shikai and the northern military accept Sun's leadership, and mass meetings were held to oppose Yuan's nomination as Head of State. But, as Mao remembered it, ‘just as the Hunanese were preparing to move into action, Sun Yat-sen and Yuan Shikai came to an agreement, the scheduled war was called off.’58 On February 12, the Emperor abdicated, and two days later Sun stepped down in Yuan's favour.

Mao remained in the army until the spring. Then the cost of maintaining the swollen ranks of the revolutionary forces imposed wholesale demobilisation.59 ‘Thinking the revolution was over,’ Mao said later, ‘I … decided to return to my books. I had been a soldier for half a year.’60


CHAPTER THREE

Lords of Misrule




For a few glorious months, China abandoned itself to a turbulent confusion of new fashions, new ideas, new enthusiasms and new hopes, as the dead hand of dynastic orthodoxy was suddenly thrown off. Hunan's new Governor, Tan Yankai, was by his own lights a liberal, opposed equally to imperialism and to centralised control by Beijing. Under his regime, opium-growing was stopped and importation of the drug prohibited. New, independent courts were established in every district. For a time, a free press was permitted, to the dismay of the British consul, who protested vehemently at its outbursts against the Powers. The provincial administration encouraged the development of local industry to try to check the outflow of funds abroad, and the education budget tripled, financed partly by punitive land taxes imposed on conservative gentry families regarded as pro-Manchu. ‘Modern schools sprang up like bamboo shoots after the spring rain,’ Mao remembered.1 So did wine-shops, theatres and brothels.2 Even foreigners in Changsha caught the spirit of the times. ‘The new men really do want to be good rulers,’ one wrote, ‘[and] they have on the whole done very well.’3

As always in periods of revolutionary flux, the first changes were symbolic. Teenage girls started to bob their hair and to appear in public unchaperoned. Their mothers timidly approached foreign doctors to ask whether anything could be done for their crippled lily feet.4 The demise of the queue opened an exotic new world for shaven Chinese heads. ‘People are wearing billycocks, bishop's hats, blue velveteen jockey caps, anything they can lay their hands on,’ commented one bemused correspondent. ‘The old red turban with its round button [has been] … forbidden by revolutionary law, for the button was the mark of honour under the Manchu rule … Felt hats, cotton hats, abound, but the funniest sight of all is to see a company drilled by a captain wearing a silk top hat.’5

Bizarre and confused it may have been, but it spoke of a sea change in the public mood. Large numbers of Chinese for the first time began to question traditional values and behaviour. The slow accretion of foreign influences, kept at bay by the conservative gentry who took their cue from the Court, abruptly became a flood, which in the course of the next decade would provoke an intellectual ferment unmatched in Chinese history.

To Mao, eighteen years old and newly demobilised, it was a time of muddle, uncertainty and endless possibilities, which he seized with all the naive optimism of youth:


I did not know exactly what I wanted to do. An advertisement for a police school caught my eye and I registered for entrance to it. Before I was examined, however, I read an advertisement of a soap-making ‘school’. No tuition was required, board was furnished and a small salary was promised. It was an attractive and inspiring advertisement. It told of the great social benefits of soap-making, how it would enrich the country and enrich the people. I changed my mind about the police school and decided to become a soap-maker. I paid my [silver] dollar registration fee here also.

Meanwhile a friend of mine had become a law student and he urged me to enter his school. I also read an alluring advertisement of this law school, which promised many wonderful things. It promised to teach students all about law in three years and guaranteed that at the end of this time they would instantly become mandarins … I wrote to my family, repeated all the promises of the advertisement and asked them to send me tuition money …

Another friend counselled me that the country was in economic war and what was most needed were economists who could build up the nation's economy. His argument prevailed and I spent another dollar to register in [a] commercial middle school … I actually enrolled there and was accepted … [But then] I read [an advertisement] describing the charms of a higher commercial public school … I decided it would be better to become a commercial expert there, paid my dollar and registered.6



The higher commercial school turned out to be a disaster. Although his father, pleased that he had finally seen sense and was embarking on a potentially profitable business career, provided his tuition fees readily enough, Mao discovered that most of the courses were taught in English, of which he knew little more than the alphabet. After a month, he left in disgust.

The next of what he would later call these ‘scholastic adventures’ took him to the First Provincial Middle School, a large, well-respected establishment which specialised in Chinese literature and history. He came top in the entrance exam, and for a while it seemed he had found what he was looking for. But after a few months he left this school, too, citing its ‘limited curriculum’ and ‘objectionable regulations’, and instead spent the autumn and winter of 1912 studying on his own in the city's newly opened public library. By his own account he was ‘very regular and conscientious’, arriving each morning as it opened, pausing just long enough to buy two rice-cakes for lunch, and staying until the reading room closed for the night. In later life, he described the time he spent there as ‘extremely valuable’. But his father thought otherwise and after six months cut off his allowance.

Having no money concentrates the mind. Like generations of students before and since, Mao was forced, as he put it, to begin ‘thinking seriously of a “career”’. He thought of becoming a teacher, and in the spring of 1913 saw an advertisement for a training college, the Hunan Fourth Provincial Normal School:

I read with interest of its advantages: no tuition [fees] required, and cheap board and cheap lodging. Two of my friends were also urging me to enter. They wanted my help in preparing entrance essays. I wrote of my intention to my family and I received their consent. I composed essays for my two friends and wrote one of my own. All were accepted – in reality, therefore, I was accepted three times … [After this] I … managed to resist the appeals of all future advertising.

The years Mao spent in Changsha, from his arrival during the final months of Manchu rule until his graduation in 1918, were tumultuous for China and for the world. The nations of Europe devoured each other in war. In Russia, 30 million peasants starved while the Tsar's government exported wheat. The Bolshevik Revolution created the world's first communist state. The Panama Canal opened; the Titanic sank; the dancer, Mata Hari, was executed as a spy.

This was the decade in which Mao laid the foundations of his intellectual development.

Already at Dongshan, his horizons had begun to widen. There, for the first time, he learned something of foreign history and geography. A schoolfriend lent him a book entitled Great Heroes of the World, in which he read about George Washington and the American Revolution; the Napoleonic War in Europe; Abraham Lincoln and the fight against slavery; Rousseau and Montesquieu; the British Prime Minister, William Gladstone; and Catherine and Peter the Great of Russia.7 Later, in the provincial library, he found translations of Rousseau's Du contrat social and Montesquieu's De l'esprit des lois, expounding Western notions of popular sovereignty, the social contract between ruler and ruled, and individual freedom and equality. He read Adam Smith's The Wealth of Nations, and works by other prominent nineteenth-century liberals, including Darwin, Thomas Huxley, John Stuart Mill and Herbert Spencer.8 The half-year he spent in this way, ‘studying capitalism’ as he later put it,9 also introduced him to foreign poetry and novels, and to the legends of ancient Greece. In the library, too, for the first time, he saw a map of the world.

A teacher at the First Provincial Middle School encouraged him to read the Comprehensive Mirror for the Aid of Those Who Govern (Zizhitongjian), the great Song dynasty text by Sima Guang, regarded as a masterpiece by generations of Chinese scholars and in Mao's day, nearly a millennium later, still the pre-eminent model for the study of political history.10 The book is a panoramic chronicle of the rise and fall of dynasties, on a scale never attempted in China again, covering some 1,400 years starting from the fifth century bc. Its guiding principle is that described in the opening lines of one of Mao's favourite novels, The Romance of the Three Kingdoms: ‘Empires wax and wane, states cleave asunder and coalesce.’ An eighteenth-century French Jesuit wrote of its author: ‘He paints for us the personages whom he places on history's stage, characterised by their actions and coloured by their brilliance, their interests, their views, their faults and their virtues … He lays before the reader the chain of events, illuminating first this aspect and then that, until their most distant and astounding consequences are made plain. His genius … shows us history in all its majesty … giving to it a voice of such philosophical eloquence that even the most indolent souls are subdued and forced to reflect.’11 Sima Guang's depiction of a world in ceaseless flux, where history is a continuum and the past provides the key to managing the present, made the Mirror one of the most influential books in Mao's life, which he continued to read and reread up to his death.

Changsha also brought him into contact with contemporary ideas. In the Xiang River Daily (Xiangjiang ribao), in 1912, he first encountered the term, socialism. Soon afterwards he came across some pamphlets by Jiang Kanghu, an advocate of progressive causes who had been influenced by a Chinese anarchist group based in Paris.12 Shortly after the revolution, Jiang had founded the Chinese Socialist Party, whose doctrines were expressed by the slogan: ‘No government, no family, no religion: from each according to his ability, to each according to his need.’13 This was strong stuff, and Mao wrote enthusiastically about it to several of his classmates. Only one, he remembered, sent a positive response.

More important still were the five years he spent training to be a teacher. It was the closest Mao came to a university education, and he spoke of it later as the period when his political ideas began to take shape.14 He started preparatory classes at the Fourth Normal School in the spring of 1913, a few months after his nineteenth birthday. A year later, it merged with First Normal, which had been built on the site of a twelfth-century literary academy outside the South Gate, and boasted a spacious, well-equipped campus with the newest Western-style buildings in Changsha.

Two professors, in particular, helped to shape his ideas: Yuan Jiliu, nicknamed ‘Yuan the Big Beard’, who taught Chinese language and literature; and Yang Changji, the head of the philosophy department, known irreverently to his students as ‘Confucius’, who had recently returned to Changsha after spending ten years abroad, studying at Aberdeen, Berlin and Tokyo.15 In the 1930s, when Mao reminisced about his schooldays to Edgar Snow, it was to them that his thoughts immediately turned:

Yuan the Big Beard ridiculed my writing and called it the work of a journalist … I was obliged to alter my style. I studied the writings of Han Yu, and mastered the old Classical phraseology. Thanks to Yuan the Big Beard, therefore, I can today still turn out a passable Classical essay if required. [But] the teacher who made the strongest impression on me was Yang Changji … He was an idealist and a man of high moral character. He believed in his ethics very strongly and tried to imbue his students with the desire to become just, moral, virtuous men, useful in society. Under his influence I read a book on ethics [by the neo-Kantian philosopher, Friedrich Paulsen] … and was inspired to write an essay entitled ‘The Power of the Mind’. I was then an idealist, and my essay was highly praised by Professor Yang Changji … He gave me a mark of 100 for it.16

The essay has been lost, but Mao's marginal notes on a Chinese translation of part of Paulsen's System der Ethik, totalling more than 12,000 words in a microscopic and often almost illegible hand, have been preserved.17 They contain three core ideas, which would preoccupy Mao throughout his political career: the need for a strong state, with centralised political power; the overriding importance of individual will; and the sometimes conflictual, sometimes complementary relationship between the Chinese and Western intellectual traditions.

The notion of a strong state, with a wise, paternalistic ruler, was rooted in the Confucian texts Mao had learned as a child. It formed the centrepiece of an essay he had written while still at middle school about Shang Yang, Chief Minister of the State of Qin in the fourth century BC, who was one of the founders of the Legalist school of thought. Law, Mao declared, was ‘an instrument for procuring happiness’. Yet the law-making of wise rulers was often frustrated by ‘the stupidity … ignorance and darkness’ of the people, whose resistance to change had ‘brought China to the brink of destruction’. It was enough to make more ‘civilised peoples laugh [until] they have to hold their stomachs’.18 Mao's teacher thought so highly of this effort that he circulated it to the rest of the class.

The theme of Chinese backwardness, and the need to overcome it, recurred constantly in his writings at this time. The country's future difficulties, he told a friend, would be ‘a hundredfold those of the past’, and extraordinary talents would be needed to overcome them.19 The Chinese people were ‘slavish in character and narrowminded’.20 Over 5,000 years of history, they had accumulated ‘many undesirable customs, their mentality is too antiquated and their morality is extremely bad … [These] cannot be removed and purged without enormous force.’21

His pessimism was reinforced as, year by year, China yielded ever more abjectly to pressure from the Great Powers. On May 7, 1915, Yuan Shikai was handed a Japanese ultimatum, the so-called ‘Twenty-one Demands’, claiming for the Mikado's government a virtual protectorate over China, including exclusive rights in the former German sphere of influence in Shandong, and a shared presence with the Tsarist Empire in Manchuria. It was, Mao wrote, a day of ‘extraordinary shame’.22 He urged his fellow students to remonstrate with the government,23 and gave vent to his own feelings in a poem, written a few days later to mark the death of a schoolfriend:


Repeatedly the barbarians have engaged in trickery,
From a thousand li they come again across Dragon Mountain … 
Why should we be concerned about life and death?
This century will see a war … 
The eastern sea holds island savages,
In the northern mountains hate-filled enemies abound.24


The ‘island savages’ were the Japanese; the ‘hate-filled enemies’, the Russians. Of the two, the Japanese were the more formidable. ‘Without a war,’ Mao wrote a year later, ‘we will cease to exist within twenty years. But our countrymen still sleep on without noticing, and pay little attention to the East. In my view, no more important task confronts our generation … We must sharpen our resolve to resist Japan.’25

Mao's first attempt to help remedy what he perceived as China's failings was eminently practical. Early in 1917, he submitted an article on physical education to New Youth (Xin qingnian), then the country's leading progressive magazine, edited by the radical scholar, Chen Duxiu. It opened with the words:

Our nation is wanting in strength; the military spirit has not been encouraged. The physical condition of our people deteriorates daily … If our bodies are not strong, we will tremble at the sight of [enemy] soldiers. How then can we attain our goals, or exercise far-reaching influence?26

This was not, in itself, original. His philosophy teacher, Professor Yang Changji, had lectured Mao's class in very similar terms three years before. Attempts to promote sports and other forms of physical exercise in Chinese schools had been under way since the Qing reforms introduced after the Boxer Revolt.

The problem, Mao wrote, was that these efforts had been half-hearted. Tradition stressed literary accomplishment and rejected the idea of physical exertion, which led students and instructors to look down on it:


Students feel that exercise is shameful … Flowing garments, a slow gait, a grave, calm gaze – these constitute a fine deportment, respected by society. Why should one suddenly extend an arm or expose a leg, stretch and bend down? … 

The superior man's deportment is cultivated and agreeable, but one cannot say this about exercise. Exercise should be savage and rude. To charge on horseback amidst the clash of arms and to be ever-victorious; to shake the mountains by one's cries and the colours of the sky by one's roars of anger … All this is savage and rude and has nothing to do with delicacy. In order to progress in exercise one must be savage … [Then] one will have great vigour and strong muscles and bones.27



As a parting shot at his compatriots’ effete ways, he proposed that exercises be done in the nude.

The New Youth article, published in April 1917, was significant, not only as Mao's first modest contribution to the national debate over China's future, but because it contained in embryo the second of the core themes that emerged in his thinking at this time: the supreme importance of individual will.

‘If we do not have the will to act,’ he wrote, ‘then even though the exterior and the objective [conditions] are perfect, they still cannot benefit us. Hence … we should begin with individual initiative … The will is the antecedent of a man's career.’28 That autumn he attempted to refine this definition. ‘Will is the truth which we perceive in the universe,’ he suggested. ‘[But] truly to establish one's will is not so simple.’ Each person must find his own truth, and ‘act in accordance with [it], instead of blindly following other people's definitions of right and wrong’.29 A few months later he told friends, in terms reminiscent of the Three Character Classic. ‘If man's mental and physical powers are concentrated together … no task will be difficult to accomplish.’30

To these traditional Chinese notions, Mao joined the Western concept of individual self-interest:

Ultimately, the individual comes first … Society is created by individuals, not individuals by society … and the basis of mutual assistance is fulfilment of the individual … Self-interest is indeed primary for human beings … There is no higher value than that of the individual … Thus there is no greater crime than to suppress the individual … Every act in life is for the purpose of fulfilling the individual, and all morality serves [that end].31

This emphasis on ‘the power of the will [and] the power of the mind’,32 coupled with Mao's view of history, and his enduring attachment to the legendary heroes of novels like The Romance of the Three Kingdoms, led him to the view that ‘great and powerful men are representatives of an era, and … the whole era is but an accessory to these representative people’:33

The truly great person develops … and expands upon the best, the greatest of the capacities of his original nature … [All] restraints and restrictions [are] cast aside by the great motive power that is contained in his original nature … The great actions of the hero are his own, are the expression of his motive power, lofty and cleansing, relying on no precedent. His force is like that of a powerful wind arising from a deep gorge, like the irresistible sexual desire for one's lover, a force that will not stop, that cannot be stopped. All obstacles dissolve before him. I have observed from ancient times the fierce power of courageous generals on the battle line, facing undaunted ten thousand enemies. It is said that one man who scorns death will prevail over one hundred … Because he cannot be stopped or eliminated, he is the strongest and most powerful. This is true also of the spirit of the great man and the spirit of the sage.34

The hero had to contend, in Mao's scheme of things, with a world in which order continually degenerated into chaos, from which new order was born. ‘There is only movement in heaven and on earth,’ he wrote.35 ‘Throughout the ages there have been struggles between different schools of thought.’36 In a striking passage, he went on to argue that while men yearn for peace, they were also bored by it:

A long period of peace, pure peace without any disorder of any kind, would be unbearable … and it would be inevitable that peace would give birth to waves … I am sure that once we entered [an age] of Great Harmony, waves of competition and friction would inevitably break forth that would disrupt [it] … Human beings always hate chaos and hope for order, not realising that chaos too is part of the process of historical life, that it too has value … It is the times when things are constantly changing and numerous men of talent are emerging that people like to read about. When they come to periods of peace, they … put the book aside …37

Mao's reflections on these ‘scholarly issues [and] weighty affairs of state’,38 as he put it to a friend, took place against a backdrop of growing awareness of the tension between the Chinese traditions he had absorbed as a child and the new Western ideas to which he was being exposed.

At first he consciously emulated the views of Kang Youwei and other nineteenth-century reformers. ‘I have come to the conclusion that the path to scholarship must first be … Chinese and later Western, first general and later specialised,’ he had written in June 1915.39 Three months later he expanded on this idea:

One ought to concentrate on the comparison of China and the West and choose from abroad what is useful at home … [A friend] introduced me to … [Herbert Spencer's] Principles of Sociology, and I took this book and read it through. Afterward, I closed the book and exclaimed to myself, ‘Here lies the path to scholarship’ … [This book] is most pertinent … [and contains much] to be prized … However, something even more important … is Chinese studies … Chinese studies are both broad and deeply significant … General knowledge of Chinese studies is most crucial for our people.40

In almost all Mao's writings, throughout his life, Chinese rather than Western experience was given pride of place. Even when the topic was physical education, an alien, Western practice that had been transplanted into China, a list of Chinese exemplars came first, starting with a group of late Ming dynasty scholars. Only afterwards did he mention such ‘eminent [foreign] advocates of physical education’ as Theodore Roosevelt and the Japanese, Jigoro Kano, the inventor of judo. Grounding foreign ideas in Chinese reality to establish their relevance became a cardinal principle that he never afterwards relinquished.

In 1917, however, he began for the first time to question whether traditional Chinese thought really was superior. The country's ancient learning was ‘disorganised and unsystematic’, he complained that summer. ‘This is why we have not made any progress, even in several millennia … Western studies … are quite different … The classifications are so clear that they sound like a waterfall dashing against the rocks beneath a cliff.’41 But a few weeks later he was not so sure. ‘In my opinion Western thought is not necessarily all correct either,’ he wrote. ‘Very many parts of it should be transformed at the same time as Eastern thought.’42

He found a provisional answer in one of Paulsen's theses. ‘All nations inevitably go through the stage of old age and decline’, the German had written. ‘With time, tradition acts as an obstacle to the forces of renewal and the past oppresses the present.’43 This was China's position, Mao decided. ‘All the anthologies of prose and poetry published since the Tang and Song dynasties [should] be burned,’ he told a friend. ‘Revolution does not mean using troops and arms, but replacing the old with the new.’44

He did not propose, however, that the Classics should be destroyed. The foundations of Chinese culture were inviolate. Only the tangled superstructure needed to be cleared away, so that China's originality and greatness could flourish anew.


As the decade unfolded, the prospects for national renewal had begun to look increasingly bleak. The Xinhai Revolution of 1911, so-called because it took place in the year of the Iron Pig in the traditional sixty-year cycle,45 lived up to none of its ambitions. Its one achievement had been destructive: the overthrow of the Manchu Court.

The Hunanese reformists had suspected from the start that Yuan Shikai's administration would be a replica of the Qing autocracy he had previously served, and tried to keep him at arm's length. The provincial government, led by Tan Yankai, supported instead the newly formed Guomindang (Nationalist Party) of Sun Yat-sen, which won an overwhelming victory in the parliamentary elections held in the winter of 1912. Yuan proved every bit as unscrupulous as they had feared. The following spring, Sun Yat-sen belatedly launched the expedition to curb Yuan's power from which he had shrunk the year before. Jiangxi and five other southern provinces declared their support. But the Second Revolution, as it was called, failed to ignite. By the end of August 1913, the southern armies had been soundly defeated, and their leaders fled into exile. The southern military governors, loosely aligned with Sun's forces, retained control over their fiefdoms in Guangdong, Guangxi, Guizhou and Yunnan. But in Hunan, Yuan was able to reimpose the Beijing government's rule, appointing Tang Xiangming, a conservative loyalist, to replace the liberal Tan. Soon afterwards the Guomindang was banned throughout China by presidential decree, accused of ‘fomenting political troubles.’

Such remote, elite manoeuvrings, as they must have seemed to a nineteen-year-old student who not long before had watched a dynasty collapse, evidently left Mao cold. The one incident from this time that stuck in his mind was the explosion that summer of the Changsha arsenal – and that for the spectacle it created rather than for political reasons. ‘There was a huge fire, and we students found it very interesting,’ he recalled. ‘Tons of bullets and shells exploded, and gunpowder made an intense blaze. It was better than firecrackers.’46 The fact that it had been blown up by two of Yuan's supporters to deprive the Hunanese of weapons, he passed over in silence.

For most of the next five years, Mao's studies came first; republican politics a distant second – and then only if they became a major issue for the nation's youth. That happened in the spring of 1915, when Yuan capitulated to Japan's ‘Twenty-one Demands’;47 and again the following winter, when he began manoeuvring to restore the monarchy. That year, Mao became a member of the Wang Fuzhi Society, named after a Hunanese Ming patriot who had fought against the Manchus, the weekly meetings of which served as a cover for reformist scholars to foment opposition to Yuan's imperial ambitions.48 He also helped to organise the publication of a collection of anti-restoration writings by Liang Qichao and Kang Youwei, entitled Painful Words on Current Affairs, a move which so angered the authorities that police were sent to the college to investigate.49

At the end of December 1915, Yuan proclaimed himself Emperor, taking the reign name Hongxian. Yunnan's Military Governor promptly revolted, followed by Guangdong, Zhejiang and Jiangxi. The following spring, the new Emperor began having second thoughts, and offered to become President again. But he had left it too late. The southern armies were on the march; the smell of blood was in the air. In Hunan, secret society members rose in rebellion, triggering a mutiny led by one of Governor Tang's commanders. It failed. But it was the signal for Tang, who had helped to orchestrate Yuan's imperial ambitions, to scramble frantically to distance himself from his erstwhile patron. At the end of May, he declared Hunan independent of both the northern and southern forces. Then, on June 4, as all-out civil war loomed, Yuan died of a brain haemorrhage, and the northern generals and their troops beat a hasty retreat to Beijing to argue over the succession. Their departure brought the collapse of the delicate military balance that had been keeping Tang in power. A month later, disguised as a peasant, the Governor slipped out of the back door of his yamen, accompanied by a few trusted servants, and boarded a British steamer bound for Hankou. With them went 700,000 silver dollars from the provincial treasury.

Tang's overthrow triggered two weeks of blood-letting in Changsha and the surrounding area, in which at least 1,000 people died, followed by prolonged political chaos, as rival factions disputed his position.50

Mao made his way back on foot to Shaoshan. In a letter to his classmate, Xiao Yu, the younger brother of Emi Siao, he related how the southern troops – ‘a rough crowd … from the mountain wilds, [who] talk like birds and look like animals’ – swaggered about, looking for trouble, ate at restaurants without paying, and held gambling parties on street corners. ‘The atmosphere is white-hot with debauchery,’ he lamented. ‘The disorder is extreme … Alas, it is like the Reign of Terror in France!’.51

Yet, far more striking than Mao's contempt for the soldiery was his defence of the ex-Governor, who had been almost universally hated.

If anyone had carried out a reign of terror in the province, it was ‘Butcher’ Tang, as he was soon known. He had come to power with a mandate to root out Guomindang influence, and he went to work with a will from the first day he took office. An American missionary doctor in Changsha remembered having invited him to lunch, with several of his cabinet officers, to celebrate his appointment:

The following day we had bad news about three of our luncheon guests. That noon, in a public square near the yamen, the treasurer of the province was publicly shot, while the other two senior cabinet members … were thrown into a common prison, sentenced to be executed within two days. The atmosphere was tense. The leading gentry and the students in all the city schools were stirred as seldom before … Guards were … placed at the front gates to prevent pupils from leaving for student-union meetings. ‘Any principal’, the Governor's proclamation read, ‘permitting students to hold political assemblies on school grounds will be dismissed …’ We went down, every couple of hours, to the central public square to make inquiries … Bystanders told us that executions had been going on there steadily ever since daybreak.52

Sixteen other former members of Tan Yankai's government were arrested and shot in an amphitheatre used for athletics events.53 In the three years that Tang held power, at least 5,000 people were executed for political offences, together with an unknown number of common criminals.54 Independent accounts, by Chinese and foreigners alike, described him as ‘ruling with an iron hand’,55 and in China, in the first decades of the twentieth century, that phrase was not a metaphor. A missionary reported the treatment of three thieves, one only seventeen years old:

As they would not name their accomplices, the [magistrate] made them kneel on broken tiles, with a pole on the upper side of their legs, on which two men jumped in order to bring pressure. He [took] thick incense sticks – as thick as one's finger and as hard as wood – and thrust the red-hot ends into their eyes and up their nostrils. He then used these burning incense sticks to draw characters and figures on their naked bodies. Finally, with hands and feet fully extended on the ground and firmly secured to stakes, smouldering incense sticks were left to burn out upon their flesh, after having had their bodies severely ironed with red hot irons. All three men succumbed, and when removed from before the seat of justice were scarcely recognisable as human bodies.56

Even by such standards, the methods of ‘Butcher’ Tang were extreme. The head of the Hunan Office of Military Law acquired the nickname ‘The Living King of Hell’, so barbarous were the tortures conducted there. Special police units were set up to search out Guomindang supporters. Many schools were closed, as the educational budget was sharply reduced, and those that remained open were kept under surveillance. Newspapers which questioned Tang's policies were banned, and in 1916, when press censorship was introduced, those which were left appeared with blank spaces. ’Detectives are everywhere and the people as silent as cicadas in winter,’ one Chinese journalist wrote. ‘On guard against each other, they dare not speak about current affairs.’57

Mao knew all this. His own school had been forced to close during the wave of executions that had ushered in Tang's rule.58 Yet, in his letter to Xiao Yu, he stubbornly defended the disgraced Governor's conduct:

I still maintain that Military Governor Tang should not have been sent away. Driving him out was an injustice, and the situation now is growing more and more chaotic. Why do I say it was an injustice? Tang was here for three years, and he ruled by the severe enforcement of strict laws. He … [created] a tranquil and amicable environment. Order was restored, and the peaceful times of the past were practically regained. He controlled the army strictly and with discipline … The city of Changsha became so honest that lost belongings were left on the street for their owners. Even chickens and dogs were unafraid … Tang can proclaim his innocence before the whole world … [Now] the gangsters [of the old Hunanese military and political elite] … are everywhere, investigating and arresting people, and executing those they arrest … There is talk from every sector of government officials robbed and [county] magistrates defied … How strange and crazy, the doings of Hunan!59

The letter provides an intriguing insight into Mao's cast of mind as a 22-year-old. When, in 1911, he had enlisted in the revolutionary army, he had merely done the same as thousands of other young men of his age. This time he was defying the views of the majority to defend a deeply unpopular, politically dangerous cause. ‘I'm afraid I'll get myself into trouble,’ he told Xiao Yu. ‘Don't let anyone else see this. It would be best if you burn it when you have finished reading it.’

His view of ‘Butcher’ Tang would later change. But his method of analysis – focusing on what he considered the principal aspect of the problem (in this case, the maintenance of law and order), and disregarding what was secondary (Tang's cruelty) – would form the basis of his approach to politics all his life. And his defence of authoritarianism offered a chilling hint of future ruthlessness:

The fact that [Tang] killed well over 10,000 people was the inescapable outcome of policy. Did he kill any more than [the northern military commander] Feng [Guozhang] in Nanjing? … One can say that he manufactured public opinion, pandered to Yuan [Shikai], and slandered good men. But did not this kind of behaviour also occur [elsewhere]? … Without such behaviour, the goal of protecting the nation would be unattainable. Those who consider these things to be crimes do not comprehend the overall plan.60

Such ideas had been foreshadowed in Mao's essay, four years earlier, praising the Legalist statesman, Shang Yang, for ‘promulgating laws to punish the wicked and rebellious’.61 But now he went much further, arguing that the killing of political opponents was not merely justified, it was inevitable.

Mao's support of Tang's rule as exemplifying strong leadership, and his disparagement of Hunan's progressive elite, reflected his disgust at the squabbling of local politicians.62 Similar reasoning led him to find merit in Yuan Shikai. While others castigated the would be Emperor as a turncoat who had betrayed the republic and kowtowed to the hated Japanese, Mao continued to regard him as one of the three pre-eminent figures of the time, together with Sun Yat-sen and Kang Youwei.63 Not until eighteen months later, in the winter of 1917, when Hunan was once again in the throes of civil conflict and all over China military governors were degenerating into warlords, did he recognise that Yuan and Tang had been, after all, no more than tyrants, bent on their own power.64


Mao's years at the Normal School were formative in other ways. The headstrong youngster who had been admitted in 1913, hiding his fears and self-doubt behind a show of bravado, developed into a well-liked, apparently well-adjusted young man, regarded by his professors and his friends as an exceptional student who would one day make a first-rate teacher.65

It was a slow transition. As at Dongshan, it took him a year or more to find his feet. Xiao Yu, who became one of his earliest and closest friends, described Mao's first, hesitant approach to him in the summer of 1914:


At that time, since I was a senior student, he did not dare speak first to me … [But] from reading [each other's] essays [which were posted up in class], we learned of each other's ideas and opinions, and thus a bond of sympathy formed between us … [After] several months … we met one morning in one of the corridors … Mao stopped in front of me with a smile. ‘Mr Xiao’ [he said]. At that time everyone in the school addressed his fellow students in English. ‘Mr Mao,’ I replied … wondering vaguely what he was about to say … ‘What is the number of your study?’ [he asked] … Naturally he knew this quite well and the question was merely an excuse to start conversation. ‘This afternoon, after class, I'd like to come to your study to look at your essays, if you don't mind … ’

Classes finished for the day at four o'clock and Mao arrived at my study within the hour … [We] enjoyed our first talk. Finally he said, ‘Tomorrow I would like to come and ask your guidance.’ He took two of my essays, made a formal bow, and departed. He was very polite. Each time he came to see me he made a bow.66



Mao went to some lengths to seek out those he regarded as kindred spirits. ‘Except for the sages, man cannot be successful in isolation,’ he wrote in 1915. ‘Choosing one's friends is of primary importance.’67 That year he circulated a notice to be posted up in the city's schools, inviting ‘young people interested in patriotic work’ to contact him.68 He specified that they must be ‘hardened and determined, and … ready to make sacrifices for their country’, and signed it with a pseudonym, ‘Twenty-eight Stroke Student’, which derived from the twenty-eight brush strokes required to write his name.

At the Provincial Women's Normal School, it was suspected of being a covert appeal for female companionship, and an investigation was launched.69 But that was far from Mao's thoughts. He was merely, he explained to Xiao Yu, ‘imitating the birds who call to seek friendly voices’.70 ‘These days,’ he added, ‘if one's friends are few, one's views cannot be broad.’

Twenty years later, he told Edgar Snow that he received ‘three and one half replies’71 – three from young men who later became ‘traitors’ or ‘ultra-reactionaries’, the ‘half reply’ from ‘a non-committal youth named Li Lisan’, then aged 15, afterwards a leader of the Communist Party and for a time, Mao's bitter opponent.72 In fact, half-a-dozen young people responded,73 and gradually a loose-knit study circle formed:

It was a serious-minded little group of men [Mao recalled], and they had no time to discuss trivialities. Everything they did or said must have a purpose. They had no time for love or ‘romance’ and considered the times too critical and the need for knowledge too urgent to discuss women or personal matters … Quite aside from the discussions of feminine charm, which usually play an important role in the discussions of young men of this age, my companions even rejected talk of ordinary matters of daily life … [We] preferred to talk only of large matters – the nature of men, of human society, of China, the world, and the universe!74

Influenced by Professor Yang Changji, who had become a fitness fanatic while in Japan, and by the principles Mao set out in his New Youth article in 1917, the group also followed a spartan physical regime. Every morning, they went to the well, took off their clothes and doused each other with a bucketful of cold water.75 In the holidays, they went on long hikes:

We tramped through the fields, up and down mountains, along city walls, and across the streams and rivers. If it rained, we took off our shirts and called it a rain bath. When the sun was hot, we also doffed shirts and called it a sun bath. In the spring winds we shouted that this was a new sport called ‘wind bathing’. We slept in the open when frost was already falling and even in November swam in the cold rivers.76

Mao's admiration for Professor Yang was unbounded. ‘When I think of [his] greatness, I feel I will never be his equal,’ he confided to a friend.77 The feeling was mutual. ‘It is truly difficult’, Yang wrote in his diary, ‘to find someone as intelligent and handsome [as Mao].’78 He was among a small group of students who went regularly to Yang's home in the evenings to discuss current events, and the professor's voluntarist, subjective approach to life – stressing the cultivation of personal virtue, will-power, steadfastness and endurance – was to have an abiding influence on him. When Yang died of cancer a few years later, the student newspaper recalled that Mao and his friend, Cai Hesen, had been his favourite students.79

Yet Mao, in his early twenties, must also have been a cross to bear for everyone around him. The frustrated, rebellious teenager from Shaoshan was still a troubled young man, brilliant but difficult, racked by bouts of self-questioning and depression.

One moment he was complaining: ‘Throughout my life, I have never had good teachers or friends.’ Next minute he wrote intimately to Xiao Yu: ‘Many heavy thoughts … multiply and weigh down on me … Will you allow me to release them by talking to you?’80 His obstinacy was legendary, even towards those he liked and respected, such as Yuan the Big Beard, with whom he had a furious row over the title-sheet for an essay which he refused to change. After another dispute, this time with the principal, it took the combined intervention of Yuan, Yang Changji and several other professors to prevent him being expelled.81 In the privacy of his journal he flagellated himself:

You do not have the capacity for tranquillity. You are fickle and excitable. Like a woman preening herself, you know no shame. Your outside looks strong but your inside is truly empty. Your ambitions for fame and fortune are not suppressed, and your sensual desires grow daily. You enjoy all hearsay and rumour, perturbing the spirit and misusing time, and generally delight in yourself. You always emulate what the peony does, [producing green calyxes and vermilion blossoms] without any end product, but deceive yourself by saying, ‘I emulate the [humble] gourd [which has no flower but produces fruit]’. Is this not dishonesty?82

Mao lived frugally. Xiao Yu remembered him at their first meeting as a ‘tall, clumsy, dirtily dressed young man whose [cotton] shoes badly needed repairing’.83 While others of his age were busy experimenting with the new Western fashions, he possessed only a blue school uniform, a grey scholar's gown with a padded underjacket and a pair of baggy white trousers. He was equally careless of what he ate. This was partly from necessity: the allowance he received from his father amounted only to some 25 Chinese silver dollars a year. But he was also influenced by one of his teachers, Xu Teli, a nonconformist renowned for the simplicity of his lifestyle, who always walked to school, rather than use a rickshaw or sedan chair as the other professors did.84

Mao's budget was further strained by the amount he spent on newspapers and magazines, which took up, by his own estimate, almost half his income.85 His classmates remembered him sitting in the college library, making minuscule notes on long strips of paper, clipped from the sides of the pages, as an aide-memoire about foreign countries and their leaders.

He was equally diligent at his studies, but only in subjects he liked. His mood alternated wildly between fascination with what he learned and despair at his own failings.86 He railed against the college regulations for forcing him to take courses he found boring. ‘Natural sciences did not especially interest me and I did not study them, so I got poor marks,’ he recalled. ‘Most of all I hated a compulsory course in still-life drawing. I thought it extremely stupid. I used to think of the simplest subjects possible to draw, finish up quickly and leave the class.’ Once he drew a straight line with a semicircle above it, claiming that it was a scene from Li Bai's poem, ‘A Dream of Wandering on Mount Tianmu’, which describes the sun rising out of the sea. In the year-end exam, he drew an oval and said it was an egg. The teacher failed him.87

Periodically he would try to take himself in hand. ‘In the past, I had some mistaken ideas,’ he acknowledged in 1915. ‘Now I … [have] grown up a bit … Today I make a new start.’88 A few months later he was in despair again. ‘This is no place to study,’ he wrote angrily to a former teacher. ‘There is no freedom of will, the standards are too low, and the companions too evil. It is truly distressing to see my serviceable body and precious time dwindle away in pining and waiting … Schools like this are certainly the darkest of dark valleys.’89 Soon afterwards, he was enthusing once more over a new study plan:

In the early morning I study English; from eight in the morning to three in the afternoon I attend class; from four in the afternoon until dinner, I study Chinese literature; from the time the lights are lit until they are extinguished, I do homework for all classes; and after the lights are extinguished, I exercise for one hour.90

Half a year on, he was yet again ‘starting afresh … studying from morning to night without rest’,91 only to suffer another relapse. ‘Who does not want to seek advancement?’ he wrote unhappily. ‘But when one's ambitions are continuously frustrated and when one gets lost in a maze of twists and turns, one's bitterness is too much to describe. For a very young man, all this represents a world of bitterness.’92

As Mao's confidence developed, such outbursts became less frequent. In the late spring of 1917, when he was twenty-three, his schoolmates elected him ‘Student of the Year’.93 His article in New Youth, a few weeks earlier, had been the first the magazine had accepted from a student in Hunan. In other ways, too, he grew more self-assured. The deference of his early letters to Xiao Yu gave way to a more equal relationship, in which Mao, Xiao's junior, frequently appeared the dominant voice. That summer he criticised a teaching manual Xiao had written, urging him to rewrite it, ‘retaining the gems and discarding the dross’.94 Soon after this, to the dismay of their teachers, the two of them defied convention by spending their summer vacation on a month-long walking tour, begging food and lodging from Buddhist temples and from sympathetic gentry in the counties through which they passed.95

In a poem written that year, Mao likened himself to a peng, a mythical bird like the roc, which ‘thrashed a wake three thousand miles long’ as it journeyed from the Southern sea.96 Of his boyhood heroes, only the Qing Viceroy, Zeng Guofan, still commanded his admiration. Liang Qichao and Kang Youwei he both now found wanting.97

The publication of the New Youth article encouraged Mao to cast about for other ways to contribute to the building of the new China he and his friends so ardently desired. The elite, he argued, had a moral duty to help those less fortunate than themselves.

Superior men already possess lofty wisdom and morality … But the little people are pitiable. If the superior men care only for themselves, they may leave the crowd and live like hermits. There were some who did so in ancient times … [But] if they have compassionate hearts, then they [recognise] the little people as … part of the same universe. If we go off by ourselves, they will sink lower and lower. It is better for us to lend a helping hand, so that their minds may be opened up and their virtue increased.98

The opportunity to put these ideas into practice came in October 1917, when Mao was elected head of the Students’ Society, which organised extracurricular activities at the college.99 One of its first decisions was to revive an evening school for local workers which had been started six months earlier but then abandoned.100 At a time when the great majority of China's people had no education, such initiatives were ‘extremely critical’, Mao wrote. ‘Plants and trees, birds and animals, all nurture and care for their own kind. Must not human beings do the same?’ The ‘little people’ were not ‘evil by nature’ or ‘originally inferior’, they were simply unlucky, which was why ‘the humane person should show [them] sympathy’. Even advanced countries in Europe and America, he added, regarded evening schools as useful. Furthermore, they enabled students to acquire teaching experience and, most important of all, they helped build a sense of solidarity between the mass of the people and the country's educated elite:

School and society constitute two poles, two things separated by a huge gulf. Upon entering a school, the students look down on society as if they had climbed into the heavens. Society, too, looks on the schools as something sacred and untouchable. This mutual alienation and suspicion causes three evils. One is that the students cannot find jobs in society … Another evil is that society does not send its children to school … The third evil is … [public resentment leading to] the burning of schools and the blocking of funds. If these three evils can be removed … people in society will look on the students as their eyes and ears and will rely on their guidance to reap the benefits of prosperity and development. The students will look on the people in society as their hands and feet, whose help will make it possible for them to accomplish their goals. [In the end] all the people … will have graduated from [one kind of] school [or another]. One part of schooling will be the big school one attends for a while, and the whole of society will be the big school that one attends for ever.101

To this notion of an anti-elitist, open system of education, Mao joined an abhorrence of book-worship. ‘Of the little progress I have made over these last few years,’ he had written in 1915, ‘only the smaller part was achieved through books. The larger part of my gains was the result of questioning and seeking solutions to [practical] difficulties.’102 He commented approvingly on Kant's insistence that ‘our understanding must come from the facts of experience’,103 and castigated the formalism of traditional Chinese teaching methods:

In the educational system of our country, required courses are as thick as the hairs on a cow. Even an adult with a tough, strong body could not stand it, let alone those who have not reached adulthood … Speculating on the intentions of the educators, one is led to wonder whether they did not design such an unwieldy curriculum in order to exhaust the students, to trample on their bodies and ruin their lives … And if someone has an above-average intelligence, they give him all sorts of supplementary readings … How stupid!104

The ideas Mao expressed here with such passion informed his attitude to education all his life. Yet, at the same time, his views were less radical than they might sound today. Chinese pedagogy was then so dominated by rote-learning, and the curricular overload so extreme, that in 1917, seven of Mao's fellow students died, having fallen ill – so their classmates and some of their teachers believed – as a result of excessively long hours studying without proper breaks.105

For the sixty or so Changsha workers who enrolled at the evening school that November,106 these principles were reflected in the use of vernacular, rather than classical Chinese; a simplified curriculum, geared to everyday life, ‘writing letters and adding up accounts, things which all you gentlemen have need of all the time’, as Mao put it in the school prospectus;107 and an effort to instil ‘patriotic spirit’, by encouraging, among other things, the buying of Chinese-made products rather than foreign goods.108

But even before the school had properly opened, conflicts among the military power-brokers in Beijing plunged Hunan once again into civil war, bringing destruction to the province on a scale far greater than anything Mao had witnessed before.

When Tang Xiangming had fled Changsha, in July 1916, he had been replaced, after a period of confusion, by his predecessor, the gentry leader Tan Yankai.

For a time all had gone well. Tan proceeded to install a Hunanese administration, enjoying considerable autonomy and supported by the provincial elite, similar to that which he had headed during his previous governorship, from 1911 to 1913. The new Premier in Beijing, Duan Qirui, who had been one of Yuan Shikai's principal subordinates, was too busy trying to consolidate his position against the manoeuvres of his northern rivals to be able to give much thought to bringing the province to heel.

The following summer, however, the situation changed. The power struggle in the capital achieved a farcical denouement when a conservative military leader decided to restore the Manchu Emperor to the throne, immediately if temporarily uniting all the other northern generals against him. The resulting realignment culminated in the establishment of two distinct northern militarist cliques – one, the so-called Anhui (or Anfu) group, headed by Duan Qirui; the other, the Zhili clique, led by the new President, Feng Guozhang, whose occupation of Nanjing Mao had cited a year earlier as a precedent for Tang Xiangming's harshness in Hunan. Their rivalry, in turn, would soon unleash a bloody warlord conflict that raged intermittently over central and eastern China for most of the next decade. But for the moment a truce was observed, and Duan was able to turn his attention to the unruly Hunanese.

In August 1917, he named Fu Liangzou, a relative by marriage and former Vice-Minister of War, to replace Tan as Provincial Governor. Like Tan, Fu was Hunan-born. But he had spent most of his life in the north and was regarded in his native province as a foreigner.109 Three days after taking up his appointment, he tried to remove two senior military officers whose loyalty he regarded as suspect.110 Their units mutinied, triggering a chain reaction which, by early October, had caused nearly half the troops in the province to come out in open rebellion. Two divisions of northern soldiers were despatched to suppress the revolt. But that merely convinced the independent military governors in neighbouring Guangxi and Guangdong that they, too, should intervene, to prevent the northern forces from threatening their own borders. Thousands of green-coated Guangxi infantrymen, accompanied by artillery units armed with Maxim and mountain guns, poured into Hunan, under orders to block the northern advance before it penetrated the southern part of the province.

Having twice narrowly avoided becoming a battleground between the northern and southern armies – in 1913, when the Second Revolution fizzled out, and in 1916, when Yuan Shikai's death ended the anti-Monarchical war – it looked as though, this time, Hunan's luck had run out. In Changsha, martial law was proclaimed,111 while the two armies skirmished inconclusively along a narrow front near the southern city of Hengzhou. But the combatants had reckoned without the intrigues of the politicians in Beijing. One day in mid-November, Duan Qirui was forced to resign, Governor Fu fled, the northern units withdrew, and ‘at nine o'clock [next morning], as if by electricity, the whole city was beflagged’, awaiting with trepidation the arrival of the triumphant southerners. When they arrived, ‘armed wherever bullets could be carried on the body’, as one observer put it, women and children took refuge in Red Cross shelters. But, in the event, there was little looting, and the city congratulated itself on getting off remarkably lightly.112

During these stirring times, Mao and other members of the First Normal Students’ Society organised a volunteer force, which patrolled with wooden rifles to deter malefactors.113 Mao's contribution, one of his classmates recalled, had been to teach them to cut bamboo stakes with sharpened points, to be used to put out the eyes of any soldier rash enough to try to climb over the school wall. He and his closest friends, Xiao Yu and Cai Hesen, called themselves ‘the three heroes’114 and cultivated physical toughness and a martial spirit. But while Mao had matured a great deal since the days when, as a frightened teenager, he had once hidden in a latrine to escape from brawling troops,115 there were still prudent limits to the young champions’ bravado. The First Normal School Record claimed proudly that Mao's volunteers had been ‘exceptionally efficient’.116 But the following March, when real trouble resumed, they were conspicuously absent.117 That month, Duan Qirui and his rivals agreed to make a fresh attempt to bring Hunan to heel. Now it was the turn of the Guangxi men to withdraw without a fight.

With nightfall, [a foreign resident reported] the deepest silence fell on the city. From about [8 p.m.] onwards, a succession of shots, the crash of glass and the smashing of shutters was heard from the busy South and West Streets right on to dawn … I [went] to see for myself what was happening … There was a more or less continuous stream of soldiers tracking off south. But there were also groups of a dozen … looting. They commenced with the silver ornament shops … Some eight or nine men gathered round the door and windows … The butt end of the rifles soon opened a way through the woodwork … The percentage of looted shops is great.118

By morning, there was ‘no one in charge and a very scared city’. The northern troops marched in twenty-four hours later. Duan Qirui, now back as Premier, appointed a trusted follower, Zhang Jingyao, to take over the governorship, which had been vacant since the flight of Fu Liangzou, four months earlier.

Hunan would pay dearly for that decision. ‘Zhang the Venomous’, as he was known, was a ‘cruel, sadistic dictator’, whose methods resembled those of ‘Butcher’ Tang, but on a larger scale.119 In the poorer suburbs of Changsha, foreign missionaries reported, ‘the honour of women and the possession of anything that can be turned into money is at an end’.120 One district on the outskirts of the city drew up a detailed list of the crimes committed by Zhang's men in the first few days of April:

Mrs S—, 20 years of age, [was] attacked by three soldiers at 11 a.m. and so badly abused by each of them as to be still unable to walk … L— was strung up in his own house and then pricked with bayonets. After that, a lighted candle was applied to the wounds … H— ran out to protect his daughter, a girl of eight years, who had been shot. He was also shot … A girl of 14 was violated by two men; [she] died from the injuries … A father-in-law, attempting in vain to protect his daughter-in-law, who was six months with child, by running off to the hills, was followed by the soldiers who wounded the man and abused the woman … The sickening tales run on from every other quarter.121

Along the main highway from Changsha to Pingjiang, in the north-east, ‘all the cattle have been killed; all the seed rice taken; all the inhabitants scared away’.122 Liling, sixty miles to the south, fared even worse. When an American missionary reached the town in May, he found only three people left alive, amid a wasteland of rubble in which, here and there, part of a wall was still standing. In Liling county, out of a population of 580,000, more than 21,000 people had been killed and 48,000 homes had been razed.123

From the safety of the foreign concessions in Shanghai, newspapers published angry editorials accusing ‘selfish, greedy generals’ of ‘making one of the fairest provinces in China a scene of daily ruin and lamentation’.124 Ironically, south Hunan, where the rebellion had begun, seven months before, suffered least. General Wu Peifu, whose forces had spearheaded the northern advance, halted after capturing Hengzhou and negotiated a ceasefire, ignoring Duan Qirui's demands to press on to Guangdong and leaving the southernmost part of the province under southern army control. Once again, Beijing politics were at work. Wu was a member of the Zhili clique, and saw no factional advantage, once a northern governor had been installed, in continuing to aid a cause championed by Duan and his Anfu rivals.125

From April onwards, Mao's college played reluctant host to a regiment of Zhang's troops, who were billeted in the classrooms. The new Governor, taking his cue from ‘Butcher’ Tang, five years earlier, halted the disbursement of the education budget. Teachers at First Normal went unpaid; most of the students fled; and the principal had to find the money for the meals of those who stayed out of his own pocket.126 Like Tang, too, ‘Zhang the Venomous’ set up a network of informers and special agents to cow the population. For each alleged ‘spy’ captured, a substantial reward was paid. One man was arrested simply for wearing shoes of different colours. ‘Gruesome corpses are lying about in all sorts of uncanny places,’ one report stated, ‘some right in the heart of the city, some on the military road. There is no publicity in any part of the trial of suspects. It is only with great difficulty that [even] members of the family get to hear of the whereabouts of anyone who has disappeared.’127 The result was ‘much secret terror and very little open talk’.128

At the beginning of June 1918, Mao received his teaching diploma.129 He still had no clear idea of what he wanted to do with his life. ‘I find it all extremely confusing,’ he wrote to a former professor, ‘and what has its source in confusion will certainly result in confusion.’ One possibility that he considered was to start a private school, to teach ‘the essentials of Chinese studies, [after which] the students would go abroad to study … the essentials of Western thought’.130 But the times could hardly be less propitious, and such a venture would have required money, which Mao did not have.

He spent the next few weeks living with a group of friends in an abandoned classical academy on a mountain on the far side of the Xiang River, where they gathered their own firewood and drew water from a spring.131 All were members of the informal study group he had set up three years before, now renamed the Xinmin xuehui, or New People's Study Society.132 Personal connections in China are the indispensable springboard for any major endeavour, and Mao set great store by this network. The new group had been inaugurated in April, with Xiao Yu as its secretary and Mao his deputy. Among the thirteen founder members, some, including Xiao himself, would eventually go their separate ways. But the majority were to remain at Mao's side in the years of bloodshed and turbulence that followed, many at the cost of their own lives.

The society was one of the first of many progressive student associations formed in China at that time – among them the Fu she (Renaissance Society), in Beijing; and the Juewu she (Awakening Society), founded by Zhou Enlai in Tianjin – as patriotic young people sought a response to the depredations of the warlords and the pressures of the imperialist Powers. One of Mao's classmates, Luo Xuezan, explained in a letter to his family that summer:

You should know that the foreigners want to take China's land, they want to take China's money and they want to harm China's people … I can't live with that prospect and do nothing about it. So now … [we are] trying to set up an association … [which will work] to make China strong, so that the Chinese people can find a new way. Our aim is to look forward to the day of China's resurrection.133

The very name, New People's Study Society, reflected the transition through which the country was passing. Xinmin has a dual meaning – ‘new people’, or ‘renovate the people’ – which gives it a radical, almost revolutionary consonance. Liang Qichao had used it in the title of his reformist journal, Xinmin congbao (New People's Magazine), fifteen years before. But it was also a classical term,134 found in the Confucian texts. To ‘renovate the people’ was the Confucian scholar's duty.

Ambivalence towards China's classical heritage was a hallmark of the time.

At the evening school which Mao had helped to organise, the pupils bowed each night three times before a portrait of the Sage.135 Yet he, and others of his generation, were increasingly critical of orthodox Confucian virtues.136 ‘Our country's three bonds must go,’ he wrote in the summer of 1917, referring to the three relations which were at the core of Confucian morality, between prince and minister, father and son, and husband and wife.137 He denounced ‘the churches, the capitalists, monarchy and the state’ as ‘the four evil demons of the world’,138 and urged ‘a fundamental change’ in national attitudes.139

But where others simply rejected the past, Mao sought a synthesis that would reconcile the traditional dialectic of the country's ancient ways of thought with Western radicalism. The vision that resulted was astonishingly modern:


All phenomena in the world are simply a state of constant change … The birth of this is necessarily the death of that, and the death of that is necessarily the birth of this, so birth is not birth and death is not destruction … 

I used to worry that our China would be destroyed, but now I know that this is not so. Through the establishment of a new political system, and a change in the national character, the German states became the German Reich … The only question is how the changes should be carried out. I believe that there must be a complete transformation, like matter that takes form after destruction, or like the infant born out of its mother's womb … In every century, various nationalities have launched various kinds of great revolutions, periodically cleansing the old and infusing it with the new, all of which are great changes involving life and death, formation and demise. The demise of the universe is similar … I very much look forward to its destruction, because from the demise of the old universe will come a new universe, and will it not be better than the old universe? … 

I say: the concept is reality, the finite is the infinite, the temporal senses are the super-temporal senses, imagination is thought, form is substance, I am the universe, life is death and death is life, the present is the past and the future, the past and the future are the present, small is big, the yang is the yin, up is down, dirty is clean, male is female, and thick is thin. In essence, the many are one, and change is permanence.

I am the most exalted person, and also the most unworthy person.140



Those words, written at the age of twenty-four, eerily foreshadowed events half a century later, when Mao, at the apex of his power, would unleash a continuous revolution of wrenching, convulsive change to bend the thinking of a quarter of humanity to conform to his will, when instability would indeed become permanent and harmony, struggle.

Achieving the ‘complete transformation’ of China and maintaining the momentum of the dialectic which was destined to bring it about were to be the overriding goals of Mao's political life. He knew already that it could not be done piecemeal. A guiding ideology would be required:

Those who wish to move the world must move the world's hearts and minds, [and] … to move people's hearts one must have great ultimate principles. Today's reforms all begin with minor details such as the parliament, the constitution, the presidency, the cabinet, military affairs, business and education – these are all side issues … Without ultimate principles, such details are merely superfluous … For the ultimate principles are the truths of the universe … Today, if we appeal to the hearts of all under heaven on the basis of great ultimate principles, can any of them fail to be moved? And if all the hearts in the realm are moved, is there anything that cannot be achieved?141

What such principles might be was another matter. But to Mao and his idealistic little group of graduates, contemplating the benighted rule of Zhang Jingyao, it must have been clear they would not be found in Changsha. Early in May 1918, Luo Zhanglong, one of the six founder members of Mao's original study circle, set out for Japan.142 Mao's old teacher, Professor Yang, who was now in Beijing, wrote with news of a programme to help Chinese students to go to France. In June, the members of the New People's Study Society decided to send Cai Hesen to the capital to find out more.143 Two months later, Mao followed with a group of twenty others. Before leaving, he visited his mother in Xiangxiang and reassured her, disingenuously: ‘Sightseeing is the only aim of our trip, nothing else.’144


CHAPTER FOUR

A Ferment of ‘Isms’




‘Beijing is like a crucible’, Mao wrote, ‘in which one cannot but be transformed.’1 As the train drew slowly past its massive grey-brick walls, beside the crenellated battlements of the Tartar City, antique symbol of China's departed power and glory, to come to a halt in the new Western-style railway station, symbol of its need for foreign techniques and ideas, the young provincial student from the south entered a world in political and intellectual ferment. He would emerge from it, seven months later, with very different notions of how China should be saved.

Even before he left Changsha, Mao had serious doubts as to whether he wanted to go with the others to France. One difficulty was money. Although he could raise the 200 yuan for the boat fare, he told a friend, he could not get the additional hundred yuan he would need for language training. Language, in fact, seems to have been the nub of the problem: Mao struggled to master English all his life, and though eventually he learned to read with the help of a dictionary, speaking it was completely beyond him. French, he evidently concluded, was bound to be still worse. His ear for language was so poor that even mandarin lessons were a trial, and to the end of his days he conserved a thick Hunanese brogue which fellow provincials immediately identified as the speech of a Xiangtan man. There were other considerations, too. Mao still saw his future as a teacher. ‘Of course, going [for language training] is one thing to do,’ he conceded, ‘but it is not as beneficial as engaging in education … Education is inherently superior.’ He also persuaded himself that it was important that not all the leaders of the New People's Study Society leave China at the same time. If Cai Hesen and Xiao Yu went to France, he reasoned, he should stay behind to ensure that the society continued to promote reform. Yet had language not been such an insurmountable obstacle, the other factors might not have loomed as large.2

Talking later to Edgar Snow, he put a different gloss on it. ‘I felt that I did not know enough about my own country, and that my time could be more profitably spent in China,’ he said. ‘I had other plans.’3

Professor Yang, in whose house Mao and Xiao Yu stayed for a time after their arrival in Beijing, provided a letter of introduction to the university librarian, Li Dazhao, who found him a job as an assistant.4 Li was only five years older than Mao, but his intellectual status and national prominence set him a generation apart. A well-built, dignified man, with piercing eyes and a bristling black moustache, whose small wire-rimmed spectacles made him look like a Chinese Bakunin, Li had recently joined Chen Duxiu, the head of the Department of Letters, as co-editor of Mao's favourite magazine, New Youth. Working in such surroundings, in a room beside Li's office in the south-east tower of the old university library, not far from the Forbidden City, should have been everything Mao could have wished for. He had obtained, he told his family proudly, ‘a position … as a staff member of Beijing University’.5 It sounded wonderful. But the reality was a crushing disappointment:

My office was so low that people avoided me. One of my tasks was to register the names of people who came to read newspapers, but to most of them I didn't exist as a human being. Among those who came to read, I recognised the names of famous leaders of the [Chinese] ‘renaissance’ movement, men … in whom I was intensely interested. I tried to begin conversations with them on political and cultural subjects, but they were very busy men. They had no time to listen to an assistant librarian speaking southern dialect.6

In the winter of 1918, Mao was once again a small fish in a very big pond. In his reminiscences, nearly twenty years later, one can still sense a lingering resentment. When he tried to ask a question after a lecture by Hu Shi, who had pioneered the use of the vernacular in literature and was then completing his seminal Outline of the History of Chinese Philosophy, the great man, two years Mao's senior, discovering that his questioner was not a student but a mere library assistant, brushed him aside.7 Younger student leaders like Fu Sinian, soon to found the Xin chao (New Tide) Society, the most influential of the Beijing University reform groups, were equally distant.8

To compound his problems, life in the capital was expensive and the eight silver dollars a month he was paid – half the wage of a rickshaw coolie – covered only the barest necessities. With Xiao Yu and six other Hunanese students, he rented a room in a traditional grey-tiled Beijing house, a single-storey dwelling built around the four sides of a small courtyard, about two miles from the university, in the Sanyanjing (Three Eyes Well) area near Xidan, a bustling commercial street west of the Forbidden City. It had no running water and no electric light. The eight young men possessed between them only one warm coat, which meant that in the coldest weather, when the temperature fell to 10 degrees below freezing, they had to take turns to go out. There was a small pot-bellied Chinese stove for cooking, but they had no money to buy the compacted blocks of coal dust and clay which were used to heat the kang – the traditional northern brick bed, covered with felt, with a brazier underneath – and at night they huddled together for warmth. ‘When we were all packed fast on the kang, there was scarcely room enough for any of us to breathe,’ Mao recollected. ‘I used to have to warn people on either side of me whenever I wanted to turn over.’9

Gradually, however, he began to find his way in the city. One of those who encouraged him was Shao Piaoping, a writer who headed the Journalism Research Society, whom Mao remembered, years afterwards, as ‘a liberal, and a man of fervent idealism and fine character’.10 Li Dazhao took him to a preparatory meeting where there was discussion of establishing a Marxist Study Society and he became a member of a patriotic association called Young China.11 There he was introduced to Chen Duxiu, whose insistence on the total transformation of traditional Chinese culture as a prerequisite to modernisation influenced him, he said later, ‘perhaps more than anyone else’.12 Young men of Mao's generation at that time viewed Chen's role in China as comparable to that of Tolstoy in Russia.13 ‘We regard Mr Chen as a bright star in the world of thought,’ he wrote later. ‘Anyone with a reasonably clear mind assents to the opinions he expresses.’14 Mao also attended meetings of the Philosophy Society, and he and his companions immersed themselves in the ‘latest new theories’ being aired in the discussion groups and magazines that sprang up all over the campus that winter and the following spring.15

Like other educated young Chinese, Mao was still ‘looking for a road’,16 bewildered yet fascinated by a cornucopia of Chinese and Western ideas which alternately reinforced and contradicted each other: ‘My mind was a curious mixture of ideas of liberalism, democratic reformism, and utopian socialism,’ he recalled. ‘I had somewhat vague passions about “nineteenth-century democracy”, utopianism and old-fashioned liberalism, and I was definitely anti-imperialist and anti-militarist.’17

The utopianism came from Jiang Kanghu, the anarchist-influenced leader of the Chinese Socialist Party, whose writings Mao had first encountered as a soldier during the 1911 revolution in Changsha; and from Kang Youwei, who had tried to unite the materialist universality of Euclidian mathematics with traditional Chinese idealism, picturing a realm of Great Harmony in which the family and the nation would wither away and the citizens of the world would live in self-governing economic communities without distinction of race or sex.18 At one point, carried away by such notions, Mao himself imagined a time when ‘all under heaven will become sages … We may destroy all secular laws, breathe the air of harmony and drink the waves of a crystal clear sea.’19 A few months later, he pulled himself up: ‘I am sure that once we entered [such a world],’ he wrote, ‘competition and friction would inevitably break forth.’20 Yet the visionary in Mao never quite let go of Kang's romantic, utopian dreaming. There would always be a part of him that longed to be a sage-king, free, as he put it, to roam ‘a heaven-made world, wishing to share his celestial transformation with all living beings.’21

From Liang Qichao he drew the conviction that no new order could be built unless the old were destroyed. Adam Smith, Huxley and Spencer furnished what he termed his ‘old-fashioned liberalism’, while the Ming philosopher and strategist, Wang Yangming, inspired him to link man to society, theory to practice, knowledge to will, and thought to action. From the Hunanese Ming patriot, Wang Fuzhi, came the image of a world in constant flux, in which the mutability of things, driven by the dialectical contradictions inherent in the material world, was the basic principle moving history forward.22

Mao's assimilation of these men's ideas was not uncritical. He tried to weigh each proposition before approving or rejecting it, and often embraced a concept only to discard it a few months later.23 In the process, he strove for an approach to politics which, in his own words, combined ‘the clarity that comes from introspection and … the knowledge that come from observing the outside world’.24

The goal was to find a unifying doctrine that would weld these disparate elements into a coherent whole.

Marxism was not his first choice. In 1918, none of Marx's works, or Lenin's, was available in Chinese translation. That spring, an account of the Bolshevik Revolution had appeared in a small Shanghai anarchist magazine.25 But its circulation was limited, and in November, when Li Dazhao published in New Youth the first substantial article on the subject in Chinese, the topic was so unfamiliar that the printer at one point transliterated ‘Bolshevism’ as ‘Hohenzollern’. Even Li, despite his enthusiastic assertion that ‘the world of tomorrow … will assuredly belong to the Red flag’, did not seem very sure what the new Bolshevik Party really represented. ‘What kind of ideology is it?’ he asked. ‘It is very difficult to explain it clearly in one sentence.’ None the less, he told his readers, it was clear that the Bolsheviks were revolutionary socialists who followed the doctrines of ‘the German economist, Marx’, and aimed to destroy national boundaries and the capitalist system of production.26

Mao must have read this article, but it does not seem to have made much impression on him and he never referred to it subsequently. Instead, he was drawn to anarchism, which at that time was being vigorously promoted by Chinese exile groups in Paris and Tokyo. Its attraction lay in its rejection of authority, which resonated with Young China's attempts to break free from the stifling conventions of the Confucian family system, and its vision of social change engendering a new era of peace and harmony. The work-study programme to send young Chinese to France, in which Mao and his New People's Study Society were participating, had been established by Chinese anarchists. When educated Chinese talked of ‘social revolution’, it was usually anarchism, not Marxism, that they had in mind.27 Even Li Dazhao's chiliastic description of Bolshevism as an ‘irresistible tide’, ushering in the dawn of freedom, was couched in anarchist terms. ‘There will be no congress, no parliament, no prime minister, no cabinet, no legislature and no ruler,’ he had written. ‘There will be only the joint soviets of labour, which … will unite the proletariat of the world and create global freedom … This is the new doctrine of the twentieth-century revolution.’28 Right up to the early 1920s, Chinese Marxists and anarchists continued to view each other as siblings in the same socialist family, fighting the same battle by different means.

Under the influence of its radical chancellor, Cai Yuanpei, Beijing University became a major centre of anarchist activity.29 Classes were offered in Esperanto, the anarchists’ chosen language for their new frontier-free world. Students secretly circulated copies of the Fuhuzhi (Collected Essays on Tiger Taming) by Liu Shifu, founder of the quaintly named Huiming xueshe, the Society of Cocks Crowing in the Dark, which advocated ‘communism, anti-militarism, syndicalism, anti-religion, anti-family, vegetarianism, and international language and universal harmony’.30

To Mao, anarchism was a revelation. Years later he acknowledged that he had ‘favoured many of its proposals’ and had spent long hours discussing its possible application in China.31 His views emerged graphically in an article written in the summer of 1919:

There is one extremely violent party, which uses the method, ‘Do unto others as they do unto you’, to struggle desperately to the end with the aristocrats and capitalists. The leader of this party is a man named Marx who was born in Germany. There is another party more moderate than that of Marx. It does not expect rapid results, but begins by understanding the common people. Men should all have a morality of mutual aid and work voluntarily. As for the aristocrats and capitalists, it suffices that they repent and turn toward the good, and that they be able to work and to help people rather than harming them; it is not necessary to kill them. The ideas of this party are broader and more far-reaching. They want to unite the whole globe into a single country, unite the human race in a single family, and attain together in peace, happiness and friendship … an age of prosperity. The leader of this party is a man named Kropotkin, who was born in Russia.32

The passage is revealing both for Mao's ignorance of Marxism and its Russian apostles – Lenin does not even get a mention – and for his explicit rejection of revolutionary violence. His ideas had matured since his passionate defence, three years earlier, of the brutal rule of ‘Butcher’ Tang, whose harsh dictatorship, he had held, had been justified because it produced tranquillity and order. As he turned twenty-five, Mao was beginning to think more deeply about means as well as ends, and the type of society that such means implied. Anarchism, with its stress on education, individual will and the cultivation of the self, accorded better than Marxism with the one-world utopianism Mao had absorbed from Kang Youwei, and with his traditional, Chinese scholar's belief in the power of virtue and example. He may not have been a full-fledged anarchist when he left Beijing, but for the next twelve months, anarchism, in the broad-church sense in which it was then understood in China, provided the frame of reference for all his political action.


The winter Mao spent in Beijing influenced him in other ways. China's capital in 1918 was a metaphor for the country's transformation, by turns painful and exhilarating, glorious and mundane.33 Behind the faded, red walls of the Forbidden City, the deposed young Emperor still lived, surrounded by more than a thousand Court eunuchs. Manchu bannermen, their families and retainers, accounted for a third of the capital's one million people. Camel trains came down from the north, from the land beyond the Great Wall. Dignitaries in richly embroidered brocade robes travelled in antiquated glass-windowed carriages, with outriders on shaggy Mongolian ponies who went ahead to clear the way.

Yet the wide, Ming-dynasty avenues, which the north wind filled each spring with choking grey, desert dust, had been macadamised, and motor-cars now careered about the city, carrying warlord generals and venal politicians, their mistresses and their bodyguards, scattering the blue-hooded Beijing carts in which lesser mortals rode. Jinrickshas, still a rarity in Changsha, jammed Beijing's streets, 20,000 of them in 1918, twice that number three years later. Foreign soldiers drilled on the glacis in front of the Legation Quarter.

Wealthy families amused themselves with sleigh-rides on the ice of the imperial lakes, pulled by coolies with iron crampons attached to their cloth shoes, while in the narrow, unpaved lanes, the children of the poor were ‘sickly and stunted, their little arms and legs like sticks’, barely surviving amid appalling deprivation. ‘Most have ulcerous sores or scars left by sores’, a visitor wrote. ‘Many exhibit oversized heads, blindness, crooked mouths, missing noses and other signs of having been maimed or crippled.’34

Yet Mao's memories in later years were not of the clash of old and new, ancient grandeur and Western modernity, or the squalor and clamour of Beijing – ‘a cacophony, a pandemonium, that had no counterpart in Europe’, as one Western resident put it35 – but of its timeless beauty:

In the parks and the old palace grounds I saw the early northern spring. I saw the white plum blossoms flower while the ice still held solid over Beihai [lake]. I saw the willows over Beihai with the ice crystals hanging from them, and remembered the description of the scene by the Tang poet, Zhen Zhang, who wrote about Beihai's winter-jewelled trees looking like ‘ten thousand peach trees blossoming’. The innumerable trees of Beijing aroused my wonder and admiration.36

Here was the same romantic young student who, three years earlier, fleeing Changsha to escape the depredations of the Guangxi army, had stopped to describe to Xiao Yu the emerald-green of the paddy fields, luxuriant with new rice-shoots. ‘Smoke hangs in the sky,’ Mao wrote then, ‘the mountain mists unfold; the gorgeous clouds intermingle; and as far as one can see, everywhere it is like a painting.’37 At First Normal, he had copied into his notebook the Lisao, the Song of Sorrow, by Qu Yuan, an ill-fated statesman of the third century bc, whom Chinese remember each spring at the Dragon Boat Festival as a paragon of princely virtue.38 Mao's love of poetry, kindled as an adolescent at Dongshan Upper Primary School, would remain with him through all the tumultuous years that followed, offering a soaring counterpoint to the brutishness of war and release from the arid logic of revolutionary struggle.

In March 1919, Mao received word that his mother's illness had grown worse. He was about to leave for Shanghai with the first group from the New People's Study Society which was setting out for France, and decided to go ahead with the trip anyway. When finally he did reach Changsha, having spent three weeks in Shanghai seeing off his friends, he found that his mother had already arrived in the city, accompanied by his younger brothers, to seek medical treatment.39 It was unsuccessful, and in October she died from what today would be an easily treatable case of lymph gland inflammation. His father, who fell ill with typhoid, followed her a few months later.40

Mao felt deep guilt, not only for having been away, but because the previous autumn he had promised himself to take her to Changsha for treatment, but had done nothing about it.41 In a letter to his uncles, he sought to justify himself: ‘When I heard [her] illness had become serious,’ he wrote, ‘[I] rushed back home to look after her.’42 As he well knew, this was untrue. After her death, he wrote, more candidly, to a close friend who had also recently lost his mother: ‘For people like us, who are always away from home and therefore unable to take care of our parents, such an occurrence especially causes sorrow.’43 Years later, his dereliction of filial duty still nagged at his conscience. In Bao'an, he pretended to Edgar Snow that his mother had died when he was a student, in what can only have been a deliberate attempt to camouflage his absence.44

To support himself, Mao took a part-time job teaching history at a local primary school.45 Almost immediately, however, Hunan, and the rest of China, were engulfed in a new political storm.46

Ever since the start of the Great War, Japan had been angling to take over the former German concession in Shandong. At the peace conference in Versailles, the Chinese government's position was that, since China had sided with the Allies, it should be permitted to recover the territory under the principle of national self-determination, championed by the American President, Woodrow Wilson. But in April it emerged that, as the price of a new Japanese loan, Premier Duan Qirui had made a secret agreement the previous autumn – which the government was now seeking to repudiate – signing away Shandong to Japanese control. Wilson, who had been supporting China, now gave up in disgust, and on April 30, 1919, he, Lloyd-George and Clemenceau – the ‘Holy Trinity’, as they were known – ratified Japan's take-over of German treaty rights.

When the news reached Beijing on Saturday, May 3, it provoked an unparalleled outpouring of rage, frustration and shame. This time anger was directed not at Japan alone, but at all the imperialist Powers, America first among them, and above all at China's own government, which had sold out the country's interests before the peace conference had even begun. A group of students in Shanghai wrote bitterly: ‘Throughout the world, like the voice of a prophet, has gone the word of Woodrow Wilson strengthening the weak and giving courage to the struggling. And the Chinese have listened … They have been told that secret covenants and forced agreements would not be recognised. They looked for the dawn of this new era; but no sun rose for China. Even the cradle of the nation was stolen.’47

On Sunday afternoon, 3,000 young people gathered outside Tiananmen, the Gate of Heavenly Peace, refusing appeals from the Education Minister and the Police Chief to disperse. A manifesto was approved, drafted by Lo Jialun, a student leader from Beijing University's New Tide Society. China was facing annihilation, he wrote. ‘Today we swear two solemn oaths with all our fellow countrymen: (1) China's territory may be conquered but it cannot be given away, (2) The Chinese people may be massacred, but they will not surrender.’ The crowd, whipped up to fever pitch, called for the heads of the Communications Minister, Cao Rulin, the éminence grise of the warlord cabinet; and his two principal supporters, Zhang Zongxiang, Minister at the Chinese Legation in Tokyo, and Lu Zongyou, who were blamed collectively for arranging the fatal loan. In a solemn declaration, the leaders of the protest urged the nation to resist:

We now approach a crisis in which our country is threatened with subjugation … If her people cannot unite in indignation in a last-minute effort to save her, they are indeed a worthless race of the twentieth century and should not be regarded as human beings … As for those who willingly and traitorously sell out our country to the enemy, as a last resort we shall have to rely on pistols and bombs to deal with them. Our country is in imminent peril – its fate hangs by a thread! We appeal to you to join our struggle.48

The meeting over, they marched to the Legation Quarter. The students, including many children, carried white banners on which they had written, ‘Down with the nation-selling clique!’ and ‘Protect our country's earth!’.49 Before them went two huge five-coloured national flags and a pair of scrolls with a mock funeral inscription:


Cao Rulin, Lu Zongyou and Zhang Zongxiang will stink for a thousand years.

The students of Beijing mourn them with bitter tears.50


A delegation handed in petitions at the American, British, French and Italian missions.51 Then the cry went up: ‘On to the house of the traitor!’ The crowd surged forward to the home of Cao Rulin, in a side-street near the Foreign Ministry, which they found well-guarded by militia and police. When the police tried to move them on, five young diehards, led by a student anarchist, Kuang Husheng, leapt over the wall and broke a window to get inside. The imposing double doors were thrown open, and the students stormed in after them. An eyewitness reported:

The change which came over this procession of apparently innocent schoolboys was astounding … The 3,000 bunched up in the narrow street … went through police, gates and all in a fine indifferent frenzy and set about making a ruin of Cao's residence in the most systematic manner. They did not find the man they were looking for, however. With rare agility he went through a back window, over the back wall, and landed with a badly injured leg in another street, where he was picked up and taken to the sanctuary of a foreign hotel. Instead, the infuriated students found an unhappy victim in Zhang Zongxiang [who had been hiding with another Chinese official and a Japanese journalist] … The mob fell upon Zhang with all their fury. Everyone insisted upon hitting him at least once. He was dragged into the street and then mauled in the dust until past recognition.

Kuang and his group of anarchists then set the building on fire. In the confusion the Japanese journalist, with the help of some of the police, managed to get Zhang away to the safety of a nearby store. There another group of students found him and beat him unconscious again. Eventually reinforcements arrived, and in the ensuing melee, a number of students were injured, one of whom died later, and thirty-two were arrested. As they were marched off to prison, they were ‘heartily cheered by all foreigners and Chinese en route’, reflecting general contempt for the warlord government's cravenness.

Cao's elderly father, his son and young concubine, whom the students had allowed to leave, were then driven with a military escort to the Legation Quarter, where, in a final indignity, the legation police arrested their driver for speeding.

The May Fourth Incident, as these events were afterwards called, spawned a nationwide movement for national renewal that spread to every corner of China, triggering a tidal wave of cultural, political and social change that has been regarded ever since as one of the defining periods of modern Chinese history.

In Hunan, Zhang the Venomous issued a proclamation, forbidding agitation.52 A handful of students distributed tracts urging people to protest. But they were pitifully few compared with the thousands who gathered in other provincial capitals,53 and Zhang's troops made short work of dispersing them. The Governor was less successful in preventing an economic boycott. There was a run on Japanese-owned banks, as Chinese refused paper notes and withdrew their savings in silver; Chinese newspapers rejected Japanese advertisements; merchants refused to sell Japanese goods. The city was plastered with crudely drawn posters, depicting China's humiliation at the hands of the ‘Eastern dwarves’, and consignments of Japanese silk, smuggled in by profiteers, were publicly burned.54 But even here, Hunan was merely following the lead of other provinces, which had acted sooner and more forcefully. Zhang's condemnation of the boycott as ‘a national disgrace’ had its effect. In Changsha, there was no merchants’ strike and no Japanese shops were looted. Zhang himself noted with satisfaction that the province had been ‘quite a model [compared] to other places’.55

Mao played little part in these early stages of the campaign.

At the end of May, he had helped He Shuheng, an older fellow teacher, and Deng Zhongxia, a student he had met at the Young China meetings in Beijing, who had come to Changsha to spread word of what was happening in the capital, to set up a Hunan United Students Association, whose stated aim was ‘to restore national sovereignty and punish those who have betrayed the motherland’.56 He reportedly wrote a ‘fiery appeal’, urging nationwide resistance,57 and the association sent out inspection teams, working jointly with the trade guilds, to ensure that the boycott was complied with.

Very quickly he realised, however, that such efforts were peripheral to the main task at hand. To Mao, as to Chen Duxiu and Li Dazhao in Beijing, Japan's refusal to return Shandong and the ensuing boycott were merely symptoms of China's national malaise, of which the cause, and the cure, lay far deeper.58 They were useful as a vehicle to mobilise public feeling. But if lasting change were to be achieved, the sense of national outrage would need to be channelled so as to bring about fundamental political reform. The May Fourth Incident was merely a catalyst. The energy it had released had to be made to trigger China's hoped-for renaissance, rather than being dissipated by sops, like the dismissal of Cao Rulin and his two cohorts, announced with much fanfare by the Beijing government at the beginning of June, or China's symbolic refusal, later that month, to sign the Paris peace treaty.

With this aim in mind, and with the support of the Students’ Association's Chairman, Peng Huang, a fellow member of the New People's Study Society, Mao decided to produce a weekly newspaper, Xiangjiang pinglun (Xiang River Review), whose purpose was to agitate for thoroughgoing reform.59 In a front-page editorial in the first issue, published on July 14, he nailed his colours to the mast:


Today we must change our old attitudes … Question the unquestionable. Dare to do the unthinkable … Religious oppression, literary oppression, political oppression, social oppression, educational oppression, economic oppression, intellectual oppression and international oppression no longer have the slightest place in this world. All must be overthrown under the great cry of democracy …

The time has come … The floodgates … have opened! The vast and furious tide of the new thought is already rushing, surging along both banks of the Xiang River! Those who ride with the current will live; those who go against it will die. How shall we greet it? How will we propagate it? How will we study it? How will we carry it out? This is the most urgent, most pressing task, for all of us Hunanese …60



He attempted to answer that question in a long essay entitled ‘The Great Union of the Popular Masses’, published in three consecutive issues in late July and early August.61 In it, he argued that the chances of reform were brightest when ‘the decadence of the state, the sufferings of humanity and the darkness of society have all reached an extreme’. To seize the opportunity so presented, what was needed was a ‘great union’ of all progressive forces in society – formed from ‘a multitude of small unions’ representing workers and peasants; students; teachers; and such disadvantaged groups as women and jinricksha-pullers, often regarded in the May Fourth period as symbols of the country's exploitation. If only they would struggle together, Mao wrote, no force would be able to withstand them.

Could such an enterprise really succeed? ‘Some doubts may well be expressed,’ Mao conceded. ‘Hitherto … organised undertakings on a large scale were something of which the people of our country were quite simply incapable.’ But now, he insisted, it was different. The consciousness of the Chinese masses had been raised, the Empire had been overthrown, and democracy, ‘the great rebel’, was waiting in the wings:

We are awakened! The world is ours, the state is ours, society is ours! If we do not speak, who will speak? If we do not act, who will act? … Ideological liberation, political liberation, economic liberation, liberation between men and women and educational liberation are all going to burst from the deep inferno where they have been confined and demand to look at the blue sky. Our Chinese people possess great inherent capacities! The more profound the oppression, the more powerful its reaction, and since this has been accumulating for a long time, it will surely burst forth quickly. I venture to make a singular assertion: one day the reform of the Chinese people will be more profound than that of any other people, and the society of the Chinese people will be more radiant than that of any other people … [and] it will be achieved earlier than that of any other place or people. Gentlemen! Gentlemen! We must all exert ourselves! We must all advance with the utmost strength! Our golden age, our age of glory and splendour, lies before us!

The essay was remarkable not only for its clarity and force, its unabashed confidence in the future and its implicit exaltation of youth as the primary motor of change, but because it offered a coherent, practical programme for achieving it. That made it stand out from the flood of material being published in the 400 or more student news-sheets that sprang up in China at that time,62 fifteen of them in Changsha alone, and overnight it won Mao, and the Xiang River Review, a national reputation. The liberal philosopher, Hu Shi, who had snubbed Mao nine months earlier, described it as ‘one of the [truly] important articles’ of the time, and praised its author's ‘exceedingly far-reaching vision and effective and well-chosen arguments’.63 Li Dazhao reprinted it in the Meizhou pinglun (Weekly Review), which he edited in Beijing. The New Tide leader, Lo Jialun, another of those who had spurned Mao's overtures when he was a library assistant, said it conveyed the essence of the student movement's aims.64

More important in the long-term for Mao's development was the new emphasis he placed on organisation, which eventually would lead him to Marxism. For the moment, however, he continued to view the world revolution, which he maintained was moving inexorably eastward from Leningrad to Asia, in essentially anarchist terms. His articles dealt with educational policy, the struggle for women's rights, and such well-worn anarchist themes as ‘whether or not to retain the nation, or the family, or marriage, [and] whether property should be private or public’. The Marxist concept of class struggle, to the extent that he understood it at all, he found entirely alien: ‘[If] we use oppression to overthrow oppression,’ he wrote, ‘the result [will be] that we still have oppression. This would be not only self-contradictory, but also totally ineffectual.’ Rather than waging a ‘revolution of bombs [and] … of blood’, oppressors should be shown the error of their ways. Indeed, he used the word ‘class’ very rarely, and then usually in such un-Marxist categories as ‘the classes of the wise and of the ignorant’, or ‘the strong and the weak’.65

Writing for a wider audience gave Mao for the first time an opportunity to apply to contemporary politics the analytical tools he had developed as a student. In ‘The Great Union of the Popular Masses’, he asserted a dialectical relationship between oppression and the reaction against it, which was straight out of Paulsen's System der Ethik.66 The same sense of historical flux informed his assessment of Germany's defeat: ‘When we look at history in the light of cause and effect, joy and suffering are often closely interrelated, inseparable. When the joy of one side reaches an extreme, the suffering of the other side will inevitably also reach an extreme.’ Thus the invasion of France by the Holy Alliance in 1790 contained within it the seeds of Napoleon's rise; Napoleon's subjugation of Prussia in 1815 created the conditions for the French defeat of 1870, which in turn paved the way for Germany's defeat in 1918. Nor would it end there: the harshness of the conditions imposed by the Allies at Versailles made another cycle of conflict inevitable. ‘I guarantee’, Mao wrote, ‘that in ten or twenty years, you Frenchmen will yet again have a splitting headache. Mark my words!’67

Mao's sympathy for Germany, shared by many educated Chinese, reflected admiration for its ‘towering strength’ and ‘spirit of greatness’, which had enabled it to become the most powerful nation in Europe. Yet here, too, his sense of history gave him a prescience which few others at that time shared.

We must realise [he wrote at the end of July] that Japan and Germany are a couple of dogs, male and female, that have tried to mate on a number of occasions, and although they haven't made it up to now, their lusting after each other will never go away. If the militarist adventurers of the authoritarian Japanese government are not exterminated, if the German … government is not overthrown by revolution, and if this lustful stud and lascivious bitch are still not separated, the danger will be truly great.68

When those lines were written, he was still only twenty-five years old.

*


By the beginning of August 1919, an uneasy calm had returned to China. The government in Beijing had made symbolic amends. The strikes and demonstrations were over.

Only in Hunan did friction continue. At a meeting with student representatives, Governor Zhang, fanned by four bodyguards, yelled furiously: ‘You are not permitted to march in the streets, you are not permitted to hold meetings … You should work hard at studying and teaching. If you don't listen, I'll cut off your heads!’69 Soon afterwards the Students’ Association was banned and Peng Huang, its chairman, fled to Shanghai.70

Mao was unimpressed. On August 4, the Xiang River Review published a wickedly mischievous petition, which he himself had written, begging the Governor to allow the reopening of Changsha's leading newspaper, the Dagongbao:

We, the students, have long been worried about the Honourable Governor … We did not in the least expect that the paper would be banned, and its editor arrested, just because it published a manifesto … expressing opposition to [an] illegal election [rigged by Zhang's supporters] … We sincerely hope that Your Honour, for the sake of both interest and profit, will reach a correct decision [and release him]. In that case, the people of Hunan will forever remember your virtuous action. Otherwise … ill-informed outsiders may proclaim that this government is abolishing the right to free speech. We should guard against evil tongues more than a flooding river … Your Honour is enlightened and farsighted, and it is impossible that you do not agree with us.71

The Governor's response was predictable. Despite Mao's claim that the Review dealt solely with social and academic affairs,72 the next issue was confiscated and the journal ordered closed.73 A few days later, a group of soldiers, led by Zhang's adopted son, bayoneted to death74 two young radicals from Shanghai who were helping the students to organise the anti-Japanese boycott. The following month, Mao took over as editor of Xin Hunan (New Hunan), the weekly journal of Xiangya Medical College, a Chinese-American[Q1] teaching hospital in Changsha. In the first issue, he proclaimed defiantly: ‘Naturally we will not be concerned whether things go smoothly or not. Still less will we pay attention to any authority whatsoever.’ In October, it, too, was banned.75

That month Mao's mother died. When he resumed writing, several weeks later, for the Dagongbao, which Zhang had permitted to reopen, the plight of China's women and the strait-jacket of the Confucian family were uppermost in his mind.

During the summer, in ‘The Great Union of the Popular Masses’, he had already taken on the role of spokesperson for women's equality:

Gentlemen, we are women! … We are also human beings … [yet] we are not even allowed to go outside the front gate. The shameless men, the villainous men, make us into their playthings … But so-called ‘chastity’ is confined to us women! The ‘temples to virtuous women’ are scattered all over the place, but where are the ‘pagodas to chaste men’? … All day long they talk about something called being ‘a worthy mother and a good wife’. What is this but teaching us to prostitute ourselves indefinitely to the same man? … Oh, bitterness! Bitterness! Spirit of freedom! Where are you? … We want to sweep away all those devils who rape us and destroy the liberty of our minds and our bodies!76

In 1919, such views were widely shared among progressive young Chinese, revolted by the extremes of suffering which many Chinese women were routinely expected to endure.

That autumn, a particularly ghastly case occurred in Changsha, involving a young woman who had been affianced by her parents as the second wife of an elderly merchant. Twenty-three-year-old Zhao Wuzhen was borne in procession in her bridal sedan chair, decked out in red silk, to her future husband's home. But when the door was opened, it was discovered that, on the way, she had cut her throat with a razor.77

Mao, with bitter memories of his own arranged marriage, and still in mourning for his mother, whom he saw as having been trapped in a similarly loveless union, threw himself into the debate, publishing no fewer than ten articles in the Dagongbao in the space of a fortnight. Her family, he acknowledged, were partly to blame, by forcing her to marry an old man she did not love. But the root cause of the tragedy was ‘the darkness of the social system’, which had left her no alternative but to take her own life. Citing one of his favourite proverbs – ‘Better a shattered piece of jade than an unbroken pot of clay’ – he argued that what she had done was ‘an act of true courage’, and disagreed with those, like Peng Huang, who suggested that she could have found other ways of struggling against her fate:


Mr Peng wonders why Miss Zhao didn't just run away … First let me raise a few questions, after which I shall present my view.
1) Within the city of Changsha, there are more than forty pedlars [who go from house to house, selling linen goods to women in the inner quarters] … Why is this?
2) Why is it that all the lavatories in the city of Changsha are for men only, and none for women?
3) Why is it you never see women entering a barber shop?
4) Why is it single women are never seen staying in hotels?
5) Why is it you never see women going into tea-houses to drink tea?
6) Why is it that the customers in [the big shops] … are always men, never women?
7) Why is it that of all the carters in the city, not one is a woman? … Anyone who knows the answers to these questions will understand why it was that Miss Zhao could not run away … Even if [she] had wanted to, where could she have run to?78



Mao's new emphasis on social factors, and on first-hand observation, made him re-examine his political goals. To change China, he concluded, it was first necessary to change society. To change society, one must first change the system. To change the system, one must begin by changing those in power. Some of his colleagues in the New People's Study Society demurred, holding that it was the role of scholars to set forth great ideas, not to ‘concern ourselves with small problems and petty affairs’. True up to a point, Mao replied, but so long as the larger aim was not forgotten, promoting practical, political change was the ‘most economical and most effective means’ to influence the current situation and bring about fundamental reform.79

Under his influence, this pragmatic, nuts-and-bolts approach was adopted by Changsha's students that winter when renewed efforts to enforce the anti-Japanese boycott provoked a showdown with Zhang Jingyao.

On December 2, some 5,000 students and others including representatives of the Chamber of Commerce, members of the Society for Promoting National Goods, factory workers and clerks, marched to the former imperial examination hall for a rally at which they planned to burn fourteen boxes of smuggled Japanese cloth. As the proceedings neared their climax, several hundred soldiers, led by the Governor's youngest brother, Zhang Jingtang, debouched from the surrounding streets, and encircled the demonstrators, rifles at the ready. ‘What kind of people are you, making this disturbance?’ he shouted at the crowd. ‘You should realise that we Zhang brothers are the ones who give you money for your studies.’ Spurring his horse forward, he went on angrily: ‘I know how to set fire to things as well as you … I am also a military man and know how to put people to death. I'll have some of you put to death for certain if this sort of thing goes on.’ When a student protested that the rally was patriotic, he laid about him with the flat of his sword and the troops began to advance. ‘You Hunanese are bandits,’ he cried, ‘and your women are bandits too.’ The leaders of the protest were forced to kneel on the ground, while Zhang boxed their ears, and a number of arrests were made.80

The incident, trivial in itself, was the final straw for the Hunanese. Those whom Zhang had insulted were the sons and daughters of the elite. Already, that autumn, a leading Changsha banker had told a foreign acquaintance: ‘This time the trouble is [among] the gowned classes, not the short-coated masses … Better for this city to be looted and get rid of Zhang Jingyao than to have to continue longer under the present conditions.’81 After eighteen months of northern rule, the economy had collapsed.82 In many areas even the troops were no longer being paid, prompting Zhang, like other local warlords, to issue secret orders to farmers to resume opium cultivation, which, though banned by treaties with the Powers (and by a new presidential decree, issued in Beijing), generated large amounts of tax revenue.83 Now the local gentry decided the Governor would have to go.

Two weeks after the confrontation in Changsha, a delegation left secretly for Beijing to plead for Zhang's removal.84 Mao was among its members, charged with setting up a ‘People's News Agency’ to distribute information about the anti-Zhang campaign to Chinese-language newspapers.85 On December 24, the ‘news agency’ scored a notable scoop when students at Wuhan discovered forty-five sacks of opium poppy seeds, each weighing 200 lbs, in a railway freight shed, awaiting shipment to Changsha, addressed to Governor Zhang.86 For the next two months, the delegation produced a hail of petitions denouncing Zhang's ‘insatiable greed’ and ‘tyrannical rule’.87 They held a meeting, which Mao attended, with an official at the Prime Minister's Office, and Hunanese members of the National Assembly pledged to resign their seats unless Zhang was dismissed.88 But the Governor remained firmly in place, and at the end of February, the frustrated delegates decided they could do nothing more.89

In the end, when Zhang fell, four months later, it was not because of popular protests but warlord politics. In May 1920, Wu Peifu, sensing that the simmering conflict between his Zhili clique and the rival Anfu government was coming to a head, decided to aid Tan Yankai's southern forces to recover Hunan, while he himself headed north to Beijing to do battle with Duan Qirui. On June 11, the Governor fled, signalling his departure by blowing up a munitions dump. In a characteristic final gesture, he extorted one last million Chinese silver dollars from local merchants by threatening to burn down the city and execute their leaders. The arrival of the southern forces the following afternoon provoked, one resident wrote, ‘the greatest day of rejoicing I have ever seen in Changsha’, as joyful crowds marched through the streets and innumerable firecrackers exploded late into the night. Little more than a month later, Duan Qirui's armies were defeated by Wu and other Zhili generals, and the Anfu clique, which had ruled northern China for three years, was formally dissolved.90


If Mao's trip to Beijing was a failure as an exercise in practical politics, it turned out to be instrumental in his eventual conversion to Marxism. Already the previous autumn, when Zhang's crackdown on the students was at its height and the Xiang River Review had been banned, he had established a ‘Problem Study Society’, one of the aims of which was to see how the ‘union of the popular masses’ could be advanced. The society was eclectic in scope, and the list of more than a hundred issues with which it proposed to deal, ranging from ‘whether or not socialism can be established’ to such esoteric matters as ‘the problem of drilling traffic tunnels under the Bering Sea, the English Channel and the Straits of Gibraltar’, illustrated the sense of limitless possibility that the May Fourth movement unleashed.91

The society had been inspired by a celebrated debate that year between Hu Shi and Li Dazhao. Hu had argued that China needed ‘More Study of Problems; Less Talk about Isms’. Li contended that without ‘isms’ (or theories), problems could not be understood. Mao, in September 1919, was trying to straddle the two.

By then, more information about the Bolshevik revolution was becoming available. That spring the Beijing newspaper, Chenbao, began publishing translations of Japanese texts about Marxism. During the summer Li Dazhao wrote a long article for New Youth, soon republished in provincial journals all over China, entitled ‘My Marxist Views’, the second part of which dealt with Marx's economic theories. Almost overnight, Mao's vocabulary changed. For the first time he began to appreciate that the system which he wanted to transform was essentially economic in nature.92 The ‘core relationship’ of traditional marriage, he announced, was ‘economic, and thus controlled by capitalism’. If the marriage system was to change, women must obtain economic independence. If society was to change, the old economic relationships would have to go, and a new economic system must be put in their place.93 A month later, Mao began referring to his colleagues in the New People's Study Society as ‘comrades’, and to working people as ‘toilers’.94

In the spring of 1920, Russia's decision to repudiate the ‘unequal treaties’, under which, like the other Powers, it had enjoyed extraterritorial rights in China, provoked a surge of popular gratitude towards the Bolshevik regime, and immense interest among Chinese radicals in the principles by which it ruled.95

Mao followed these developments closely and tried to learn all he could about the new government in Moscow. Russia, he told a friend, was ‘the number-one civilised country in the world’. He became desperate to go there, to see communism for himself, and talked to Li Dazhao about the possibility of setting up a work-study programme to send young people to Moscow, similar to the scheme under which Chinese were travelling to France. At one point he even announced that he was going to learn Russian. Yet at heart Mao remained deeply ambivalent about the benefits of foreign travel. ‘Too many people are infatuated with the two words, “going abroad”,’ he grumbled – only to add wistfully, a few lines later: ‘I think the only correct solution is for each of us to go abroad once, just to satisfy our craving for it.’ In the end, he resolved his dilemma by postponing a decision, remaining in China to study ‘for the time being’.96

Even in Beijing, however, studying the Russian experience was easier said than done.

The first[Q2] complete translation of the Communist Manifesto did not appear in book form until April 1920, when Mao was about to leave for Shanghai, and none of Lenin's writings was translated until the end of the year.97 What there was, he eagerly sought out. The Manifesto, in particular, influenced him profoundly. So did Kautsky's Class Struggle, which advocated non-violent revolution. Li Dazhao also gave him encouragement, as did Chen Duxiu, whose decision to embrace communism, Mao said later, ‘deeply impressed me at what was probably a critical period of my life’.98

But Mao was still a long way from accepting Marxism as a doctrine. While at the beginning of June Chen was already on the point of setting up a ‘communist group’ in Shanghai,99 Mao was enthusiastically promoting the Japanese ‘New Village’ movement, which envisaged the establishment of communes based on Kropotkin-style mutual aid, shared resources, and work and study, as a first step towards the peaceful creation of a classless, anarchist society. Manual labour was compulsory, and to reduce the gap between town and country, and between students and society, members were required to go out among the peasantry to spread modern ideas, much as students in Russia were sent to the villages to spread Bolshevism.100

That summer, after several such schemes had collapsed, in Beijing and elsewhere, Mao conceded that the communes were impractical.101 But he did not abandon the ‘New Village’ concept altogether: he would later found a ‘Self-study University’ in Changsha, based on the principles of communal living, whose members were pledged to teach, study, and ‘practice communism’. In July 1920 he set up a Cultural Book Society to disseminate in the province the new literature which the May Fourth movement had spawned.102 Once again, Marxism was not a major influence. The society sold more copies of Kropotkin, Hu Shi and John Dewey, than of Kautsky or Marx. Mao at that time considered Dewey, who taught that ‘education is life, school is society’, to be one of the ‘three great contemporary philosophers’, along with Bertrand Russell and the French thinker, Henri Bergson.103

Years later, in Bao'an, Mao told Edgar Snow that by the summer of 1920, he considered himself a Marxist.104 That was untrue. He admitted to a friend at the time that he still did not know what to believe.105 Indeed, far from being a source of enlightenment, Mao's Marxism that summer was just another element of confusion. He castigated himself for not being better organised: ‘I am too emotional and have the weakness of being vehement,’ he confessed to one of his former teachers. ‘I cannot calm my mind down, and I have difficulty in persevering. It is also very hard for me to change. This is truly a most regrettable circumstance!’ He wished he had X-ray eyes, he went on, so that he could read more widely. ‘I would like very much to study philology, linguistics and Buddhism, but I have neither the books nor the leisure to study them, so I slack off and procrastinate … It is hard for me to live a disciplined life.’106

The desire to study Buddhism may sound strange in a man of strong radical beliefs. But to Mao, in 1920, Chinese culture was still the foundation on which everything else had to be built and it would remain so for the rest of his life. Nor was that unusual.107 Others of his generation sought to ground Western ideas of socialism in the teachings of Mozi, a neglected fourth-century BC philosopher who had identified with the common people and preached universal love, and of Mencius, who had written of an ancient system of shared ownership of fields.

Mao never repudiated the ideas of his youth. His thinking developed by accretion. The idealism he absorbed from Paulsen and Kant was overlain with the pragmatism of Dewey; the liberalism of John Stuart Mill with social Darwinism; Adam Smith with T. H. Huxley. Liang Qichao's constitutionalism gave place to the socialism of Jiang Kanghu and Sun Yat-sen. The utopianism of Kang Youwei prepared the way for anarchism and Marxism. All this ‘modern knowledge’ was buttressed by a classical inheritance – from Wang Yangming of the Ming to the Song neo-Confucian, Zhu Xi; from the great Tang essayist, Han Yu, to Qu Yuan of the Warring States – which itself was anchored in the bedrock of the traditional Chinese amalgam of Buddhism, Confucianism and Daoism which Mao had absorbed in his childhood in the village schools of Shaoshan. Each layer subsumed the others. Nothing was ever lost.

One result was a remarkable capacity, which grew more pronounced as Mao aged, for metaphor and lateral thinking. But more crucially, his approach to Marxism, when finally he embraced it, was coloured by other, very different intellectual traditions.

The Cultural Book Society stocked, alongside anarchist texts, such determinedly traditional offerings as a repunctuated edition of Water Margin in classical Chinese.108 And in the spring of 1920, when Mao was finally able to do some of the sightseeing he had spoken of two years before, it was to the classical sites of antiquity that his footsteps first turned:

I stopped at Qufu, and visited Confucius’ grave. I saw the small stream where Confucius’ disciples bathed their feet, and the little town where the sage lived as a child. He is supposed to have planted a famous tree near the historic temple dedicated to him, and I saw that. I also stopped by the river where Yan Hui, one of Confucius’ famous disciples, had once lived, and I saw the birthplace of Mencius. On this trip I climbed Taishan, the sacred mountain of Shandong, where General Feng Yuxiang retired and wrote his patriotic scrolls … I walked around Dongting lake, and I circled the wall of Baodingfu. I walked on the ice of the Gulf of Beihai. I walked around the wall of Xuzhou, famous in [the novel], The Romance of the Three Kingdoms, and around Nanjing's wall, also famous in history … These seemed to me then achievements worth adding to my adventures …109

As that account, sixteen years later, to Edgar Snow, made clear, to Mao the journey back through China's past was in its way as much an accomplishment as his journey into the new, foreign world of the ‘isms’ which held the key to China's future.

*

Well before Zhang Jingyao was forced to abandon the governorship of Hunan, a lively debate developed over how the province should be ruled once he went. The Republic of China, which Sun Yat-sen had founded, was now widely viewed as a failure. Since 1913, Hunan had been ruled by three northern warlords – ‘Butcher Tang, Fu the Tyrant and Zhang the Venomous’ – each worse than the one before. Tens of thousands of Hunanese had died in a futile civil war; hundreds of thousands had lost their homes. Among the provincial elite, the barbarism of the last two years had convinced conservatives and progressives alike that Hunan would be far better off under Hunanese control. From there it was but a small step to proposing that the province declare its independence – not just in words, but in fact – first from the government in Beijing and then from the rest of China. In 1920, the new watchwords were self-rule and self-government. The slogan, ‘Hunan for the Hunanese!’, resonated anew, and the old ‘independent kingdom’ mentality, on which nineteenth-century travellers had remarked, underwent a dramatic revival.

Mao was initially sceptical. ‘I do not really understand just how we should [do this],’ he wrote in March of that year. ‘Since it is a province within China, it would not be easy for Hunan to establish its independence, unless the whole situation changes in future and our status becomes like that of an American or German state.’110

But less than three weeks later he was won over, and joined Peng Huang in founding an ‘Association for Promoting Reform in Hunan’, based in Shanghai and subsidised by a group of wealthy Hunanese businessmen. The overthrow of Governor Zhang, he warned, risked being a ‘tiger's head with a snake's tail’ – a brave beginning not followed through. The ‘evil system’ itself had to be changed, or another warlord would take Zhang's place. But to change the system throughout China was not possible. The best approach, therefore, was to start in one local area, in this case, Hunan, applying the principle of self-determination, in the hope that it would become a model for other provinces to follow. Then, eventually, all would ‘join together in providing a general solution to the problems of the whole country.’111

In June 1920, ten days after Zhang fell, Mao took these arguments a step further in a letter published in the Shanghai newspaper, Shenbao:

From now on the essential things for us to do are … to abolish the military governorship, cut back the military forces, and … to build the people's rule … There is no hope of fully establishing people's rule in China within the next twenty years. [So] during this period, Hunan had best protect its own boundaries and implement its own self-rule … without bothering about the other provinces or the central government. Thus it can [become like] one of the [American] states … a hundred years ago … By bringing into full play the spirit of the people of Hunan, we can create a Hunanese civilisation within the territory of Hunan … For the past four thousand years, Chinese politics has always opted for grand outlines of large-scale projects with big methods. The result has been a country outwardly strong but inwardly weak; solid at the top but hollow at the bottom; high-sounding on the surface but senseless and corrupt underneath. Since the founding of the Republic, famous people and great men have talked loudly about the constitution, the parliament, the presidential system and the cabinet system. But the more noisily they talk, the bigger the mess they make. Why? Because they try to build on sand, and the edifice collapses even before it is completed. We want to narrow the scope and talk about self-rule and self-government in Hunan.112

For the next two months, Hunanese of all social strata, from the peasantry in their burnt-out villages to the great merchants in the cities, were too busy trying to repair their shattered livelihoods after the  destruction wrought by Zhang's army to give much thought to politics. In July Mao returned to Shaoshan, where he spent several weeks with his brothers, looking after the affairs of the family which, as the eldest son, he now headed.113 In Changsha, Tan Yankai began, for the third time in his career, to piece together what had survived of the provincial administration. But he refused the now hated title of dujun, or Military Governor, preferring instead to be called ‘Commander-in-Chief’ of the forces which had liberated the city.

Hunan was thus in name, and in fact, independent of Beijing's control, but the form of its future government was undecided. In late August, this issue was addressed by Xiong Xiling, a Hunanese scholar who had been Prime Minister in the early years of the Republic. He proposed that the new Governor be elected by a college composed of local assembly-men and members of educational and business associations.114 Counter-proposals followed, and when Mao returned to Changsha at the beginning of September, he found the debate once more in full swing. He immediately contributed an essay of his own, published in the Dagongbao. ‘A storm of change is rising throughout the entire world,’ he proclaimed; ‘the call for national self-determination echoes to the heavens.’ Hunan should become the first of ‘twenty-seven small Chinas’ which would break free from ‘foundationless big China’, inaugurating a process of change that would lead to a ‘thoroughgoing general revolution’ of new progressive forces.115

Tan Yankai hesitated. Self-government would confer a broad-based legitimacy that would make his position less vulnerable to the ambitions of local military commanders. But he wanted to ensure that the deliberations remained firmly under his own control.

In mid-September, therefore, Tan summoned a convention of gentry and officials to begin drafting a new constitution. When this was criticised as too narrow, he suggested giving the provincial assembly the task. To Mao, Peng Huang, and their ally, the Dagongbao editor, Long Jiangong, that was unacceptable, too. ‘If we want self-government,’ Long wrote, ‘we cannot rely on this small number of people from a special class … We must find salvation for ourselves! … We must throw off the snare of top-down rule!’ They proposed a constitutional convention, elected through universal suffrage by all the people of Hunan over the age of eighteen (or in one of Mao's early proposals, over fifteen).116

A petition to this effect was approved at a public meeting Mao chaired on October 8, at which he urged his fellow townspeople not to let slip the chance the self-government movement was offering:

Citizens of Changsha! … If you succeed, [the] 30 million people [of Hunan] will benefit. If you fail, 30 million people will suffer. You must know that your responsibility is not light. The political and social reforms of the Western countries all started with movements of the citizens. Not only did the great transformations in Russia … and other countries which have shocked the world recently originate with the citizens, but even in the Middle Ages it was the citizens alone who wrested the status of ‘freemen’ from the autocrats … Citizens! Arise! The creation of Hunan's future golden age is being decided now.117

Two days later, on the Chinese Republic's National Day, a huge demonstration wound its way in pouring rain through the narrow streets of the old inner city, banners flying and bands playing, to the Governor's yamen, where a copy was presented to Tan.118 The North China Herald reported at length on the event under the headline, ‘Provincial Home Rule in China: Every Province its Own Master’:

The document was the work of three gentlemen: Mr Long [Jiangong], the editor of the Dagongbao; Mr Mao [Zedong] of the First Normal School; and Mr Peng [Huang], a bookseller … Of the 430 [signatories] … about 30 [were said to] be connected with the press of the city; perhaps 200 were teachers or men of the scholar class; about 150 [were] merchants, and, say, 50 [were] working men. It is interesting that not only were working men invited to sign but that representatives of their class stood side by side with some of the most cultured men in the city as members of the deputation of 15 which took the document to the governor … There can be no doubt that the eyes of China are fixed on Hunan at this juncture. Hunan has a chance that [other provinces] have not … If Hunan does act, its example will spread.119

But even as the petition was delivered, Tan was having second thoughts. As the campaign had gathered pace, it had grown more radical. The petitioners wanted a political system based on ‘democracy and socialism’, and had hinted that if they did not get it ‘a bloody revolution’ might ensue. In his articles in the Dagongbao, Mao had stated explicitly that their object was not to have ‘one Hunanese’ – in other words, Tan – rule Hunan, ‘[for then] the ruler is made master and those he rules are made slaves’; the aim was ‘rule by the people’.

In fact, this was largely rhetoric. Mao himself conceded that, in a country where 90 per cent of the population was illiterate, a mass-based Leninist-style revolution to ‘make a clean sweep of the reactionary parties and wash away the upper and middle classes’ was not possible. The best that could be hoped for was to create a movement of the educated elite, to ‘push things forward’ from the outside.120

But even with those caveats, conservatives were alarmed. ‘Hunanese civilisation’ was one thing; ‘people's rule’ was quite another.

During the National Day march, a group of demonstrators, disregarding the organisers’ warnings against disorderly conduct, had climbed on to the roof of the provincial assembly building – symbol of elitist rule – and, amid cheers and ribaldry from below, ripped down the Assembly's flag.121 The following day, Tan seized on this incident as proof that the kind of popular self-government the radicals were advocating was unworkable, and announced that he was withdrawing his support.

The movement then collapsed. On November 1, John Dewey and Bertrand Russell, both of whom were then visiting China, addressed a conference in Changsha on constitutional issues, in which Mao also took part. But no conclusion was reached. A few weeks later, Tan was repaid for his timidity when a local army commander, Zhao Hengti, overthrew him in just the kind of military power-play he had been hoping a popular mandate would prevent.122

Zhao ordered the drafting of a provincial constitution of his own, which was published the following April and promulgated in January 1922. But it was only a pale shadow of the ‘total self-rule’ that Mao and his friends had been fighting for.123 For a time Zhao maintained friendly relations with the southern government in Canton, and became known as a leading proponent of federalism in China. In reality, however, one warlord had replaced another, as Mao had warned might happen. Zhao continued as Governor until 1926, when he was overthrown in his turn by another rebellious military officer.

To Mao, the failure of the independence movement was a grievous disappointment. All his efforts over the past year, he told friends, had been ‘to no avail’. The Hunanese had shown themselves to be ‘muddle-headed, with neither ideals nor long-term plans. In political circles, they are lethargic and extremely corrupt, and we can say that there is absolutely no hope for political reform.’ It was time to start afresh, he wrote, to ‘carve out a new path’.124

Characteristically, this provoked a feverish bout of soul-searching, as he reproached himself for everything from emotional shortcomings to lack of progress in his studies.125 But instinctively he felt the way ahead lay through the New People's Study Society, which had languished during the campaign against Zhang, and whose future role and activities were now the subject of intense debate.

What was needed, Mao believed, was a ‘dedicated group of comrades’, sharing common goals, who would combine their intellectual resources to work out a joint strategy for thoroughgoing reform. They should work quietly behind the scenes, without ‘seeking for vain glory or trying to cut a figure’, and should ‘absolutely not jump on the political stage to [try to] grasp control’. Secondly, in order to ‘overthrow and sweep away the old order’, it was necessary to mobilise ‘the people of the whole country, not [just] a few bureaucrats, politicians and military men’. An ‘ism’ – any ‘ism’ – required a movement to put it into effect, and the movement, in turn, required a broad popular base.126 As Mao put it in a letter to his friend Luo Zhanglong in November 1920:

We really must create a powerful new atmosphere … To [do this] naturally requires a group of hard-working and resolute people, but even more than that it requires an ism that everyone holds in common. Without an ism, the atmosphere cannot be created. I think our study society should not merely be a gathering of people bound by sentiment; it must become a group of people bound together by an ism. An ism is like a banner; only when it is raised will the people have something to hope for and know in which direction to go.127

But the question remained: which ‘ism’? Already, that July, sharp differences had emerged among the sixteen members of the group in France. At a meeting in Montargis, sixty miles south of Paris, where they had gone for language studies, Cai Hesen had argued that China needed a Russian-style revolution. Xiao Yu disagreed, proposing instead a moderate anarchist-inspired reform programme, similar to that which Mao had championed in the Xiang River Review a year earlier, based on education and mutual aid. The differences were papered over with a compromise that the society's guiding principle would be ‘to reform China and the world’.128 But afterwards Xiao and Cai wrote separately to Mao, setting out their rival positions. The main mission of socialism, Cai argued, was to destroy the capitalist economic system, using the dictatorship of the proletariat as its weapon:

I don't think anarchism will work in the world today, because obviously there exist two antagonistic classes in this world. In overthrowing the dictatorship of the bourgeoisie, there is no way the reactionary classes can be suppressed save by the dictatorship of the proletariat. Russia is a clear illustration. Therefore I think that in the future reform of China … we must first organise a Communist Party, because it is the initiator, propagandist vanguard and operational headquarters of the revolutionary movement.129

Cai was not alone in drawing this conclusion. In an article in New Youth that summer, Chen Duxiu called for ‘revolutionary means [to] be used to establish a state of the working class’.130

In Changsha in September, Mao and Peng Huang, with the backing of a wealthy sympathiser in the provincial administration, set up a Russia Study Society,131 which, over the next three months, recruited more than a dozen young Hunanese, including such future communist luminaries as Ren Bishi and Peng Shuzhi, to go to Moscow to attend the newly established University of the Toilers of the East.132 It was headed by one of Chen Duxiu's friends, He Minfan, the principal of the Wang Fuzhi Academy, an old-fashioned literary scholar with a flowing white beard falling on to his formal silk gown, who had developed, somewhat improbably, a keen interest in socialism.133 Mao was listed as its secretary and was the moving force behind it.[Q3]

A month later, He Minfan set up a Marxist Study Circle on the model of those established in Beijing and Shanghai by Li Dazhao and Chen Duxiu. Besides himself and Mao, there were three other founding members: Peng Huang, He Shuheng and another teacher. Soon afterwards they began discussing the establishment of a Socialist Youth League branch.134
[Q4]

Yet Mao was a reluctant convert. Where Cai Hesen understood at once that Bolshevism was the answer to China's problems, and embraced it enthusiastically, Mao came to it despite himself. ‘Cai is the theorist, Mao the realist’, their friends used to say. In the end, it was realism that led Mao to endorse what he called Russian ‘terrorist tactics’. It was, he told Cai, ‘a last resort’ after ‘other, better means’ – a reference to the self-government movement and the anarchist ‘new village’ experiment – had failed. ‘Russian-style revolution’ looked like being the only one that would work:135

The Russian method represents a road newly discovered after all the other roads have turned out to be dead ends. This method alone has more potential than other methods of transformation … Social policy is no method at all, because all it does is patch up some leaks. Social democracy resorts to a parliament as its tool for transforming things, but in reality the laws passed by a parliament always protect the propertied class. Anarchism rejects all authority, and I fear that such a doctrine can never be realised. The moderate type of communism, such as the extreme freedom advocated by [Bertrand Russell], lets the capitalists run wild, and therefore it will never work either. The radical type of communism, or the ideology of the workers and the peasants, which employs the method of class dictatorship, can be expected to achieve results. Hence it is the best method to use.136

The alternative, advocated by Xiao Yu, was to use ‘the method of education’, to persuade the bourgeoisie of the error of their ways, so that ‘it would not be necessary to limit freedom or to have recourse to war and bloody revolution’. In theory, Mao wrote in December, this would of course be best. But in practice it was not possible. ‘Historically no despot, imperialist or militarist, has ever stepped down of his own free will without waiting for people to overthrow him’:

Education requires: (1) money, (2) people, and (3) institutions. In today's world, money is entirely in the hands of the capitalists. Those in charge of education are all either capitalists or the slaves of capitalists … If you teach capitalism to children, these children, when they grow up, will in turn teach capitalism to a second generation of children. If education has thus fallen into the hands of the capitalists, it is because they have ‘parliaments’ to pass laws protecting the capitalists and handicapping the proletariat. They have ‘governments’ to execute these laws and to enforce actively the advantages and prohibitions they contain. They have ‘armies’ and ‘police’ to provide passive guarantees for the safety and happiness of the capitalists and to repress the demands of the proletariat. They have ‘banks’ as their treasury to ensure the circulation of their wealth. They have factories, which are the instruments by which they monopolise the commodities produced. Consequently, unless the communists seize political power … how could they take charge of education? … That is why I believe the method of education is not feasible …137

He concluded that Xiao Yu's view was untenable, and expressed ‘profound approbation for the views of [Cai] Hesen’. On New Year's Day, 1921, eighteen members of the New People's Study Society made their way through a snowstorm to a meeting at the Cultural Bookstore in Changsha, where, after two days’ discussion, they voted by a margin of twelve to three, with three members undecided, in favour of Bolshevism as the society's common goal.138 By now the Marxist Study Circle had been transformed into an embryonic ‘communist group’.139 On January 13, the Hunan branch of the Socialist Youth League, composed mainly of students and New People's Study Society members, held its inaugural meeting. From Shanghai, Mao had received copies of an underground journal, ‘Communist Party’ (Gongchandang), which Chen Duxiu's group had launched on November 7, the anniversary of the Bolshevik Revolution, and of a draft Party Manifesto, issued at about the same time. It called for common ownership of the means of production, the abolition of the state and the creation of a classless society, and declared:

The instrument to defeat capitalism is class struggle … [The] task is to organise and concentrate the power of this class struggle and to make the force opposing capitalism stronger … The objective is to organise some large industrial associations … and also to organise a revolutionary, proletarian political party – the Communist Party. The Communist Party is to guide the revolutionary proletariat to fight against capitalists and to seize political power from them … Power will be placed in the hands of workers and peasants, just as the Russian Communist Party did in 1917.140

A few days after the inauguration of the Youth League, Mao wrote to Cai Hesen, explicitly rejecting anarchism as a practical political doctrine, and endorsing Marx's ‘materialist conception of history’ as the philosophical basis for the new party they were planning to create.141 His conversion was complete.

Mao's Marxism would always retain an anarchist tincture. But the long search for an ‘ism’ was over.

*

Becoming a Marxist was not the only change in Mao's life in 1920. His personal circumstances altered markedly too. As a student, he had been proverbially penniless, and remained so after he graduated. Much of the time he borrowed to get by, relying on the Confucian tradition of mutual aid, whereby friends who have money help those who have not (in the knowledge that one day the roles may be reversed, and they will be helped in turn). None the less, it was a precarious existence. He recounted, years later, how his much-vaunted sightseeing trip that spring had almost ended in disaster when he ran out of money soon after leaving Beijing:

I did not know how I was to get any further. But as the Chinese proverb says, ‘Heaven will not delay a traveller’, and a fortunate loan of 10 yuan from a fellow student … enabled me to buy a ticket as far as Pukou [not far from Shanghai] … On the way [I visited the classical sites] … But when I reached Pukou I was again without a copper … Nobody had any money to lend me; I did not know how I was to get out of town. But the worst of the tragedy happened when a thief stole my only pair of shoes! Ai-ya! What was I to do? But again, ‘Heaven will not delay a traveller’, and I had a very good piece of luck. Outside the railway station I met an old friend from Hunan, and he proved to be my ‘good angel’. He lent me money for a pair of shoes, and enough to buy a ticket to Shanghai.142

In Shanghai, Mao was reduced to taking in washing to help pay for the room he shared with three Hunanese students. Doing washing was not so bad, he told friends, but he had to spend most of his earnings on tramcar fares in order to collect and deliver it.143

Once back in Changsha, however, his fortunes improved dramatically. In September 1920 he was appointed principal of the primary school attached to First Normal, which gave him for the first time a regular, well-paid job, and a status that accorded with his increasingly influential role in provincial politics. It also made possible the second big change in Mao's life. That winter he married Yang Kaihui, the twenty-year-old daughter of his ethics professor at First Normal, Yang Changji, who had died in Beijing the previous January.144

In the liberal circles in which Mao moved, relations between the sexes in China in the early part of the century were not that different from those in contemporary Europe or America. Like all Chinese cities, Changsha had its entertainment district, known as the ‘willow lane quarter’, where singing girls entertained the wealthy, and common prostitutes, the poor. As in Edwardian Britain or belle époque France, brothel-going attracted no social stigma. Indeed, so universal was the practice that every new radical group which claimed to have China's future at heart, from the anarchist ‘Six No's Society’, founded by Cai Yuanpei in 1912, to Mao's New People's Study Society, laid down as a condition of membership that those who joined must abstain from visiting prostitutes to show their moral commitment to the reformist cause.145

There is an early hint of Mao's own attitude in a memorial poem for a schoolfriend, which he wrote in 1915 at the age of twenty-one: ‘Together we denounced the licentious, but how shall we purge the evil in ourselves?’ Two years later, he likened the heroic drive of great men to ‘the irresistible sexual desire for one's lover, a force that will not stop, that cannot be stopped’. Sex and food, he wrote then, were the two basic human instincts.146

By his own account, Mao fell in love with Yang Kaihui during the winter of 1918, when he was working as an assistant librarian at Beijing University.147 But it appears that at that stage he had no opportunity to declare his feelings and in any case he was too shy. Meals at the professor's home, according to Xiao Yu, always took place in complete silence,148 and even in a liberal household it was not considered proper for young people of opposite sexes to be alone together. But from this time on, Mao's writings began to sound a more romantic note. ‘The power of the human need for love is greater than that of any other need,’ he proclaimed.149 ‘Unless people have yielded to the irresistible natural force of love, they either … start big rows [after marriage], turning the bedroom into a battlefield of deadly mutual hostility, or find themselves a world of secret amours “amid the mulberry fields of the Pu River.”’I

The course of love, however, did not run smooth. Back in Changsha a year later he was smitten by another young woman, Tao Yi, who became his first serious girlfriend.150 She was an early member of the New People's Study Society, and their romance evidently lasted through most of the spring and summer of 1920, when they worked together in the Hunan self-government movement and on setting up the Cultural Book Society. Then they drifted apart, and in the autumn Mao was back courting Kaihui.151 He told her about Russia and this wonderful new idea called communism, and persuaded her to join the Youth League. His enthusiasm overcame their shyness. ‘I saw his heart,’ she wrote later, ‘and he saw mine’.152

Cai Hesen and his girlfriend, Xiang Jingyu, had written in the meantime from Paris to say they had decided to flout convention, and instead of getting married, had concluded ‘a union based on love’. Mao was lost in admiration:

I think we should regard Xiang and Cai as our leaders and organise an ‘Alliance for the Rejection of Marriage’ [he wrote]. Those who have marriage contracts should break them (I am opposed to humanism!). Those who do not have marriage contracts should not enter into them … I think that all those men and women who live under the marriage system are nothing but a ‘rape brigade’. I have long since proclaimed that I would not join this rape brigade.153

Yet less than three months later, he did marry. Yang Kaihui's family no doubt insisted on it. For a professor's daughter to marry a peasant's son, even one who had become as prominent as Mao, was enough of a social gamble, without adding to it the opprobrium that in Changsha, far more than in France, would attach to an irregular union. In any case, the kind of marriage Mao railed against was the traditional one arranged by a matchmaker. To him, the criterion of marriage was that ‘the man and the woman both know in their hearts that they have a deep and mutual affection for each other’.154 The key to happiness was free choice.

In the autumn of 1921, they moved into a small house in an area called Clearwater Pond, just outside Changsha's Small East Gate.155 For the next few years, perhaps for the only time in Mao's life, he had a truly happy family to come home to. His first son, Anying, was born in October 1922; the second, Anqing, in November 1923; the youngest, Anlong, in 1927. It was a surprisingly traditional Chinese household: his mother-in-law lived with them and Kaihui stayed at home with the children, while Mao roamed far and wide, working for the cause to which they were both now committed. As the years passed, the cause took over, and the family was left behind.




I This has been a synonym for illicit love-affairs since ancient times. The phrase derives from a line in the Liji, or Book of Rites, which links debauchery on the banks of the Pu River with the ruin of the State of Wei.


CHAPTER FIVE

The Comintern Takes Charge




On Friday, 3 June, 1921, the Lloyd Triestino steamer, the Acquila, docked at Shanghai after a six-week voyage from Venice. Among the passengers who disembarked was a Dutchman. Powerfully built, in his late thirties, with close-cropped dark hair and a swarthy moustache, he reminded those who met him of a Prussian army officer.1 He had had a trying journey. Even before he took ship, he had been arrested in Vienna, where he had gone to obtain a Chinese visa. A week later the Austrian police released him, but not before notifying the governments of all the countries for which he had entry permits in his passport. At Colombo, Penang, Singapore and Hong Kong, the British posted police guards at the docks to prevent him going ashore. The Dutch Legation in Beijing asked the Chinese government to deny him entry too, but received no reply.2 Shanghai was a law unto itself, where Beijing's writ did not run. It was the soft, wet maw of China, which, with each new tide, sucked in the dispossessed, the ambitious and the criminal – ruined White Russian families, Red adventurers, Japanese spies, stateless intellectuals, scoundrels of every stripe – and sent out in return idealistic youths, seeking foreign learning in Tokyo and Paris. The Chinese called the city a ‘hot din of the senses’. To foreigners, it was ‘the Whore of the East’. The aesthete, Sir Harold Acton, remembered it as a place where ‘people had no idea how extraordinary they were; the extraordinary had become ordinary; the freakish commonplace’. Wallis Simpson was rumoured to have posed nude, with only a lifebelt round her, for a local photographer.

Eugene O'Neill, accompanied by a Swedish masseuse, had a nervous breakdown in Shanghai. Aldous Huxley wrote of its ‘dense, rank, richly clotted life … nothing more intensely living can be imagined.’ The journalist, Xia Yan, saw ‘a city of 48-storey skyscrapers, built upon 24 layers of hell’.3

Mr Andresen, as the Dutchman called himself, proceeded along the bund, past the towering, granite-built citadels of British capitalism – the Hong Kong and Shanghai Bank, the Customs House with its mosaic ceiling of Yangtse river junks, Jardine & Matheson, and the East Asiatic Company – past the park with its apocryphal sign, ‘Chinese and dogs not allowed’,4 past the Seamen's Hostel and Suzhou Creek, to take a room at the Oriental Hotel.5

As he looked around him, at the pavements crowded with Chinese men, wearing long gowns and Panama hats; immaculately dressed taipans in chauffeur-driven sedans; nightclubs full of Eurasian taxi-dancers, where young expatriates caroused through the night; ragged coolies, glistening with sweat, straining at huge loads; the textile mills, in which women and children worked fourteen-hour shifts; and the filthy slums across the river, where this emerging new proletariat lived, he might have been forgiven for feeling a surge of missionary zeal. For Hendricus Sneevliet, to give him his real name, also known as Martin Ivanovich Bergman, Comrade Philipp, Monsieur Sentot, Joh van Son and Maring, amid a host of other aliases, was a missionary of a kind. He had been sent to China by Lenin as the first representative of the Comintern, the Communist International, to help the Chinese comrades organise a party which would give fraternal support to the Bolshevik leadership in ‘Mekka’, as he referred to Moscow, and help spread the worldwide revolution in which they all fervently believed.6

Sneevliet was not the first Russian emissary to China. Initial contact had been made in January 1920. Then in April, with the Comintern's approval, Grigorii Voitinsky had been sent on a fact-finding visit by the Vladivostok branch of the Bolshevik party's Far Eastern Bureau. Its headquarters were at Chita (Verkhneudinsk), the capital of the Soviet Far Eastern Republic, a vast territory nominally independent from Moscow which extended from the Chinese border to southern Siberia. The Bureau engaged in constant turf battles with the Far Eastern Republic's Foreign Ministry, with the ‘Eastern People's Section’ of the Russian party's Siberian Bureau, based at Irkutsk, and occasionally, for good measure, with the Comintern itself. The result was that more than a dozen Russian agents, often at cross purposes with each other, were active in China that year, as well as a number of Korean communists, some of whom claimed to represent the Comintern and who were also divided among themselves. The Chinese were equally disorganised. Voitinsky found himself confronted by a range of Chinese claimants to Soviet support. Most were anarchists who saw the Comintern as a potential source of money and recognition. One such movement, the Great Unity Party (Datongdang), succeeded for a time in gaining acceptance by the Bureau in Vladivostok as an authentic ‘socialist, communist’ organisation. Another briefly existed as a Chinese branch of the Russian Communist Party. It was not until after Sneevliet's arrival that the Comintern, at its Third Congress in Moscow in June 1921, recognised Chen Duxiu's movement as the only legitimate communist force in China, rejecting the claims of four other self-proclaimed Chinese communist organisations. By then the Russians had got their own act together, having amalgamated the Chita and Vladivostok operations into the Comintern's Far Eastern Secretariat which replaced the ‘Eastern People's Section’ in Irkutsk.7

Voitinsky's arrival had been skilfully timed to coincide with the upsurge of enthusiasm for the Soviet Union triggered by Moscow's announcement that it would renounce its extraterritorial rights. He was a man of great tact and charm, and the Chinese with whom he had dealings saw him as the perfect example of everything a revolutionary comrade should be. During the nine months he spent in China, he helped Chen Duxiu organise the ‘communist group’ in Shanghai, the Socialist Youth League and the communist journal, Gongchandang, and drafted the Party Manifesto, which Mao and others received that winter, as a preliminary to holding a founding Congress to bring the provincial groups together to form a full-fledged Communist Party.

Hendricus Sneevliet was a man of a very different stamp. He was a member of the Executive Committee of the Comintern, and had already spent five years in Asia as an adviser to the Communist Party of Dutch-ruled Indonesia. He exuded a mixture of obstinacy and arrogance which signalled not only that he knew better than any of the Chinese comrades, but that it was his bounden duty to bring them into line. Zhang Guotao, a Beijing graduate who had helped Li Dazhao set up the North China ‘communist group’, recalled their first meeting, shortly after the Dutchman's arrival:

This foreign devil was aggressive and hard to deal with; his manner was very different indeed from that of Voitinsky … He left the impression with some people that he had acquired the habits and attitudes of the Dutchmen that lived as colonial masters in the East Indies. He was, he believed, the foremost authority on the East in the Comintern, and this was a great source of pride to him … He saw himself coming as an angel of liberation to the Asian people. But in the eyes of those of us who maintained our self-respect and who were seeking our own liberation, he seemed endowed with the social superiority complex of the white man.8

At the end of June 1921, Mao and He Shuheng left Changsha by steamer, amid great secrecy, to join eleven other delegates, representing Beijing, Canton, Jinan, Shanghai, Tokyo and Wuhan, to attend the founding Congress which Voitinsky had initiated.9 It began on Saturday July 23 – three days later than planned because some of the delegates were delayed – in a classroom at a girls’ school in the French concession which had closed for the summer holidays. Neither Chen Duxiu nor Li Dazhao was present, apparently because the Congress had been called at short notice and they had other commitments. In their absence the proceedings were chaired by Zhang Guotao, whom Mao had met in Beijing two-and-a-half years earlier when he had worked as a library assistant there. Sneevliet and a colleague, Nikolsky, who represented the newly established Far Eastern Secretariat in Irkutsk, led the initial proceedings, but then the meeting recessed for two days to allow a drafting committee to produce texts of a Party programme, Party rules and a statement of Party policy.

When it resumed the following Wednesday, the discussion turned on three points: what kind of party they should create; what stance it should adopt towards bourgeois institutions, specifically the National Parliament and the Beijing and Canton governments; and its relationship with the Comintern.

Sneevliet, in his opening address, noting that all those present were students or teachers, had stressed the importance of forging strong links with the working class. The Marxist scholar, Li Hanjun, who represented the Shanghai group, immediately disagreed. Chinese workers, he retorted, understood nothing of Marxism. It would take a long period of education and propaganda work before they could be organised. In the meantime, Chinese Marxists needed to decide whether their cause would best be served by an organisation propagating Russian Bolshevism or German-style Social Democracy. To rush headlong into building a working-class party, dedicated to proletarian dictatorship, would be a serious mistake. Sneevliet was scandalised. On this issue the Dutchman carried the day, and in its first formal statement, the new Chinese Communist Party (CCP) declared in true Bolshevik fashion:

The programme of our party is as follows: With the revolutionary army of the proletariat, to overthrow the capitalistic classes and to reconstruct the nation from the working class until class distinctions are eliminated … To adopt the dictatorship of the proletariat … To overthrow the private ownership of capital, to confiscate all the means of production, such as machines, land, buildings … and so on, and to entrust them to social ownership … Our party, with the adoption of the soviet form, organises the industrial and agricultural labourers and soldiers, propagates communism, and recognises the social revolution as our chief policy; it absolutely cuts off all relations with the yellow intellectual class and other such groups.10

On the other two points in dispute, the outcome was less satisfactory to Moscow. This was partly because of the way the Congress ended. On July 29, when it became clear that serious disagreements remained, Sneevliet said he wished to put forward some new ideas and asked that the next session take place not at the school but at Li Hanjun's house, which was also in the French Concession. Soon after the meeting began, a man looked through the door, muttered something about having come to the wrong house and hurriedly departed. On Sneevliet's instruction, the delegates immediately dispersed. A group of Chinese detectives, led by a French officer, arrived a few minutes later, but despite a four-hour search, found nothing. After that, it was thought too dangerous to hold further meetings in Shanghai, and the final session was held some days later on a pleasure boat on the reed-fringed South Lake at Jiaxing, a small town on the way to Hangzhou, sixty miles to the south. There, too, Sneevliet was unable to speak: it was felt that the presence of foreigners would make the group too conspicuous, so he and Nikolsky did not take part. As a result, when the boat trip ended at dusk, and the delegates shouted in unison, ‘Long live the [Chinese] Communist Party, long live the Comintern, long live Communism – the Emancipator of Humankind’, they had taken what one of them called ‘many furious and radical decisions’, not all of them to the Comintern's liking.11

They had resolved, for instance, to adopt ‘an attitude of independence, aggression and exclusion’ towards other political parties, and to require Communist Party members to cut all ties with non-communist political organisations.12 This sectarian stance was at odds not only with Sneevliet's hopes for a tactical alliance with Sun Yat-sen's Guomindang, which he rightly saw as the strongest revolutionary force in China at that time, but also with Lenin's thesis, approved by the Second Comintern Congress in Moscow a year earlier, that communist parties in ‘backward countries’, in so far as they were able to exist at all, would have to work closely with national-revolutionary bourgeois democratic movements.13

Had the Congress[Q1] been able to continue until August 5, as originally planned, Sneevliet might have been able to convince them to adopt a programme better suited to China's conditions. As it was, the delegates approved virtually unchanged the drafting committee's proposals – made without Sneevliet's participation – which were modelled on the programme and manifesto of the United States Communist Party, translations of which had been printed in Gongchandang in December, and the statutes of the British Communist Party.14

No less troubling, the delegates failed to reach agreement on the respective merits of the Beijing and Canton governments. In Sneevliet's eyes, as in Chen Duxiu's, the southern regime was much more progressive.

Still worse, from the Dutchman's perspective, the delegates refused to acknowledge Moscow's supremacy. Although the Party programme spoke of ‘uniting with the Comintern’, the Chinese Party saw itself as an equal, not a subordinate.15 The Russians were not happy. Nikolsky's boss in Irkutsk, Yuri Smurgis, spoke dismissively of a Congress of ‘Chinese who fancied themselves communists’.16

In these circumstances, tensions with ‘Mekka’ were bound to continue.

When Chen Duxiu took up his responsibilities as Secretary of the provisional Central Executive Committee in September, he found that Sneevliet, as Comintern representative, was not only issuing orders to Party members on his own authority, but expected him to submit a weekly work report.17

For several weeks, Chen refused to have anything to do with the Dutchman. The Chinese Party was in its infancy, he told members of the Shanghai group. China's revolution had its own characteristics, and did not need Comintern help. Eventually a modus vivendi was realised, mainly because, Chen's disclaimers notwithstanding, the Comintern provided the money, upwards of 15,000 Chinese dollars a year, which the Party needed to survive.18 But bad blood remained, and not only because of Sneevliet's authoritarian style. He was to be the first in a long line of Soviet advisers to offend Chinese sensibilities, reflecting a cultural and racial divergence which the internationalism of the communist movement initially papered over, but which forty years later would exact its own revenge.


Mao played a minor role in the First Congress. He made a report (which has been lost) on the work of the Hunan group,19 which by July accounted for ten of the fifty-three members of the communist movement in China;20 and he and Zhou Fuhai, a Hunanese student representing the Tokyo group, which boasted all of two members, were appointed official note-takers.21 Zhang Guotao remembered him as a ‘pale-faced youth of rather lively temperament, who in his long gown of native cloth looked rather like a Daoist priest out of some village’. Mao's ‘rough, Hunanese ways’, Zhang wrote, were matched by a fund of general knowledge but only a limited understanding of Marxism.22 None of the participants recall him having contributed much to the debates.23 He evidently felt intimidated by his more sophisticated companions, most of whom, he told his friend Xiao Yu, who was visiting him in Shanghai at the time, ‘are very well-educated, and … can read either Japanese or English’.24 That brought back all his old feelings of inadequacy about languages, and as soon as he returned to Changsha, he plunged into his English lessons again.25 Two months later, the Hunan branch of the CCP was established, with Mao as its Secretary, on the symbolic date of October 10, the anniversary of the Xinhai Revolution launched ten years before.26

For the next few months, Mao devoted himself to building up the Party's tiny following. In November, the provisional Party Centre issued a directive, requiring each provincial branch to have at least thirty members by the summer of 1922.27 Mao's branch was one of three to meet the target, the others being Canton and Shanghai.28 The same month he organised a parade to celebrate the Bolshevik Revolution. This became an annual event, drawing coverage from the Republican daily, Minguo ribao, in Shanghai:

An immense red flag fluttered from the flagpole on the esplanade in front of the Education Association building, with on each side two smaller white banners, bearing the slogan: ‘Proletarians of the World, Arise!’ Other small white flags were inscribed, ‘Long live Russia! Long live China!’ Then came a multitude of small red flags, on which were written: ‘Recognise Soviet Russia!’ … ‘Long live socialism!’ and ‘Bread for the workers!’ Tracts were handed out to the crowd. Just as the speech-making was about to begin, a detachment of police appeared, and the officer in charge announced that, by order of the Governor, the meeting must disperse. The crowd protested, invoking Article 12 of the Constitution, which gave citizens the right of free assembly … But the officer refused to discuss it, and said the Governor's order must be obeyed. The crowd grew angry and shouted: ‘Down with the Governor!’ At that, the police set about their business. All the flags were torn down and the demonstrators forcibly dispersed. It was 3 o'clock in the afternoon, and torrential rain began to fall, preventing any farther resistance.29

Such tensions with Governor Zhao notwithstanding, Mao was able to win enough support from his allies in the provincial elite to establish the ‘Self-study University’ of which he had written a year earlier, financed by an annual local government grant of some 2,000 Chinese dollars, a substantial sum for the time.30

The school's stated objectives were ‘to prepare for reforming society’ and ‘to bring together the intellectual class and the working class’.31 In practice it served as a training ground for future Party activists, numbering at its peak some two dozen full-time students. At first, the fact that it was sponsored by the Wang Fuzhi Society, and was housed in the former Wang Fuzhi Academy, obscured this political purpose, but with time it came closer to Mao's original concept of an academic commune, where teachers and students ‘practised communist living’. Mao gave up his job at the primary school to serve as the university's director, while also teaching Chinese at First Normal.32 He Shuheng was academic dean. He Minfan acted as Principal, until Mao's unconventional ideas about health and fitness caused them to fall out. In the sweltering heat of the Changsha summer, Mao encouraged the students to attend classes in what by the standards of the time was considered a scandalous state of undress. He Minfan, who was of an earlier, more conservative generation, was deeply offended, and after other disagreements they parted on bad terms.33


The main thrust of Mao's activities over the next two years, however, was as a labour organiser. Bolshevik orthodoxy held that the revolution must be built by the proletariat, and the First Congress had laid down that the ‘chief aim’ of the Party was to establish industrial unions.34 There were then about one-and-a-half million industrial workers in China, as against 250 million peasant farmers.35 Conditions in the factories were Dickensian. The noted American labour campaigner, Dr Sherwood Eddy, reported after an investigation in China on behalf of the YMCA:


At the Beijing match factory, there are 1,100 workers, many of them boys between 9 and 15 years old. Work starts at 4 a.m. and stops at 6.30 p.m. with a few minutes rest at midday … seven days a week … The ventilation is inadequate, and the vapour from the low-grade phosphorus damages the lungs. After thirty minutes, my throat was burning. The workers breathe it all day long … On average, 80 fall ill each day. [I also visited] a Beijing textile plant. It employs 15,000 young people. The workers are paid nine [silver] dollars a month for an 18-hour workday, seven days a week. Half are apprentices, who receive no training and are paid no wages, but are simply given food … Their families are too poor to feed them, and are glad to give them to the factory …

In a lodging house I visited, each room, no more than seven feet square, was occupied by 10 workers, half of whom worked by day and half by night. In the whole of that house there was no stove, not a stick of furniture, no fireplace and no lavatory … Nearby, belonging to the same owner, is a sort of windowless cavern with a single door. A group of girls, aged between 10 and 15, sleep there during the day. At night they work in the factory, earning 30 cents a shift. They sleep on a wooden board under a pile of rags. Their biggest worry is that they won't hear the factory siren, and if they arrive late they'll lose their jobs. These people do not live. They exist.36



In Hunan, female and child labour was less common than in the coastal settlements, but otherwise conditions were little different. Until 1920, workers and artisans were organised, as they had been since medieval times, by the traditional trade guilds. But in November of that year two young anarchist students, Huang Ai and Pang Renquan, had established an independent body, the Hunan Workingmen's Association. By the following August, when the Party, at Sneevliet's suggestion, set up a Labour Secretariat under Zhang Guotao, with Mao as head of its Changsha branch, the association had some 2,000 members and had already led a successful strike at the city's Huashi cotton mill.37

Pang was a Xiangtan man, from a village about ten miles from Shaoshan. In September 1921, Mao accompanied him on a visit to the Anyuan coal-mines, part of a big Chinese-owned industrial complex on the border of Hunan and Jiangxi, to see what possibilities might exist for organising the workers there.

He stayed with a distant relative, Mao Ziyun, who worked as a supervisor at the mine. At first his appearance – he wore a traditional blue scholar's gown and carried an oiled-paper umbrella – left the workers perplexed. Despite the May Fourth movement, there was still an almost unbridgeable chasm between mental and manual labour. Gradually, however, the fact that Mao spoke the same dialect and had the same rural origins allowed them to make contact. Exchanging his gown for trousers, he went down into the pits, where he found the miners worked twelve-hour shifts in a temperature of 100 degrees Fahrenheit, naked except for a piece of cloth tied into a turban as protection against head injuries. There was no safety equipment. Gas explosions were common – on average 30 miners died each year – and 90 per cent suffered from hookworm, black lung disease or both.38

This first trip was inconclusive, but in December Mao returned, and shortly afterwards agreed that Li Lisan – who, six years earlier, had sent ‘half a reply’ to his appeal for members for the New People's Study Society – should be based there permanently to establish a school for the workers and their children. Li had studied in France and, on his return, had joined the Party in Shanghai. The non-committal schoolboy Mao remembered had grown into a flamboyant and often impulsive Party militant. Mao advised him to proceed cautiously, first to win the workers’ trust as a teacher, operating, as Li wrote later, ‘under the banner of mass education’, and only later attempting to organize them politically and to set up a Communist Party branch.39

Meanwhile in Changsha in November Mao contributed an article to the Workingmen's Association's newspaper, the Laogong zhoukan (Workingmen's Weekly). ‘The purpose of a labour organisation’, he wrote, ‘is not merely to rally the labourers to get better pay and shorter working hours by means of strikes. It should also nurture class consciousness so as to unite the whole class and seek the basic interests of the class. I hope that every member of the Workingmen's Association will pay special attention to this very basic goal.’40 Soon afterwards, Huang and Pang secretly joined the Socialist Youth League, and in December helped to organise a mass rally, which drew 10,000 people, in protest against manoeuvres by the Powers to extend their economic privileges in China.41 Mao's strategy of co-opting the anarchists, and gradually shifting their focus towards a more Marxist agenda, seemed to be succeeding.

But then, in January 1922, disaster struck. After the New Year holiday, 2,000 workers at the Huashi mill downed tools when the management announced that it was withholding their annual bonus. Equipment and furniture were smashed, and fights broke out with the company police in which three workers were killed. On January 14, Zhao Hengti, who was a major shareholder in the company, declared the strike to be ‘an anti-government act’ and sent in a battalion of troops. After handing out random beatings, they forced the men to resume work by training machine-guns on them. Next day, the 15th, a plea for help was smuggled out. The Workingmen's Association sprang into action. A message came from Governor Zhao asking the two young organisers to come to the mill to negotiate. When they arrived, at nightfall on January 16, they were detained and taken to the Governor's yamen, where Zhao questioned them at length. The workers were granted their bonus. But Huang and Pang were brought to the execution ground by the Liuyang Gate and beheaded, and the Workingmen's Association was banned.42

Their deaths, coming less than three weeks after Zhao had promulgated an ostensibly liberal provincial constitution, enshrining the principle of Hunanese autonomy, sent shock waves across China. Sun Yat-sen urged that Zhao be punished. Cai Yuanpei, at Beijing University, and other eminent Chinese intellectuals, sent telegrams of protest.43 Mao spent most of March and part of April in Shanghai, fanning a virulent campaign against Zhao in the Chinese-language press.44 Even the North China Herald declared the Governor's methods to be ‘inexcusable’.45

On April 1, Zhao issued a long, extremely defensive statement, justifying his conduct:

Unfortunately the general public does not seem to know the correct reasons for the executions, and has mixed them up with matters of the Workingmen's Association in such a way as to bring a charge against me of injuring the association … The two criminals Huang and Pang … [colluded with] certain brigands … in a plot to get arms and ammunition … Their plan was to overturn the government and spread their revolutionary ideas by causing trouble at the time of the Lunar New Year … On me rests the burden of the government of the 30,000,000 people of Hunan. I dare not allow myself to be so confused as to exhibit kindness to merely two men at the peril of the province. Had I not acted as I did, disaster could not have been averted … From the first I have always protected the interests of the workers … I look for Hunan labour to flourish and prosper.46

No one believed these assertions. But, by denying that the executions were linked to the activities of the Workingmen's Association, and explicitly affirming that the pursuit of the workers’ interests was legitimate, Zhao opened the way for the labour movement to resume.

By then Li Lisan's workers’ nightschool at Anyuan was already well-established. Li proved to be a first-rate labour organiser and, in May, persuaded the Anyuan magistrate to authorise the establishment of a ‘Miners' and Railwaymen's Club’ – a covert trade union – which soon boasted its own library, schoolroom and recreation centre. Four months after its inauguration, it had 7,000 members and opened a cooperative store to provide low-interest loans and basic necessities to the workers at substantially lower prices than any of the local merchants.47

All through the spring and summer of 1922, Mao, sometimes accompanied by Yang Kaihui, now pregnant with their first child, travelled to factories and railway depots in Hunan and western Jiangxi – which the Party had placed under the leadership of a newly formed Xiang District Special Committee,48 of which he had been named secretary – to assess the prospects for opening more schools and clubs. The Party Centre in Shanghai had given instructions that labour agitation among railway workers must have top priority. A Railwaymen's Club was established in Changsha, followed in August by one in Yuezhou, on the main line north to Hankou.49

It was at Yuezhou that the trouble began.50

On September 9, a Saturday, groups of workers blocked the line by sitting on the rails, demanding higher wages and modest welfare improvements. Troops were sent to disperse them, killing six workers and seriously injuring many more, together with women and children who had come to support their menfolk. When the news reached Changsha, Mao sent an incendiary telegram to other workers’ groups, seeking their support:

Fellow workers of all the labour groups! Such dark, tyrannical and cruel oppression is visited only on our labouring class. How angry should we be? How bitterly must we hate? How forcefully should we rise up? Take revenge! Fellow workers of the whole country, arise and struggle against the enemy!51

Governor Zhao let it be known that he would stay neutral. Yuezhou was garrisoned by northern troops loyal to Wu Peifu, the head of the Zhili warlord clique in Beijing, whom at this point Zhao viewed as an adversary; any disruption of the rail link to the north could only be to his advantage.52

Word of these events reached Anyuan late on Monday night.53 For some time, trouble had been brewing there over the mining company's refusal to pay back-wages. Now, Mao urged, the moment had come for the Anyuan men to strike too. Drawing on a classical Daoist phrase, he proposed that the guideline for the struggle should be to ‘move the people through righteous indignation’. Li Lisan drew up a list of demands, and forty-eight hours later, at midnight on September 13, the electricity supply to the mineshafts was cut; the mine entrance barricaded with timbers, and a three-cornered flag planted in front of it, bearing the defiant legend: ‘Before we were beasts of burden. Now we are men!’

The miners left two generators running, to prevent the mine flooding. But the following weekend, with negotiations going nowhere, there were calls for them to be switched off. At that, the mine directors capitulated, approving an across-the-board payrise of 50 per cent; union recognition; improved holidays and bonus conditions; the payment of back-wages; and an end to the traditional labour contract system, under which middlemen creamed off for themselves half the annual wage bill. A few days later, more than a thousand delegates from the country's four main rail systems met in Hankou, and threatened a national rail strike unless immediate wage increases were granted. Their demands, too, were met.54

In both the railwaymen's and the miners’ strike, Mao's role was indirect. As CCP Secretary in Hunan, he had guided the strike movement and acted as its political spokesman, but he played no active part in the conflict. A dispute among masons and carpenters, which began a week later in the provincial capital itself, involved him much more closely.55

All through the summer, a row had been simmering in the ancient trade guild of the Temple of Lu Ban, the patron saint of journeymen builders. Their earnings had been eroded by inflation of the paper currency, and in July they asked the Temple Board to persuade the District Magistrate to approve a wage increase.56 But the pressures of the market economy had eroded guild solidarity, too, and contrary to custom, the board insisted that the guild members subscribe 3,000 Chinese silver dollars to finance the negotiation.

‘They went off to all the fancy restaurants, like the Cavern Palace Spring, the Great Hunan and the Meandering Gardens, and held sumptuous banquets,’ one guild member recalled. ‘These bloodsuckers managed to fill their bellies with food and wine, but they didn't come up with a penny for us.’

The stalemate was broken by a man named Ren Shude. The orphaned son of a poor peasant-farmer, he had joined the guild twenty years before as a thirteen-year-old carpenter's apprentice. The previous autumn he had done some work for the Wang Fuzhi Society, helping to get its premises ready for the new Self-Study University. Mao had befriended him, and at the beginning of 1922 he had become one of the first Changsha workers to join the Communist Party.

Ren now proposed that the men go to the Temple and demand an explanation. About 800 did so, but the board's negotiators fled to an inner sanctum, known as the Hall of Five Harmonies, where the workers dared not follow. At his suggestion, a small group then met Mao, whom Ren introduced as a school-teacher involved in the workers’ night-school movement. He advised them to create an independent organisation, with a system of ‘10-man groups’, or cells, like that used by the railwaymen's and miners’ unions. Three weeks later, on September 5, Ren presided over the founding congress of the Changsha Masons’ and Carpenters’ Union, with an initial membership of nearly 1,100 men. Mao himself drafted its charter, and appointed another Party member to act as union secretary.57

For the next month, as the mine and rail strikes unrolled at Anyuan and Yuezhou, Ren and his colleagues carefully laid their plans. Activists surreptitiously handed out pamphlets and, late at night, went to the barracks where, after the officers had retired, they fired arrows with tracts tied to them over the walls, to get the workers’ case across to the soldiers. Mao mobilised the sympathies of liberals within the provincial elite, former associates of Tan Yankai and members of the Hunan autonomy movement. The editor of the Dagongbao, Long Jiangong, inveighed against the very principle of the government regulating wages, noting that there was no comparable restriction on landlords raising rents. ‘In the provincial constitution,’ he wrote, ‘free enterprise is guaranteed. If employers object that [workers’] wages are too high, they should just refuse to hire them. Why do you want to restrict their demands and stop them raising the price of their labour?’

On October 4, the magistrate announced that the wage increase had been rejected.58 Next day, which was a local holiday, the union leaders met at Mao's home at Clearwater Pond, outside the Small East Gate, and resolved to launch a strike for more money, and for the right to free, collective bargaining. This was underlined in the strike declaration that Mao wrote, which was pasted up on walls in the city:

We, the masons and carpenters, wish to inform you that for the sake of earning our livelihood, we demand a modest pay increase … Workers like us, engaged in painful toil, exchange a day of our lives and of our energy for only a few coppers to feed our families. We are not like those idlers who expect to live without working. Look at the merchants! Hardly a day goes by without them raising their prices. Why does no one object to that? Why is it that only we workers, who toil and sweat all day long for a pittance, have to go through such an ordeal of being trampled on? … Even if we cannot enjoy our other rights, we should at least have the freedom to work and to carry out our business. On this point we will make our stand, and go to our deaths if need be. This right we will not surrender.59

The following day, all construction work in the city ceased. The magistrate, supported by the guildmasters, hoped to sit out the dispute. But winter was approaching. The authorities encountered growing public pressure for a rapid end to the strike, so that people could get repairs done to their homes before the cold weather arrived. On October 17, the magistrate appointed a mediation committee, and ordered the strikers to settle quickly: ‘If you refuse to listen, you will be bringing bitterness on yourselves,’ he warned. ‘You should all think long and hard. Do not wait till it's too late and you regret it!’ But the committee's offer, though more generous than earlier proposals, would have ended the traditional craft distinction between older and younger workers’ wages. It, too, was rejected, and the union announced that the workers world march en masse to the magistrate's yamen on Monday, October 23, to deliver a petition. The march was promptly banned, and doubts began to surface among the union leaders. The banning order described them as ‘fomenters of violence’, a term which had last been used to justify the executions of Huang Ai and Pang Renquan in January. By the weekend, the future of the strike was in the balance.

Mao spent much of Sunday night talking to Ren Shude and other members of the union committee. The situation, he argued, was totally different from that of January. Strikes were now occurring in many parts of China, and in this particular dispute, the masons and carpenters had widespread public support. Zhao Hengti had no direct interest in the outcome, as he had had at the Huashi cotton mill, of which he had been a shareholder. Moreover he was now politically isolated, having close relations neither with Sun Yat-sen in the south nor Wu Peifu in the north.

Next morning, almost all the 4,000 masons and carpenters in the city assembled in the square outside the former imperial examination hall, and marched in good order to the District Magistrate's yamen. There they found the main gate blocked by a table. On top of the table were two benches, on which stood a broad arrow, symbol of the military's right to carry out summary executions. Next to it was a board setting out the mediation committee's last offer.60

Mao had marched in the ranks with them, wearing workman's clothes. A union delegation went inside, but emerged some hours later saying that the magistrate refused any concessions. Then a second delegation was admitted. Mao remained outside. At dusk, when extra troops appeared to reinforce the yamen guards, he led the workers in chanting slogans to keep their spirits up. Darkness fell with still no agreement. Supporters brought lanterns, and they prepared to settle in for the night.

The prospect of several thousand angry men on the loose in the centre of Changsha overnight did not please Governor Zhao, who sent a staff officer to try to persuade them to leave. A missionary, who acted as an occasional correspondent for the North China Herald, happened to be on hand:


About 10 p.m. I wandered across to the precincts of the yamen, and found myself just in time to witness a most interesting interview … The staff official … was well-matched in the 10 representatives of the workmen … On both sides there was perfect courtesy. The staff official ‘mistered’ each of the representatives, and used not only the ordinary terms of respect but maintained the bearing of ordinary intercourse among gentlemen. The workmen, while speaking with complete ease and fluency, made no slips in etiquette …

The staff officer mounted a table … After [he had exhorted] the men to return to their homes … one of the ‘ten’, not the acknowledged leader, asked permission to put the officer's suggestion to a vote. ‘Will you go home? Those who are willing to do so, hold up their hand.’ Not a hand was held up. ‘Those who intend to stay holdup their hands.’ Not a hand was wanting. ‘You have your answer,’ was all that the representative commented …

The staff officer … openly admitted not only that the District Magistrate, but that even the Governor, had no right to fix the rate of wages by proclamation without the agreement of both sides … Now and again things became lively; but the workmen paid pretty good attention to the commands for order and silence from their own delegates. After an hour's enjoyment of as well-conducted debate as I have ever listened to, I left the disputants at it. It was 2 a.m. before, tired out and hungry (the soldiers prevented anyone from carrying in either food or clothing), the workmen agreed to go back to their headquarters.61



The ‘acknowledged leader’ whose debating skills so impressed the worthy prelate was Mao. The union representative who called the vote was probably Ren Shude. Before the workers left, they had extracted a promise that talks would resume at the Governor's yamen next morning. For two days more, Mao and the union leaders negotiated with Governor Zhao's deputy, Wu Jinghong. If a businessman could stop selling goods because it was no longer profitable, Mao argued, why could a worker not stop work? If a merchant could raise the price of a product, why could a worker not raise the price of his labour? The right to petition, he noted, was laid down in the provincial constitution. ‘What law, then, are we breaking? Please inform us, honourable Director, sir!’ In the end, the Governor's decision not to use force, and the administration's concern lest the strike trigger civil disorder, left it no way to resist. Director Wu, Mao, Ren Shude and a dozen other union delegates signed an accord, to which the official seal was solemnly affixed, acknowledging that ‘all wage increases are a matter of free contractual relations between labourers and employers’.

With that, the power of the guilds, which had lasted almost unchanged since the Ming dynasty, 500 years earlier, was effectively destroyed in Changsha. The daily rate for the masons and carpenters was raised from 20 to 34 silver cents. It was still ‘not much more than the barest living wage, [on which] no man could support a family of two adults and two children’, the missionary noted.62 But for Mao, for the Party, and for all the city's workers it was a resounding success, and next day some 20,000 of them marched through a cannonade of firecrackers to the yamen to celebrate. ‘Organised Labour's Victory’, the Herald's headline proclaimed:

The government capitulated completely to the express wish of the strikers’ delegates … It is the first encounter of the new form of Workmen's Union with the officials … They gained all they asked; the officials gained nothing in their attempts to compromise. In as much as the workmen's demands were moderate, that is all to the good, but the precedent gives the workmen an enormous power of leverage.63

It was not Mao's only triumph that week. While he was negotiating with Director Wu at the Governor's yamen on October 24, Yang Kaihui, who had gone for her confinement to her mother's home in the suburbs, gave birth to a son.64

The strike epidemic spread quickly to other trades. Garment-makers struck twice in September. They were followed by barbers, rickshaw-pullers, dyers and weavers, cobblers, typesetters and writing-brush makers.65 By the beginning of November, when the All-Hunan Federation of Labour Organisations was established, with Mao as its general secretary, fifteen unions had been formed, including the country's first inter-provincial association, the Canton-Hankou General Rail Union, with headquarters at Changsha's main railway station. By the following summer, the number would grow to 22 with 30,000 members. Mao himself served as nominal leader of eight of them.66

In December, as head of the new Federation, he took a joint delegation of union representatives to meet Governor Zhao, the Changsha police chief and other top provincial officials, to discuss the government's intentions in view of the workers’ growing demands. According to Mao's minutes, published afterwards by the Dagongbao, Zhao assured them that constitutional guarantees protecting the right to strike would be maintained, and that his government ‘had no intention of oppressing them’. In reply, Mao explained that what the unions really wanted was socialism, but ‘because this was difficult to achieve in China at present’, their demands would be limited to improvements in wages and working conditions. The Governor agreed that ‘while socialism might be realised in the future, it would be hard to put it into practice today’.

The delegation did not get all it wanted. The administration refused to give an undertaking never to intervene in labour conflicts; nor would it register the Federation as a legally constituted body. But the two sides did agree to have regular contact to ‘avoid misunderstandings’.67

December 1922 marked the peak of the labour movement in Hunan, and a highpoint in Mao's own life. He was Secretary of the provincial Party committee; a highly successful trade union organiser, whom even Governor Zhao had to listen to; and the father of a two-month-old baby boy. On his twenty-ninth birthday, the last of the great wave of strikes he had orchestrated in the province that year, at the Shuikoushan lead and zinc mines near Hengyang, came to a successful conclusion.68

Yet amid the movement's triumphs, there were warning signs as well. Shanghai, the biggest industrial centre of all, was so tightly controlled by an alliance of Western and Chinese capitalists, foreign police and triad labour recruiters, that the Party's Labour Secretariat found it impossible to operate there and in the autumn moved to Beijing.69 Even in Hunan, where the movement was strongest, some prominent sympathisers within the provincial elite were beginning to ask themselves whether the agitation was not going too far.70

In the end it was from Beijing that the fatal blow descended. The Labour Secretariat had gone there partly because the dominant northern leader, Wu Peifu, who early in 1922 had strengthened his position by defeating the Manchurian warlord, Zhang Zuolin, was seen as a relatively liberal figure. Wu liked to play up the contrast between his new government and that of the hated pro-Japanese Anfu clique that had preceded it, and proclaimed that the protection of labour was one of his priorities.71 The communists took note, and that summer the Secretariat and its provincial heads, Mao among them, petitioned the Beijing parliament to enact a labour law providing for an eight-hour workday, paid holidays and maternity leave, and an end to child labour.72 In a separate move, Li Dazhao reached agreement with Wu's officials for six Party members to act as ‘secret inspectors’ on the Beijing–Hankou railway, the main north-south artery for troop movements. Wu's interest was to eliminate Zhang Zuolin's supporters from the railwaymen's labour associations. But the result was that, by the end of the year, most of the railway workforce had been reorganised into communist-led workers’ clubs.

Meanwhile Soviet Russia had sent a new emissary, Adolf Joffe, for fresh talks on the thorny problem of diplomatic recognition. Russian diplomats began to dream of an alliance between Wu and Sun Yat-sen, which would combine northern power with southern revolutionary credentials. But Joffe could not give Beijing what it wanted – the restitution of the Russian-administered Chinese Eastern Railway in Manchuria and an acknowledgement of Chinese interests in Mongolia – and Wu's interest in the Russians and their local protégés waned.73

Against this background, the communist-led railway workers’ clubs on the Beijing–Hankou line called a founding congress, to be held in Zhengzhou on February 1, to establish a General Rail Union, similar to the one Mao had founded in Hunan the previous autumn. A few days before the meeting was to open, Wu Peifu ordered it banned. When the delegates went ahead anyway, troops occupied the union headquarters and a national rail strike was declared. On February 7, 1923, Wu and other warlords cracked down simultaneously in Beijing, Zhengzhou and Hankou. At least forty men were killed, including the branch secretary in Hankou, who was beheaded in front of his comrades on the station platform. More than 200 others were wounded.74

The ‘February Seventh Massacre’, as it became known, punched a huge hole in the communists’ ambitions to use the labour movement as the motor of political change. Work stoppages fell by half, and those that did take place were brutally suppressed. Labour activism was further reduced by rising unemployment as Chinese manufacturers cut back in the face of increased foreign competition.75

In Hunan, where Zhao Hengti was continuing his efforts to keep north and south at arms’ length, the clampdown was initially muted. Mao's Labour Federation sent off angry telegrams, denouncing the ‘unspeakably evil warlords’, led by Wu and his nominal ally, Cao Kun, and warning graphically: ‘Every compatriot who has seen these traitors … regrets that he cannot devour their flesh and make a bed of their skins.’76 The registration of new unions continued and, in March, Mao sent his brothers, Zemin and Zetan, to Anyuan and Shuikoushan to help run the workers’ clubs there. Shortly afterwards Li Lisan left for Wuhan, to be replaced by Liu Shaoqi, a dour, orthodox young Leninist who found it difficult at first to assume the mantle of his charismatic predecessor but was well-placed to continue the cautious reformist policies which Mao had laid down. By then, Anyuan had earned the soubriquet ‘Little Moscow’ and was described by the Party Centre as its ‘great fortress of the proletariat’. After the ‘February Seventh Massacre’, Mao once more underlined the need for restraint, quoting a line from the Tang poet, Han Yu: ‘The drawn bow must await release’.77 He visited the coalmines again in April and then helped to organise a gigantic demonstration in Changsha, which brought 60,000 people onto the streets, as part of a nationwide campaign to demand that Japan return Port Arthur (Lushun) and Dairen (Dalian).78 But that was the last hurrah. Two months later, during a general strike to protest the deaths of two demonstrators killed by marines from a Japanese gunboat, Zhao declared martial law, filled the streets with his troops and issued arrest warrants for union leaders.79

By that point, however, Mao had already left Hunan. In January 1923, Chen Duxiu had invited him to come to Shanghai to work for the Party Central Committee. Li Weihan, three years Mao's junior, a former First Normal student and an early member of the New People's Study Society, was named to succeed him as provincial Party Secretary. The communist rail union leader, Guo Liang, became head of the Labour Federation; and another former New People's Study Society member, twenty-year-old Xia Xi, became secretary of the provincial Youth League. For Mao, it was a substantial promotion. But he was evidently in no hurry to depart, and delayed until mid-April before bidding farewell to Yang Kaihui and his baby son, and boarding the Yangtse steamer which was to take him to the coast.80

The row between Chen Duxiu and Hendricus Sneevliet, over the Party's relations with Moscow, had been more or less papered over. But a second, much more serious, dispute had arisen over the relationship between the CCP and Sun Yat-sen's Guomindang (GMD). It dated from the winter of 1921, when Sneevliet had met Sun in Guilin. The old revolutionary flummoxed him by declaring that there was ‘nothing new in Marxism. It had all been said 2,000 years ago in the Chinese Classics.’ None the less, Sun's revolutionary credentials, and the Guomindang's effectiveness in supporting the seamen's strike in Hong Kong, which Sneevliet witnessed for himself in Canton, convinced him that a Communist–Guomindang alliance was highly desirable.81

The Chinese comrades strongly disagreed. The Guomindang might be less reactionary than the government in Beijing, but it was still a patriarchal, pre-modern party, with its roots in the secret societies, the dynastic struggle against the Manchus, and the diffuse, shadowy world of literary and intellectual cliques mobilised by the cultured elite. Sun, who was known simply as ‘the Leader’, ran it as a personal fiefdom, requiring his followers to swear an oath of allegiance. It was profoundly corrupt. Its core support was limited to Guangdong and the other southern provinces. It was not, and had no ambition to be, a mass party, capable of mobilising China's workers and peasants, its merchants and industrialists, to struggle against the warlords and imperialists. In Sun's scheme of things, the warlords were not so much enemies as potential partners in future deal-making.

In March 1922, Zhang Guotao, just back from Moscow, where he and Mao's Hunanese colleague, He Shuheng, had attended the Congress of Toilers of the Far East, reported that at a private meeting he held with Lenin, the Soviet leader had been ‘emphatic’ that the communists and the GMD must work together.82 Chen Duxiu's response was to convene a meeting at the beginning of April with Mao, Zhang and members of three other provincial Party branches who happened to be in Shanghai at the time, which ‘passed a unanimous resolution expressing total disapproval’ of any alliance. Afterwards Chen fired off an angry note to Voitinsky, who had become head of the Comintern's Far Eastern Bureau, informing him of this decision, and declaring that the Guomindang's policies were ‘totally incompatible with communism’; that, outside Guangdong, it was regarded as ‘a political party scrambling for power and profit’; and that whatever Sun Yat-sen might say, in practice his movement would not tolerate communist ideas. These factors, Chen concluded, made any accommodation impossible.83

The signatories, Mao included, returned to their home provinces, assuming that that was an end to the matter. However, Sneevliet, knowing that he had Lenin's backing, was not so easily discouraged. Over the next few months, the Party leaders in Shanghai found themselves under conflicting pressures from the Comintern, the Russian government, Guomindang leftists and sympathisers within the Party's own ranks, and from the complex interplay of warlord rivalries. By early summer, when Sun was expelled from Canton in a palace coup by his erstwhile military supporters – and became notably more receptive to the idea of co-operation with Moscow and its allies – the CCP was ready to signal grudging acceptance of the idea of a common front, so long as the GMD changed its ‘vacillating policy’ and took ‘the path of revolutionary struggle’.84

The Second CCP Congress, in July, confirmed the change in policy. A resolution was passed, acknowledging the need for ‘a temporary alliance with the democratic elements to overthrow … our common enemies’.

But the Guomindang was not mentioned by name, and the resolution insisted that ‘under no circumstances’ should the proletariat be placed in a subordinate position. If the communists joined a united front, it was to be for their own benefit, not anyone else's.85 That message was reinforced by the Party's new constitution, which proclaimed its adherence to the Comintern and warned that CCP members could not join any other political party without express authorisation from the Central Committee itself.86 This was slightly less harsh than the policy of ‘exclusion and aggression’ that the First Congress had laid down, but it was hardly extending a welcome to the Guomindang's 50,000 members to join the common cause. Coming from a minuscule political grouping, which at that time, in all of China, had a paid-up membership of 195, it showed astonishing gall.87

Mao did not attend the Second Congress. He claimed later that when he arrived in Shanghai, he ‘forgot the name of the place where it was to be held, could not find any comrades and missed it’. But it seems more likely that he stayed away because he disagreed with the compromise being fashioned.88 If so, he was not alone: the representatives of the Canton Party committee, who were likewise hostile to an alliance with Sun, also failed to attend.89

In August, Sneevliet returned from Moscow, armed with a directive from the Comintern that the Guomindang was to be viewed as a revolutionary party. Two weeks later, at a Central Committee meeting at Hangzhou, he invoked Comintern discipline to ram through, against the vigorous opposition of all the Chinese who attended, a new strategy known as the ‘bloc within’, under which CCP members would join the Guomindang as individuals, and the Party would use the resulting alliance as a vehicle to advance the proletarian cause. Shortly afterwards, a small group of CCP officials, including Chen Duxiu and Li Dazhao, were inducted into the Guomindang at a ceremony presided over by Sun Yat-sen himself. A new Party weekly, Xiangdao zhoubao (The Guide Weekly), edited by Mao's old friend, Cai Hesen, was set up to promote the alliance, and to try to nudge the Guomindang towards a more revolutionary course. Then, in January 1923, Sun met Adolf Joffe in Shanghai, signalling the start of a closer relationship with Moscow, and – despite reservations from the party's right wing – the first steps were taken towards reorganising the Guomindang on what would eventually be Leninist lines.90

To many communists, however, the ‘bloc within’ strategy remained anathema, and vigorous opposition continued.91

There were other reasons, too, that spring, for the Party leadership to be demoralised. Their one great success, the labour movement, had been smashed. The Party had no legal existence, and was forced to operate underground. Internal divisions had become so acute that, at one point, Chen Duxiu had threatened to resign.92 Sneevliet himself acknowledged that the CCP was an artificial creation, which had been ‘born, or more correctly, fabricated’ before its time, while Joffe had stated publicly that ‘the Soviet system cannot actually be introduced into China, because there do not exist here the conditions for the successful establishment of communism’.93

Even Mao, whose work in Hunan had been singled out for special praise,94 was, according to Sneevliet, ‘at the end of his Latin with labour organisation, and so pessimistic that he saw the only salvation for China in intervention by Russia’. China's future, Mao told him gloomily, would be decided by military power, not by mass organisations, nationalist or communist.95

In this depressed mood, forty delegates, representing 420 Party members, twice as many as the previous year, gathered in Canton for the CCP's Third Congress,96 where once again the relationship with the Guomindang became the dominant issue. The crux of the dispute this time was over Sneevliet's insistence that all Party members should join the Guomindang automatically. Mao, Cai Hesen and the other Hunanese delegates, who voted as a bloc, opposed him.97

Unlike Zhang Guotao, who held that the very principle of collaboration with the Guomindang was wrong, Mao's assessment was pragmatic. After the February incident in Zhengzhou, his thinking about a tactical alliance had changed. The Guomindang, he concluded, represented ‘the main body of the revolutionary democratic faction’, and communists should not be afraid to join it. But the proletariat would grow stronger as China's economy developed, and it was essential that the Party guard its independence so that, when the moment came, it could resume its leading role. The bourgeoisie, Mao argued, was incapable of leading a national revolution; the Comintern's optimism was misplaced:

The Communist Party has temporarily abandoned its most radical views in order to co-operate with the relatively radical Guomindang … in order to overthrow their common enemies … [In the end] the outcome … will be [our] victory … In the immediate future, however, and for a certain period, China will necessarily continue to be the realm of the warlords. Politics will become even darker, the financial situation will become even more chaotic, the armies will further proliferate … [and] the methods for the oppression of the people will become even more terrible … This kind of situation may last for eight to ten years … But if politics becomes more reactionary and more confused, the result will necessarily be to call forth revolutionary ideas among the citizenry of the whole country, and the organisational capacity of the citizens will likewise increase day by day … This situation is … the mother of revolution, it is the magic potion of democracy and independence. Everyone must keep this in mind.98

The prospect of another decade of warlord rule, even leavened by Mao's insistence on the unity of opposites, was too grim for most of his colleagues, and Sneevliet was moved to remark that he did not share his pessimism.99

When the vote was taken, the Comintern line was narrowly approved. But the Party's rank and file, like most of the leadership, remained extremely reserved, and the Congress resolutions were unable to conceal the latent conflicts enshrined in the new policy. The Guomindang, the delegates declared, was to be ‘the central force of the national, revolution and assume its leadership’. Yet, at the same time, the Communist Party, which was assigned the ‘special task’ of mobilising the workers and peasants, was to expand its own ranks at its ally's expense by absorbing ‘truly class-conscious, revolutionary elements’ from the GMD's left wing; while in policy terms its goal was to ‘force the Guomindang’ to move closer to Soviet Russia.100

If the communists were determined to act as a ginger group, the Guomindang was no less determined not to let the tail wag the dog. And so the stage was set for a bruising struggle of wills, and ultimately of arms, which would dominate communist strategy for the rest of the decade and beyond.


When the Third Congress ended, Mao was elected one of nine members of the Central Committee (CC) and, more significantly, Secretary of the newly established Central Bureau, which was responsible for day-to-day Party affairs,I  and comprised himself, the General Secretary, Chen Duxiu, and three others: Mao's fellow Hunanese (and fellow founder members of the New People's Study Society), Cai Hesen and Luo Zhanglong; and the head of the Canton Party committee, Tan Pingshan (soon to be replaced by Wang Hebo, a Shanghainese railwayman and union organiser). Mao was put in charge of personnel work, a key post which made him notionally second only to Chen himself.101


The Party had emerged from its tribulations stronger, more centralised, and more Leninist, at least in the organisational sense, than in its first two years. The struggle to overcome the divisions which had driven Chen Duxiu to threaten resignation the previous autumn had tempered the leadership. Being forced to accept Comintern instructions and to submit to the will of the majority had confronted them for the first time with the principles of democratic centralism on which all Bolshevik parties had to operate. Some, like the Marxist scholar, Li Hanjun, who had argued at the First Congress for a loose-knit, decentralised Party, resigned in disgust. But the outline of an orthodox Party structure was now in place, and Chen Duxiu could no longer complain that ‘the Central Committee internally is not organised … [Its] knowledge is also insufficient … [and its] political viewpoint is not sufficiently clear’.102 Even though the new leadership had no more real grasp of Marxist theory than the old, the basis of a common ideology, guiding and uniting its action, was at last discernible.103

For Mao, these few months in the late spring and summer of 1923 marked a turning-point. At the provincial level, in Hunan, he had been able to influence events as a labour leader and a progressive intellectual with close links to the liberal establishment. Except to a small circle of initiates, his role in the Party had been secret. Now he became a full-time cadre, still operating clandestinely, but with a commanding position in the Party's national leadership. His ties to labour, and to the liberal elite, were abandoned.

Intellectually, too, it was a time for exploring new possibilities. The lesson of the ‘February Seventh Massacre’, that the working class alone could not open the road to power, led him for the first time to consider other options: the military route, which he had discussed with Sneevliet in July and mentioned again, a few weeks later, in a letter to Sun Yat-sen, in which he called for the creation of a ‘centralised national-revolutionary army’;104 and the peasant route, which involved mobilising the most numerous and oppressed sections of China's vast population.

For the time being, however, such thoughts were purely speculative, for the route that the Party had chosen was the ‘united front’. Shortly after the Third Congress, Mao joined the Guomindang.105 He would spend the next year and a half trying to make the front succeed.

In the first weeks, the learning curve was steep for both sides. Sun rejected virtually every proposal the communists made. At a meeting in mid-July, Chen, Mao and the other members of the Central Bureau complained: ‘Nothing can be expected [in terms of] the modernisation of the Guomindang … so long as Sun keeps [to] his [present] notion of [what] a political party [should be], and so long as he does not want to make use of the communist elements [to carry out] the work.’ Sneevliet, as the architect of the front, was especially frustrated. Supporting Sun, he grumbled to Joffe, was simply ‘throwing away money’.106

At the same time, having finally accepted the Comintern's thesis that the way to the future lay through a GMD-led national revolution, the CCP leaders seized on every twitch and whimper that seemed to comfort this strategy. Even Mao, who, a few weeks earlier, had derided the very notion that the bourgeoisie would play a leading role, now lauded the Shanghai business community for supporting the anti-militarist cause:

This revolution is the task of all the people … But … the task that the merchants should shoulder in the national revolution is more urgent and more important than the work that the rest of the Chinese people should take upon themselves … The Shanghai merchants have risen and begun to act … The broader the unity of the merchants, the greater will be their influence, the greater their strength to lead the people of the entire nation, and the more rapid the success of the revolution!107

To some extent this must have been tongue-in-cheek. Mao did not really believe, as he claimed, that of all the Chinese people the merchants suffered ‘most keenly, most urgently’ from warlord and imperialist oppression. Nor did he have much confidence that their new-found revolutionary spirit would last. On the other hand, so long as the warlords were the main enemy, the bourgeoisie had to be an ally. For the moment Mao was ready, like the rest of the Party leadership, to give them the benefit of the doubt.

The key issue remained, however, how to force the Guomindang to change its traditional, elitist ways and become a modern party with a genuine mass base.

At the end of July, after the Central Bureau returned to Shanghai, it was decided to employ a Trojan Horse strategy: Party activists would build up from scratch networks of GMD organisations in northern and central China (where none currently existed), so that these new, communist-dominated regional branches could serve as pressure groups to swing the whole party to the left.108 Li Dazhao was charged with carrying out this mission in north China, and in September Mao went secretly to Changsha to do the same in the central provinces.109

Hunan was once again in the throes of civil war. That summer, one of Zhao Hengti's commanders had mutinied. The former Governor, Tan Yankai, who had been biding his time in the south, where he had established links with Sun Yat-sen, seized the opportunity to invade at the head of a ‘bandit-suppressing army’ bent upon Zhao's overthrow. At the end of August, Tan's allies seized Changsha and Governor Zhao was forced to flee for his life. It was this that persuaded Chen Duxiu to grant Mao leave of absence from his new responsibilities as Secretary, naming Luo Zhanglong to act for him while he was away. Mao was evidently delighted. He did not relish the dry, administrative work which was the Secretary's daily fare. Shanghai, a city created by imperialists and capitalists, would always be foreign to him; and back home in Changsha, Yang Kaihui, whom he had not seen since April, was expecting their second child. But even as he travelled up on the steamer, the tide of warfare turned and when he arrived at Changsha he found it once more in Zhao's hands.110

For the next month, the city was under siege and intermittent bombardment. Tan's allies held the west bank of the Xiang River, Zhao's forces the east. To the foreigners, safe in their consular residences, it seemed ‘an opéra-bouffe war’, with the odd, jagged moment of danger to relieve the tedium. For the Chinese it was very different:

In the city the big shops never took down their night shutters, rich men fled or lay in hiding. All feared the officers who walked or rode through the streets carrying the red paddles [the ‘broad arrows’] of life or death, under the power of which they commandeered rice and money. None dared say nay … [for] those who did … were in danger of being marched to the open space near the Customs House where the executioner stood with a long knife to behead them.111

In the countryside, the villages were subjected to an orgy of rape, plunder and arson reminiscent of the worst days of Zhang Jingyao.112 Mao still thought Tan would win, and wrote to the Guomindang's General Affairs Department in Canton that Zhao would be unable to hold his ground.113 Then, one sunlit morning, came the sound of distant gunfire. Wu Peifu had sent troops to shore up Zhao's support, and Tan's men had been routed. The foreigners watched through binoculars as the victorious force returned, ‘carrying-coolies, machine-guns borne in chairs like invalids, soldiers swinging lanterns and straw shoes, officers shielding themselves from the sun with paper parasols’.114

Zhao's victory came at a price. Hunan's role as a buffer between north and south was at an end. Changsha once more felt the heel of northern soldiers’ boots. The liberal elite allied with Tan, on whose protection Mao had relied, were deprived of power and scattered. On Zhao's orders, the Self-Study University was closed, the Labour Federation and the Students’ Union banned, and a warrant issued for Mao's arrest. Two months earlier he had published a long inventory of Zhao's crimes, describing him as ‘an outrageously and unpardonably wicked creature’. From then on he lived under an assumed name, Mao Shishan (‘Mao the Stone Mountain’).115

There could hardly have been a worse moment to try to launch a nationalist party linked to Zhao's defeated adversary. Mao and the Socialist Youth League leader, Xia Xi, who, on his recommendation had been named the Guomindang's preparatory director in Hunan, were able to establish a provisional Party headquarters for the province, with clandestine branches in Changsha, in Ningxiang (through He Shuheng) and at the Anyuan coalmines, where Liu Shaoqi was still in charge. But they were little more than empty shells, operating in total secrecy.116 Mao remained in Hunan until late December, and celebrated his thirtieth birthday with Yang Kaihui, Anying and their second son, Anqing, born six weeks before.117 That his staying on had more to do with his family than any political commitments is clear from a love-poem he wrote for her soon after his departure, which was evidently marred by a quarrel:

A wave of the hand, and the moment of parting has come.
Harder to bear is facing each other dolefully,
Bitter feelings voiced once more.
Wrath looks out from your eyes and brows,
On the verge of tears, you hold them back.
We know our misunderstandings sprang from that last letter.II
Let it roll away like clouds and mist,
For who in this world is as close as you and I?
Can Heaven fathom our human maladies?
I wonder.
This morning frost lies heavy on the road to East Gate,
The waning moon lights up the pool and half the sky – How cold, how desolate!
One wail of the steam whistle has shattered my heart,
Now I shall roam alone to the furthest ends of the earth.
Let us strive to sever those threads of grief and anger,
Let it be as though the sheer cliffs of Mount Kunlun collapsed,
As though a typhoon swept through the universe.
Let us once again be two birds flying side by side,
Soaring high as the clouds118

While Mao had been in Hunan in the autumn and early winter of 1923, the relationship between the Guomindang and the Russians had undergone a transformation. The Soviet leadership had decided that, given Moscow's international isolation, a progressive Chinese regime, even led by a bourgeois party, would be a valuable ally. Mikhail Borodin, a highly regarded revolutionary who had worked with Lenin and Stalin, was named special envoy to Sun Yat-sen. The Guomindang Chief of Staff, Chiang Kai-shek, a slim, slightly cadaverous man in his mid-thirties, went to Moscow to learn about the Red Army, and was treated royally. Although Sun's quixotic proposal for a Russian-led force to attack Beijing from the north – ‘an adventure doomed in advance to failure’, as the Soviet Revolutionary Military Council put it – was firmly rejected, the Russians agreed to finance a military training school and, at a meeting in November, Trotsky himself promised ‘positive assistance in the form of weapons and economic aid’.

Meanwhile in Canton, Counsellor Bao, as Borodin was called, was deftly working his way around the sensitivities of the two Chinese parties over the triangular alliance Moscow was determined to build.

A thoughtful, patient man, nearly forty years old, Borodin was in many respects the opposite of the domineering Sneevliet. He managed to win Sun's trust while persuading both the Guomindang and the communists that each had most to gain from the new relationship that was being put in place. In October, while Borodin was preparing to help Sun fight off yet another attempt by local warlords to unseat him, the old conspirator cabled Chiang in Moscow: ‘It has now been made entirely clear who are our friends and who are our enemies.’119

On that note, the Guomindang convened its first National Congress in Canton on January 20, 1924. Mao had arrived via Shanghai two weeks earlier with a six-member delegation representing the still largely notional Hunan GMD organisation, including Xia Xi and the provincial CCP leader, Li Weihan.120

The congress approved a new constitution, drawn up by Borodin on Leninist lines, emphasising discipline, centralisation and the need to train revolutionary cadres to mobilise mass support; it adopted a more radical political programme, denouncing imperialism as the root cause of China's sufferings; and it called, for the first time, for the development of workers’ and peasants’ movements to promote the revolution.121 The communists, mostly younger, livelier spirits than the nationalist party veterans, made a strong impression. At one session, Mao and Li Lisan reportedly so dominated the proceedings that the older men ‘looked askance, as if to ask, “Where did those two young unknowns come from?”’ The radical leader, Wang Jingwei, one of Sun's companions from the early days of the Tongmenghui, the Revolutionary Alliance, commented afterwards: ‘The young people of the May Fourth movement are something to be reckoned with, after all. Look at the enthusiasm with which they speak, and their energetic attitude.’122

The new GMD Central Executive Committee (CEC), elected by acclamation on Sun Yat-sen's proposal, included three communists among its twenty-four full members: Li Dazhao; Yu Shude from Beijing; and the Canton CCP leader, Tan Pingshan, who was also named Director of the Organisation Department, one of the most powerful positions in the party, and in that capacity became one of the three members of the CEC's Standing Committee, together with the party Treasurer, Liao Zhongkai, representing the left wing of the Guomindang, and Dai Jitao, representing the right. Mao was appointed one of seventeen alternate (or non-voting) CEC members, seven of whom were communists, including Lin Boqu, a fellow Hunanese who became Director of the GMD Peasant Department; a young literary lion named Qu Qiubai, who had worked in Moscow as correspondent of the progressive Beijing newspaper, Chenbao, and was now Borodin's assistant in Canton; and Zhang Guotao, who had apparently put aside his reservations about the two parties’ unnatural alliance.123

In mid-February Mao moved back to Shanghai, where he shared a house in Zhabei, not far from Bubbling Well Road, in the northern part of the International Settlement, with Luo Zhanglong, Cai Hesen and Cai's girlfriend, Xiang Jingyu.124 For the rest of the year he had a double workload, serving as Secretary for the CCP Central Bureau, which operated from the same address under cover of being a Customs Declaration Office, providing secretarial services for Chinese businesses which had to deal with the foreign-controlled Customs Administration;125 and carrying out similar duties for the Guomindang's Shanghai Executive Committee, with an office in the French concession. The latter was responsible for the work of GMD branches in the four provinces of Anhui, Jiangxi, Jiangsu and Zhejiang, as well as in the city itself.126

This was not the easiest of roles. Despite the best efforts of Borodin in Canton, and of Voitinsky, who was now back in Shanghai as Comintern representative, replacing Hendricus Sneevliet, friction between the two parties intensified. GMD conservatives, not without reason, saw the CCP as a fifth column. In late April or early May 1924, they obtained a copy of a secret Central Committee resolution, ordering communists within the Guomindang to establish a system of tight-knit ‘party fractions’, to transmit and implement Party directives and to prepare for an eventual communist takeover of the party. The right-wing GMD Control Commission began moves to impeach the communist leadership.127 Mao, Cai Hesen and Chen Duxiu argued that the alliance with the GMD had failed and the united front should be broken, but were told by Voitinsky that this was unacceptable to Moscow. The Comintern ordered the resolution annulled, and Sun Yat-sen eventually ruled in favour of maintaining the status quo, but even Borodin grew concerned that an anti-communist coalition was forming which was only deterred from taking action by the fear of losing Russian aid.128

In July, Chen and Mao issued a secret Central Committee circular, reaffirming the ‘bloc within’ strategy laid down by the Third Congress a year earlier, but noting that it was proving ‘extremely difficult’ to carry out:

Overt and covert attacks on us and attempts to push us out have been mounting daily on the part of a majority of Guomindang members … Only a very few Guomindang leaders, such as Sun Yat-sen and Liao Zhongkai, have not yet made up their minds to break with us, but they, too, certainly do not wish to offend the right-wing elements … For the sake of uniting the revolutionary forces, we must absolutely not allow any separatist words or actions to emerge on our side, and we must try our best to be tolerant and co-operate with them. [At the same time] … we cannot tolerate non-revolutionary rightist policies without correcting them.129

That set the tone for communist tactics throughout the next three years. So long as the united front held, the CCP would not be permitted to reject it. Rather, at the Comintern's behest, it would increasingly bend over backwards to accommodate its nationalist partners. But not all of them. The most important decision to emerge during the summer of 1924 was that the Guomindang must be treated as a divided party, having a left wing, with which the communists could ally themselves, and a right wing, which could not be won over and must be fought by all means at their disposal.

The problem with this approach was summed up by Mao in a pithy Chinese folk-saying, ‘Chongshuang diehu’, meaning literally, ‘duplicate bed, duplicate household’.130 In other words, if the front were simply a means for the Party to associate itself with a pro-communist Guomindang Left which shared the same ideas and goals, one or the other was redundant. The question was, which one?

The CCP seemed to be going nowhere. Recruitment was painfully slow. The labour movement was at a standstill. Despite all the Comintern's propaganda depicting the proletariat as thirsting after communist policies, Chinese workers had little interest in politics and communist energies were being dissipated in sterile turf battles for survival. Some prominent communists that summer decided their own Party was the one bed too many and resigned to pursue Guomindang careers. Mao never quite took that step. But as the year wore on he became increasingly despondent. A young Hunanese communist named Peng Shuzhi, visiting Shanghai after three years spent studying in Moscow, found him morose and apathetic:

He looked in a pretty bad way. His thinness seemed to make his body even longer than it actually was. He was pale, and his complexion had an unhealthy, greenish tinge. I was afraid that he had contracted tuberculosis, as so many of our comrades had done, or would do, at one time or another in their lives.131

During the autumn, from Mao's point of view, the situation went from bad to worse. Money stopped arriving from GMD headquarters, and work at the Shanghai committee ground to a halt.132 He began to suffer from neurasthenia – a form of depression, marked by chronic insomnia, headaches, dizziness and high blood pressure – which would plague him for the rest of his life.133 His relations with the rest of the CCP leadership, which had rarely been easy, deteriorated further.134 The Fourth Congress, which he was organising, was postponed until the following January because Voitinsky was away in Moscow.135 Finally, in October, there was yet another political shift in Beijing, which brought to power Feng Yuxiang, an independent warlord known as the Christian General because he baptised his troops with a fire hose. Feng appointed the hated Anfu leader, Duan Qirui, as head of government, and invited Sun Yat-sen to Beijing for talks on national reconciliation.

To Mao, Sun's acceptance of this invitation was the last straw. Over the previous two years, he had seen the labour movement collapse; the liberal, progressive elite, silenced; and the CCP locked into policies which appeared to have no chance of success. Now the Guomindang was reverting, in the Central Committee's words, to ‘the same old game of militarist politics’ that had failed so often in the past.

Towards the end of December, barely a fortnight before the CCP's Fourth Congress was to open, Mao set out for Changsha, accompanied by Yang Kaihui, her mother and their two children, who had joined him in Shanghai in the summer.136 Officially, he had been granted leave of absence due to ill-health. But, as his doctor, Li Zhisui, would note many years later, Mao's neurasthenia was always political in nature: ‘The symptoms became much more severe at the beginning of a major political struggle.’137 Only this time it was a different kind of struggle: Mao was undergoing a crisis of faith.

As 1925 began, and his erstwhile comrades met to chart the future of a Party which now boasted 994 members, Mao celebrated the Chinese New Year at the Yangs’ old family home where, ten years earlier, as a student at First Normal, he had come to sit at the feet of his beloved ethics teacher, Kaihui's father. The wheel seemed to have turned full circle. He had no contact with his old friends in Changsha, or with the provincial CCP or Guomindang committees there. When the Fourth Congress met, he was not re-elected to the Central Committee and he no longer played any role in the Hunan provincial committee. To all intents and purposes, his withdrawal from politics was complete. In February he set out with the family for Shaoshan, taking with him several crates full of books. He was sick, Kaihui told their neighbours. For three months, from winter until late spring, Mao saw no one except members of his family and fellow villagers.138 It was a return to the beginning, to the peasant roots from which, as an ambitious young intellectual, he had tried to free himself. Yet it was there, among the companions of his childhood, that he discerned the first glimmerings of a new, and more hopeful, way forward.


To the Chinese communists, in the first half of the 1920s, the peasants barely existed. They were, as they had been for centuries, part of the background of Chinese life, an unvarying yellow wash against which great events, and great men, were depicted, larger than life, on the endless scroll of Chinese history.

When Lenin, at the Second Comintern Congress in 1920, derided as utopian the idea that a proletarian party could win power in a backward country without forging a strong relationship with the peasantry,139 the urban intellectuals who would form the future leadership of the Chinese party responded with stony silence. Two years later, under the prodding of the Comintern, the Second CCP Congress acknowledged that China's 300 million peasants were ‘the most important factor in the revolutionary movement’, but made clear that the CCP had no intention of leading them. Its task was to organise the workers; the peasants must liberate themselves.140 Chen Duxiu, the Party's General Secretary, was persuaded during a visit to Moscow in November 1922 that the peasants were potentially ‘a friendly army … which the CCP cannot afford to ignore’,141 and at the Third CCP Congress, the following summer, the Party's thinking had evolved sufficiently for ‘workers and peasants’ to be bracketed together as the two classes whose interests the CCP must at all times support.142

By then, a young man named Peng Pai, the scion of a wealthy landlord family, had led the peasants in a successful seizure of power in Hailufeng, in eastern Guangdong, which would defy all the authorities’ attempts to suppress it for the next five years.143 But Peng was not yet a Party member and had carried out his activities entirely alone.144 His movement, in full spate only 150 miles from where the Congress was meeting, did not get a mention.145

Mao had shown interest even earlier in the role the peasantry might play. In April 1921, he had written an article for Gongchandang entitled ‘An Open Letter to the Peasants of China’, describing a revolt the previous autumn in the area around the Anyuan mines, where the peasants had  broken into landlords’ dwellings, feasting on the delicacies they found there, seizing grain and in some cases torching the buildings afterwards. ‘It is exactly like the first rays of sunshine from the East after a pitch-black night,’ he had declared. If peasants all over China would follow their  example, ‘Communism will release you from all suffering so that you may enjoy unprecedented good fortune.’146 Two years later, in the spring of 1923, he had sent two communists from the Shuikoushan lead-mine back to their home villages to investigate the prospects for peasant associations in Hunan.III Zhang Guotao remembered him telling the Third Congress that in Hunan there were ‘few workers and even fewer GMD and CCP members, whereas the peasants there filled the mountains and fields’.147 With their long history of revolt and insurrection, Mao argued, the peasants could become a powerful ally in the national revolution. Chen Duxiu agreed, and a decision was taken to try to unite ‘tenant-peasants and rural labourers to … oppose the warlords and strike down corrupt officials and local tyrants’.148 But no attempt was made to put it into practice.

The Comintern's frustration at the obtuseness of the Chinese comrades where the peasants were concerned was shown vividly in a directive which reached Shanghai shortly after the Congress ended:

The National Revolution in China … will necessarily be accompanied by an agrarian revolution among the peasantry … This revolution can only be successful if the basic masses of the Chinese population, the small peasants, can be attracted to take part. Thus, the central point of all policy is precisely the peasant question. To ignore this fundamental point for any reason whatsoever means to fail to understand the whole importance of the socioeconomic basis upon which alone a successful struggle … can be carried out.149

This too fell on deaf ears, as did subsequent appeals.

There were reasons for the CCP's obstinacy. To the young, mostly bourgeois intellectuals who made up the Party leadership, industry, however primitive, was by definition modern. The new working class in the cities, exploited and downtrodden though it might be, was the proper standard-bearer for the bright new society this modern world would engender. The peasants, in contrast, represented all that was most backward and benighted in China. Mao himself, despite his rural origins, confessed that as a young man he regarded them as ‘stupid and detestable people’. Their revolts, even when successful, as at the end of the Yuan and the Ming dynasties, were capable of producing a new emperor but never a new system. Party workers, one report noted in 1923, ‘do not like the rural areas. They would rather starve than return to the villages.’150 Far from being the wave of the future, the peasantry were the amorphous core of the dark legacy of Confucian empire that the revolution had to sweep away.

In Shaoshan, this began to change.

At first, Mao was so lacking in energy that he did little except read books and receive social calls from neighbours, who discussed ‘family matters and local events’. But a few weeks later, through the intermediary of a young clansman named Mao Fuxuan, he encouraged some of the poorer peasants to form an association. Yang Kaihui set up a peasant night school, a pared-down version of the workers’ school Mao had organised as a student at First Normal, to teach reading, arithmetic, politics and current events.151 Three months later, in another village in the same county, a former Anyuan coalminer named Wang Xianzong formed a second peasant association.152

These small-scale, grass-roots experiments might have continued indefinitely, and probably inconclusively, had it not been for the actions of a unit of British-officered settlement police, 600 miles down the Yangtse in Shanghai.153

There, on May 30, 1925, an incident occurred that set off an explosion of nationalist fervour not seen since the May Fourth movement six years before. The fuse had been lit two weeks earlier when Japanese guards fired on a group of Chinese workers during a strike at a textile plant, killing a communist organiser. In the protests which followed, six students were arrested, triggering more marches and rallies urging their release. The British Police Commissioner ordered that the demonstrations be stopped before the authorities lost control. Further arrests were made. Each day the crowds grew angrier, and the atmosphere more menacing. Shortly after half past three on a warm, muggy Saturday afternoon, in the city's main shopping street, Nanking Road, the officer-in-charge at the central police station, a British inspector, fearing that his men were about to be overrun, ordered Chinese and Sikh constables to open fire. The volley left four demonstrators dead and upwards of fifty wounded, of whom eight later succumbed to their wounds. Rioting followed, in which ten more Chinese died, and a general strike was declared.

Anti-British and anti-Japanese demonstrations broke out all over China. In Canton, troops in the foreign concession opened fire on the protesters with machine-guns, killing more than fifty, winding still tighter the spiral of anger and hatred, and provoking a sixteen-month-long strike against the British authorities in Hong Kong, which by the time it ended had crippled the colony's trade.

When the news reached Changsha that weekend, workers and students poured on to the streets and began chanting anti-foreign slogans. The Dagongbao rushed out a special edition. On Tuesday, 20,000 people attended a rally at which an All-Hunan ‘Avenge the Shame’ Association was founded and a boycott of British and Japanese goods declared. Three days later, a reported 100,000 people marched through the city, plastering every wall with posters calling for the expulsion of the imperialists, the abrogation of the unequal treaties and, most disturbing of all for the provincial authorities, an end to warlord rule. It was the biggest demonstration Changsha had ever seen. Governor Zhao Hengti responded as he usually did, sending troops with loaded weapons to quarantine the schools, imposing a 24-hour curfew and putting up notices warning that ‘disturbers of the peace’ would be shot. But the ‘Avenge the Shame’ Association was able to maintain its activities, and when the students left for the summer holidays, they continued the campaign in their home districts.154

The effect on Mao was electric, and he plunged back into the political fray.

In mid-June, he founded a CCP branch in Shaoshan, with Mao Fuxuan as Secretary. Socialist Youth League and Guomindang branches followed. The peasant night-school movement spread rapidly. Peasant ‘Avenge the Shame’ branches were formed. A young GMD provincial committee staff member named He Erkang (an ex-student of the preparatory school attached to Mao's old Self-Study University and, like many Hunanese GMD activists, also a CCP member) came down from Changsha to help, and on July 10, the inaugural meeting of the grandly named ‘Xiangtan County West Second District “Avenge the Shame” Association’ was held in Shaoshan. Mao made a speech denouncing British and Japanese imperialism, and afterwards the meeting resolved to boycott all foreign goods. Officially sixty-seven delegates attended, but virtually the entire adult population of Shaoshan and of several neighbouring hamlets, some 400 people in all, came along to watch.

Finally, in early August, all this patient spadework began to pay off. A drought had set in, and, as always, the local landlords were hoarding rice in order to create a shortage. After a meeting at Mao's house, the Shaoshan peasant association sent two of its members to petition for the granaries to be opened. Not only was their plea rejected, but they were told that the grain was to be shipped to the city where it would command higher prices, just as Mao remembered his own father doing. On his instructions, Mao Fuxuan and another local CCP member led several hundred peasants, armed with hoes and bamboo carrying-poles, who forced the landlords to sell the grain locally, and at a fair price.155

In the epic scale of the Chinese revolution, it was a minimal event, seemingly of no consequence whatever in the greater scheme of things. But it was the first such movement in Hunan since the smashing of the Yuebei association two years earlier. Within days similar conflicts broke out in other villages. Before the month was out more than twenty peasant associations had been formed in Xiangtan county and the surrounding area.156 At that point, word of Mao's activities reached Zhao Hengti, who sent a terse secret telegram to the Xiangtan County Defence Bureau: ‘Arrest Mao Zedong immediately. Execute him on the spot.’ The order was seen by a clerk who knew Mao's family, and a messenger was sent post-haste to warn him. With that, Mao's days as a peasant organiser came to an abrupt end. He set out the same afternoon for Changsha, disguised as a doctor, travelling in a closed sedan chair.157

With him went the conviction that the Comintern had been right: China's peasants were a force the nationalist movement would neglect at its peril. The revolution would succeed, Mao concluded, once it was able to mobilise the huge, untapped reservoir of peasant discontent against the classes which oppressed them.

In a poem written while in hiding in Changsha at the beginning of September, he reflected sombrely on the magnitude of the task that lay ahead:

A hundred boats battle the current.
Eagles strike at the endless void,
Fish hover in the shallow bottoms,
All creatures strive for freedom under the frosty sky.
Baffled by this immensity,
I ask the vast expanse of earth,
Who, then, controls the rise and fall of fortunes?158

In a strikingly nostalgic passage, he went on to lament the passing of those ‘glorious years’ when he and his student companions, ‘with the scholar's idealistic fervour, upright and fearless, spoke out unrestrainedly’ and ‘counted as dung and dust the high and mighty of the day’. Then they had been convinced they had the answers to all of China's problems. Now, at the age of thirty-one, the blithe certitudes of youth were gone.


In the seven months Mao spent at Shaoshan, the complexion of Chinese politics changed dramatically. Sun Yat-sen had died in March 1925, leaving behind a testament urging his followers to uphold the decisions of the First Guomindang Congress, which had underwritten the united front, and to support the alliance with Russia. Wang Jingwei, who headed the party's left wing, emerged as Sun's likely successor, triggering a conservative backlash which before the year was out would see the right-wing rump, known as the ‘Western Hills Group’, mount a failed leadership challenge. Wang's support surged with the great wave of anti-imperialist fervour provoked by the May 30 Incident, which sent young radicals flocking to join both the Guomindang and the Communist Party. Soon afterwards his chief rival, Hu Hanmin, was banished to Moscow, allegedly suspected of complicity in the assassination that summer of the veteran GMD radical, Liao Zhongkai; while Chiang Kai-shek, now Canton garrison commander, began to build a base of support in the newly created National Revolutionary Army. The result was a party that was not only much more powerful than it had been when the year began, but which had also moved sharply leftward.159

That alone would have been enough to commend the GMD to Mao, living clandestinely in Changsha, as he conferred with Xia Xi and other former protégés, and pondered what to do next.160 But other factors were pushing him the same way. At Shaoshan, Mao had become convinced that his political instincts a year earlier had been correct. Ultimately China's salvation would come through class struggle, waged by the Communist Party leading the country's workers and peasants in the violent overthrow of their oppressors. But until that day dawned, the Guomindang, which could operate legally where the communists could not, which had its own army, trained and paid for by the Russians, and a secure territorial base in Guangdong, was far better placed than the CCP to carry the revolution forward. Accordingly, Mao's peasant night schools did not try to teach Marxism, they taught Sun Yat-sen's ‘Three Principles of the People’ – nationalism, democracy and socialism. Mao's efforts at party-building, after he resumed political activity in June, were geared more to helping the Guomindang than the CCP or the Youth League.161 His new political creed was set out in a resumé he wrote later that year.

I believe in Communism and advocate the social revolution of the proletariat. The present domestic and foreign oppression cannot, however, be overthrown by the forces of one class alone. I advocate making use of the national revolution in which the proletariat, the petty bourgeoisie [the peasantry] and the left-wing of the middle bourgeoisie co-operate to carry out the Three People's Principles of the Chinese Guomindang in order to overthrow imperialism, overthrow the warlords, and overthrow the comprador and landlord classes [allied with them] … and to realise the joint rule … [of these three revolutionary classes], that is, the rule of the revolutionary popular masses.162

Personal considerations must have played a part too. Mao was still an alternate member of the Guomindang Central Executive Committee; in the CCP, he no longer held any official position. Moreover, the GMD, with its roots in the secret societies and the anti-dynastic struggle, had from the start shown more interest in the peasantry than the urban-based Communist Party. By the autumn of 1925, it had set up a Peasant Department and a Peasant Movement Training Institute for rural organisers.163 The CCP had done nothing.

In short, Canton, rather than Shanghai, had become the fulcrum of the revolutionary struggle. So when Mao slipped out of Changsha at the end of the first week in September, it was to travel south. He was evidently uncertain how he would be received. One of his companions on the journey remembered that he was suddenly seized by panic, burning all his notes for fear that they run into a patrol of Zhao Hengti's troops. His neurasthenia returned, and on arrival he spent several days in hospital.164

Yet he had been right to go to Canton. He recalled years later that ‘an air of great optimism pervaded the city’. At Guomindang headquarters, he secured an appointment with Wang Jingwei, the head of the newly formed national government, who was then consolidating his position as the most powerful man in the party. It was Wang who had been so impressed with Mao's youthful enthusiasm at the First GMD Congress in January 1924. Now he proposed that, to lessen his own workload, Mao stand in for him as acting head of the GMD Propaganda Department. Two weeks later, the appointment was formally confirmed.165

As a senior GMD official, Mao was now a man of substance. Yang Kaihui, her mother and the two children came from Changsha to join him. They rented a house in the pleasant tree-lined suburb of Dongshan, where the Russian military advisers and many of the Guomindang leaders, including Chiang Kai-shek, had their homes.

For the next eighteen months, Mao devoted himself to the two issues he now regarded as crucial to the revolution's success: the consolidation of the Guomindang Left and the mobilisation of the peasantry. His first action, that winter, was to start a new party journal, Zhengzhi zoubao (Political Weekly), to counter the challenge to the united front being mounted by the right-wing Western Hills Group and to stiffen the resolve of those ‘whose revolutionary convictions are wavering’.166 The first issue proclaimed:

Uniting with Russia and accepting communists are important tactics of our party in pursuing the goal of victory in the revolution. The late Director-General [Sun Yat-sen] was the first to decide on them, and … they were adopted at the First National Congress … Today's revolution is an episode in the final decisive struggle between the two great forces of revolution and counter-revolution in the world … If our party's revolutionary strategy does not take as its starting point union with Soviet Russia; [and] … if it does not accept the communists, who advocate the interests of the peasants and workers; then the revolutionary forces will sink into isolation and the revolution will not be able to succeed … He who is not for the revolution is for counter-revolution. There is absolutely no neutral ground.167

The choice, Mao argued, was between a ‘Western-style, middle-class revolution’, urged by the GMD right; and the formation of a broad left-wing alliance, leading to the joint rule of ‘all revolutionary forces’. Those who tried to wear ‘the grey mask of neutrality’ would soon be forced to decide on which side they would stand.168

Exactly which forces could be counted as revolutionary was the subject of a long article entitled ‘An Analysis of All the Classes in Chinese Society’, which Mao published on December 1, 1925, in Geming (Revolution), the magazine of the new National Revolutionary Army. It set out in magisterial fashion the results of the long months of reflection he had spent in Shaoshan:

Who are our enemies? Who are our friends? He who cannot distinguish between enemies and friends is certainly not a revolutionary, yet to distinguish between them is not easy. If the Chinese revolution … has achieved so little, [the] … strategic error has consisted precisely in the failure to unite with real friends in order to attack real enemies.169

Mao went on to enumerate no fewer than twenty different social strata in China, divided into five main classes. They ranged from the big bourgeoisie, which was ‘a deadly enemy’, and its allies on the right; to the left-wing of the middle bourgeoisie, which ‘absolutely refuses to follow imperialism’ but ‘is often seized with terror when faced with “Red” tendencies’; and the three categories of petty bourgeoisie (comprising rich peasants, merchants, craftsmen and professional people), whose degree of revolutionary awareness was in direct proportion to their poverty. In addition, there were six categories of semi-proletariat (mainly poor and middle peasants, shopkeepers and street vendors), and four categories of urban, rural and lumpen-proletariat. Of these, the urban workers and coolies were described as the revolution's ‘main force’; the agricultural proletariat, the poor peasants and street vendors were ‘extremely receptive to revolutionary propaganda’ and would ‘struggle bravely’; and the lumpenproletariat[Q2], made up of bandits, soldiers, robbers, thieves and prostitutes, would ‘fight very bravely … if we can find a way to lead them’.

Accordingly, Mao concluded, out of China's 400 million people, one million were irredeemably hostile; four million were basically hostile but might be won over; and 395 million were revolutionary or at least benevolently neutral.

All the objective conditions for revolution were therefore present, Mao wrote; the only thing missing was a way to mobilise the masses. Through all the years that followed, he never wavered in this belief. It would sustain him in the darkest moments, when all hope seemed to be lost. But it offered scant comfort to the Guomindang centrists, the representatives in the party of the ‘vacillating middle bourgeoisie’, to whom Mao's homilies that winter were constantly addressed. The choice that was bearing down on them would come sooner than anyone imagined.

By the end of 1925, Chiang Kai-shek had become the most powerful leader of the Guomindang after Wang Jingwei.170 As commander of the First Corps of the National Revolutionary Army, he had directed a series of successful military campaigns that autumn which effectively secured Guangdong for the GMD government against attacks by local warlords. He controlled the Canton garrison, and headed the Whampoa Military Academy, which became his headquarters. His loyalty seemed beyond question: when the Western Hills Group had challenged Wang Jingwei's leadership the previous November, he had immediately issued a statement of support. But during the Second GMD Congress in January 1926, Chiang grew restive. The meeting saw a further sharp lurch to the left, both in the make-up of the CEC Standing Committee – where Chiang was one of only three moderates, sharing power with three members of the GMD-Left and three communists – and in its policy pronouncements, which were far more radical than anything the Party had approved before. The ‘Resolution on Propaganda’, which Mao drafted, warned ominously: ‘Only those who endorse the liberation movement of the Chinese peasants are faithful revolutionary members of the party; if not, they are counter-revolutionaries.’171 The notion that the peasant movement was central to the revolution was widely accepted by GMD moderates. But the use of the term, ‘liberation’, signifying social revolution in the countryside, was not. The Guomindang was still a bourgeois party, and much of its support came, directly or indirectly, from members of landowning families. Such people favoured reform, but the violent overthrow of the existing rural order was not part of their agenda.172

To Chiang, like many others, the new radicalism was unnerving.173 It came, moreover, at a time when his own position was suddenly under pressure. Stalin, the dominant figure in the new Soviet collective leadership formed after Lenin's death, had come out in favour of the CCP trying to win control of the GMD from within, the same idea that the Comintern had rejected a year earlier when the Chinese had first proposed it. The new head of the Soviet military adviser group, General N. V. Kuibyshev, who had arrived two months before and used the improbable codename, Kisanka (Pussycat), was an arrogant, inflexible man, whose contempt for the Chinese generals, and Chiang in particular, was matched only by his determination to bring the National Revolutionary Army firmly under Soviet control. Chiang soon came to hate him and, on January 15, resigned in disgust as First Corps commander. The main area of disagreement was the timing of the long-awaited Northern Expedition, which was to carry out Sun Yat-sen's dream of unifying the whole of China under a GMD government, crushing the warlords and humbling their imperialist allies. Kuibyshev, on Stalin's instructions, argued that more preparation was needed (a view shared by the CCP leaders in Shanghai). Chiang wanted to press ahead. In fact Stalin opposed the expedition because he feared it would strengthen the GMD conservatives at the very moment when, or so he hoped, the communists and the GMD's left wing were poised to win control of the party. In February, the GMD formally applied for affiliation to the Comintern. Soon afterwards Wang Jingwei joined his voice to those calling for the expedition to be delayed, and the battle lines were drawn.174 The situation was neatly summed up by Vera Vishnyakova-Akimova, one of the Russian mission's interpreters. ‘Everyone knew’, she wrote, ‘that a hidden struggle for power was going on between Chiang Kai-shek and Wang Jingwei. On one side was political prestige; on the other, military force.’175

Yet when Chiang struck, in the early hours of March 20, it came in a way no one had expected.176 He declared martial law; ordered the arrests of all communist officers and political workers in the Canton garrison, and of the commander of a gunboat, the Zhongshan, which he said was acting suspiciously; and sent troops to surround the residences of the Soviet military advisers and to disarm their guards. Chiang claimed afterwards to have evidence that Wang Jingwei, with Kuibyshev's backing, was planning to have him kidnapped by a communist-led naval unit and banished to Moscow. This may well have been true. But even if it were not, a confrontation was by then inevitable.

Chiang's ‘coup’, as it was afterwards called, was over almost as soon as it began. No one was injured, much less killed. Next day he was already apologising that his subordinates had exceeded their orders. But by then his point had been made. He did not oppose Russia, or the CCP, he explained, but ‘certain individuals’ had overstepped their powers. Seventy-two hours later, Kuibyshev and two other senior Soviet advisers boarded a ship for Vladivostok. Wang Jingwei was given ‘sick leave’ and departed quietly for Europe. The Russians tried to smooth things over and the Party leadership in Shanghai decided, apparently without Comintern prodding, that it had no choice but to do the same.

As so often, Mao disagreed. The most senior communists in the GMD army were Zhou Enlai, then aged twenty-eight, and a young Hunanese named Li Fuchun, a former New People's Study Society member married to Cai Hesen's sister, Cai Chang. Both men had come to Canton in 1924 after studying in France. Zhou was Director of the Political Department at the Whampoa Academy, and Deputy Commissar of Chiang Kai-shek's First Corps; Li held the same post in the Second Corps under the command of Tan Yankai. A few hours after the coup, Mao met Zhou at Li Fuchun's home. According to Zhou, Mao argued that Chiang was isolated; four of the other five Corps commanders were hostile to him; and in both the First Corps and the Academy, communists held most of the key posts. If the Left-GMD acted decisively, he asserted, Chiang's support would crumble.177 Other Canton CCP leaders reportedly reached similar conclusions. But when Zhou put this to Kuibyshev, the Russian vetoed the idea, apparently on the grounds that Chiang's forces were too strong.178

That led to further recriminations, with Mao and others complaining that Zhou, who was responsible for military affairs under the Canton CCP committee, had spent too much time infiltrating Chiang's First Corps and the Whampoa Academy, while neglecting to place communist cadres in other sections of the Revolutionary Army.179 But by then such questions were academic. What mattered was that Chiang had won hands down and was well on the way to establishing himself as the indispensable Guomindang leader, a role he would continue to play, in and out of office, for the next forty-nine years.

Mao was now in a delicate position. Wang Jingwei had been his principal patron. Thanks to him he had been reappointed as acting head of the Propaganda Department after the Second Congress, and in February and early March had acquired several other key posts.180 But his relations with the CCP remained problematic. There is no record of the Party leaders’ reaction when they learned in October 1925 that Mao had secured this plum assignment, which the CCP had been angling for ever since the spring of 1924.181 Of all possible communist candidates, he was certainly the last person they would have chosen. He was unruly; heterodox in his ideas; held no CCP office; and had had no contact with the Party Centre for the best part of a year.182

Mao's determination to think for himself had been shown by his call that winter for ‘an ideology that has been produced in Chinese conditions’, and by his emphasis on the primacy of the masses:

Academic thought … is worthless dross unless it is in the service of the demands of the masses for social and economic liberation … The slogan for the intelligentsia should be, ‘Go among the masses.’ China's liberation can be found only among the masses … Anyone who divorces himself from the masses has lost his social basis.183

To the Party Central Committee, imprisoned in a straitjacket of Comintern orthodoxy, the notion of an ideology ‘produced in Chinese conditions’ was utterly heretical. China's salvation, they held, would come not from ‘the masses’, amorphous and undefined, but from the urban proletariat whose mission was to lead them.

These differences had come to a head in December when Mao submitted to the Party journal, Xiangdao, his article, ‘Analysis of All the Classes in Chinese Society’, summarising the lessons he had drawn from his sojourn in Hunan. Chen Duxiu had refused to allow its publication on the grounds that it laid too much stress on the role of the peasantry, which was why it had appeared in the GMD journal, Geming.184

Mao's estrangement from the Shanghai leadership was less damaging than it might have been had the Party Centre been united. But by the beginning of 1926 the CCP was riven by internecine squabbles, in which policy and personalities were inextricably mixed. Peng Shuzhi and Chen Duxiu were on one side, and Qu Qiubai on the other. Cai Hesen hated Peng, who had recently seduced his wife, while Zhang Guotao hovered in the middle. If that were not enough, the Centre and the Canton Party committee followed such different policies that, as Borodin later acknowledged, at times they seemed two different parties. One more dispute, with Mao, not even a member of the Central Committee, was simply not that important. Indeed, to the Party leaders, Mao's only real significance was that he had managed to amass a number of powerful GMD jobs.185

In April 1926, as the communists waited uneasily for Chiang Kai-shek to make his next move, Mao deliberately kept in the background. Zhang Guotao, who had been sent to Canton as the Central Committee's plenipotentiary, remembered how ‘from beginning to end, [Mao] stayed away from the dispute and remained a bystander’, adding perceptively: ‘He seemed to have gained considerable experience from it.’186

After a month of acrimonious bargaining between Chiang (who held in reserve the possibility of a complete break with the Russians) and Borodin (who controlled the flow of Russian arms Chiang needed) a compromise was reached, heavily weighted in Chiang's favour. The Guomindang Central Executive Committee met in plenary session on May 15 and passed a series of resolutions, barring communists from heading GMD departments or from holding more than a third of the posts in high-level GMD committees; banning communist fractions in GMD organisations; prohibiting GMD members in future from joining the Communist Party; and requiring the CCP to provide a complete list of existing GMD members with dual-party allegiance. In return, Chiang agreed to a crackdown on the GMD-rightists, many of whose leaders were arrested or sent into exile (a move which was in his own, as much as the CCP's, interests), and to preserve the status quo ante of GMD–CCP relations. The Russians, for their part, while still opposing the Northern Expedition, reluctantly approved an initial move northwards, into Hunan, with the aim of creating a defensive shield for Guangdong, but with the proviso that ‘the troops not disperse themselves beyond the borders of this province’.187

This time the CCP leadership was, for once, unanimous in its disapproval. Chen Duxiu proposed (yet again) an end to the ‘bloc within’ strategy and the reassertion of the Party's independence. But Stalin insisted that the deal with Chiang must go through.188 From then on, in Borodin's sardonic phrase, the CCP was ‘fated to play the role of coolie in the Chinese revolution’. Though not seen as such at the time, Chiang's coup had marked a turning-point in the Chinese communists’ relations with Moscow. Until March 1926, the Comintern's advice to the Chinese Party was on the whole well-intentioned and well-informed, and frequently more realistic than the views of the inexperienced CCP leaders in Shanghai. After the coup, Moscow's China policy became the prisoner of Kremlin politics. Stalin, engaged in a struggle for power with Trotsky – who now belatedly proposed that the CCP should break with the GMD – could never admit that he had been wrong about the CCP-GMD alliance. For two more years he would maintain that the united front was justified and that, even if the communists had to make temporary concessions to the Guomindang rightists, the overriding need was for all ‘revolutionary forces’ to remain united against the northern warlords and their imperialist allies. Eventually, he argued, the CCP would succeed in converting the GMD into a ‘genuine people's party’ which would establish a revolutionary regime.189

Mao came out of all this far better than he might have expected. Along with other communist GMD officials, on May 28 he resigned as head of the Propaganda Department. But he retained his other key posts, as principal of the Peasant Movement Training Institute, which was then growing rapidly in size and importance, and as a member of the GMD Peasant Movement Committee, which dealt with policy matters.190

These decisions reflected Chiang's recognition of the role the peasantry could play during the Northern Expedition, which he was determined to pursue, notwithstanding Russian reticence.191 In 1926, Mao was one of the few real authorities on peasant matters the Guomindang could turn to. He had given lectures on the subject at the officers’ training school of the Second (Hunanese) Corps of the National Revolutionary Army; at the GMD's provincial Youth Training Institute; and at a middle school attached to Guangdong University; as well as at the Peasant Movement Institute itself. Moreover, his expertise was in the central provinces of China through which the Northern Expedition would pass.192 Even Chiang's Russian advisers, once it became clear that the offensive would go ahead, agreed that it would succeed only if the peasantry along the way were mobilised to support it. Mao shared that view. Since March he had been urging the GMD Peasant Movement Committee to ‘pay the utmost attention to the areas the revolutionary armies will traverse’.193

Less than two months after the May plenum, on July 9, 1926, the Revolutionary Army, numbering about 75,000 men, set out on the long-awaited campaign which was to crush the warlords and finally reunify China under the Guomindang flag.194

It had been launched hurriedly to take advantage of events in Hunan, where the local army commander, Tang Shengzhi, who had staged a successful rebellion and declared in favour of the south, was facing attack from Wu Peifu's northern troops. The decision to back Tang proved well-founded (at least in the short term), for by the end of the month Hunan was in southern hands, and Chiang, as Commander-in-Chief, resplendent in a light grey military cloak and a panoply of new titles and powers, installed himself in Changsha.195 With him went the Soviet advisers, now led by General Vasily Blyukher, the original head of the Soviet military mission, who had returned to replace Kuibyshev. He and Chiang got on well, and the ‘Generalissimo’, as he would later be known, whose military skills were limited, was wise enough to leave questions of tactics in Blyukher's experienced hands.

Mao, along with other Central Executive Committee members, went to the parade ground to see the troops depart, but otherwise he stayed aloof from GMD politics.196

Instead, he immersed himself in his work with the peasantry, who, as he had anticipated, soon began playing a significant part in the southern forces’ advance. After the Revolutionary Army passed through Xiangtan, he sent fifty students from the Training Institute to Shaoshan, to see the peasant associations in action.197 A month later, he published an article in the GMD Peasant Committee journal, Nongmin yundong (Peasant Movement), where for the first time he explicitly identified the landlords as the principal obstacle to revolutionary change, and the peasants as the principal instrument by which they would be overthrown:

Right down to the present day, there are still a number of people, even within the revolutionary party, who do not understand … that the greatest adversary of revolution in an economically backward semi-colony is the feudal-patriarchal class (the landlord class) in the villages … [This] class constitutes the only solid basis for the ruling class at home and for imperialism abroad. Unless this basis is shaken, it will be absolutely impossible to shake the superstructure built upon it. The Chinese warlords are merely the chieftains of this rural feudal class. To say that you want to overthrow the warlords but do not want to overthrow the feudal class in the countryside is quite simply to be unable to distinguish between the trivial and the important, the essential and the secondary.198

For the revolution to succeed, Mao argued, the peasants had to be liberated and the power of the landlords smashed.

The implication was that all else, including the proletariat, was secondary. Far from trying to disguise this, Mao offered a robust defence. The class struggle of the peasantry, he wrote, was ‘different in nature from the workers’ movement in the cities’. The latter was at that stage directed not at destroying the political position of the bourgeoisie but merely at obtaining trade union rights. The peasants, on the other hand, were locked in an elemental battle for survival:

Hence, although we are all aware that the workers, students and middle and small merchants in the cities should rise and strike fiercely at the comprador class and directly resist imperialism, and although we know that the progressive working class in particular is the leader of all revolutionary classes, yet if the peasants do not rise and fight in the villages to overthrow the privileges of the feudal-patriarchal landlord class, the power of the warlords and of imperialism can never be hurled down root and branch.

Mao had developed this analysis gradually over a period of many months. The notion that the peasantry were, as he now put it, ‘the central problem of the national revolution’, dated back to the previous December.199 In January he had described the big landlords as ‘the real foundation of imperialism and the warlords, the only secure bulwark of feudal and patriarchal society, the ultimate cause for the emergence of all counter-revolutionary forces’200 – a phrase which Borodin had seized on and used in a report to a high-ranking Soviet mission a month later.201

But if Mao was not alone in concluding that the feudalism of the Chinese countryside was the chief obstacle to change, no one else had tried, as he now did, to explore the implications of this thesis and take it to its logical conclusion – which was as unacceptable ideologically to the CCP as it was, on practical grounds, to the Guomindang.

The Nongmin yundong article was omitted from the official canon of Mao's works, when compilations began to appear in the 1940s and 1950s; it was simply too unorthodox. Yet beneath the subsequent veneer of ideological rectitude, the communist triumph, more than twenty years later, did come, as he had described, through mobilising the peasantry, not the urban proletariat.

While Mao was thus engaged in fashioning the intellectual underpinnings of his future strategy, the peasant organisers which his institute had trained – most of them CCP members using the Guomindang's name as a cover – fanned out into the countryside to foment rural revolts. In many areas, they found the ground already well prepared. A year earlier, the owners of the Anyuan coalmines had finally lost patience with the labour movement which Li Lisan and Liu Shaoqi had built up and ordered an assault on the Workers Club by 1500 garrison troops armed with machineguns. A number of miners were killed, their leader was executed and most of the rest of the workforce dismissed and forced to return to their villages. They included some 300 communists – at that time almost a third of the Party's national membership – who set up peasant associations in their home areas. In Hunan, Hubei and Jiangxi, these groups played a vital role in opening the way for the nationalist armies.

Events moved swiftly, too, on the battlefield.202 On August 12, Chiang Kai-shek convened a military conference in Changsha at which it was decided that Tang Shengzhi, now installed as Hunan's GMD Governor, should lead a mixed force of his own and Chiang's units against the expedition's next target, Wuhan. Wu Peifu himself took command of the northern forces, but his men were no match for the southerners and Tang captured Hankou and Hanyang on September 6 and 7. The third of Wuhan's three cities, Wuchang, held out against the besiegers until October 10, when Chiang's men suborned one of the defending commanders. Then, for two nerve-racking weeks, the southern offensive stalled, until finally, in November, the city of Nanchang fell, giving the southern armies and their allies a clean sweep of Hunan, Hubei and Jiangxi. Guangxi was already part of the nationalist camp and Guizhou had switched sides in July. Of all the provinces contiguous to Guangdong, only the northern half of Fujian was still in hostile hands, and that fell in December.

Throughout this period, the CCP leadership had been well and truly marginalised. In September, the Canton Party committee, arguing that the success of the Northern Expedition showed that the real power in the Guomindang was held by the conservatives, called for a reappraisal of the Centre's policy of uniting with the GMD-Left, arguing (correctly, as events turned out) that its leaders were an unprincipled congeries, without ideological unity, banding together to defend their own interests only because they ‘could not co-operate with the [GMD-] Centre and Right’.203 Chen Duxiu found himself yet again in the invidious position of having to defend a united front which privately he detested, but which the Comintern insisted must continue.204

Mao's sympathies were with the Canton group. Like them, he had seen at first-hand how supine and self-interested the GMD leftists really were. Like them, too, he saw the Northern Expedition as a huge step forward for the revolutionary cause.205 At a GMD conference in October, called to approve the move of the nationalist capital from Canton to Hankou, he despaired at the hypocrisy of men who in one breath solemnly promised an end to the extortion of land taxes years in advance, and in the next confessed apologetically that this year, exceptionally, because the party had run out of funds, it would have to continue after all.206 By then, he already knew that Canton held no future for him. His stint at the Training Institute had ended, and he was effectively out of a job.

Once again, the peasants were to prove Mao Zedong's salvation.

The explosion of peasant activism that followed the Northern Expedition had finally made the CCP leaders realise that the peasant movement was important, and that it was being led entirely under the Guomindang banner. On November 4, Chen Duxiu proposed that the Central Bureau draw up a rural work programme that would meet peasant demands without creating ‘too great a distance’ over the issue between the CCP and the Left-GMD and risking ‘a premature split’.207 The question, as it had been for Chiang Kai-shek, six months earlier, was who should be put in charge? In September, Mao's article in Nongmin yundong, calling for class war against the landlords, had caught the eye of Qu Qiubai who, despite its departures from Leninist orthodoxy, read it with approval.208 Qu was close to Voitinsky, and counted as one of the most influential members of the Shanghai leadership. He apparently concluded that Mao would be a useful ally.

A few days later, Mao took ship for Shanghai, while Yang Kaihui, now pregnant with their third child, returned with the family to Hunan. On November 15, 1926, the Central Bureau announced that he had been appointed Secretary of the CCP CC's Peasant Movement Committee.209

So ended twenty-three months of political self-exile. It had been a fruitful period. Mao had acquired an undying belief in the revolutionary power of the peasantry, as well as vital skills in operating within the top leadership of a big, complex party machine, learning how to manipulate committees and to haggle over the fine print of party resolutions. Yet after his long dalliance with the effete charms of the Left-GMD, it must have been a relief to discover that he could still find himself a niche, albeit a narrow one, within the Party fold. From now on his primary loyalty would be not just to ‘communism’, in the abstract, as he had written in 1925, but to the growing body of Chinese men and women who, notwithstanding hesitations and setbacks, were attempting to bring it about.

Ten days after his appointment, Mao set out for Wuhan, which the GMD-Left, advised by Borodin, had designated the nationalists’ new provisional capital and where the CPC Peasant Movement Committee would be based. He travelled via Nanchang, which Chiang Kai-shek had made his headquarters, and there witnessed the first storm-clouds gathering in the protracted struggle that was to develop between Chiang and the GMD-Left for control of the party and its strategy.210

During the autumn, Chiang's position as Commander-in-Chief had come under pressure from Tang Shengzhi, whose stature had been bolstered by his successes in Hunan and at Hankou and Hanyang. At the beginning of December, Tang's challenge had receded. None the less, Chiang felt obliged to agree to a new modus vivendi with the Left, whereby his military leadership would be confirmed, but his political role would be restricted and Wang Jingwei would be invited to return as head of government.211

The Communist leaders – most of whom had now grudgingly accepted that the alliance with the Guomindang had in fact strengthened their cause – saw the split between Nanchang and Wuhan as an opportunity to draw closer to the GMD-Left. At a CC plenum in Hankou in mid-December, Chen Duxiu argued that the Nationalist Party's left wing was an essential buffer, preventing direct conflict breaking out between the communists and the GMD-Right. The Left, he acknowledged, was often ‘weak, vacillating and inconsistent’. But negating it in the hope that something better would providentially appear was like ‘refusing to eat bean curd and vegetables because next week there might be meat and fish’. The Party's strategy, Chen argued, was correct. Communists must work discreetly in the background, bolstering the GMD-Left's support against what was now termed the ‘new right’ (the former GMD-Centre), led by Chiang Kai-shek; and, as the Comintern insisted, they must avoid controversial measures – such as the forced redistribution of land to the peasantry – which might impair the alliance. ‘The [GMD] Left's existence’, the plenum declared in its final resolution, ‘is the key to our co-operation with the Guomindang.’212

This cautious optimism stemmed in part from the phenomenal growth in the CCP's membership over the previous two years. From fewer than a thousand at the time of the Fourth Congress in January 1925, this had jumped to 7,500 a year later (in the wake of the May 30 Incident); and to 30,000 by December 1926, thanks largely to the Northern Expedition. Equally important, about 1,000 unit commanders, political workers and staff officers in the National Revolutionary Army were Communist Party members, whom the CCP Military Committee, headed by Zhou Enlai, was now beginning to organise into regimental ‘nuclei’, or secret Party cells.213

The trouble with the strategy which Chen Duxiu, at the behest of the Comintern, had espoused – ‘playing the coolie’, in Borodin's phrase; ‘Right-capitulationism’, as Chen's critics would call it – was that it assumed that the GMD-Left, with no army of its own and, at best, notional support from Tang Shengzhi, could somehow compel Chiang Kai-shek to submit to its control. Mao put his finger on it during the plenum debate, in which he participated as a non-voting member in his capacity as head of the Peasant Committee. ‘The Right has troops,’ he said, ‘the Left has none; even with a single platoon, the Right would be stronger than the Left.’ That observation earned him a stinging rebuke from Chen, who said the remark was ‘absurd’ but offered no substantive rebuttal.214

As the weeks passed and the nature of the split became clearer, the Party Centre acknowledged that its hopes of a left-wing resurgence were not being realised, and that instead the GMD-Right was becoming ‘more and more powerful’.215 But the only answer it could suggest was for the Party to make even greater efforts to reassure the Guomindang, and especially the GMD-Left, that the CCP was a loyal and harmless ally.

Mao, too, in public, hewed closely to this ultra-cautious, conciliatory line. Soon after the December plenum, he left Hankou for Changsha to attend the first Congress of the Hunan Provincial Peasants’ Association. There he assured his audience that ‘the time for us to overthrow the landlords has not yet come’. Rent reductions, a cap on interest rates and higher wages for rural labourers were legitimate demands, he said. But beyond that the national revolution must take priority, and the landlords should be allowed some concessions.216

Within two months, Mao would reject those views totally.

Then he would proclaim, in messianic tones, that the peasant movement was a ‘colossal event’, which would alter the face of China, and that the Party must change its policy completely – or become irrelevant:

In a very short time, several hundred million peasants in China's central, southern and northern provinces will rise like a fierce wind or tempest, a force so swift and violent that no power, however great, will be able to suppress it. They will break through all the trammels that bind them and rush forward along the road to liberation. They will, in the end, send all the imperialists, warlords, corrupt officials, local bullies and bad gentry to their graves. All revolutionary parties and all revolutionary comrades will stand before them to be tested, to be accepted or rejected as they decide. To march at their head and lead them? To stand behind them, gesticulating and criticising them? Or to stand opposite them and oppose them? Every Chinese is free to choose … [but] you are fated to make the choice quickly.217

The extraordinary change in Mao's views – even allowing for hyperbole, the picture he painted was utterly different from anything any Party official had written before – was the result of a month-long journey he made through Xiangtan and four other rural counties in January and early February 1927.

It was a revelation. The reality of the peasant movement, he told the Central Committee on his return, was ‘almost totally different from what we have seen and heard in Hankou and in Changsha’.218 He set out his conclusions in a document which was to become famous as the ‘Report on the Peasant Movement in Hunan’. It was an intellectual tour de force, nearly 20,000 words in length and, like Mao's subsequent rural investigations, in Jiangxi in the early 1930s, based on meticulous field research. ‘I called together fact-finding conferences in villages and county towns, which were attended by experienced peasants and by comrades in the peasant movement,’ he reported. ‘I listened attentively … and collected a great deal of material.’219 That autumn and winter, after the passage of the Northern Expedition, the countryside had risen in revolt. The membership of the peasant associations, which stood at 400,000 in late summer, shot up to two million.220 All over central Hunan, the old feudal order collapsed:

The main targets of their attack are the local bullies, the bad gentry and the lawless landlords, but in passing they also hit out against patriarchal ideas and institutions of all kinds … The attack is quite simply tempestuous; those who submit to it survive, and those who resist, perish. As a result, the privileges the feudal landlords have enjoyed for thousands of years are being shattered to pieces … The peasant associations have now become the sole organs of authority … Even trifling matters, such as quarrels between husband and wife, must be brought before [them] for settlement … If a member of a peasant association so much as farts, it is [regarded as] sacred. The association actually dictates everything in the countryside … Quite literally: ‘Whatever it says, goes’.221

Mao defended the movement against those in the Left-GMD, and even in the Communist Party, who argued that it had become too extreme and too ‘terrible’, and ought to be reined in:


The fact is that the broad peasant masses have risen to fulfil their historical mission … It is fine. It is not terrible at all. It is anything but ‘terrible’ … To give credit where credit is due, if we allot 10 points to the accomplishments of the democratic revolution, then the achievements of the city dwellers and the military rate three points, and [those of] the peasants the remaining seven … True, the peasants are in a sense ‘unruly’ in the countryside … They fine the local bullies and bad gentry, they demand contributions from them and they smash their sedan chairs. Should [such individuals] oppose the peasant association, a mass of people swarm into their houses, slaughtering their pigs and consuming their grain. They may even loll on the ivory-inlaid beds belonging to the young ladies in the households of the local bullies and evil gentry. At the slightest provocation they make arrests, crown the arrested with tall paper hats and parade them through the villages … They have even created a kind of terror in the countryside.

This is what ordinary people call ‘going too far’, or ‘going beyond the proper limits in righting a wrong’, or ‘really too much’. Such talk may seem plausible, but in fact it is wrong …

A revolution is not like inviting people to dinner, or writing an essay, or painting a picture, or doing embroidery; it cannot be so refined, so leisurely and gentle, so ‘benign, upright, courteous, temperate and complaisant’. A revolution is an uprising, an act of violence whereby one class overthrows the power of another … If the peasants do not use extremely great force, they cannot possibly overthrow the deeply rooted power of the landlords, which has lasted for thousands of years … All the [peasants’] excessive actions were extremely necessary … To put it bluntly, it is necessary to bring about a brief reign of terror in every rural area … To right a wrong, it is necessary to exceed the proper limits; the wrong cannot be righted without doing so.



What this ‘terror’ should consist of, Mao discussed in the last section of his report. Declaring the smashing of the landlords’ power and prestige to be the central task of the peasants’ struggle, he listed nine different methods they could use, ranging from public denunciation and fines to imprisonment and death: ‘The execution of one … big member of the local gentry or one big local bully reverberates through a whole county and is very effective in eradicating the remaining evils of feudalism,’ he asserted. ‘The only effective way of suppressing the reactionaries is to execute at least one or two in each county … When [they] were at the height of their power, they killed peasants without batting an eyelid … How [then] can one say that the peasants should not now rise and shoot one or two?’

The aims of the revolt were multiple: to reduce land rents and interest rates on debt; to end hoarding so as to bring down grain prices; to disband the landlord militias and replace them with peasant spear corps, equipped with ‘pointed double-edged blades mounted on long shafts … the mere sight of which makes the local tyrants and evil gentry shiver’; and to create a new rural administration, based on village assemblies, which Mao and the provincial party leaders hoped would become the building blocks of a rural front between the peasant associations and the Guomindang. Beyond these economic and political goals, there was also a social agenda. The associations, Mao noted approvingly, opposed opium-smoking and gambling – and also clan and religious authorities:

A man in China is usually subjected to the domination of three systems of authorities: (1) the state system (political authority) … (2) the clan system (clan authority) … and (3) the supernatural system (religious authority) … As for women, in addition to being dominated by these three, they are also dominated by men (the authority of the husband). These four authorities – political, clan, religious and male – are the embodiment of the whole feudal-patriarchal ideological system, and are the four thick ropes binding the Chinese people, particularly the peasants … The political authority of the landlords is the backbone of all the other systems of authority. [Once it is] overturned, the clan authority, the religious authority and the authority of the husband all begin to totter … [The collapse of] the clan system, superstitious ideas and one-sided concepts of chastity will follow as a natural consequence … It is the peasants who made the idols with their own hands, and when the time comes they will cast the idols aside with their own hands; there is no need for anyone else to do it for them prematurely.

The intensity of Mao's experiences during those few weeks in Hunan was such that the lessons he drew from them would stay with him all his life. Revolution, he now understood, could not be micro-managed. In any revolutionary venture, there would always be excesses, just as there would always be those who lagged behind. He quoted Mencius: ‘Our policy in such matters is, “Draw the bow, but do not release the arrow, having seemed to leap.”’ The leadership could point the direction, but then it was up to the people to carry the revolution forward. Only when disaster threatened (as, in the end, it almost always did) would the leaders have to slam on the brakes.

No less important, and outwardly more dramatic, was Mao's open espousal of violence. When Mao had formed the peasant association at Shaoshan in the summer of 1925, he still believed that change could best be obtained by the cautious, reformist methods that he had advocated at Anyuan. The bankruptcy of that strategy had been shown spectacularly that autumn when the miners’ union had been crushed. By January 1926, Mao was ready to concede that ‘in special circumstances, when we encounter the most reactionary and vicious local bullies and evil gentry … they must be overthrown completely’, but without specifying what that meant. Six months later, he spoke for the first time of using ‘brutal methods’ against counter-revolutionaries, if there were no other way to deal with them.222 Now, in the opening months of 1927, the last ambiguities were removed. If the landlords were the chief obstacle to the revolution and the peasantry the chief instrument for removing them, he concluded, the appropriate method was revolutionary violence – the same violence that, seven years earlier, a younger, more idealistic Mao had rejected when choosing between Marx and Kropotkin. Revolutionary violence was qualitatively different from the violence of war, which was fought over territory and power. It was aimed at men who were enemies not because of what they did, but because of who they were. It came from the same deep well of class hatred which the Bolsheviks had tapped to overthrow the Russian bourgeoisie, and would have similar results.

Mao's report was incendiary, and when it was received at Party headquarters in the last week of February 1927, there was sharp disagreement over whether it should be made public. Qu Qiubai was strongly in favour. Chen Duxiu and Peng Shuzhi had reservations. Mao himself had admitted that the peasant associations, and all other forms of local authority, had been overwhelmed by the force of the movement, and that the countryside was, in his own words, ‘in a state of anarchy’. The Guomindang, Left and Right, was appalled by the reports of blind Red Terror, spiralling out of control, and held the communists responsible. Moreover, it quickly became clear that the killings were not as isolated and exemplary as Mao had claimed: at one point the Party leaders were dismayed to learn that the elderly father of Li Lisan, now a CCP Central Committee member, had been summarily executed by villagers despite a letter from his son to the local peasant association. Only much later did it become known that the report was false.223

Meanwhile, unexpected new instructions arrived from Moscow. Until then the Comintern line, laid down by Stalin himself, had been to hold back the peasant movement, for fear it would undermine the united front with the GMD. Now the Russian leader declared that this had been ‘a profound mistake’.224 The theses of the Comintern's Seventh Plenum, approved in Moscow in mid-December, which were received in Shanghai shortly before Mao's report, insisted on the contrary: ‘The fear that the aggravation of the class struggle in the countryside will weaken the anti-imperialist front is baseless … The refusal [to promote] the agrarian revolution … for fear of alienating the dubious and indecisive co-operation of a section of the capitalist class, is wrong.’225 Although the theses also made clear that the united front was to be maintained (Stalin, as ever, wanted to have his cake and eat it), the thrust was now much more aggressive, and the Chinese leaders were unsure how to respond.226

In the end, a bastard compromise was reached. The first two parts of Mao's report were published in Xiangdao in March (and reprinted widely by the Comintern, which shared none of the Chinese comrades’ inhibitions about revolutionary violence). But the final section – in which Mao referred to execution rallies and peasants beating landlords to death, and mocked the GMD-Left for ‘talking of arousing the masses day in and day out, and then being scared out of their wits when the masses do arise’ – was omitted. The following month Mao was able to arrange for the full text to be published as a pamphlet in Wuhan, to which Qu Qiubai contributed an enthusiastic preface. The incident solidified his political alliance with Qu, while his relations with Chen became increasingly embittered. ‘If this peasant movement had been more thoroughly organised and armed for a class struggle against the landlords,’ he told Edgar Snow ten years later, ‘the [communist base areas] would have had an earlier and far more powerful development throughout the whole country. But Chen Duxiu violently disagreed. He did not understand the role of the peasantry in the revolution, and greatly underestimated its possibilities.’227

It is true that Chen and the Central Bureau had more pressing problems to contend with. On February 17, 1927, nationalist troops had seized Hangzhou, the capital of Zhejiang. Next day their advance units were at Songjiang, only twenty-five miles from Shanghai. Believing the city's fall to be imminent, the communist-backed labour unions declared a general strike. But the nationalist advance never came. The Shanghai garrison commander, Li Baozhang, sent execution squads on to the streets to hunt down activists. An American correspondent watched them at work, only a few minutes’ walk from the city's fashionable thoroughfares:

The executioners, bearing broadswords and accompanied by a squad of soldiers, marched their victims to a prominent corner where the strike leaders were forced to bend over while their heads were cut off. Thousands fled in horror when the heads were stuck on sharp-pointed bamboo poles and were hoisted aloft, and carried to the scene of the next execution.228

By this time the Central Bureau and the Soviet advisers had concluded, apparently independently, that compromise with Chiang Kai-shek was impossible, and that the CCP and the GMD-Left, backed by Tang Shengzhi's forces in the army – which the Russians now supported – would have to find a way to ease him out of power. Such an outcome, moreover, appeared feasible. Chiang's own supporters were wavering. His vanity and personal ambition, his ‘Napoleon complex’, as his critics called it, his hostility to Borodin and, most damning of all, reports, which were widely believed, that he was preventing Wang Jingwei's return, cost him crucial moderate support. There was a sense abroad that the focus of the revolution was shifting from Nanchang to Wuhan, and that there was nothing Chiang could do to stop it.229

The balance seemed to tip irrevocably on March 6, 1927, when five of the eight GMD CEC members in Nanchang boarded a steamer for Wuhan. Four days later the GMD's long-awaited Third Plenum opened in Hankou. It was dominated by the GMD-Left and the communists.

Chiang himself and the CEC Standing Committee Chairman, Zhang Jingjiang, refused to attend. In their absence, a new leftist-dominated GMD Political Council was established as the supreme organ of party power, and new measures were promulgated to subordinate the military to civilian control. The Left-Guomindang–CCP alliance started to look like a genuine coalition. Two communists, Tan Pingshan and Su Zhaozheng, a seamen's leader who had helped organise the Hong Kong–Canton strike, were given ministerial portfolios in the new nationalist government, a step which Borodin (and Moscow) had been urging since the beginning of the year. The Northern Expedition resumed. Shanghai surrendered with hardly a shot being fired, and Chiang moved his headquarters there from Nanchang on March 26. Wang Jingwei returned from his exile in Europe. There were widespread hopes that the two men would resume the military–civilian duumvirate that had been shattered by Chiang's coup a year earlier.230

Mao spoke at length at the GMD's Third Plenum, which approved (more readily than his own party) many of the ideas he had brought back from his rural investigation in Hunan, including the establishment of village governments, protected by peasant defence forces; the death penalty or life imprisonment for tyrannical landlords; and, for the first time, the confiscation and redistribution of land belonging to ‘corrupt officials, local bullies, bad gentry and counter-revolutionaries’.

Land, the plenum declared, was ‘the core issue’ for the poor peasants who were the motive force of the revolution, and the party would support their struggle ‘until the land problem has been completely solved’.231 This sounded more radical than it was. The crucial question – how the land issue was to be dealt with – was not addressed. But at least it was now on the agenda, and afterwards Mao threw himself into preparations for launching an All-China Federation of Peasant Associations, a GMD Land Committee, and other bodies which were to be charged with putting the new policies into effect.232

By now Yang Kaihui and the children had joined him. They rented a house in Wuchang, where the Peasant Training Institute had reopened with Mao, once again, as principal. At the beginning of April, their third child, another boy, was born. Mao gave him the name Anlong.233 Life, it seemed, was finally returning to normal.

The same day, April 4, 1927, Wang Jingwei and Chen Duxiu issued a joint statement in Shanghai, affirming their common cause. The declaration, Zhang Guotao wrote later, had a ‘slightly hypnotic effect’, producing a warm glow of nostalgia for CCP–GMD amity.234 True, the air was thick with rumour. The foreign newspapers in the treaty ports bubbled with speculation about a communist coup against Chiang, or a coup by Chiang against the communists.235 Wang and Chen, in their joint statement, dismissed the rumours as fabrications.236 Bukharin wrote in Pravda that while differences were inevitable, there was ‘no place for pessimism’, and Stalin told a closed meeting in Moscow that Chiang Kai-shek had no choice but to support the revolution. Once he had played his role, he would be ‘squeezed out like a lemon and then flung away’. Until that day, communists in both countries would give him the benefit of the doubt. ‘The peasant keeps his old worn-out jade as long as she is necessary,’ Stalin said laconically. ‘He does not drive her away. So it is with us.’237
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Plate 1 The earliest known portrait of Mao, as a teenager around the time of the 1911 revolution.
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Plate 2 A soldier preparing to shear off a peasant’s queue after the overthrow of the Manchus.
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Plate 3 One of the many forms of death by slow execution common in Mao’s youth. These prisoners are being slowly asphyxiated as the weight of their bodies stretches their necks.
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Plate 4 The Mao family home at Shaoshan.
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Plate 5 Mao at the age of 25, with his mother, Wen Qimei, and his brothers, Zemin, 22, and Zetan, 15, in Changsha in 1919.
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Plate 6 Mao’s father, Shunsheng, 1919.
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Plate 7 Mao’s close friend, Cai Hesen, who converted him to Marxism.
Plate 8 Mao and other members of the Hunanese delegation in Beijing, petitioning for the removal of Governor Zhang Jingyao in January 1920.
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Plate 9 China’s first president, Sun Yat-sen.
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Plate 10 and 11 The spiritual fathers of the Chinese Communist Party. Left: Li Dazhao, of Beijing University, whose writings popularised Bolshevism in China. Right: Chen Duxiu, editor of New Youth and the CCP’s first General Secretary.
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Plate 12 Mao’s second wife, Yang Kaihui, with their sons, Anying, 3, and Anqing, 2, in 1925.
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Plate 13 Mao’s third wife, He Zizhen.
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Plate 14 From left: Ren Bishi; Red Army Commander-in-Chief, Zhu De; Political Security director, Deng Fa; Xiang Ying; Mao; and Wang Jiaxiang, on the eve of the proclamation of the Chinese Soviet Republic at Ruijin in November 1931.
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Plate 15 Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek.
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Plate 16 Zhou Enlai with Mao in north Shensi in 1937.






I The First and Second Central Committees had consisted of three and five members respectively, with no Central Bureau. The Second Congress, which urged ‘centralisation and iron-like discipline’ to prevent individualism and anarcho-communism, laid down detailed organisational rules, but for the most part these remained a dead letter until the Third Congress, which expanded the CC to nine full members and five alternates.

II Nothing more is known about this letter, or the nature of the quarrel it evoked, but given Mao's references to misunderstandings in the plural and ‘bitter feelings once more’, it was plainly not something his wife easily forgave.

III As a result of their efforts, the Yuebei Peasants' and Workers' Association, the first of its kind in Hunan, was inaugurated in September 1923, just as the former Provincial Governor, Tan Yankai, was mounting an invasion from the south. The association, led by a militant former Anyuan miner, Xie Huaide, attracted more than 10,000 members and campaigned for lower grain prices, rent reductions, and an end to the usurious rates of interest which local landlords extorted for peasant debts. Tan's presence gave the peasants some protection against the landlords’ initial reprisals. But the area was part of the home district of Governor Zhao Hengti, and when at the end of November Tan's men were defeated, Zhao's troops set fire to the peasant association headquarters and the homes of many of its supporters. At least four peasants were killed and dozens more arrested, and the movement soon collapsed.


CHAPTER SIX

Events Leading to the Horse Day Incident and its Bloody Aftermath




Shortly after 4 a.m. on Tuesday, April 12, 1927, the doleful sound of a river steamer's foghorn echoed across the western districts of Shanghai.1 It was the signal for nationalist troops, supported by a thousand ‘armed labourers’, wearing identical blue denim uniforms with white armbands, on which was inscribed the character gong (labour), to begin moving silently into position around communist strongholds in the working-class Nandao and Zhabei quarters of the city. To facilitate their task, the municipal council had granted the nationalist commander, Bai Chongxi, free passage for his men through the foreign concessions.

As dawn was breaking, a concerted attack began. The ‘labourers’ were actually members of the Green Gang, the dominant Shanghai underworld organisation. The communists, caught unprepared, were outgunned and outfought. Only at the General Labour Union headquarters, and the offices of the Commercial Press, where arms had been stockpiled and communist-led workers were able to barricade themselves in, was serious resistance offered. By late morning, after the army brought up machine-guns and field artillery, that, too, had been crushed. ‘It is too much, perhaps, to say that the communist power is broken,’ the correspondent of The Times reported, ‘but certainly the communists have had a heavy setback.’ The British-officered municipal police estimated that 400 people had been killed, and many more wounded and arrested.

The following day, Zhou Enlai, who was the top-ranking communist then in Shanghai, ordered a general strike, which brought much of the city to a standstill. About a thousand workers, including women and children who worked in the textile mills, then marched to the Military Headquarters to hand in a petition. What happened next was conveyed succinctly by the North China Herald's headline: ‘Horrible Fight in Zhabei: Communists’ Women and Children Placed in Front Line … Soldiers Fire Nonetheless’. The demonstrators, the newspaper noted, had been unarmed; the troops had fired a single volley at a few yards’ range. About twenty people died instantly. Up to 200 others were shot as they fled. Witnesses reported lorry-loads of corpses being taken for burial in mass graves.2 After that, there were no further demonstrations. Chiang Kai-shek and his allies were firmly back in control.I

It is almost impossible to understand why the CCP and the Left- Guomindang did not anticipate Chiang's putsch. Part of the problem was Stalin's insistence that the united front be maintained at all costs. Stalin believed that the Guomindang had a far better chance than the communists of unifying China and weakening Moscow's enemies, the imperialist Powers, and that therefore the Soviet–GMD alliance must be preserved. His strategy for China was realpolitik, rather than revolution. In the process he blinkered the Comintern, which in turn blinkered the CCP.

Yet that was not the whole story. Even allowing for Comintern discipline, the Chinese Party leaders permitted themselves to be lulled in a quite extraordinary manner. For an entire month before the Shanghai coup, they deliberately closed their eyes to mounting evidence that Chiang had turned decisively against them.3 Starting in mid-March, when the GMD's Third Plenum reaffirmed the Left-Guomindang–CCP alliance (signalling an attempt to marginalise Chiang and the GMD-Right within the party apparatus), a systematic pattern of violence, directed against the Left, developed throughout the areas which Chiang's forces controlled. From Chongqing, in far-off Sichuan, to Amoy (Xiamen), on the China Sea coast, the procedure was everywhere the same. Thugs recruited from secret societies (usually linked to the Green Gang), backed up when necessary by troops, smashed the mass organisations of the Left, and new ‘moderate’ groups were hastily set up to replace them.4

Other forces also came into play. Hankou, under Left-GMD rule, had been an economic disaster. Labour militancy forced dozens of Chinese banks to close. Trade was at a standstill. To the wealthy Chinese financiers and industrialists watching nervously from Shanghai, the ‘Red capital’, as Hankou was called, exemplified everything they wanted to avoid.5 If that were not enough, in March a workers’ insurrection in Shanghai itself, ruthlessly controlled by communist pickets supported by thugs from secret societies – ‘black-gowned gunmen’, the London Times called them – offered an alarming foretaste of what communist government might portend.6

In the foreign community, too, pressure was building for action by the Powers to stop the ‘Bolshevik menace’. Lurid accounts of depravity were seized on eagerly. One story, widely reprinted, described how the communists, already well-known for ‘communising wives’, had staged a ‘naked body procession’ of selected women ‘having snow-white bodies and perfect breasts’ through the streets of Hankou. One senses wishful thinking. An American missionary trembled at the consequences ‘if the mad dog of Bolshevism is not checked … but is allowed to jump across the seas to our own beloved America’.7 Another resident remembered: ‘A fear psychology possessed us. We were all to be murdered by our own servants. And the truth was that the first real warnings came from boys and coolies and amahs, who kept repeating: “Plenty trouble – more better go Japan side.”’8

On March 24, an event occurred which raised these fears to fever pitch. When the nationalist armies occupied Nanjing, soldiers looted the American, British and Japanese consulates, and fired on a group of foreigners awaiting evacuation. The British consul was wounded, and two Britons, an American, a French and an Italian priest and a Japanese marine were killed. The ‘Nanking Outrage’, as it was called, convinced Western capitals that the time had come to act.9

Thus by the beginning of April, the Powers and the Shanghai capitalists were both looking for a means to halt the slide into anarchy and chaos. The question on every foreigner's lips was whether Chiang Kai-shek, GMD Commander-in-Chief, but also apparently a man with reservations about the communist cause, would answer to that purpose. ‘Chiang Kai-shek stands at the dividing of the ways,’ wrote the North China Daily News. ‘He … [is] now the only protection of China south of the Yangtse from being submerged by the Communist Party … But if General Chiang is to save his fellow countrymen from the Reds, he must act swiftly and relentlessly. Will he prove himself the man of action and decision? … Or will he, too, go down with China in the Red flood?’10

The answer came in stages, artfully obscured. The Shanghai Chinese business community secretly paid over three million dollars, the first instalment of a ‘loan’, variously estimated at $10 to $25 million, made on the explicit understanding that the communists would be curbed. On April 6, the representatives of the Powers in Beijing authorised the northern government, then controlled by the fiercely anti-communist Manchurian warlord, Zhang Zuolin, to send Chinese police into the Legation quarter to search parts of the Soviet Mission, where many local CCP leaders, including Li Dazhao, had taken refuge. Soviet premises in Tianjin were also searched. In Shanghai, guards were posted at the Soviet consulate, with orders to deny access to all but Russian officials. The Green Gang's leader, Du Yuesheng, whose mentor, ‘Pockmarked Huang’ (Huang Jinrong), had befriended Chiang when he had been a young officer in Shanghai a decade earlier, established a ‘Common Progress Association’, to furnish the so-called ‘armed labourers’ for the coming confrontation. And all the while in neighbouring cities, from Fuzhou to Nanjing, the steady drumbeat of anti-communist repression continued.11

Yet even after all this, when the axe finally fell, ‘the defenders of the revolution’, in one contemporary observer's words, ‘were taken unaware’.12 Not only was no defence prepared, but Wang Shouhua, the young head of the CCP CC Labour Committee and Chairman of the Shanghai General Labour Union – arguably the most important communist leader in the city – accepted, unsuspecting, a dinner invitation on the night of April 11 from Du Yuesheng himself. When he arrived, he was strangled and his body dumped in a shallow grave in wasteland in the suburbs.13

The problem was not a failure of analysis. As early as January, the CC's Central Bureau had warned that an ‘extremely dangerous situation’ would arise in the event of ‘an alliance of foreign imperialists with the right or moderate wing of the Guomindang’.14 But the Generalissimo had disguised his moves with such consummate skill that no one outside his own inner circle had guessed his true intentions. Foreigners and communists alike were bewildered. In early April, while the North China Daily News was lamenting Chiang's refusal to take a ‘frankly anti-communist’ stand,15 the Central Bureau remained convinced that the attacks on communist-led organisations in the provinces were piecemeal efforts, not the prelude to a full-scale confrontation.16 The bottom line was that, in 1927, the CCP was so wedded to the alliance with the bourgeoisie that it could not conceive of a revolution without it.17

In Hankou, on April 12, Mao spent the morning attending a meeting of the new GMD Land Committee, which was trying to devise a land redistribution policy that would satisfy peasant demands without alienating the GMD's landlord supporters. He was still brimming with optimism after his experiences in Hunan, and urged a radical approach: Let the peasants themselves take action, by refusing to pay rent – legal recognition could come later. He and Qu Qiubai were drawing up similar recommendations for the CCP's Fifth Congress, which was to take place later that month. The new Comintern delegate, Mahendranath (M. N.) Roy, who had just arrived from Moscow, was far more sympathetic to the agrarian revolution than Borodin had ever been. Wang Jingwei was in Hankou, and Chen Duxiu was on his way.18

That afternoon, as the first urgent radio messages began coming in from Shanghai, all these carefully contrived hopes came crashing to the ground.

For the next six days, the CCP Central Bureau met in almost continuous session, while Moscow's two counsellors gave radically differing advice.19 Borodin, supported by Chen Duxiu, called for a ‘strategic retreat’, involving severe restraints on the peasant and labour movement in the territories controlled by the Wuhan government, and an immediate resumption of the Northern Expedition under the command of Tang Shengzhi. He proposed that Tang link up with the Christian General, Feng Yuxiang, in Henan, who was receiving substantial Soviet aid, and mount a joint campaign against the northern forces of Zhang Zuolin. Once Zhang's troops had been defeated, there would be time enough to deal with Chiang Kai-shek and to revive the revolutionary movement that was being temporarily shelved.20 Roy held that this was ‘a betrayal of the peasantry, of the proletariat … and the masses’. The Chinese revolution, he declared, ‘will either win as an agrarian revolution or it will not win at all’. Going north meant ‘collaborating with the very forces of reaction that are betraying the revolution at every step’. Borodin's advice, he concluded, was ‘very dangerous’, and the Party must reject it.21

The dispute brought into the open the fundamental contradiction inherent in Stalin's policy in China. Should the workers and peasants take precedence? Or the alliance with the bourgeoisie?

As the argument raged on, a telegram arrived from Zhou Enlai and the other leaders in Shanghai, urging a third option. Chiang Kai-shek's military position, they said, was far weaker than it seemed. If Tang Shengzhi marched on Nanjing and took ‘resolute punitive action’, Chiang's forces could be defeated. If, on the other hand, indecision continued, he would consolidate his position. Qu Qiubai supported the Shanghai group. Chen Duxiu revived the idea, originally proposed by Sun Yat-sen, of making for the north-west, where the imperialist forces were weakest. Tan Pingshan and Zhang Guotao wanted to march south and reconquer the GMD's old base in Guangdong.22

The futility of all these discussions, and the CCP's impotence, were shown graphically the following weekend, when the Bureau eventually endorsed Roy's position and issued a resolution declaring that, at this stage, to continue the Northern Expedition would be ‘harmful to the revolution’ – only to find that, next day, Wang Jingwei, urged on by Borodin, announced the expedition's imminent resumption.23

Mao did not attend these meetings. His rank was too lowly (he was not even a Central Committee member); and since the row over his report from Hunan, Chen Duxiu had refused to have anything to do with him. But his sympathies were with Roy.24

He spent that month labouring in the GMD Land Committee with a mixed group of young leftists and older, more conservative Guomindang officials, trying to come up with a formula for land redistribution which would satisfy all the different interests in play. The key issue was how extensive land redistribution should be. Should all private land be confiscated, as Mao proposed? Or only holdings in excess of 30 mu (5 acres), a little more than Mao's father had possessed? Or more than 50 or 100 mu, as the older delegates wanted? In the end, this, too, proved a pointless exercise, for even the restrictive version that Mao's drafting committee finally recommended was set aside by the GMD Political Council on the grounds that it might upset the army, many of whose officers were from landowning families.25

Mao's efforts in his own party fared no better. At the Fifth Congress, which opened on April 27, his draft resolution, calling for all land to be confiscated, was shelved without discussion. Lip service was paid to the principle of ‘land nationalisation’, but it was made meaningless because the communists, like the GMD, forbade confiscation from ‘small landlords’, a term which was left prudently undefined.26

By this stage Mao was once again ‘very dissatisfied with Party policy’.27 The feeling was mutual. When the new Central Committee was elected, he scraped in as an alternate member, ranking thirtieth in the Party hierarchy.28 A week later, when the CC Peasant Committee was ‘reorganised’, his position as Secretary was taken by Qu Qiubai, who had been promoted to the Standing Committee of the new Politburo (as the Central Bureau was now called).29 He remained a member of the Peasant Committee and continued to work for the All-China Peasants’ Association.30 But his chances of building throughout China a peasant movement ‘so swift and violent that no power … will be able to suppress it’, as he had written on his return from Hunan, looked increasingly remote.

Meanwhile, the torrent of bad news from other provinces grew into a flood.

In Canton, the right-wing GMD Governor proclaimed martial law. Two thousand communist suspects were rounded up, and scores executed. In Shanghai, the death toll, while never precisely established, was also in the thousands. In all the areas Chiang controlled directly, a ‘Party Purification Campaign’ was launched to root out communists. In Beijing, Li Dazhao, and nineteen of those detained with him during the raid on the Soviet Embassy, were strangled on the orders of Zhang Zuolin.31

By early May, only Hubei, Hunan and Jiangxi, whose Governor, Zhu Peide, was a long-time ally of Wang Jingwei, were still under Wuhan's control.

Even more serious was the economic crisis. The militancy of the labour movement had brought the cities to a state of anarchy. Hankou, Hanyang and Wuchang had 300,000 unemployed. The foreign population had dropped from 4,500 to 1,300, and the plight of those that remained was described in The Times under the headline, ‘Red Terror at Hankou’:

The Government is now completely Communist, business is impossible, the labour unions and pickets dominate the city, while the soldiers display an ugly temper and it is unsafe for British [subjects] to appear in the streets. The heads of firms are now the special object of the mob's violence, some having been chased from the streets with bayonets.

Matters were made still worse when the Chinese banks in Canton and Shanghai, on Chiang Kai-shek's orders, suspended dealing with Wuhan. Tax collection ceased; the government printed money without revenue to support it; daily necessities disappeared from the shops. By late April there were even fears of a rice shortage, because the revolutionary authorities in Hunan halted grain exports to try to hold down prices.32

At Borodin's insistence, the GMD Political Council announced a ban on wildcat strikes, and measures to impose ‘revolutionary discipline’ on the labour movement, stabilise the currency, regulate prices and provide relief for the unemployed.33

At that point, the military balance began to tip again. Tang Shengzhi's forces had moved north to link up with Feng Yuxiang's New People's Army in Henan. Only a skeleton garrison had remained behind in Hubei, which gave Chiang Kai-shek an opportunity to probe Wuhan's defences. In mid-May, General Xia Douyin, the nationalist commander at Yichang, 200 miles upriver, rallied to Chiang's banner and marched on Hankou at the head of a force of 2,000 men. With Chiang's encouragement, other generals nominally loyal to Wuhan deployed their troops behind him. On May 18, Xia's advance guard was reported a few miles from Wuchang. Shopkeepers put up their shutters, and the ferry service across the river was halted. Ye Ting, a communist who had been named acting garrison commander, gathered a few hundred military cadets and men from a training division, and prepared as best he could to give battle. Mao was asked to mobilise the 400 students at the Peasant Movement Institute, each of whom had been given an old-fashioned rifle and rudimentary military training, to patrol the city streets.

Next morning, Ye Ting's improvised force marched out, and Xia's men were routed.34 But the fire which he had lit would not easily be extinguished.

In Changsha, wild rumours began circulating that Wuhan had fallen, Wang Jingwei had fled and Borodin had been executed. Already that spring, factional conflict between leftists and moderate elements had spiralled out of control. In April, several prominent citizens with right-wing or foreign connections, including Ye Dehui, the old, arch-conservative scholar who had helped instigate the 1910 rice riots which had so impressed Mao as a child, had been arrested and shot. Now, clashes broke out between soldiers and peasant association activists. On May 19, the father-in-law of He Jian, Tang Shengzhi's deputy, was beaten by communist demonstrators.35

Two days later, on May 21, 1927, the Day of the Horse in the old calendar, the Changsha garrison commander, Xu Kexiang, after assuring himself of He's support, decided he had had enough.36

The Hunan CCP leaders, unlike their colleagues in Shanghai, six weeks earlier, got wind of what was planned.37 But the 3,000 workers’ pickets they commanded were armed only with wooden sticks and spears, and no contingency plans had been made for resistance. That afternoon, emergency funds were distributed among the Party leaders, and women and children sent to places of safety. The shooting began at 11 p.m., and continued until dawn.38 ‘Flames lighted the heavens’, one leader's wife wrote later. ‘I heard shots coming from the [peasant association headquarters], machine-guns and rifles … Everyone in our house got up and sat quietly in the altar- room, all afraid. Our six-month-old boy lay on my lap sucking at my breast, but the milk would not come. He cried and cried.’39

Xu Kexiang boasted later: ‘By dawn the Red fog of terrorism that had shrouded the city for so long was blown away by one puff of mine.’40

In the course of the next three weeks, an estimated 10,000 people were killed in Changsha and its immediate vicinity. Groups of suspected communists were taken each day, at sunrise and at dusk, to the old execution ground outside the West Gate.41 Others died in an abortive uprising by members of the peasant self-defence forces, which the Hunan Party committee ordered to take place on May 31. At the last minute, instructions arrived from Hankou to cancel it. Two groups, attacking Changsha and Xiangtan, were not told of the change of plan and were annihilated.42

From Hunan, the wave of conservative repression spread into Hubei, where Xia Douyin's defeated troops went on the rampage, slaughtering thousands of villagers. In Jiangxi, the peasant associations were dissolved, triggering a storm of gentry-sponsored revenge.43 All over central China, Red terror gave way to White, as the mintuan, the landlord militias, visited horrific reprisals on the peasants who had dared to rise against them. In an account prepared in mid-June for the All-China Peasants’ Association, Mao reported:

In Hunan … they beheaded the chief of the Xiangtan general labour union and kicked his head about with their feet, then filled his belly with kerosene and burned his body … In Hubei … the brutal punishments inflicted on the revolutionary peasants by the despotic gentry include such things as gouging out eyes and ripping out tongues, disembowelling and decapitation, slashing with knives and grinding with sand, burning with kerosene and branding with red-hot irons. In the case of women, they pierce their breasts [with iron wire, with which they tie them together], and parade them around naked in public, or simply hack them to pieces …44

In Liling in Hunan, 80,000 people were dead by the time the killing stopped. In the four counties of Chaling, Leiyang, Liuyang and Pingjiang, nearly 300,000 perished.45 The slaughter far exceeded anything that even Zhang the Venomous had done, when his troops had devastated Hunan, a decade earlier. There had been nothing like it in China since the blood bath the Taipings had created in the 1850s.

The ‘Horse Day Incident’ and its terrible aftermath were a turning-point for the Communist Party. ‘From this bloody lesson,’ Zhang Guotao wrote later, ‘the CCP learned that “only armed force can deal with armed force”.’46

But that was with the benefit of hindsight. The Party's response at the time was dilatory and confused. First reports of the massacre in Changsha reached Wuhan as the communists were still digesting Xia Douyin's failed rebellion, and concluding for the umpteenth time that the peasant movement would have to be damped down to prevent such things happening in future.47 Indeed, the Politburo's initial reaction, on May 25, was that the peasants, by their excesses, had brought it on themselves.48 Next day, with Wang Jingwei's approval, Borodin set out for Changsha at the head of a joint CCP–GMD Commission to try to establish what had really happened.49 As they left, Mao, on behalf of the All-China Peasants’ Association, sent a message to the Hunan leaders, urging them ‘to be patient and wait for the government officials in order to avoid further friction’.50 The commission never arrived. It was turned back at the Hunan border (according to some accounts, with a warning from Xu Kexiang that if it went on, its members would be killed).51 Only then did the Central Committee appeal to the GMD leadership to dissolve Xu Kexiang's ‘insurrectional committee’; to send a punitive expedition to Changsha, led by Tang Shengzhi, then regarded by the communists as an ally; and to supply arms to enable the peasantry to defend themselves. None of these demands was met.52

At the end of May, Mao asked the Politburo to send him to Hunan to help rebuild the Party organisation there. Ten days later, he was instructed to go to Xiangtan, to organise a new provincial committee with himself as Secretary. The decision was rescinded almost at once. But from early June, Mao had substantial day-to-day responsibility for dealing with Hunan affairs, and for the next few weeks attempted with some success, in statements and directives, to conciliate the Party's demands that the peasantry be brought back into line with a robust defence of what he insisted were their legitimate ‘violent means of resistance’.53

In the meantime, another blow descended on the beleaguered Chinese communists from a most unexpected quarter.

Ever since Chiang's coup in April, Stalin had been locked in conflict with Trotsky over his responsibility for the Chinese debacle.54 As a result, the Chinese Party had been left to get on with things on its own. But on June 1, 1927, after an extended and unusually secretive Comintern plenum in the Kremlin, a telegram arrived in Hankou. In it Stalin instructed the Central Committee to start taking a much tougher line. They must promote the agrarian revolution ‘in every possible way’. Excesses were to be dealt with by the peasant associations themselves. The GMD must organise a revolutionary tribunal, which would mete out severe punishment to officers who maintained links with Chiang Kai-shek or used their troops to curb the masses. ‘Persuasion is not enough: it is time to act,’ Stalin declared. ‘The scoundrels must be punished’. A dependable new army should be formed ‘before it is too late’, by mobilising ‘about 20,000 communists and 50,000 revolutionary workers and peasants from Hunan and Hubei’, so as ‘to liquidate the dependence on unreliable generals immediately’. The GMD Central Executive Committee also needed an infusion of new blood. Bold new leaders must be brought in from the peasantry and the working class to stiffen the resolve of ‘certain of the old leaders’, who were now ‘vacillating and compromising’, or to drive them out altogether.55

When this missive was read out, members of the Politburo, according to Zhang Guotao, ‘did not know whether to cry or laugh’. Chen Duxiu wrote later that it was ‘like taking a bath in shit’. Even Borodin and Voitinsky agreed that there was no way of implementing it.56

It was not that Stalin's ideas were wrong. A year earlier the CCP leaders had begged Moscow for 5,000 rifles to arm an independent peasant force in Guangdong, but had been turned down on the grounds that it might create mistrust among the GMD army.57 Mao and Cai Hesen had long argued for peasant excesses to be handled within the peasant associations, not by outside forces.58 The problem lay elsewhere. Not only were the new orders too late. But Stalin's assessment of the balance of forces in the revolutionary movement might as well have come from another planet. Neither the Left-GMD, nor, still less, the CCP, had any power to discipline ‘unreliable generals’. Nor could the communists reorganise the GMD Central Executive Committee, which was shifting so rapidly to the right that it took all the CCP's energy just to keep the alliance intact.

At this juncture, Roy, who had hoped the telegram would galvanise the Party into supporting the peasant movement more strongly, took matters into his own hands.

Without consulting Borodin or any of the Chinese leaders, he showed the telegram to Wang Jingwei. His motives have never been adequately explained, but it appears that, like Stalin, he misjudged the balance of forces, believing that communist support was still so important to Wang that proof of Moscow's disillusionment with the Guomindang would shock him into adopting more radical policies. As it turned out, the effect was precisely the reverse. Wang concluded that the CCP–GMD alliance was finished. Next day, June 6, he led a Left-GMD delegation to Zhengzhou in Henan, which had just fallen to Feng Yuxiang, ostensibly to discuss their alliance against Chiang Kai-shek, but actually to start putting out peace feelers for an eventual reconciliation with the right wing of the party in Nanjing.59

Roy's blunder hastened the inevitable. The two madly galloping steeds the CCP was trying to ride – peasant revolt and bourgeois revolution – had been pulling apart for months. Even without his action, the Horse Day Incident had signalled the final parting of the ways.

On June 15, Chen Duxiu sent Stalin the Politburo's response, which was as remarkable for its unconcealed exasperation at the Soviet leader's handling of affairs as for its sense of impending doom. Chen explained, as if to a child:

The peasant movement showed a particularly rapid development in Hunan. Ninety per cent of the national army comes from Hunan. The whole army is hostile toward the excesses of the peasant movement … In such a situation, not only the Guomindang but the Communist Party, too, must decide on a policy of concessions … Otherwise … a split with the Guomindang will occur … [Indeed,] it is probable that it will be impossible [to prevent this] in the nearest future … Your instructions are correct and important. We express our full agreement … but it is impossible to achieve this in a short time … Until we find ourselves in a position to fulfil these tasks, it is necessary to maintain good relations [with the leaders of the Left-GMD and the national army].60

The only one of the Russian leader's instructions to which Chen did not make a direct reply was the order to create ‘your own reliable army’. This was no accident. As late as May 26, less than a week before Stalin's telegram was received, the Politburo had still been insisting that armed conflict was to be avoided,61 indeed, this was why the planned May 31 attack on Changsha was called off. Now that was to change. However belatedly, the issue of an independent communist force was at last being seriously discussed.

The enduring significance of Stalin's telegram, long after the immediate controversy which it provoked had been forgotten, was that it sowed the seed from which, in the months that followed, the Chinese Red Army would grow.62

By the time Chen sent off the Politburo's response, a secret Central Committee commission had been established, headed by Zhou Enlai, then Secretary of the CC's Military Committee, which drew up a detailed plan to infiltrate into Hunan more than a hundred communist agents to organise armed peasant uprisings against Xu Kexiang's forces. At a meeting in Wuhan, shortly before they were to set out, Mao told them that their mission was to return to their home areas and ‘maintain the revolutionary struggle by armed force’. The calculation, apparently, was that if the insurrections succeeded, the communist-led peasant units would form the nucleus of the ‘reliable army’ that Stalin was calling for.

On June 24, Mao's appointment as Hunan Party Secretary, which had been rescinded two weeks earlier, was confirmed, and he left immediately for Changsha to see what might be salvaged amid the continuing repression. A few days later, he told a group of surviving Party and Youth League officials in Hengshan that the time for hesitation was over. From now on, they must ‘counter guns with guns’.

But even as Mao spoke, the ground was being cut from beneath the communists’ feet.63

An open breach was imminent between Wang Jingwei and the Russians. The Soviet advisers themselves could see the writing on the wall and began quietly packing to leave. Not only was Wang wavering, but Moscow's other protégé, Feng Yuxiang, had switched sides, and was now supporting Chiang Kai-shek, in return for a subsidy of $2 million a month.64

A mood of black pessimism settled on the Politburo. Cai Hesen remembered how ‘[we all] wandered aimlessly, looking depressed … and were unable … to agree upon a firm and definite stand on anything’.65

Signs of desperation appeared. On June 23 the Central Committee Secretariat issued a melodramatic warning that ‘an immediate break with the Guomindang will mean the immediate liquidation of our Party’, and proposed creating a new ‘May 30 Incident’, like that which had set China on fire in 1925, to ‘lead us out of this dangerous crisis’. It was left to Roy to scotch such a lunatic venture. ‘The idea of collaboration with the Guomindang’, he told the leadership sternly, ‘is being converted into a real fetish to which everything must be sacrificed.’66 The warning was ignored. On June 30, in a last desperate effort to stave off final collapse, the Politburo approved a craven resolution, reaffirming the Guomindang's ‘leading position in the national revolution’, placing workers’ and peasants’ organisations – including peasant self-defence forces – under GMD supervision, restricting the role of workers’ pickets, and limiting strike demands.67

At about the same time, Mao received an urgent summons to abandon the planned Hunan uprisings and return to Wuhan. Borodin had evidently concluded that the risk to what remained of the alliance with the Left-GMD outweighed any possible gains.68

On Monday, July 4, Mao and Liu Zhixun, the head of the now-banned peasant association in Hunan, attended an enlarged meeting of the Politburo Standing Committee in Wuchang to try to decide what to do next. The surviving minutes show a leadership grasping at straws.69 Much of the discussion concerned the relationship between He Jian, who was openly anti-communist, and his superior, Tang Shengzhi, who, while initially sympathetic to Wuhan, was now moving rapidly to the right. The meeting still wanted to believe that, in Mao's words, it might be possible to ‘promote dissension … between Tang and He [and] draw Tang to our side’. This was sheer wishful thinking. By July 1927, the communist leaders had lost the capacity to exert any political influence at all, and in their hearts they all knew it.

The key question they faced was what to do with the local peasant self-defence units that had already been assembled before the uprisings were called off. Cai Hesen suggested they should ‘go up the mountains’ and launch the rebellion that way. Li Weihan objected that they might turn to banditry. He proposed that they should become an officially sanctioned local peace-keeping force. If that was not possible, he added, they should hide their weapons and wait. Chen Duxiu maintained that the peasants could form an effective armed force only after they had been trained by the (GMD-led) national army. Mao summed up:

Apart from [a peace-keeping force, which in practice will be too difficult to establish legally], there are two lines: (a) to go up the mountains; or (b) to join the army. By going up the mountains, we can create a foundation for a real military force … If we do not maintain [such a] force, then in future, as soon as an emergency arises, we will be helpless.

The discussion dragged on, and no decision was taken. But clearly in Mao's mind, and in that of Cai Hesen, the germ of a future strategy was beginning to form.70

Even as they talked, however, events were moving to a conclusion.

Stalin had not been pleased by Chen Duxiu's message of June 15. In a note to the Foreign Minister, Vyacheslav Molotov, he complained of the ‘enormous shortcomings’ of the Chinese leadership and proposed that Soviet advisers be attached at every level of the CCP organisation. ‘The “nannies” are necessary at this stage,’ he went on, ‘because of the weakness, shapelessness and political amorphousness, and lack of qualification of the current Central Committee.’ The advisers were never sent, but the proposal reflected Stalin's contempt for Chen and his colleagues. From then on, Moscow's explanation of the tragedy which had befallen the Chinese revolution, relayed both by Pravda and in internal documents, was that Soviet policy had been completely correct but the Chinese communists had been incapable of either understanding or implementing it.71 It was time for Chen to go.

Roy and Voitinsky were both recalled to Moscow. On July 12, after learning that his eldest son had been executed by the Guomindang in Shanghai, Chen submitted his resignation. A five-member CC ‘Provisional Standing Committee’ – comprising Zhang Guotao, Li Weihan, Zhou Enlai, Li Lisan and Zhang Tailei – was formed to oversee day-to-day affairs while Borodin and Qu Qiubai, who was to be designated Chen?s successor, withdrew to Lushan to consider the Party's options.

The following day the new Party Centre approved a manifesto accusing the Left-GMD leadership of ‘betraying the toiling masses’. On July 14 and 15, the Left-GMD leaders, meeting in closed session, retaliated by passing a resolution further restricting the communists' role. Finally, on July 16, both sides made these decisions public.

The pretence was not quite over. On Moscow's instructions, the CCP tried to maintain the fiction that a united front with ‘progressive Left-GMD elements’ continued to exist. In reality, however, the alliance was at an end. Within hours of the July 16 announcements, He Jian's troops occupied the Labour Union and began rounding up communist suspects. Mao and the rest of the Party leadership went into hiding. Chen Duxiu, wearing a disguise, boarded a steamer for Shanghai.72 The remaining Soviet advisers departed. Borodin, who was among the last to leave, was given a ceremonial send-off by an assembly of Guomindang luminaries, headed by Wang Jingwei himself, at Hankou railway station. He eventually reached Siberia, after an exhausting motor journey across the Gobi, early in October.73 Moscow's influence in China, on which Stalin had spent millions of gold roubles, had been reduced to nothing.

By the end of the year, the Left-GMD, too, would collapse, and Wang Jingwei would flee to Europe. By the end of the decade, Chiang Kai-shek would take Beijing and become China's new ruler.

But all that still lay in the future. In the leaden heat of late July 1927, Yang Kaihui and her three small children made their way back for the last time to Changsha.74 The united front was over. The communist revolution was about to begin.




I Zhou paid a heavy price personally for his leadership of the strike. He had left his wife, Deng Yingchao, then pregnant with their first child, in Canton. The delivery was botched and the baby boy died. When she tried to rejoin her husband in Shanghai, travelling clandestinely to avoid detection by the nationalists, she fell seriously ill. On arrival doctors found that she had suffered internal injuries, apparently due to the stress of the journey so soon after giving birth, and would be unable to have children again. In Yan'an, ten years later, the couple adopted Sun Weishi, the daughter of one of Zhou's companions who had been executed in 1927. Subsequently they also acted as foster-parents to Zhou's niece, Bingde, and her younger brother and sister (Zhou Bingde, interview with the author, Dec. 7 2004. See also Gao Wenqian, Zhou Enlai, The Last Perfect Revolutionary, Public Affairs, New York, 2007, pp. 47–8).


CHAPTER SEVEN

Out of the Barrel of a Gun




Besso Lominadze did not hit it off with his Chinese charges. He was young, inexperienced, knew little about the world beyond the Soviet Union's borders and appeared to care less. Zhang Guotao remembered meeting him the day he arrived in Wuhan, July 23. It was, he wrote later, ‘the worst conversation in my memory … His character seemed to be that of a spiv after the October Revolution, while his attitude was that of an inspector-general of the Czar … [treating] the intellectuals of the CCP … as serfs.’1

Besso Lominadze was Stalin's man. At the age of twenty-eight, he had been sent to ram down the throats of the Chinese leaders the Comintern's new line, and to ensure that they, not Stalin, were blamed for the egregious failures of the recent past. To Lominadze, Moscow was the fount of all possible wisdom. He came, in Zhang's words, bearing ‘an imperial edict’: all that the vacillating, petty-bourgeois leaders of the Chinese Party had to do was to apply Soviet experience and Comintern directives correctly and the Chinese revolution would triumph, to the greater glory of Russia and those who ruled it. Unlike Borodin, who had spent a lifetime subtly fomenting revolution abroad, or Roy, who had debated agrarian policy with Lenin, Lominadze and the small group of arrogant and insecure young men who came to China with him were simply cogs in Stalin's personal power machine.2 In the second half of 1927, the master of the Kremlin was far less concerned with the future of the Chinese revolution than with being able to show that Trotsky's views were wrong and his own, correct.

The Chinese communists were by this time just starting to pull themselves together after Chen Duxiu's enforced resignation and the united front's collapse.3 The massacre of Party cadres that had begun in Jiangxi in March, accelerated in Shanghai in April and reached its zenith in Hunan in May, was now seen clearly for what it was: the fate of a parasite party which, when its host organism turns against it, has neither the means nor the will for self-defence. Very quickly, therefore, after the July 15 break with the Guomindang, the CCP's new provisional leadership, basing itself on Stalin's order to build a communist-led peasant army, began to sketch out guidelines for an independent strategy.

On July 20, a secret directive on peasant movement tactics, which Mao almost certainly helped to draft, asserted that ‘only if there is a revolutionary armed force can victory be assured in the struggle of the peasants’ associations for political power’, and called on association cadres to give ‘120 per cent of [their] attention to this issue’. It went on to discuss in detail the different means the Party could use to assemble such a force. These included seizing weapons from landlord militias; sending ‘brave and trained members of the peasants’ associations’ to act as a fifth column inside the warlord armies; forming alliances with secret society members; the clandestine training of peasant self-defence forces; and, if all else failed, then, as Mao and Cai Hesen had urged two weeks earlier, ‘going up the mountains’.4

At the same time, the Politburo Standing Committee began preparing for a wave of peasant insurrections in Hunan, Hubei, Jiangxi and Guangdong, to be staged during the Autumn Harvest Festival in mid-September, when land rents fell due and seasonal tensions between peasants and landlords would be greatest,5 and for a military uprising in Nanchang, the capital of Jiangxi, where several communist-officered units in the Guomindang's National Revolutionary Army were based.6

Moscow knew nothing of these plans, and when consulted by an anxious Lominadze, who had no desire to be crucified for yet another débâcle, responded with a delphic double negative: ‘If the uprising has no hope of victory, it would be better not to start it.’7 But by then the Chinese leaders had had enough of the Comintern's studied ambiguities. After the long months of humiliating retreat under Borodin and Chen Duxiu, they were determined to act at almost any price. Ignoring Moscow's reservations, Zhou Enlai, at the head of a specially constituted Front Committee,I ordered the insurrection to commence in the early hours of August 1. Nanchang fell with hardly a shot fired and remained in communist hands for four days – delighting Stalin, for whom it provided a victory to flaunt before the Trotskyist opposition.8

The list of participants read like the Almanac de Gotha of the Communist revolution. Zhu De, afterwards the Red Army's Commander-in-Chief, was Chief of Public Security in Nanchang. He Long, a moustachioed Sichuanese with a colourful history of secret society allegiance, later a communist marshal, commanded the main insurrectionary force. Ye Ting, then a divisional commander, would go on to head the communist New Fourth Army during the war with Japan. Ye's Political Commissar, Nie Rongzhen, and Chief of Staff, Ye Jianying, were also future marshals. So was one of the youngest officers to take part, a slim, rather shy graduate of the Whampoa Military Academy named Lin Biao. He had just turned twenty.II

The communist force, some 20,000 strong, left Nanchang on August 5, heading south, where they hoped, as a communist-inspired proclamation put it, to establish ‘a new base area … outside the spheres of the old and new warlords’, in Guangdong.9

While these events were unfolding, Mao remained in Wuhan, where, on the Comintern's instructions, Qu Qiubai and Lominadze, helped by a young member of the Secretariat named Deng Xixian, subsequently better known by his nom de guerre, Deng Xiaoping, were preparing an emergency Party conference. Its declared purpose was to ‘reorganise [the Party's] forces, correct the serious mistakes of the past, and find a new path’.10

Two days later, twenty-two CCP members, all men, gathered in the apartment of a Russian economic adviser on the upper floor of a large European-style house in the consular district in Hankou. They were told not to leave while the conference was in progress, for fear of attracting unwelcome attention, and to say, should anyone come to the door, that they were holding a shareholders’ meeting.11 Qu was dressed incongruously in a loud flannel shirt. He was ravaged by tuberculosis, and the swollen veins on his face stood out in the suffocating August heat.12 Because of the haste with which the conference had been organised, the need for secrecy and the absence of many leaders in Nanchang, fewer than a third of the Central Committee attended, which, under Party rules, fell short of a quorum. But Lominadze insisted that, in the emergency the Party was now facing, the meeting could take interim decisions, which would be ratified by a congress to be held within the next six months.13

The new strategy which the August 7 Conference endorsed reflected Stalin's instructions of the previous winter and spring, in which he had laid down that there was no contradiction between class struggle against the landlords and national revolution against the warlord regime. The revolution's centre of gravity, Lominadze argued, should shift to the labour unions and the peasant associations; peasants and workers should play a greater role in the Party's leading organs; and a co-ordinated strategy should be developed of armed workers’ and peasants’ insurrections. In this respect, he said, the Nanchang uprising marked ‘a clear turning-point’. The old, irresolute policy of compromise and concessions, followed by the outgoing leadership of Chen Duxiu, had been abandoned.

Lominadze hammered home two other lessons from Moscow. The Comintern's instructions must always be obeyed: by rejecting its guidance in June, the Party leadership had committed not just a breach of discipline but ‘a criminal act’. And since the Party could no longer function openly, even in GMD-ruled areas, it must be refashioned into a militant, clandestine organisation with ‘solid, combative secret organs’.14

Ostensibly to unify thinking, but equally to save Stalin's face, the conference issued a ‘Circular Letter to All Party Members’, containing a lengthy self-criticism which left few of the former leaders unscathed. Chen Duxiu, whom Lominadze (like Roy) charged with Menshevism,III was denounced by name for ‘standing the revolution on its head’, restraining the peasant and labour movements, kowtowing to the Guomindang and abandoning the Party's independence. Tan Pingshan was castigated for his conduct as GMD Minister for Peasant Affairs, when he allegedly ‘abandoned the struggle’ and ‘shamefully … refused to support the rural revolution’. Li Weihan, though not named, was blamed for countermanding the peasants’ attack on Changsha in late May, and Zhou Enlai was reproached for having approved the disarming of workers’ pickets in Wuhan in June. Even Mao was implicitly criticised for having omitted to protest against the GMD's failure to implement land redistribution, and for not having taken a radical enough line in the directives he had drafted for the All-China Peasants’ Association.15

None the less, he found the new team of Lominadze and Qu Qiubai much more to his liking than the Borodin–Chen Duxiu leadership it had replaced. Their explicit stress on class struggle, on the primacy of the peasants and workers as the main engine of revolt, and on the use of armed force, was music to his ears. He also approved of the connection which Lominadze drew between imperialism abroad and feudalism at home.16

Lominadze, in turn, found Mao ‘a capable comrade’, and when the new provisional leadership was announced, he was rewarded by being made a Politburo alternate (returning to that body for the first time since his withdrawal to Shaoshan in January 1925).17 Of the nine full members of the Politburo, four were new appointees with working-class backgrounds, one of whom, Su Zhaozheng, was named to the three-man Standing Committee, together with Qu Qiubai and Li Weihan, in line with Lominadze's insistence that workers play a larger role. Peng Pai, who was with the Nanchang rebels, represented the peasant movement, and Ren Bishi, the Youth League. Zhang Guotao and Cai Hesen, both regarded as moderates, were demoted. Zhang hung on for a few months as an alternate member, while Cai, who had been part of the top leadership since 1922, left to become Secretary of the CCP Northern Bureau.18

Why was Peng Pai, rather than Mao, chosen for full Politburo membership as peasant movement representative? One factor may have been the leadership's hopes of re-establishing a strong base in Guangdong, Peng Pai's home territory. But there was also the problem of Mao's character. He was unconformable. Immediately after Chen Duxiu's fall, Zhou Enlai had tried unsuccessfully to reassign him to Sichuan, partly, it seems, to detach him from his Hunan power base.19 Qu, who had worked with him on the Peasant Committee earlier in the year, had had plenty of opportunity to observe how headstrong and stubborn he could be: a good man to have as an ally – but not as a rival, or a subordinate to try to control.20

Shortly before Lominadze's arrival, Mao had been given responsibility for planning the Autumn Harvest Uprising in Hunan. His first proposal, approved by the Standing Committee on August 1, envisaged the creation of a peasant army, comprising a regiment of regular soldiers from Nanchang, and two regiments, each of about a thousand peasant self-defence force troops, from eastern and southern Hunan. They were to occupy five or six counties in the south of the province, promote agrarian revolution and set up a revolutionary district government. The aim was to destabilise the rule of Tang Shengzhi and He Jian and create ‘centres of revolutionary force’ from which a province-wide peasant uprising would be launched to overthrow them.21

On August 3, the Standing Committee incorporated this plan into its outline for the full four-province Autumn Harvest Uprising, now defined as an ‘anti-rent and anti-tax’ revolt, which it hoped would ultimately lead to the formation of a new revolutionary government covering both Hunan and Guangdong.22

The success of the Nanchang uprising, however, persuaded Qu and Lominadze that the action in Hunan should not be limited to the south but should cover the entire province. Two days later, a revised plan was sought from the Hunan Party committee.

Apparently it was unsatisfactory, for on August 9, Lominadze, acting on advice from the new Soviet consul (and Comintern agent) in Changsha, Vladimir Kuchumov, who had accompanied him from Moscow and used the alias Mayer, declared that the committee – headed by Yi Lirong, Mao's old friend and a former New People's Study Society colleague – was incompetent and needed to be reorganised.23 To Mao's credit, when this issue was raised before the Politburo, he defended Yi and his team, arguing that they had been trying courageously ‘to pick up the pieces in the tragic situation after the [Horse Day Incident]’. But to no avail. Lominadze named another Hunanese, Peng Gongda, who was a Politburo alternate, to be the new provincial Party Secretary.24

On August 12 Mao was appointed Central Committee Special Commissioner for Hunan, and set out for Changsha to begin preparing to get the uprising under way.25 A week later the new, ‘reorganised’ Hunan Party committee, which included, as Lominadze had instructed, ‘a majority of comrades with worker-peasant backgrounds’, held its first meeting, in the presence of Kuchumov, at a house in the countryside near Changsha, to discuss its plan of campaign.

At this point, three problems emerged. The first was relatively minor. Kuchumov briefed the meeting on the latest messages from Hankou, transmitted while Mao was en route, and either he or Mao, or both, concluded – mistakenly, as it turned out – that Stalin had at last authorised the setting-up of worker-peasant soviets on the Russian model as organs of local power. Mao was ecstatic, and wrote to the Central Committee at once:

On hearing this, I jumped for joy. Objectively speaking, the situation in China has long since reached 1917, but formerly everyone held that we were in 1905. This has been an extremely great error. Soviets of workers, peasants and soldiers are wholly adapted to the objective situation … As soon as [their power] is established [in Hunan, Hubei, Jiangxi and Guangdong], [it] should rapidly achieve victory in the whole country.26

It followed, he argued, that the time had come for the Party to act in its own name, rather than maintaining the pretence of being in a revolutionary alliance with progressive elements of the discredited GMD. ‘The Guomindang banner has become the banner of the warlords,’ Mao wrote. ‘[It] is already nothing but a black flag, and we must immediately and resolutely raise the Red flag.’

In a province where the peasantry associated the Guomindang emblem, a white sun on a blue ground, with the terrible massacres perpetrated by Xu Kexiang, this was no more than common sense.27 But the issue was politically sensitive because it had become enmeshed in the ongoing dispute between Stalin and Trotsky. In the event, Mao was four weeks ahead of the game. The setting-up of soviets, and the abandonment of the Guomindang flag, were finally approved a month later. In Stalin's Russian paradigm, it was indeed 1917, as Mao claimed, but April, not October.28

The second problem had to do with the perennial question of land confiscation. The August 7 Conference had skirted round this issue.29 Mao had spent several days, after his return to Changsha, canvassing peasant views. He now put forward a far-reaching proposal, which sought to reconcile the Party's policy of ‘land nationalisation’ and the land hunger of the poor. ‘All the land,’ he told the provincial committee, ‘including that of small landlords and owner-peasants … [should be taken] into public ownership’ and redistributed ‘fairly’ (a demand for which, afterwards, endless ink and blood would be spilled) on the basis of each family's labour power and the number of mouths it had to feed. Small landlords and their dependents (but not big landlords) should be included in the share-out, he added, ‘for only thus can the people's minds be set at ease’.30

The question of definitions was of more than passing interest. It was to be the anvil on which argument about land reform, the very core of the Chinese communist revolution, would be hammered out ceaselessly right up to the eve of victory in 1949.

In August 1927, however, Mao's proposals were more radical then even Qu Qiubai's Politburo was ready to accept. In a detailed reply sent off on August 23, the Party Centre told him that, while not wrong in principle, on this issue – as on the question of forming soviets, and not using the GMD flag – he was, at the least, premature. Confiscating small landlord holdings was bound to occur at some point, it declared; but to raise it as a slogan immediately was tactically unwise.31

The third problem to emerge from the debates in Changsha was still more fundamental, and far less easily disposed of, for it went to the heart of the entire strategy of armed insurrection on which Qu Qiubai and his colleagues were counting to revive the communist cause. Since Stalin's telegram in June, a broad consensus had developed that, to carry forward the revolution, the Party would have to use armed force. But that was as far as the analysis went. Such questions as the form this force would take; the role it should play; how it might be combined with the peasant and worker mass movements and how it should be harnessed to promote the Party's political power, had not been addressed at all. Mao had set out the issue succinctly on August 7 in Hankou:

We used to censure [Sun] Yat-sen for engaging only in a military movement, and we did just the opposite, not undertaking a military movement, but exclusively a mass movement. Both Chiang [Kai-shek] and Tang [Q1][Shengzhi] rose by grasping the gun; we alone did not concern ourselves with this. At present though we have paid some attention to it, we still have no firm concept about it. The Autumn Harvest Uprising, for example, is simply impossible without military force … From now on we should pay the greatest attention to military affairs. We must know that political power is obtained out of the barrel of a gun.32

At the time, nobody objected to this memorable formulation. Lominadze himself acknowledged that the Nanchang insurrection had put army units at the Party's disposal which would help ‘assure the success’ of the Autumn Harvest Uprising.33 Very quickly, however, that judgement was revised. The Hunanese leaders were warned against ‘putting the cart before the horse’. Popular insurrection must come first, the Politburo ruled; military force, second. Mao's dictum about political power – ‘gun-barrel-ism’, as it would later be called – was viewed more sceptically. It ‘did not quite accord’ with the opinion of the Centre, the Standing Committee decided ten days later. The masses were the core of the revolution; the armed forces, at most, auxiliary.34

For young Chinese radicals in the 1920s, this was no idle debate. Throughout the last decade, China had been devastated by men for whom political and every other kind of power grew from the barrel of a gun: the warlords. How a political force could control a military one was a burning issue, made fiercer by the communists’ recent experience with the Guomindang, whose civilian leadership had signally failed to master its own generals. Added to that was the insurrectionary myth of 1917, which held that popular uprisings were somehow more ‘revolutionary’ than military conquest; that military power could be used to defend revolutionary gains, but the initial spark must come from the peasants and workers themselves throwing off their chains. Moreover, Qu Qiubai maintained, this was precisely what the peasants were waiting for: all the Party had to do was ‘light the fuse’, and unquenchable rural revolution would explode across southern China.35

The provincial leaders charged with carrying out the insurrection knew better. Local Party officials in Hubei sent in a steady stream of discouraging reports about peasant demoralisation. In Hunan, one committee member said bluntly that the peasants had no stomach for a fight; all they wanted was good government, whatever its political complexion. Mao agreed. Had the communists acted in the spring, the situation would have been different. But after three months in which their rural networks had been driven underground or dismantled, and the peasants had been bludgeoned into submission through a general blood-letting of appalling ferocity, to stage uprisings without military support was to court disaster. ‘With the help of one or two regiments, the uprising can take place,’ Mao warned. ‘Otherwise it will inevitably fail … To [think otherwise] is sheer self-deception.’36

Unsurprisingly, given this divergence of views. Mao's revised plan, which was presented to the Standing Committee in Wuhan on August 22, fell far short of the Centre's expectations.

In his written proposals, he tried to disguise his intentions, assuring his Politburo colleagues that although the uprising would need to be ‘kindled’ by two regiments of regular troops, the workers and peasants would be ‘the main force’; that while it would ‘start’ in Changsha, ‘southern and western Hunan would rise up simultaneously’; and that ‘if by any chance it should prove impossible to take [all of] southern Hunan at present’, a fall-back plan was in place for an uprising in just three southern counties.37 But either they saw through him, or the young provincial committee member who had brought the Hunan documents to Wuhan, along with a verbal proposal that the uprising begin on August 30 – ten days earlier than planned – spilled the beans. In any event, the plan was rejected. Changsha was a legitimate starting-point, the Standing Committee acknowledged, but:

First, both your written report and the verbal report … reveal that your preparations for a peasant uprising in the [surrounding] counties are extremely feeble, and that you are relying on outside military force to seize Changsha. This sort of one-sided emphasis on military strength makes it appear that you have no faith in the revolutionary strength of the masses. This can only lead to military adventurism. Secondly, in your preoccupation with Changsha work, you have neglected the Autumn Harvest Uprising in other areas – for example, your abandonment of the plan for south Hunan … Furthermore, as events have turned out, you will not have two regiments [of regular troops] at your disposal [because they will not be available].38

The Politburo's reading of Mao's intentions was absolutely correct. He had indeed abandoned the idea of a province-wide uprising, being convinced that the whole venture would fail unless all available forces were concentrated on Changsha.39 The news that regular troops would not after all be available for the attack on the provincial capital merely strengthened that conviction. In Hubei, the provincial leadership, faced with a similar dilemma, bent reluctantly to the Centre's will.40 Mao, who had seen the Chen Duxiu leadership wrongly reject his views on the peasant movement in the spring, was not about to yield in the autumn to what he saw as the wrong views of Qu Qiubai. After a week spent bolstering the courage of the provincial committee, including a reluctant Peng Gongda, he penned a robust reply – stating in effect that Hunan would do as it saw fit – and despatched the unfortunate Peng to deliver it:


With regard to the two mistakes pointed out in [your] letter, neither facts nor theory are at all compatible with what you say … The purpose in deploying two regiments in the attack on Changsha is to compensate for the insufficiency of the worker-peasant forces. They are not the main force. They will serve to shield the development of the uprising … When you say that we are engaging in military adventurism … this truly reflects a lack of understanding of the situation here, and constitutes a contradictory policy which pays no attention to military affairs while at the same time calling for an armed uprising of the popular masses.

You say that we pay attention only to the work in Changsha and neglect other places. This is absolutely untrue … [The point is that] our force is sufficient only for an uprising in central Hunan. If we launched an uprising in every county, our force would be dispersed and [then] even the [Changsha] uprising could not be carried out.41



No record has survived of the Standing Committee discussion when Peng arrived with this message of defiance. But on September 5, the Party Centre gave vent to its frustration in an angry counterblast:
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The Hunan Provincial Committee … has missed a number of opportunities for furthering insurrection among the peasantry. It must [now] at once act resolutely in accordance with the Central plan, and build the main force of the uprising on the peasants themselves. No wavering will be permitted … In the midst of this critical struggle the Centre instructs the Hunan Provincial Committee to implement Central resolutions absolutely. No wavering will be permitted.42

By then, however, as the Standing Committee well knew, this was too late to have the slightest effect. The ‘Central plan’ it spoke of, which had been sent to Changsha a few days earlier, had laid out an even more elaborate programme, drawn up by Qu Qiubai, for a general insurrection in which co-ordinated popular uprisings, carried out in the name of a so-called ‘Hunan and Hubei Sub-Committee of the Revolutionary Committee of China’, would lead to the capture, first of county towns, then of provincial capitals, and finally the whole of China.43 To Mao, it bore no relation to the available resources, and he simply ignored it.44

While Peng was in Wuhan, he left for Anyuan, where he established a Front Committee and began gathering his forces for the assault on Changsha, the centre-piece of the limited action the provincial Party committee had approved.45

These comprised a regiment of about a thousand regular troops, formerly part of the GMD's National Revolutionary Army (renamed by Mao the 1st Regiment), which had defected to the communists and was now based at Xiushui, near the Jiangxi–Hubei border, 120 miles north-east of Changsha; a poorly armed peasant force (the 3rd Regiment), at Tonggu, a small town in the mountains on the Jiangxi–Hunan border; and, at Anyuan itself, a mixed unit of about a thousand unemployed miners (who had lost their jobs when the labour movement was crushed in 1925), and members of the local West Jiangxi Peasant Self-Defence Force (the 2nd Regiment). Together they made up the 1st Division of what the Politburo had agreed should be called the 1st Workers’ and Peasants’ Revolutionary Army.46

By September 8, the timetable for the insurrection had reached the different units (and had also, unknown to Mao, been betrayed to the Changsha authorities). At his orders, the Guomindang banner was discarded. Local tailors in Xiushui worked through the night making what the troops called ‘axe and sickle’ flags, the first ever carried by a Chinese communist army. Next day, the railway lines to Changsha were sabotaged and the 1st Regiment set out for Pingjiang, fifty miles north-east of the capital.47

At that point an event occurred which might have changed not just the course of the uprising but the future of China. As Mao and a companion were travelling from Anyuan to Tonggu, they were captured by Guomindang militiamen near the mountain village of Zhangjiafang:


The Guomindang terror was then at its height and hundreds of suspected Reds were being shot [Mao recalled years later], I was ordered to be taken to the militia headquarters, where I was to be killed. Borrowing several tens of dollars from [my] comrade, however, I attempted to bribe the escort to free me. The ordinary soldiers were mercenaries, with no special interest in seeing me killed, and they agreed to release me. But the subaltern in charge refused to permit it. I therefore decided to attempt to escape, but I had no opportunity to do so until I was within about 200 yards of the militia headquarters. At that point I broke loose and ran into the fields.

I reached a high place, above a pond, with some tall grass surrounding it, and there I hid until sunset. The soldiers pursued me, and forced some peasants to help them search. Many times they came very near, once or twice so close that I could almost have touched them, but somehow I escaped discovery, although half-a-dozen times I gave up hope, feeling certain I would be recaptured. At last, when it was dusk, they abandoned the search. At once I set off across the mountains, travelling all night. I had no shoes and my feet were badly bruised. On the road I met a peasant who befriended me, gave me shelter and later guided me to the next district. I had seven dollars with me, and used this to buy some shoes, an umbrella and food. When at last I reached [Tonggu] safely, I had only two copper [cash] in my pocket.48



This episode seemed to exhaust whatever good luck Mao had left. The 1st Regiment marched into an ambush set by a local force which coveted its superior weapons, and two of its three battalions were wiped out. The following day, September 12, Mao's 3rd Regiment occupied the small town of Dongmen, ten miles inside the Hunan border. But there the advance stalled. Provincial government troops counter-attacked, and the insurgents were driven back into Jiangxi where, two days later, Mao learned of the disaster that had befallen the 1st Regiment. That night he sent a message to the provincial committee, recommending that the workers’ insurrection which was to have been launched in Changsha on the morning of September 16 be called off.

Next day, Peng Gongda endorsed his proposal, and to all intents and purposes the uprising was over. There was still one last piece of bad news to come. The 2nd (Anyuan) Regiment, after seizing Liling, a small county seat on the railway line, just inside the provincial border, proceeded as planned to Liuyang to await Mao's forces. When they failed to appear, it attacked alone on September 16 but was repulsed. The following day the regiment was surrounded and wiped out to the last man.

The failure could hardly have been more complete.

Of the 3,000 men who had started out eight days earlier, only half remained, the rest lost through desertion, treachery or combat. Mao himself had been captured and barely escaped with his life. The insurgents had managed to occupy two or three small towns along the provincial border, but none for more than twenty-four hours. Changsha itself had never been remotely threatened.49

For three days, they argued over what to do next. Yu Sadu, the 1st Regiment's deputy commander, wanted to regroup and make a fresh attempt to seize Liuyang. But Mao and Lu Deming, the most experienced military officer in the force, disagreed. Early in August, when Qu Qiubai's newly elected Politburo had met for the first time in Wuhan, Mao had told Lominadze that if the insurrection in Hunan were defeated, the surviving forces ‘should go up the mountains’. On September 19, the Front Committee, after an all-night meeting in the border village of Wenjiashi, approved this course. Next day, Mao called a meeting of the whole army outside the local school, where he announced that the attack on Changsha was being abandoned.IV The struggle, he told them, was not over. But at this stage their place was not in the city. They needed to find a new rural base where the enemy was weaker. On September 21, they set out, heading south.50


In Hubei and elsewhere, the uprisings were equally unsuccessful. The insurrectionary army that left Nanchang lost 13,000 of its 21,000 men in two weeks, mostly through desertion. By the time the survivors reached the coast, their spirit had been broken. At the beginning of October, most of the leaders, including He Long, Ye Ting, Zhang Guotao and Zhou Enlai (who by then had to be carried on a stretcher), made their way to a fishing village, ‘hired boats and simply fled to Hong Kong’ – even in those days a refuge for rebellious Chinese.51 The expedition, Zhang acknowledged later, was ‘politically and militarily very juvenile’ and had pitiful results.52 Only two small military units survived more or less intact: one linked up with Peng Pai's forces in Hailufeng; the other, under Zhu De and his young deputy, Chen Yi, reached an accommodation with a local warlord and based itself in northern Guangdong.53

In November, the Politburo met in Shanghai to take stock. The Party's ‘general line’ and insurrectionary strategy, it declared, had been ‘entirely correct’. The uprisings had failed only because they had been carried out from ‘a purely military viewpoint’ and insufficient attention had been paid to mobilising the masses.

Punishments were then announced. The Hunan leaders were held to have relied excessively on ‘local bandits and a handful of motley troops’. At Lominadze's insistence, Mao was dismissed from the Politburo, although he was apparently allowed to retain his membership of the Central Committee. Peng, whom the Comintern's Changsha agent, Kuchumov, accused of ‘cowardice and deception’, lost all his posts and was only allowed to remain in the Party ‘on probation’. Blame for the collapse of the Nanchang forces was attributed to Zhang Guotao, who was also removed from the Politburo, and to Tan Pingshan, the Chairman of the Nanchang Revolutionary Committee, who was expelled from the Party. Zhou Enlai and Li Lisan were let off with reprimands.54

It was the Chinese leaders’ first experience of Bolshevik discipline, Stalinist-style.

Because the basic policy was held to be correct, these decisions paved the way for another round of doomed uprisings, which reached its climax in Canton in December. There the insurrectionist forces, backed by 1,200 cadets from a Guomindang officers’ training unit, commanded by Ye Jianying, held out for nearly three days. But in the massacre that followed, thousands of Party-members and sympathisers were killed. To save bullets, groups of them were roped together, taken out to sea on barges and thrown overboard. Five Soviet officials at the consulate were put up against a wall and shot. Soon afterwards, all Soviet missions in China were ordered to close.55

Yet even this was not enough to deter the Politburo. In a year which had seen Party membership collapse from 57,000 in May to 10,000 by December, each new setback became cause to stoke still higher the fires of militancy and revolutionary ardour. Stalinists like Lominadze, Kuchumov in Changsha and Heinz Neumann in Canton, added fuel to the flames. But the underlying reason was frustration with the failed alliance with the Guomindang, which caught up the Party's leaders and rank and file alike in a furious spiral of ever-increasing radicalisation.

The following spring, all that remained from this explosion of pent-up revolutionary fervour were a few isolated communist hold-outs in the poorest and most inaccessible regions, many of them situated along the fault-lines where two or more provinces met and the authorities’ writ did not run: in northern Guangdong; on the Hunan–Jiangxi border; in north-eastern Jiangxi; on the Hunan–Hubei border; in the Hubei–Henan–Anhui border triangle; and on Hainan Island in the far south.56


For the next three years, the politics of the Chinese Communist Party would be forged through a quadrilateral struggle between Moscow, the Politburo in Shanghai, the provincial Party committees, and the communist military leaders in the field, over two key issues: the relationship between rural and urban revolution; and between insurrection and armed struggle.

Mao would play a key role in these crucial debates. But in the autumn of 1927, his immediate concern was survival.

On September 25, four days after setting out from Wenjiashi, his little army was attacked in the hill country south of Pingxiang. The divisional commander, Lu Deming, was killed. The 3rd Regiment was scattered, and two or three hundred peasant troops and a quantity of equipment were lost. The remainder regrouped in the mountain village of Sanwan, twenty-five miles north of the massif of Jinggangshan.

There Mao reorganised his forces, consolidating the remnants of the division into a single regiment – the ‘1st Regiment, 1st Division, of the First Workers’ and Peasants’ Revolutionary Army’ – and appointing political commissars, modelled on the system which General Blyukher's Soviet military advisers had developed for the GMD army, based on Russian practice. Each squad had its Party group; each company, a Party branch; and each battalion, a Party committee.57 All were under the leadership of the Front Committee, of which Mao remained Secretary.

But the originality of the changes made at Sanwan lay elsewhere. Most of Mao's previous experience had been as a political theorist. His only direct exposure to mass struggle had been as a labour organiser in Changsha, and as an observer of the Hunan peasant movement. Now, for the first time in his life, he found himself having to motivate and lead a ragged, undisciplined band of some 700 Guomindang mutineers, armed workers and peasants, vagabonds and bandits, which somehow had to be transformed into a coherent revolutionary force capable of resisting a vastly superior enemy.

To that end, he announced two policies which laid the basis for a very different army from any other existing in China at that time. In the first place, it was to be an all-volunteer force. Any man who wished to leave, Mao told them, was free to do so and would be given money for the journey. Those who stayed were promised that officers would no longer be permitted to beat them, and that soldiers’ committees would be formed in each unit to ventilate grievances and ensure that democratic practices were followed. Secondly, Mao said, the soldiers would be required to treat civilians correctly. They must speak politely; pay a fair price for what they bought; and never take so much as ‘a solitary sweet potato’ belonging to the masses.58

In a country which lived by the aphorism ‘Do not waste good iron making nails, nor good men as soldiers’, where a ‘good’ army merely took what it wanted and a ‘bad’ army marauded, looted, burned, raped and killed, and where officers routinely employed barbaric methods of discipline, this was a genuinely revolutionary concept.

The question remained, however, where Mao's forces should go next.

The area in which they found themselves, on the border between Hunan and Jiangxi, was riven by conflict between the descendants of early Han settlers, who had arrived in the lowland valleys during the Tang and Song dynasties, and Hakka – ‘guest people’ – from Fujian and Guangdong, who had occupied the highlands several centuries later.59 On that basic fault-line were superimposed a culture of banditry, the depredations of government troops and militias, struggles for influence among local satraps and their sworn followers, and, in the early 1920s, the arrival of large numbers of deserters from warlord forces in the region. Every landlord and family of substance had armed retainers to defend its property. In 1926, local communists had begun setting up peasant associations and succeeded in co-opting two prominent bandit leaders, Yuan Wencai and Wang Zuo, whose men – members of a gang known as the Horse-knife (or Sabre) Detachment – were then reorganised into peasant self-defence units. By the time Mao arrived, however, the collapse of the united front had triggered a White Terror which had left both the peasant associations and local Party organisations in disarray.

In these unpropitious circumstances, Mao sent a messenger from Sanwan with a letter to Yuan Wencai, whose forces were at Ninggang, fifteen miles to the south.60 By a stroke of luck one of Yuan's aides had met Mao at the GMD Peasant Training Institute in Wuhan. Through his good offices, aided by a gift of rifles from Mao to Yuan's emissaries, it was agreed that the communist army could proceed to the small town of Gucheng in Ninggang, where a two-day meeting was held with local Party officials and Yuan's representatives. Both sides were at first extremely wary. Mao's colleagues – though not, apparently, Mao himself – were reluctant to ally themselves with bandits; the local Jiangxi communists worried that the arrival of Mao's troops would erode their own power; and Yuan and his followers feared, not unreasonably, that in the end they risked losing their independence and being assimilated into Mao's larger and better-armed force. None the less, on October 6, the two leaders met face to face and worked out a modus vivendi. Mao offered Yuan's men a hundred rifles; Yuan furnished provisions and money; and the newcomers were allowed to establish a hospital to treat their wounded and a headquarters base at Maoping, a small market town in a river valley, encircled by low hills, from which the main western route into Jinggangshan, a narrow, sandy track, no wider than a footpath, wound its way up through the forest to the heights, 1,500 feet above.

For the next ten days, Mao hesitated. The alternative was to go further south, to the Hunan–Guangdong border, and to try to link up with Zhu De and He Long, who should have arrived there from Nanchang. But an initial probe into southern Hunan ended with Mao's troops being mauled near the village of Dafen. Then, in mid-October, he learned from a newspaper that He's forces had been defeated and scattered. He no longer had any choice.

Militarily, Jinggangshan, if properly defended, was all but impregnable. It lies at the junction of four counties – Ninggang, Yongxin, Suichuan and Lingxian – in the heart of the Luoxiao range, which follows the Hunan–Jiangxi border southward as far as Guangdong. The massif itself consists of a swathe of louring black mountains, wreathed in cloud, with blade-sharp ridges, thickly forested with Chinese larch, pine and bamboo, where waterfalls cascade down sheer gorges to lose themselves in thin, blue torrents, far below, and tall pinnacles of bare rock jut from unseen cliffs behind an impenetrable weft of subtropical vegetation. It is a poet's landscape, majestic but desperately poor.

On the heights there was barely enough farmland, carved from the hillsides and small areas of plateau, to support the population of just under 2,000, who lived in ramshackle wooden houses and small, almost windowless stone huts, scattered between the main settlement, Ciping, where half-a-dozen merchants had built shops and a weekly market was held, and the five villages – Big Well, Little Well, Middle Well, Lower Well and Upper Well – from which Jinggangshan (Well Ridge Mountain) took its name.61 The villagers ate a local variety of red-coloured wild rice, and trapped squirrels and badgers for food. Grain for the troops had to be brought up the mountain on men's backs from the more fertile counties in the plains.

Maoping became Mao's main forward base. For the next twelve months, whenever the military situation stabilised, the army made its headquarters there. He set the troops three main tasks. In battle, Mao said, they must fight to win. In victory, they must expropriate the landlords, both to provide land for the peasantry and to collect funds for the army's own needs. And in peacetime they must strive to win over ‘the masses’, the peasants, workers and petty bourgeoisie. In November, the army occupied Chaling, thirty miles to the west, and proclaimed the setting-up of a ‘Workers’, Peasants’ and Soldiers’ Soviet Government’, the first in the border area. It was overthrown a month later, when government forces returned, but other border soviets soon followed, in Suichuan in January 1928, and in Ninggang in February. Even though such successes were ephemeral, they procured badly needed supplies and symbolically they showed the local population that the existing power structure was fragile and could be changed.V

When the pressure from government troops became too great, Maoping was abandoned and they withdrew up the mountain to Wang Zuo's stronghold at Dajing (Big Well), about twelve miles to the south, from which they could control the passes. Wang lived in a former landlord's house which his men had commandeered, a palatial residence for that poor place, with whitewashed walls and gables, delicately upturned eaves beneath roofs of slate-coloured tile, ornamented ridgework, and more than a dozen wood-panelled rooms, furnished with tables and four-poster beds, built around three large inner courtyards, each open to the sky with a sunken well in the middle to drain away rainwater. Mao had approached Wang Zuo, as he had Yuan Wencai, with a large gift of rifles and the offer of communist instructors to give his force military training. Wang was initially wary, but after the training group's leader, He Changgong, helped him defeat a landlord militia unit which had been harassing his men, he, too, was won over.

That winter gave Mao a breathing space to start learning his new military trade. He had grasped the importance of leading by example, compelling exhausted men to follow him by sheer force of will. Since most of the soldiers were illiterate, he started using folk-tales and graphic images to get his points across. ‘The God of Thunder strikes the beancurd’, he told them, explaining why they should concentrate their forces to attack the enemy's weak points. Chiang Kai-shek was like a huge water-pot, while the revolutionary army was just a small pebble. But the pebble was hard, and by dint of constant tapping, one day the pot would break.

The lull could not continue indefinitely. In mid-February, Yuan Wencai's and Wang Zuo's forces were combined to form the army's 2nd Regiment, with He Changgong as Party representative and a leaven of communist cadres down to company level. Ten days later, news came that the Jiangxi Army had despatched a battalion to occupy Xincheng, about eight miles north of Maoping. During the night of February 17, Mao led three battalions of his own men to surround them. At dawn, as the enemy troops were at their morning exercises, he gave the order to attack.

The fighting lasted several hours. When it was over, the enemy commander and his deputy were both dead and more than a hundred prisoners had been taken. After they had been escorted back to Maoping, Mao told them, to their amazement – as he had his own men at Sanwan, five months earlier – that anyone who wished to leave would be given money and allowed to depart. Those who decided to stay would be enrolled in the revolutionary army. Many did stay. The technique proved so effective that later some nationalist commanders began setting free communist prisoners in an attempt to emulate it.62

Mao's victory had its price. As the Hunan and Jiangxi commanders realised the nature of the enemy they were dealing with, they began assembling stronger forces to attack the Jinggangshan redoubt, and imposed an economic blockade. But his concerns on that score were soon to be overshadowed by problems of a very different kind.


Since October 1927, Mao had been trying to get in touch with the Hunan provincial committee, the hierarchical superior of the Front Committee he now headed. Some of his messages evidently got through, for in mid-December the Party Centre was sufficiently informed of his activities to write to Zhu De, who was then in northern Guangdong, suggesting that he link up with Mao. Unknown to the leaders in Shanghai, Zhu had already made contact with the Jinggangshan base some weeks earlier, sending as a messenger none other than Mao's youngest brother, Zetan, who had accompanied Zhu's forces from Nanchang. From then on the two armies were in sporadic communication. But the Politburo was divided in its appraisal of Mao's conduct. Qu Qiubai, who recognised and admired Mao's independent spirit, was ready, within limits, to let him act as he saw fit.63 Zhou Enlai, who remained in charge of military affairs and had become one of Qu's most powerful colleagues, strongly disapproved of Mao's tactics. His troops had ‘a bandit character’, Zhou argued, and were ‘continually flying from place to place’.64 In a CC circular on armed insurrection issued in January 1928, he cited Mao's leadership of the Autumn Harvest Uprising in Hunan as an example of how not to behave:


[Such leaders] do not trust in the strength of the masses but lean towards military opportunism, they draft their plans in terms of military forces, planning how to move this or that army unit, this or that peasant army, this or that workers’ and peasants’ armed suppression group, how to link up with the forces of this or that bandit chieftain … and in this way how to unleash an ‘armed uprising’ by a plot masquerading as a plan. Such a so-called armed uprising has no relation whatever to the masses.65
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Zhou was almost certainly responsible for another CC directive, which also reached Changsha in January 1928, accusing Mao of ‘serious political errors’ and authorising the Hunan provincial committee to remove him as Party leader in the border area and to draw up a new work plan for the army which would ‘accord with practical needs’.66

The bearer of these tidings, Zhou Lu, a junior member of the South Hunan Special Committee,VI arrived at Maoping in the first week of March. He went to work with a vengeance, not only telling Mao that he had been dismissed from the Politburo and the Hunan provincial committee – which despite his rows with the Party Centre six months earlier must have come as a bolt from the blue – but also informing him, falsely, that he had been expelled from the Party. Whether this was a simple mistake, or a deliberate manoeuvre to destroy Mao's authority, is unclear. But, coming as it did, after months of hardship, just as the army had won its first victory and the base area was at last beginning to take shape, it must have been a crushing blow. The injustice of the rebuke, Mao wrote later, had been intolerable.67

In his new, ‘non-Party’ role, Mao became divisional commander (a post which had been left vacant when the 2nd Regiment was formed in February). The Front Committee was abolished, and Zhou Lu acted as Party representative.68

At this point, local rivalries intervened. The prime concern of the provincial Party committee was to promote the revolution in its own area. The previous December, Zhu De's force had left its base in Guangdong and marched north into south-eastern Hunan, where it sponsored peasant uprisings in the border town of Yizhang, and at Chenxian and Leiyang, further north, and set up ‘Workers’, Peasants’ and Soldiers’ Soviets’.69 But the economy of the area was in ruins and Zhu's troops had to resort to selling opium in order to feed themselves. Zhou Lu's first action on taking charge at the beginning of March was to order Mao's division to Hunan to link up with Zhu so as to strengthen the forces under the Hunan Party committee's control. Mao complied, but hurried slowly. Two weeks later his forces were still only a few miles from the Jiangxi border. But when Zhu's troops were attacked by regular Hunan and Guangdong government forces, Mao's 2nd Regiment had to rush to their aid. By the time they had extricated themselves, Zhou Lu had suffered the ultimate penalty for the Hunan committee's mischief-making: he had been captured and executed. Mao marched north to Linxian, where the pursuing forces were repulsed. The base area, which had been overrun by landlord militia, was reconquered, and either in Linxian or Ninggang – recollections differ – he and Zhu met for the first time towards the end of April 1928.

Zhu was forty-one, seven years Mao's senior. Agnes Smedley, who spent several months with him in the 1930s, wrote that where Mao, with his ‘strange, brooding mind, perpetually wrestling with the … problems of the Chinese revolution’, was essentially an intellectual, Zhu was ‘more a man of action and a military organiser’:

In height he was perhaps five feet eight inches. He was neither ugly nor handsome, and there was nothing whatever heroic or fire-eating about him. His head was round and was covered with a short stubble of black hair touched with grey, his forehead was broad and rather high, his cheekbones prominent. A strong stubborn jaw and chin supported a wide mouth and a perfect set of white teeth which gleamed when he smiled his welcome … He was such a commonplace man in appearance that had it not been for his uniform [which was worn and faded from much wear and long washing], he could have passed for almost any peasant in any village in China.70

Yet Zhu's life encapsulated, even more than Mao's, the welter of contradiction and change that had swept across China at the end of the old century and the beginning of the new. Born into a Sichuanese peasant family so poor that his father had drowned five of his children with his own hands because he was unable to feed them, he had advanced to win a degree as a xiucai, the first step towards becoming a mandarin. Instead, he became a petty warlord and an opium addict. In 1922, after a cure in Shanghai, he took ship to Europe. There he met Zhou Enlai, who inducted him into the Communist Party. For four years he studied in Berlin, before returning to China to resume his military career – this time on the communists’ behalf – in the Guomindang's crack Fourth Army, the proudly named ‘Ironsides’.71

The partnership between Mao and Zhu De marked the heyday of the Jinggangshan base area, which rapidly expanded to include, at its peak that summer, parts of seven counties with a population of more than 500,000.

Mao's political fortunes also improved. He learned from Zhu in April that his expulsion from the Party had never happened. Then, in May, word came from the provincial Party leadership that the establishment of a Hunan–Jiangxi Border Area Special Committee, which Mao had been urging since December, had at last been authorised, and that he should be its secretary.72

The two armies merged to form the Fourth Workers’ and Peasants’ Revolutionary Army (so numbered after the GMD Fourth Army, from which Zhu and most of his officers had come), soon afterwards rechristened – with the Politburo's blessing – the Fourth ‘Red Army’, a name-change of no small importance for it signalled the beginning of the end of the long and sterile debate over the respective roles of the army and the insurrectionary masses. A ‘Red Army’ was by definition insurrectionary, so no such distinction could arise.

The Zhu–Mao Army, as it became known, comprised four regiments, totalling about 8,000 men: the 28th, which had, as its core, the ‘Ironsides’ troops Zhu had brought from Nanchang; the 29th, composed mainly of Hunanese who had taken part in the uprising at Yizhang; the 31st, which was Mao's old 1st Regiment; and the 32nd (the former 2nd Regiment) under Yuan Wencai and Wang Zuo. Although they had only 2,000 rifles, it was far and away the biggest communist force in the country. In the interest of unity, the divisional commands were abolished. Zhu became Army Commander; Mao, Party representative; and Chen Yi, formerly Zhu's deputy, Secretary of the Party's Military Committee.73

On May 20, sixty delegates from the Red Army and from six county Party committees gathered in the Clan Hall of a wealthy landlord family in Maoping for the First Congress of Party Organisations of the Hunan–Jiangxi Border Area. After three days of debate, the Congress confirmed Mao's appointment as head of the Border Area Special Committee and elected him Chairman of the Border Area ‘Workers’, Peasants’ and Soldiers’ Government’ with Yuan Wencai as his deputy.74

Despite the junction with Zhu De, it was a time of considerable pessimism. The defeat of Zhu's forces in Hunan, and the ease with which landlord forces had regained control of the base area as soon as the Red Army left, had raised doubts in many minds about the validity of the insurrectionary strategy. In his speech, therefore, Mao posed the question: ‘How much longer can the Red flag be upheld?’ It was a theme to which he would return repeatedly as the year wore on:

The prolonged existence inside a country of one or more small areas under Red political power, surrounded on all sides by White political power, is something which has never occurred anywhere else in the world. There are special reasons for the emergence of this curious thing … It occurs solely in [semi-colonial] China, which is under indirect imperialist rule … [and where there are] prolonged splits and wars among the White political forces … [Our] independent regime on the borders of Hunan and Jiangxi is one of many such small areas. In difficult and critical times, some comrades often have doubts as to the survival of such Red political power and manifest negative tendencies … [But] if only we know that splits and wars among the White forces will continue without interruption, we will have no doubts about the emergence, survival and daily growth of Red political power.75

A number of other conditions were also necessary, he maintained. Red areas could exist only in provinces like Hunan, Hubei, Jiangxi and Guangdong, where strong mass movements had developed during the Northern Expedition, and only if ‘the revolutionary situation in the nation as a whole continues to move forward’ (as Mao insisted was the case in China). They required regular Red Army forces to defend them, and a strong Communist Party to lead them. Even then, he acknowledged, there would be times when it was difficult to hold out: ‘Fighting among the warlords does not go on every day without ceasing. Whenever the White political power in one or more provinces enjoys temporary stability, the ruling class … will surely exert every effort to destroy Red political power.’ But, Mao declared, among the White forces, ‘all compromises can only be temporary; a temporary compromise today prepares the ground for a bigger war tomorrow.’

The correct course at this stage, therefore, Mao argued, was not to career about the country, setting off uprisings which collapsed as soon as the army left, but to concentrate on deepening the revolution in a single area.

When the Congress ended, Mao's policy was approved.

At a time when Jinggangshan was under constant enemy pressure – in the three weeks since Zhu De's arrival, two more sizeable enemy offensives had been thwarted – such a strategy required solid nerves. But Mao was growing more confident in his new role as a military tactician. During the winter Wang Zuo had told him stories about Zhu the Deaf, an old bandit leader whose maxim was: ‘You don't need to fight, all you need to do is circle around’.76 The moral, Mao told his troops, was to stay clear of the enemy's main forces; lead them in circles; and when they were confused and disoriented, strike where they were weakest.

This was summed up in a pithy folk-rhyme, which conveyed the essence of the Red Army's future strategy. In its final form, drawn up by Mao and Zhu, and popularised throughout the army in May, it contained sixteen characters:





	Di jin, wo tui,
	 [When the] enemy advances, we withdraw,



	Di zhu, wo rao,
	 [When the] enemy rests, we harass,



	Di pi, wo da,
	 [When the] enemy tires, we attack,



	Di tui, wo zhui.
	 [When the] enemy withdraws, we pursue.77







In the months following, two further principles were laid down:


Concentrate the Red Army to fight the enemy … and oppose the division of forces so as to avoid being destroyed one by one.
In expanding the area under [our control], adopt the policy of advancing in a series of waves and oppose the policy of rash advance.78


The Zhu–Mao Army was still of very uneven quality.[Q3] Zhu's 28th regiment and Mao's 31st were a match for the best warlord units. The tactics they developed, employing speed and mobility to make feints to deceive the enemy, followed by surprise attacks from the rear or on the flanks, won them such a fearsome reputation that their adversaries would often withdraw without giving battle. Notwithstanding Mao's attempts to tighten discipline, gambling, opium use, desertion and pillaging remained widespread problems. But the men had an esprit de corps and cohesiveness which their opponents lacked. The 32nd regiment, based on Yuan Wencai's and Wang Zuo's bandit troops, was less effective but still able to play a defensive role. Only the 29th, composed of homesick Hunanese peasants, was unreformable.79

Meanwhile the guidelines for the army's treatment of civilians, which Mao had first issued after the halt at Sanwan in September 1927, were expanded into what became known as the ‘Six Main Points for Attention’. Soldiers were urged to replace straw bedding and wooden bed-boards after staying at peasant homes overnight; to return whatever they borrowed; to pay for anything they damaged; to be courteous; to be fair in business dealings; and to treat prisoners humanely. Later, two further ‘Points for Attention’ were added by Lin Biao: ‘Don't molest women’ (in early versions, ‘Don't bathe in sight of women’); and, ‘Dig latrines well away from homes and cover them before leaving.’ At the same time, ‘Three Main Rules of Discipline’ were issued: ‘Obey orders’; ‘Don't take anything belonging to the masses’ (the original phrase, ‘not so much as a sweet potato’, was amended to ‘not even a needle or thread’); and, ‘Turn in for public distribution all goods confiscated from landlords and local bullies.’80

The thrust of Mao's revolutionary strategy was thus fundamentally different from the insurrectionary approach of Qu Qiubai. Where Qu believed the old system could be overthrown by the raw fervour of untrained peasants and workers, rising to seize power with their own hands, Mao saw the peasantry as a reservoir of sympathy and support – a ‘sea’, as he would later describe it, in which the ‘fish’ (the Red guerrillas) could swim. Even on Jinggangshan, he noted soberly, few local people volunteered for the Red Army. As soon as the landlords had been toppled and their fields had been divided up, all the peasants wanted was to be left in peace to farm. For the same reason he urged moderation towards the urban petty bourgeoisie, the stall-holders and traders in the small market towns, in order to avoid driving them to oppose the revolution. Excesses were often unavoidable, he acknowledged, and could be a useful means of radicalising public opinion. But, in practice, they were frequently counter-productive: ‘In order to kill people and burn houses, there must be a mass basis … [not just] burning and killing by the army on its own.’ Revolutionary violence was helpful, he argued, only when it had a clear purpose and was backed by a movement strong enough to resist the retribution which would inevitably follow.81

When Zhou Lu had arrived in March, Mao had been severely criticised for these views. His work was ‘too right-wing’, he had been told. He was ‘not killing and burning enough, [and] not carrying out the policy of “turning the petty bourgeois into proletarians and then forcing them to make revolution”.’82 But by then, unknown to Zhou (let alone to Mao), the Politburo in Shanghai was also having second thoughts:

The peasant movement throughout the country [Qu Qiubai wrote in April] seems to feel that, besides killing the gentry, it ‘must’ set houses on fire … Many villages in Hubei have been reduced to ashes. The leader of a certain locality in Hunan proposed burning down an entire county town, taking with him only the things the peasant insurgents needed (stencil machines and so forth), and to kill everyone unless they joined the revolution … This [is a] petty bourgeois tendency … The proletariat was not leading the peasants, but the peasants were leading the proletariat.83

The moderate policies Mao put forward at the First Border Area Party Congress in May came, therefore, at an opportune time. Less than a week later, the new Hunan provincial committee,VII apparently chastened by the fiasco of Zhu De's expedition that spring, agreed that the Zhu–Mao Army should remain based at Jinggangshan, and warned indignantly of the foolishness of ‘burning whole cities’, which allowed Mao to reply, tongue firmly in cheek: ‘The provincial committee points out that it is wrong to burn cities. We shall never commit this mistake again.’84


Soon afterwards the Central Committee approved Mao's strategy too. At the beginning of June, a letter from the base area finally reached Shanghai – the first direct communication since its creation the previous October.85 Most of the leadership was away in Moscow, preparing for the Sixth Party Congress, which the Comintern had decided should be held not in China, where Chiang Kai-shek's ‘White terror’ was in full flood, but in the Soviet Union (where the Russians could also exert tighter control).86 It fell to Li Weihan, Mao's friend from New People's Study Society days, who had been left in charge, to draft the Central Committee's reply. He enthusiastically supported Mao's leadership; proposed that the Front Committee, which Zhou Lu had abolished, be restored; and endorsed Mao's decision to focus on building up the Jinggangshan base as a centre from which to propagate the revolution in both Hunan and Jiangxi – decisions in keeping with the new spirit of realism which would mark the Congress proceedings.87

Two weeks later, the 118 delegates who gathered in a dilapidated old country house near Zvenigorod, forty miles north-west of Moscow, frankly acknowledged that there was no ‘revolutionary high tide’ in China, and no sign that one was imminent.

The Party, they declared, had overestimated the strength of the peasants and workers, and underestimated the forces of reaction. China was still engaged in a bourgeois-democratic revolution, and the main tasks were to unify the country against the imperialists; to abolish the landlord system; and to set up soviets of workers, peasants and soldiers, in order ‘to induce the vast, toiling masses to participate in political rule’. Socialist revolution could come later.88

These themes had already been sounded (and in Shanghai had been largely ignored) in a Comintern resolution the previous February, which had also stressed the importance of co-ordinating rural revolution with uprisings in the cities.89 But Bukharin, who was overseeing the proceedings on Stalin's behalf, now introduced an important qualification. ‘[We may] maintain [the slogan of] carrying out uprisings,’ he said. ‘[But] this does not mean that in a country as large as China … the innumerable masses will suddenly rise up in an extremely short period of time … That cannot happen.’ The Chinese leaders needed to steel themselves for an uneven, protracted struggle, in which victories in some areas would be offset by defeats in others. Even then, a long period of preparation was essential before province-wide uprisings could occur.90

Accordingly, the Congress approved a strategy of guerrilla warfare to weaken the Guomindang's hold on the rural areas, and establish local soviets, even if initially only ‘in one county or several townships’. Military power, it declared, was ‘highly significant’ in the Chinese revolution, and the development of the Red Army must be the ‘central issue’ in the countryside.91 By contrast, the doomed heroics of small groups of fanatics, acting with no mass base, were sharply condemned, especially in urban areas. In Bukharin's words:

If uprisings directed by the Party fail once, twice, three times, four times, or are crushed 10 or 15 times, then the working class will say: ‘Hey, you! Listen! You are probably excellent people; nevertheless, please get out of here! You do not deserve to be our leaders.’ … This [kind of] excessive showing off is of no use to a Party, however revolutionary.92

Urban uprisings were not explicitly ruled out. But the whole thrust of Bukharin's speech, and of the Congress resolutions, was that, at this stage at least, the peasantry, not the workers, were the main revolutionary force – the only proviso being that the peasants should be under proletarian leadership to restrain their anarchistic, petty-bourgeois leanings.93

These decisions, Mao wrote later, provided ‘a correct theoretical basis’ for the base areas and the Red Army to develop.94


Neither the Central Committee's letter of early June, nor the Congress resolutions, reached Jinggangshan until several months later. But there were enough straws in the wind to indicate that the Party line had changed. Mao's life changed, too, that summer, but in a different way: he acquired ‘a revolutionary companion’.95

She was eighteen years old, and her name was He Zizhen. A lively, independent-minded young woman, with a slender, boyish figure, the fine features and winning smile of her Cantonese mother, and the literary bent of her father, a local scholar, she had joined the Party at the age of sixteen, becoming the first and for some time the only female Party member in that area while still a student at the local mission school, run by Finnish nuns. As Mao would later find to his cost, she was tough and strong-willed. Zizhen had been the first young woman in the county to cut her hair short, in what was then regarded as a scandalous affront to traditional values; she had mobilised fellow students to burn the statue of the City God in the local temple; and in the summer of 1926, she had fought alongside Yuan's men in a battle against a landlord militia, earning herself the nickname, ‘The Two-Gun Girl General’.

Yuan, who had been a classmate of her elder brother, had introduced her to Mao soon after his arrival, and the following spring she began working as his assistant. She wrote later that when she realised she was falling in love with him, she had tried to hide her feelings. But, one day, Mao caught her gazing at him longingly and realised what had happened. He pulled up a chair, asked her to sit down, and then talked to her of Yang Kaihui and the children whom he had left behind in Changsha. Shortly after that conversation, they started living together.96 Mao had long since declared his disdain for marriage conventions, and on the Jinggangshan there seemed even less reason to heed them. Wang Zuo had three wives. Zhu De, who had left his own wife and small son in Sichuan, six years earlier, also began living with a much younger woman.97

None the less, Mao evidently felt a twinge of guilt at his disloyalty to Yang Kaihui. To justify himself, he told He Zizhen that he had had no news from her and thought she might have been executed. In fact he had made no attempt since the uprising to contact his family in Changsha.98 His decision to take the young woman as his partner seems to have been an almost conscious step in a gradual cutting of the ties that bound him to the world outside, the ‘normal’ world that had been his before the revolution claimed him.

When word reached Kaihui in the winter of 1928 that Mao had acquired a new ‘wife’, she became deeply depressed.VIII In the first years of her marriage, she had been consumed by jealousy of his old flame, Tao Yi, with whom she suspected (apparently wrongly) that he was carrying on an affair. Now, she wrote bitterly, he had abandoned her completely. She had contemplated suicide, she added, but had held back for the sake of their children.


The political respite was soon over. Once more, the cause lay in provincial rivalries. The Jiangxi Party committee had been badgering Mao to attack the city of Jian, seventy miles to the north-east. Now a succession of envoys arrived from Hunan, demanding, each more insistently than the last, that the Fourth Red Army send its main forces to the districts south of Hengyang, for a further attempt at insurrection in the same area where Zhu De had been defeated in March.99

This was not as illogical as it might sound. Hengyang controlled the main corridor from central to southern Hunan. A successful uprising in the area would make it possible to link Hunan and Guangdong – traditionally the two ‘most revolutionary’ provinces – by establishing a new base area in the region where Tan Yankai had stationed his southern armies, a decade earlier, while waiting his chance to attack Changsha. But precisely for that reason, as Mao and Zhu well knew, it was far too well-defended for the Fourth Army to attack.

The Hunan Provincial committee plainly expected Mao to resist, for it informed him that a special emissary, 23-year-old Yang Kaiming,IX was on his way to Jinggangshan to take personal charge of the Border Area Special Committee, adding peremptorily: ‘You must carry out [our instructions] immediately without any hesitation.’ Shortly before he arrived, however, a joint meeting of the Special Committee and the fourth Army's Military Committee, held under Mao's chairmanship on June 30, in the presence of another, even younger, provincial committee representative, twenty-year-old Du Xiujing, voted against the plan to strike into Hunan. In a message to the provincial leadership in Anyuan, Mao warned that, if they went ahead, the entire Fourth Army might be lost.100 Yang evidently did not feel himself strong enough to countermand this decision and for the next two weeks there was an uneasy stand-off.

Word then came that elements of the Hunan and Jiangxi armies were preparing another attack on Jinggangshan. It was decided that Zhu's 28th and 29th regiments should cross into Hunan, to attack the Hunan army's rear. Mao's troops, the 31st and 32nd, would block the Jiangxi units’ advance until Zhu's men could return.

The first part of the battle plan went well enough. But as Zhu was about to march back to link up with Mao's troops, as arranged, Du Xiujing, who was accompanying Zhu's forces, invoked superior Party authority to insist that the provincial committee's original orders must now be carried out. After some discussion, Zhu's two regiments set off for Chenzhou, ninety miles south of Hengyang. The result was exactly as Mao had foreseen. After initial successes, they were routed by Hunan government troops and retreated in disarray into the hills. With the Red Army's main force absent, Ninggang and two neighbouring counties in the plain were overrun. Yet another letter from the provincial committee then arrived urging Mao to take his remaining forces to support Zhu in southern Hunan. But even as the Border Area Special Committee was discussing this latest instruction, a messenger burst into the meeting room with the news that Zhu had suffered a crushing defeat. The 29th regiment had disintegrated: its Hunanese peasant troops had deserted and fled to their home villages in the region. The 28th was limping back to Jinggangshan.101

The Fourth Army's troubles were not yet over. When Mao set out to join Zhu at Guidong, south-west of Jinggangshan, government troops took advantage of their disarray to launch another attack. This time they came perilously close to occupying the fastness itself.

On August 30, a young communist officer named He Tingying led a single under-strength battalion to hold the narrow pass of Huangyangjie, commanding the heights above Ninggang, against three regiments of the Hunanese Eighth Army and one regiment of Jiangxi troops. The Hunanese units suffered heavy casualties, and by nightfall, when the attack was abandoned, their morale had been broken.102 Mao was moved to take up his writing brush to commemorate the event:


Our defence is like a stern fortress,
Our wills, united, form a yet stronger wall.
The roar of gunfire rises from Huangyangjie,
Announcing the enemy has fled in the night.103


Mao's position was ambiguous. Yang Kaiming had taken over in mid-July as acting Secretary of the Border Area Special Committee. But at Guidong, Mao had engineered the creation of a rival ‘Action Committee’, representing the army, with himself as Secretary.104

Meanwhile, the south Hunan expedition had revived tensions between himself and Zhu De that had been papered over when their forces had come together in April. Zhu had evidently relished the opportunity to break free from Mao's tutelage and resume his old role as sole military commander. Having tasted freedom anew – even though it had ended in defeat – he was now reluctant to allow Mao to regain the dominant position he had occupied during the summer.105 Moreover, some of Zhu's followers, and perhaps Zhu himself, privately attributed the debacle to Mao's refusal to let the 31st and 32nd regiments go with them, as the Hunan Committee had originally proposed.106

The formal division of powers between Mao and Yang Kaiming was confirmed at the Second Border Area Party Congress at Maoping in October. Yang remained head of the Border Area Special Committee – although soon afterwards he fell ill and a neutral figure, Tan Zhenlin, a former worker in his mid-twenties who had been head of the first soviet government Mao had set up at Chaling, was appointed in his place. Mao retained his ‘Action Committee’ post – which effectively made him the Army's Political Commissar. But, in the Committee ranking, which was based on a free vote of delegates, he finished near the bottom of the list. The explanation was provided by the Congress's political resolution. ‘In the past’, it stated, ‘the Party organs were all individual dictatorships, autocracies of the Party secretary; there was no collective leadership or democratic spirit whatsoever.’ Comrade Mao, it noted drily, was among the main offenders.107

His policies were still respected: the political strategy the Congress approved, based on the Comintern resolution of the previous February, details of which had reached the mountains that autumn, closely reflected Mao's ideas. But, his colleagues told him, his leadership style left much to be desired.108

This anomalous situation was brought to an end at the beginning of November, when, after a journey lasting nearly five months, the Central Committee directive which Li Weihan had drafted in June arrived on Jinggangshan.109

Mao could hardly contain his delight. It was, he declared, ‘an excellent letter … [which] has corrected many of our mistakes and resolved many controversial issues here’. A new Front Committee was organised as the ‘supreme Party organ’ in the border area, with Mao as Secretary. Its other leading members were Zhu De, who now replaced Chen Yi as head of the Military Committee, and Tan Zhenlin, who on Mao's proposal became substantive Special Committee Secretary, replacing Yang Kaiming.110 Not only did this re-establish the traditional hierarchy of powers, under which the Front Committee had jurisdiction over local Party organs wherever it happened to be, but it implied that the interest of the Fourth Army would have priority over those of the base area, which was to prove of crucial importance during the coming winter. For while Mao's personal position had been assured, the future of the base area had not.

In a report to the Central Committee three weeks later, Mao described in detail the difficulties he faced. One key problem, he wrote, was that the Party membership in the border area consisted almost entirely of peasants, whose ‘petty-bourgeois consciousness’ resulted in a lack of steadiness, causing them to swing violently between reckless courage and panic-stricken flight.

The long-term answer to that, Mao asserted, was to increase ‘proletarian consciousness’, by putting more workers and soldiers into the Party's leading bodies. This was not simply a genuflection to Marxist orthodoxy, inserted to please the ideologues in Shanghai. Having watched one peasant regiment after another fall to pieces under pressure – among them, his own 3rd Regiment at Sanwan, in September 1927, and Zhu De's 29th regiment at Chenzhou, in July – he now realised that ‘proletarian leadership’ was indeed a prerequisite for success, not for reasons of Party dogma but to put spine into the peasants’ revolt. In the short term, another remedy was available, which was likewise to have far-reaching implications for the Party's later development: the purge.111

In May and June, when the border area had reached its maximum extent, the communists were in firm control and joining the Party seemed to many a wise thing to do, membership had ballooned to more than 10,000. After the Red Army's setbacks during the summer most of the landlord and gentry members, and many rich peasants, turned their coats. Those regarded as unreliable were now weeded out, along with members who engaged in ‘card-playing, gambling, hooliganism and corrupt activities’. The result, Mao reported proudly, was a smaller Party but a much more combative one.

However, the core activity in the border area was not political but military. ‘Fighting’, Mao told the Central Committee, ‘has come to constitute our daily life.’ Professional soldiers who had come over to the communists at the time of the Nanchang and Autumn Harvest uprisings were the backbone of the Red Army. But only a third of their original number remained: the rest had been lost through death, injury or desertion. To fill the gaps, prisoners of war and ‘vagrants’ (i.e., bandits, vagabonds and thieves) had been recruited. Despite their unfortunate background, the latter, Mao maintained, were ‘particularly good fighters’, and the Red Army could not get enough of them. Most of the soldiers, he added, had developed class feelings; they knew what they were fighting for and endured the harsh conditions without complaint.112

None the less, as winter closed in, the mood was grim. An economic blockade had been imposed earlier in the year and several thousand government troops and militiamen were deployed to enforce it. An ounce of salt cost one silver dollar – a month's wages for a labourer; other daily necessities were not available at all. There was no cloth to make winter clothing, and no medicine for the sick. That autumn, to raise morale, Mao, Zhu and other leaders had joined in a laborious, month-long project to carry grain and other provisions from Ninggang on shoulder-poles up the mountain paths to Ciping. Attempts were made to recover salt from the residue inside wooden urine pails and to use local medicinal herbs. Mao admitted later that there was ‘an atmosphere of exhaustion and defeat’. Zhu De remembered that ‘the troops began to starve’.113

Because of the shortage of money, wages were abolished and a supply system instituted instead.114 Even so, it took 5,000 dollars a month to buy food, and every copper cash had to come from expropriating landlords and merchants. An ‘official fund-raising letter’, signed by Mao and Zhu De, explained politely:

The Red Army … makes every effort to protect the merchants … [However], because of the current shortage of food supplies, we are writing to you now to request that you kindly collect on our behalf 5,000 dollars, 7,000 pairs of straw sandals and 7,000 pairs of socks, [and] 300 bolts of white cloth … It is urgent that these be delivered … before eight o'clock this evening … If you ignore our requests, it will be proof that [you] merchants are collaborating with the reactionaries … In that case we will be obliged to burn down all the reactionary shops in [the town] … Do not say we have not forewarned you!115

The shopkeepers complied. However, as Mao noted, ‘you can only expropriate once in a given locality; afterwards there would be nothing to take.’ The longer the troops stayed in the base area, the further afield they had to go to find ‘evil gentry and local bullies’ who had not already been squeezed dry. Even then, it often happened that a landlord's only crop was opium, and the soldiers had to seize and sell that.116

That November, Mao raised for the first time the possibility that the base might have to be abandoned. A contingency plan was drawn up to move to southern Jiangxi, but only – he stressed – if ‘our economic situation worsens to such a degree that southern Jiangxi becomes the only place where we can survive’.117

A month later, two events occurred which suddenly brought that much closer. A force of about 800 ex-warlord troops, who had mutinied in Pingjiang, in northern Hunan, in July, arrived in the border area. Their commander, Peng Dehuai, a gruff, plain-spoken man just turned thirty, a soldier to his boots, was from Mao's home district of Xiangtan. His Fifth Red Army, as it called itself, was amalgamated with the Fourth Army and Peng became deputy to Zhu De. Meanwhile, reports began coming in that the Jiangxi and Hunan provincial governments were preparing yet another encirclement campaign, this time on a far bigger scale than any attempted before.X Thirty thousand men from twenty-five regiments under the overall command of Mao's old nemesis, He Jian, were to converge on Jinggangshan along five different routes.118

The question of future strategy took on new urgency.

Peng's arrival evidently tipped the balance. It made it impossible to sit out the offensive, because there would not be enough provisions to last the new, enlarged force through the winter; and it opened up fresh possibilities for a co-ordinated riposte.

Just after the New Year, an enlarged meeting of the Front Committee, held in Ninggang, agreed that Peng's men and the 32nd Regiment of Wang Zuo and Yuan Wencai should stay behind to defend the fastness, while Mao and Zhu, leading the 28th and 31st regiments, broke out to attack the enemy's rear by besieging one of the prefectural cities in the east, Jian or Ganzhou.119

At dawn on January 14, the main force slipped away by a seldom-used route that led along the jagged crest of a mountain spur from Jinggangshan down to the foothills in the south. Zhu De described it: ‘There was no path, not even the trace of a trail … The stones and peaks were worn to slippery smoothness … Snow lay in pockets and an icy wind lashed the bodies of the column that inched forward, crawling over huge boulders and hanging on to one another to avoid slipping into the black chasms below.’ That night, they disarmed a Jiangxi army battalion near Dafen, some 40 kilometres to the south, and ate their fill from the enemy's field-kitchens.120 But next day, instead of swinging east to threaten Ganzhou, as they had agreed, they went on marching south until they reached the border town of Dayu. There they were heavily defeated by a Guomindang army brigade and retreated in disarray into Guangdong.121

Did Mao ever really intend to stage the diversion he had promised to relieve the pressure on Peng's few hundred troops, outnumbered by a margin of thirty to one? Or was it just a cynical manoeuvre to get the main force safely away? Peng himself felt that Mao had betrayed him. Forty years later, the memory still rankled.122

Peng held out, unaided, for almost three weeks. By then three of the five passes had been overrun. He gathered together his three surviving companies and, amid a heavy snowstorm, began the impossible task of trying to break through the enemy blockade, escorting several hundred sick and wounded soldiers whom Mao's forces had left behind. ‘For a whole day and a whole night’, he wrote later, ‘we followed goats’ trails and climbed sheer precipices in the lap of the highest peak of the Jinggangshan.’ Somehow they slipped through. But then, when they reached Suichuan, fate turned against them and they marched into an ambush. Peng's troops were able to break through, ‘but the enemy quickly sealed the gap and surrounded the wounded, sick and disabled, trailing behind’. There was no way to rescue them. After another battle a few days later, Peng held a roll-call: of the 800 soldiers who had accompanied him from Pingjiang, 283 remained.123

Mao's army fared somewhat better. In the first month, he and Zhu De lost 600 men out of the 3,500 who set out from Jinggangshan. Even so, it was a ghastly period, the worst, he wrote, since the Red Army's creation.124 For He Zizhen, who marched with Mao and the troops, it was still harder: she was five months pregnant with their first child.125 To Zhu De, it was simply ‘a terrible time’.126 They soon abandoned, at least temporarily, any hope of establishing a permanent new base area, and tried instead, wherever they went, to set up clandestine soviet governments and Party committees, capable of operating underground after the Red forces had moved on. A new kind of warfare began: no longer the defence of fixed positions, but flexible guerrilla war.127


Communications with the Party Centre, problematic on Jinggangshan, were now severed altogether. For the first three months of 1929, Mao's forces were out of contact not only with Shanghai but with the provincial Party authorities as well. Before leaving the mountains, he had sent four ounces of gold to Pingxiang to pay for the setting-up of a secret message centre; another, more ambitious effort later involved sending 5,000 dollars’ worth of opium to Fujian to finance a communications base in Amoy. None of it did any good. Mao's letters that year teem with reproaches about the absence of Central guidance and the incompetence of the Jiangxi committee in passing on documents.128

This was not without advantages. Mao and Zhu were left, alone to devise their own solutions to the problems they encountered without being forced to apply inappropriate tactics dreamed up elsewhere. Indeed, one of the lessons of the Jinggangshan period, Mao wrote to the Central Committee that winter, was that ‘future directives from higher levels regarding military action must, above all, not be too rigid’. Otherwise, the leaders in the field were put in the ‘truly difficult position’ of having to choose between ‘insubordination … [and] defeat’.129 Being out of contact removed that difficulty. But it also meant that for months on end, Mao, along with the leaders of other, smaller Red enclaves in southern and central China, struggled to survive in ignorance of each another, and of the policies of Moscow and Shanghai for which they were supposed to be fighting. Most of the time even newspapers were unobtainable.130

Communications problems formed the backdrop to a dispute between Mao and the Central leadership which would have far more serious repercussions than any of his earlier differences with the Hunan Party committee.

At the beginning of January 1929, when the main theses of the Sixth Congress, held in Moscow six months earlier, finally reached the Jinggangshan, they were received enthusiastically. ‘The resolutions … are extremely correct and we accept them with great joy,’ Mao wrote to Shanghai.131 He was no doubt delighted, too, to learn of his own re-election to the Central Committee, where he was listed twelfth out of the twenty-three full members, reflecting the Red Army's new-found prominence. What he did not know – and could not have guessed – was that the new General Secretary, Xiang Zhongfa, a former dock worker and labour union leader from Wuhan, was a figurehead, and that real power lay with Zhou Enlai and Li Lisan, both of whom were listed well after Mao in the official Central Committee ranking.132 Indeed, he remained in ignorance of Li's elevation until almost the end of the year.133

The Party Centre, for its part, was equally ignorant of Mao's situation. In February, when the first reports reached Shanghai that his forces had left the Jinggangshan, the Politburo had not had any word from him for almost nine months. In these circumstances, Zhou Enlai drafted a letter, urging Mao and Zhu De to take all possible measures to conserve their military strength. To that end, he proposed, they should scatter their forces in the villages, broken down into units of a few dozen, or at most a few hundred, men, in order to ‘mobilise the daily struggle of the peasantry’ and spread the Party's influence, while waiting for a more favourable revolutionary climate to emerge.134

Mao disliked this approach on principle. In his report to the Central Committee the previous November (which the Centre had still not received), he had written that, ‘in our experience, [it] has led almost every time to defeat’.135 This time it was made still more unacceptable by the sting in its tail: Mao and Zhu, the letter said, should both return to Shanghai.

Zhou Enlai, having tried, and failed, to detach Mao from his Hunan base in July 1927, was keenly aware of the difficulties this decision would entail, and mustered all the tact at his command to try to make it more palatable:

The two comrades might feel reluctant to leave the army since they have worked in it for over a year. However the CC believes that … Zhu's and Mao's departure will not cause the army any losses and will help it implement the plan to disperse its forces … When Zhu and Mao come to the CC, they can introduce to our comrades all over the country their precious experience in leading a ten-thousand-strong armed force in dealing with the enemy for over a year. This will make a [still] greater contribution to the whole revolutionary cause.136

This was not illogical: if the Red Army were dispersed, there would be no purpose in Mao and Zhu remaining. Had the directive reached Mao at the time it was written, in early February, when the communist forces were on the run and, to all appearances, in imminent danger of being wiped out, there might well have been a majority of the Front Committee ready to accept it. But the letter took two months to travel the 600 miles from Shanghai to eastern Jiangxi, and by the time Mao and Zhu received it the situation had altered dramatically.

After the disorderly retreat into Guangdong, at the end of January, they had made their way north, along the Fujian–Jiangxi border, pursued by a brigade of Jiangxi government troops. At Dabodi, in the mountains fifteen miles north of Ruijin, on February 11, the Fourth Army decided to make a stand. Thanks largely to Lin Biao's regiment, which made a forced march through the night behind enemy lines, the pursuers were decisively defeated. Two hundred rifles, six machine-guns and about a thousand soldiers were captured. It was their first victory since leaving Jinggangshan four weeks earlier, and Mao reported afterwards that ‘the morale of our army was thereby greatly raised’. A month later they captured the prefectural city of Tingzhou, just across the border in Fujian. The local strongman, Guo Fengming, who commanded the Fujian Second Brigade, was killed, and his body exposed in the street for three days.

Elated by these successes, Mao sent off a long letter to Shanghai, announcing that the Fourth Army planned to conduct guerrilla warfare across an area of some twenty counties, centred on Tingzhou and Ruijin, and then, when the masses were sufficiently mobilised, to establish a new, permanent base area in western Fujian and southern Jiangxi.137

Two weeks later, Zhou Enlai's directive arrived, ordering the army to disperse.138

Mao's response, endorsed by the Front Committee and by Peng Dehuai, whose troops had now rejoined the main force, was remarkable both for the bluntness with which he rejected the new instructions, and for the standpoint of complete equality he assumed towards the Shanghai Centre. He replied, not as a dissident field commissar being summoned to headquarters, but as a ranking Party leader arguing a case before his peers:

The Central Committee's letter makes too pessimistic an appraisal … The [January] campaign against Jinggangshan represented the high-water mark of the counter-revolutionary tide. But there it stopped, and since then [it] has gradually receded while the revolutionary tide has gradually risen … In the present chaotic situation, we can lead the masses only if we have positive slogans and a positive spirit.139

Dispersing the army, Mao said, was ‘an unreal view’ and smacked of ‘liquidationism’, which was as grave an error as the adventurism of Qu Qiubai. He and Zhu De would of course accept new assignments, if needed, but in that case ‘capable replacements’ must be sent. In the meantime, they intended to press on with their plans for guerrilla warfare in Jiangxi and Fujian, for which the prospects, Mao declared, were so bright that there was even a realistic hope of ‘closing in on [the Jiangxi capital] Nanchang’. The current rifts between the warlords, he argued, portended the disintegration of Guomindang rule, and the Red Army should aim to establish an independent soviet regime in Jiangxi and the adjacent regions of western Fujian and Zhejiang ‘within a time-limit of one year’.

This proposal would soon provoke charges that Mao, too, harboured ‘adventurist’ tendencies, and he later acknowledged that setting a time-limit had been a mistake.140 But while he was over-optimistic, his analysis was not fundamentally wrong. An independent soviet regime far bigger than any other in China would indeed be set up in Jiangxi, although it would take more than a year to do it.

Mao's belief that he was a better judge of policy than the leadership in Shanghai was reflected in his rebuttal of another key point in Zhou Enlai's letter. ‘The Party's major task at present’, Zhou had written, ‘is to establish and develop the Party's proletarian foundations, chiefly among the … industrial workers.’141 This was true, Mao replied, but

the struggle in the countryside, the establishment of soviets in small areas and … the expansion of the Red Army are prerequisites for aiding the struggle in the cities and hastening the revolutionary upsurge. [While] therefore it would be the greatest mistake to abandon the struggle in the cities and sink into rural guerrillaism, it would also, in our opinion, be a mistake – should any of our Party members hold such views – to fear the development of the power of the peasants lest it outstrip the workers’ leadership … For the revolution in semi-colonial China will fail only if the peasant struggle is deprived of the leadership of the workers; it will never suffer just because the peasant struggle develops in such a way as to become more powerful than the workers. The Sixth Congress has pointed out the mistake of neglecting the peasant revolution.142

A year later, the argument over rural versus urban revolution would become another major source of discord between Mao and the Party leadership. But, for now, Zhou let it pass. As reports of the Red Army's new victories came in, the recall order was also rescinded, and in June, when Mao's letter finally arrived, the Politburo acknowledged that the dispersal plan had been a mistake.143

However, there was a sequel.

Mao's personal belief in dialectics as the motive force of history, in which the blackest part of the night always comes just before dawn, had been strengthened in the traumatic months following the abandonment of Jinggangshan, when the Red Army had appeared on the verge of collapse, only to pull itself together and emerge from the ordeal stronger, and in a more favourable position, than before. But not everyone in the Fourth Army had rationalised the loss of the border area so easily. Many shared the Centre's bleak assessment of the prospects for the revolution, and argued that the army should continue to wage flexible guerrilla warfare, as it had since the end of January, rather than try to set up a permanent base.

At Yudu, in mid-April, these issues were debated at an enlarged leadership meeting. With support from Peng Dehuai, Mao's line carried the day. It was agreed that the Fourth Army would try to establish itself in west Fujian, while Peng's forces returned to west Jiangxi to reoccupy the Jinggangshan. The target of creating an independent soviet regime in Jiangxi within a year was overwhelmingly approved.144

But the appearance of unity was deceptive. Over the course of the next month, a deep cleavage developed between Mao and his supporters, on the one hand, and the majority of army commanders, most of whom identified themselves with Zhu De, on the other.

The rift sprang in part from the different histories of the two forces which had come together to form the Red Army a year earlier. Mao's troops had learned their military skills building up the Jinggangshan base area. Zhu De's men had been constantly on the move, from Nanchang to Swatow; then in northern Guangdong; and finally in southern Hunan. Their origins predisposed them to different forms of warfare. But it also reflected Mao's firm belief, proclaimed in his very first political address on the Jinggangshan – when he posed the question, ‘How much longer can the Red flag be upheld?’ – that setting up Red base areas was the only realistic route to nationwide revolution.145

The disagreement over strategy was fundamental. But other, more personal, quarrels also played the part. Mao was an autocrat, as even He Zizhen admitted.146 Now, as on Jinggangshan the previous autumn, complaints were heard about his ‘patriarchal style of rule’, ‘the dictatorship of the Secretary’ and ‘excessive centralisation of power’. This time Mao's opponents were more circumspect. Rather than attacking him directly they focused on the role of the Party in military affairs, arguing that ‘[it] is running too many things’, and that, with the growth of the Red Army since the fall of Tingzhou in March 1929, ‘the Front Committee cannot keep track of everything’.147

This was a problem of Mao's own making. At the beginning of February, in the darkest days after the flight from Jinggangshan, the Military Committee, which Zhu De had headed, had been abolished. Not long afterwards, at Mao's suggestion, the regiments had been replaced by columns. The result was to reduce very markedly the power of the military headquarters. Zhu and his colleagues had no wish to be reduced to ciphers in Mao's political machine, and began demanding loudly that the Military Committee be restored.148

Into this political snakepit walked a naive, highly opinionated, young communist named Liu Angong, who had been sent by Zhou Enlai to act as liaison officer to the Fourth Army, with a request that he be given a suitably responsible post. Liu had just returned from the Soviet Union, where he had learned that Leninist theory held the answers to every possible Chinese problem.149

Mao may at first have seen Liu as a potential ally, or at least as a potential tool. After a rancorous meeting near Yongding, in Fujian, at the end of May, he informed Zhou that the Military Committee was being re-established with Liu as Secretary and head of the army's Political Department. The advantage of this to Mao was that it prevented Zhu De from taking back the secretaryship. Increasingly, in Mao's eyes, the contest was becoming a power struggle between Zhu, whom he accused privately of harbouring ‘long-suppressed ambitions’, and himself.150

But Mao's attempt to finesse the dispute backfired. Liu's first act, when the new committee was set up, was to enlarge its role at the expense of the Front Committee. By the time the leadership next met, at Baisha on June 8, Mao had concluded that a full-scale confrontation was inevitable. The Front Committee, he said bitterly, was ‘neither living nor dead’; it was expected to take responsibility for the Fourth Army, but without the power to direct it. In these circumstances, Mao announced, they must find someone else to be Secretary. He intended to resign.151

This was bluff – and, at first, it seemed it would succeed. The meeting resolved, by thirty-six votes to five, to abolish the Military Committee which had been re-established only a week before. However, it decided that the broader issues of strategy and leadership should be left to a full-scale Fourth Army Party Congress, the first to have been convened for eight months. When this body met, two weeks later, in a local school, requisitioned for the purpose, it was chaired not by Mao but by Chen Yi.

Mao was accused of ‘patriarchal tendencies’ and his work style vigorously criticised. Zhu De's conduct was likewise censured. Mao's counter-charge that the army was lapsing into a ‘roving bandit mentality’, by persisting in guerrilla warfare without trying to consolidate fixed base areas, was dismissed as ‘not a real issue’; and his proposal of two months earlier, to try to occupy the whole of Jiangxi ‘within a year’, was now held to be a mistake. When the new Front Committee was elected, Mao and Zhu both remained members, Mao as Party Representative and Zhu as Army Commander. But Chen Yi took the post of Secretary. For the third time since retreating to the mountains, twenty-one months before, Mao had gone into eclipse.152

While the political row was coming to a head, He Zizhen, then nineteen, gave birth to a daughter. As they could not keep the baby with them, she did as other women in the Red Army had to, and half an hour after the infant was born, gave it to a peasant family to look after, with a packet containing fifteen silver dollars. She wrote later that she did not weep.153


For the next five months, Mao stood aside from the work of the Fourth Army leadership. The pretext was ill-health, but it was more psychological than physical. As He Zizhen put it: ‘he was sick – and he was upset, which made him sicker.’154 That did not stop him spending July with the West Fujian Special Committee, advising them how to build up their new base area, which he hoped to link with south Jiangxi to form the core of the province-wide soviet that he had spoken of at Yudu.155 But he refused to have anything to do with the Front Committee's plans for a renewed guerrilla campaign, provoking a spectacular row with Chen Yi, which ended with them both, pale with rage, screaming at each other.156

Faced with Mao's intransigence, the Front Committee decided at the end of July that Chen should go to Shanghai to ask the Centre to arbitrate, leaving Zhu as acting Secretary in his place.157

A few days later, Mao contracted malaria, and withdrew to a remote hamlet in the mountains. There he and He Zizhen lived in a small bamboo hut, which he arranged as a scholar's retreat, naming it the ‘Hall of the Wealth of Books’, written on a wooden board suspended over the door.158

His decision to remove himself from the fray, a tactic he would use often in his career, quickly proved its value. Even before Chen Yi reached Shanghai, the Politburo had received copies of the Congress resolutions, together with a letter Mao had written setting out his view of the dispute – and had concluded that the delegates had acted wrongly. On August 21, a directive was sent to Zhu's headquarters, emphasising the importance of centralised Party leadership, implicitly approving Mao's efforts to expand the Party Secretary's role, which, it declared, was ‘absolutely not a patriarchal system’, and pointing out that ‘the Red Army is not just a fighting organisation, but has propaganda and political responsibilities’.159

The chief blame for the mess was attributed to the unfortunate Liu Angong, who was accused of stirring up factionalism and told to return to Shanghai, only to die in battle before the order could be carried out.160

At the end of September, when Zhu received this missive, he called another Army Congress and sent word to Mao to attend. Mao refused, saying: ‘I cannot just casually return.’ The Congress then sent him a letter, formally requesting him to return as Front Committee Secretary. This time he came, but had himself carried in on a stretcher to show he was in no state to work – an incident which had unintended consequences, for garbled reports of his condition reached Moscow the following spring, prompting the Comintern to publish his obituary. Three weeks later, Chen Yi returned, with yet another Central Committee document, which he himself had drafted and Zhou Enlai and Li Lisan had approved. This condemned ‘the narrow view of those military comrades who think that in the revolution the Red Army is all that matters’, but held that Mao was wrong to want to build up fixed base areas immediately and criticised his plan to seize the whole of Jiangxi within a year. On the crucial question of his relationship with Zhu, the Central Committee refused to take sides, blaming them equally for their ‘mistaken work methods’. These consisted, it said, of ‘adopting positions opposite in form and debating with each other’; ‘doubting each other, and assessing each other from a standpoint that is far from a political standpoint’; and ‘not being open in what they do’ – in plain language, squabbling like children. Mao, it said, should remain Front Committee Secretary; but he and Zhu must correct their errors and learn to work together sensibly.161

This letter, together with a note from the Front Committee, asking him to return at once, reached Mao in West Fujian in the last week of October. He ignored it.

That had nothing to do with his malaria; by then the local county committee had managed to get him some quinine, and he was cured. He was making a political point. Three times in the past two years his colleagues – first the Central Committee; then, the Hunan provincial leadership; and now, the Front Committee – had cast him into political limbo. This time they would have to be sure that they wanted him before he would agree to come back. For the next month he spent his days discussing land reform with local peasants, and the evenings in another of his episodic attempts to learn English.

On November 18, after a disastrous campaign in Guangdong in which the army lost a third of its strength, Zhu De and Chen Yi wrote to him a second time. Again, he did not respond. A week later, the entire Front Committee formally requested him ‘kindly to come back and take charge of our work’, and sent a detachment of troops as an escort. This time, he relented. On November 26, he resumed work.162


Although Mao had assured the Party Centre that there would be ‘absolutely no problem’ in unifying the Fourth Army's thinking ‘under the Central Committee's correct guidance’ (implying that he would work to reconcile differing points of view),163 he proceeded ruthlessly to consolidate his own position, hammering home his personal interpretation of the Central documents and omitting what he did not like.

The conference he called in December 1929 at Gutian, a village in western Fujian, would serve as a model for the ‘rectification campaigns’ which in later years were Mao's preferred method of fashioning the Party's collective mind in the image of his own. For ten days, the participants met in small groups, guided by branch secretaries and political commissars, to ‘dig out the roots of different mistaken ideas, discuss the harm they had caused and decide how to correct them’. Mao, as Secretary, had the main role in deciding which ideas were ‘mistaken’ and which ‘correct’. Unsurprisingly, those of Zhu De and his followers were mostly in the former category.164

The opening section of Mao's political report, entitled ‘The Problem of Correcting Erroneous and Non-Proletarian Ideological Tendencies in the Party’, set the tone for all that followed. It castigated ‘the purely military viewpoint’; the ‘pernicious root of ultrademocracy’, which showed up as ‘an individualistic aversion to discipline’; and the need for ‘military comrades’ at all times to be guided by, and to report to, the Party.165 Nine years later, Mao would make the same point more succinctly: ‘the Party commands the gun: the gun shall never be allowed to command the Party.’166

Without mentioning Zhu by name, Mao flayed the army leaders unmercifully for tolerating feudal practices, and for ‘grossly deficient military skills’. Corporal punishment, he complained, was still rampant, especially among officers of the Second Column (formed from Zhu's old 28th Regiment), where brutality had reached such a point that there had been three suicides, and the men said bitterly: ‘Officers do not beat soldiers; they beat them to death.’ Prisoners were maltreated; deserters, shot; and sick and wounded Red Army men left to die – all in flagrant violation of Party principles.167

The Central directive made Mao's leadership unassailable. But it did nothing to change his views on the issue which had triggered the dispute in the first place – whether to wage guerrilla warfare, or to secure fixed revolutionary bases – as he made clear a few days later in a private letter to Lin Biao. The Central Committee, he argued, was too pessimistic, just as it had been a year earlier when it had proposed that the Red Army be dispersed. The contradictions in Chinese society in general, and between the warlords in particular, were growing so acute that ‘a single spark can start a prairie fire’ – and this would happen ‘very soon’:

Marxists are not fortune-tellers … But when I say there will soon be a high tide of revolution in China, I am emphatically not speaking of something which, in the words of some people ‘is possibly coming’, something illusory, unattainable, and devoid of significance for action. It is like a ship far out at sea, whose masthead can already be seen at the horizon from the shore; it is like the morning sun in the East whose shimmering rays are visible from a high mountain top; it is like a child about to be born, moving restlessly in its mother's womb.168

In writing these lines, Mao was totally at odds with Party policy, which held that no new revolutionary upsurge was discernible.169 The same Central directive that had restored him to power had warned the Front Committee specifically against reading too much into contradictions between the warlords. But, unknown to him, in the intervening two months, Party policy had changed.

*

All through 1929, China and Russia had been at loggerheads over the status of the Chinese Eastern Railway in Manchuria, which was under joint Russian and Chinese administration. Chiang Kai-shek's nationalist government in Nanjing, backed by the new Manchurian leader, Zhang Xueliang, wanted this dual system ended. In May, Chinese police raided the Soviet consulates in Harbin, Tsitsihar and other Manchurian cities (which had continued operating after those in China itself were closed), and seized documents showing that Soviet officials were continuing to promote communist subversion. In July, a number were deported, and soon afterwards all remaining consular ties were broken.

After some hesitation, Moscow decided to teach the Chinese a lesson. In October, the Comintern wrote to the CCP, asking it to ‘strengthen and expand guerrilla warfare’, especially in Manchuria and in Jiangxi and north-western Hunan, where Mao and He Long were active, to coincide with a punitive expedition by Russian army units across the Chinese border.170 By the time this message reached Shanghai, at the beginning of December, the Nanjing government had backed down and was earnestly suing for peace. But the political analysis the letter contained quickly took on a life of its own.

To justify the call for a guerrilla offensive, Moscow had proclaimed that China had ‘entered a period of deep national crisis’, characterised by ‘a rising revolutionary tide’ and ‘an objective presupposition that the revolutionary high tide will surely arrive’.171 The language was deliberately ambiguous, but its tone was strikingly different from the caution of previous Comintern pronouncements, and it convinced Li Lisan, now emerging as the dominant figure in the Central leadership, that he could at last assert that the long-awaited revolutionary upsurge was at hand.172

This he did in a Central Committee directive issued on December 8, which called for a rapid expansion of the Red Army through the incorporation of peasant self-defence units; improved co-ordination among different communist military forces, with concentration, rather than dispersion, as the guiding principle; and a unified strategy for rural and urban areas. It was in this last connection that the most startling policy reversal occurred:

The previous tactics of avoiding the capture of major cities must be changed. So long as there is a possibility of victory, and so long as the masses can be aroused, attacks should be launched against them and they should be occupied. Rapidly taking possession of major cities would have the greatest political significance. This strategy, if co-ordinated with the workers’, peasants’ and soldiers’ struggle throughout the entire country, will promote the great revolutionary tide.173

When this document reached Jiangxi towards the end of January 1930, Mao had the agreeable surprise of learning that the Central Committee's estimate of revolutionary prospects was now much closer to his own. A few days later, at an enlarged Front Committee conference at Pitou, near Jian, he was able to savour the spectacle of his comrades, one after another, humbly acknowledging the correctness of his analysis of the previous summer and pledging themselves once more to ‘liberate the whole of Jiangxi province’, starting with Jian itself.174

To that end, a General Front Committee was established, with Mao as Secretary, to act as the ‘supreme leading organ’ of his own Fourth Red Army; of Peng Dehuai's Fifth Army, now 3,000-strong and based in the area north of Jinggangshan; and of the newly formed Sixth Army, headed by Peng's colleague, Huang Gonglue, which was operating along the southern reaches of the Gan River; as well as of the base areas in south-west Jiangxi, west Fujian and northern Guangdong.

The meeting issued a final statement, which Mao drafted, brimming with revolutionary fervour:

A high tide of world revolution will burst forth! The high tide of the Chinese revolution will arrive very soon, Chinese soviets will appear as successors to the Russian soviets and they will become a powerful branch of the world soviet [system]! Within China, a Jiangxi soviet will appear first, because the conditions … are more mature in Jiangxi than in other provinces … The [final outcome of our] struggle will inevitably be that … the revolutionary forces in the south will merge together with the revolutionary forces in the whole country to bury the ruling classes completely.175

But rhetoric was one thing; reality, another. When it came to putting these plans into practice, Mao proceeded with great caution. Even the decision to attack Jian was not quite what it seemed. ‘This call to action is entirely correct,’ he wrote. ‘The first step, however, is not to strike at the town, but rather to encircle it, with the object of making life even more difficult [for those] inside, and sowing panic … After that, we will go on to the [next stage].’ In the event, even the first step was aborted when the Guomindang went on to the offensive, and in March the attack was called off altogether. A few days later, an attempt to take Ganzhou was likewise abandoned. Instead, the General Front Committee decided to spend the next three months developing and expanding the existing rural base area, on the grounds that expansion without consolidation was ‘serious opportunism’.176

This circumspection did not pass unnoticed in Shanghai, where Li Lisan quickly realised that there was a fundamental divergence over what a ‘revolutionary high tide’ entailed.

Li's ‘high tide’ was grounded in theory. It originated in a Comintern document, written in Moscow to suit the requirements of Soviet national interests, which Li then bent to his own purposes. Mao's was a matter of practical politics. For the past year he had argued that the only correct way forward was to build up the rural base areas. The Central Committee's directive of September had held that this required a ‘rising revolutionary tide’. To Mao, Li Lisan's affirmation that that condition had now been met simply gave added legitimacy to the policies he would have carried out anyway.

If, as part of the deal, Mao had to pay lip-service to the idea of capturing cities, he was quite willing to do so, provided it did not expose the Red Army to unnecessary risk. Moreover even the lip-service, to start with, was minimal. The Pitou meeting stated explicitly that the Party's ‘main task’ was ‘to expand the territory of the soviet [base] areas’. The taking of cities, as a generic policy (as distinct from the specific plan to take Jian), was not even mentioned.177 Indeed, only a few weeks earlier, at Gutian, Mao had derided those who wanted to ‘march into big cities’ as being only interested in pleasure-seeking, and ‘eating and drinking to their hearts’ content’.178

To Li, on the other hand, urban revolution was primordial. Most of his career had been spent with organised labour, from his apprenticeship, under Mao, among the Anyuan miners, to the May 30 movement in 1925, where he had gained national prominence. Just as Mao believed fervently that rural revolution held the key to China's future, so Li was convinced that the proletariat would be its salvation.

To this deep political divide was added a personal dimension. Li was six years younger than Mao. When they had worked together on the labour movement at Anyuan, they had got on well enough. But they had never been close, and the younger man had not forgiven Mao for his indifference to the reported execution of Li's landlord father during the ‘red terror’ in Hunan two years earlier. The rather awkward note that Mao addressed to ‘Brother Li’ in October 1929, when he finally learned of his promotion, asking him to ‘write me a letter with your excellent guidance’, made plain the misgivings which this news had inspired.179

Even putting personal factors aside, Mao's political differences with the Centre over the ‘revolutionary high tide’ would not have stayed hidden for long. In late February 1930, Zhou Enlai drafted a much fuller and more detailed exposition of the leadership's new strategy, issued as CC Circular no. 70, which criticised Zhu and Mao by name for ‘persisting in concealing and dispersing their forces’. The Party's objective, it declared, was to achieve ‘preliminary victory in one or several provinces’, and to that end the Red Army's entire strategy must be geared to seizing key cities on major transport routes, in co-ordination with local uprisings, political strikes by workers and mutinies by nationalist garrisons. Two weeks later, on March 10, the Politburo again criticised Mao's forces for aimlessly ‘circling around’. Another Central directive charged that he was acting ‘counter to his Party duty and the national revolutionary situation’.180 Zhou then departed for Moscow, not to return until August, leaving Li Lisan in sole charge of Central policy.181

Throughout the spring and early summer of 1930 Mao resisted these instructions.

His forces refused to budge from the Jiangxi–Guangdong border, where they skirmished with small nationalist units and built up their military strength. Mao himself ignored Li's demands that he come to Shanghai for a ‘Conference of Representatives from Soviet Areas’, which, as a result, in mid-May, was convened in the absence of the most important of them. Carrying out mistaken directives, he told the Front Committee airily, was actually ‘a form of sabotage’, and he would have no part in it.182

Meanwhile Li's own thinking – ‘the Li Lisan line’, as it was later known – came increasingly to resemble the radical views espoused by Qu Qiubai, three years earlier. Like Qu, Li declared that it was wrong to rely on the Red Army alone to carry out the revolution; army units must operate in tandem with workers’ insurrections. Like Qu, he insisted that there must be ‘only attack, not withdrawal’. Mao's tactics of flexible warfare were ‘no longer suited to modern requirements … now that we need to take key cities’, and he and Zhu must ‘change their ways’, and rid themselves of their guerrilla mentality. Mao's concept of ‘using the countryside to encircle the city’, which had appeared explicitly for the first time in his plan for the attack on Jian, was likewise ‘highly erroneous’; and his notion that ‘rural work comes first, and urban work, second’ was an even more serious mistake.183

Matters came to a head in June. After a series of blistering criticisms, in which Mao was accused of being ‘terrified of imperialism’; exhibiting a peasant viewpoint and ‘roving bandit ideology’; and persistently disobeying Central Committee instructions, the Politburo passed a resolution rejecting his proposal to set up a revolutionary regime in Jiangxi alone, and holding out instead a far more apocalyptic prospect:

China is the weakest link in the ruling chain of world imperialism. It is the place where the volcano of the world revolution is most likely to erupt … The Chinese revolution may even possibly … set off the world revolution and the final, decisive class war worldwide … Therefore the immediate task of the Communist Party is to call on the broad masses … to prepare resolutely for the concerted general uprising of all revolutionary forces … [and] actively to prepare from now on for armed insurrection … For the present, while the new revolutionary high tide approaches day by day, our general tactical policy is to prepare ourselves for winning preliminary successes in one or more provinces and for setting up a national revolutionary regime.184

The plan which Li Lisan drew up on the basis of this assessment envisaged an initial attack by Mao's units on Jiujiang and Nanchang, followed by a concerted Red Army offensive against Wuhan.185

To bring the communist forces more firmly under his own control, Li ordered an extensive political and military reorganisation. A network of Action Committees was set up, to serve as emergency organs of political power in each province, answering directly to the Centre (which meant in practice to Li himself). In the army, a Central Revolutionary Military Commission was established, also answerable to Li, to direct the work of four new army groups which replaced the existing military structure.186 Ten days later, a Central Committee special envoy, Tu Zhennong, reached Mao at Tingzhou, and handed him and Zhu De a direct order to begin moving their forces north. To sweeten the pill, Mao was offered the chairmanship of the new Military Commission. Zhu was made Commander-in-Chief. There was no choice but to obey.187

A poem Mao wrote soon afterwards betrayed his ambivalence towards the whole venture:


A million workers and peasants rise eagerly together,
Rolling up Jiangxi like a mat, striking straight at Hunan and Hubei,
Yet the ‘Internationale’ sounds a melancholy note,
A raging tempest falls upon us from the heavens.188


As though to underline Mao's doubts, the army moved extremely slowly. It left Tingzhou on June 28. Ten days later it had still not reached Xingguo, less than a hundred miles to the west. Two more weeks would elapse before it first engaged enemy troops at Zhangzhu, seventy miles further north. Then Mao and Zhu decided that Nanchang was too well-defended to risk a frontal attack, and that a symbolic gesture would have to suffice. Accordingly, on August 1, a detachment was sent to the railway station on the river-bank opposite the city, where they fired shots into the air to mark the anniversary of the Nanchang Uprising three years earlier.189 ‘Since we had fulfilled our task of holding an August 1 demonstration,’ Mao explained to the Central Committee shortly afterwards, ‘we scattered in the area around Fengxin [on the far side of the mountains, fifty miles to the west] to mobilise the masses, raise funds, make propaganda and so on.’190

So much for Li Lisan's grand design of a quick, co-ordinated drive against Wuhan. But by then, in any case, Li had other problems. His insurrectionary zeal had set off alarm bells in Moscow. In May the Comintern had ordered a letter to be drafted, underlining that ‘no nationwide revolutionary high tide has yet appeared’. The strength of the revolutionary movement, it went on, ‘is not sufficient to overthrow the rule of the GMD and the imperialists … [But while] it cannot dominate China, it can take control of a number of major provinces.’191 This was quite different from the line which Li Lisan had evolved. He had consistently argued that independent provincial regimes, or, for that matter, permanent base areas of any kind, could survive only in the context of a national uprising, and that to assert, as Mao had done, that individual local regimes could precede the nationwide upsurge was ‘extremely erroneous’.192 Yet that was precisely what Moscow now required him to believe.

The letter arrived in Shanghai on July 23. At that point, it must have been clear to Li that the offensive he was planning did not have Moscow's backing and ought to be called off. Instead, no doubt hoping that victory would provide its own justification, he concealed it from the rest of the Politburo.193

Two days later, Peng Dehuai made a surprise advance on Changsha, defeating a GMD force under He Jian four times bigger than his own and taking the city on July 27. After holding out for nine days – and provoking alarmist headlines in newspapers all over Europe – he was compelled to withdraw.194 Nevertheless, Li Lisan was ecstatic, and Mao, too, was evidently persuaded that seizing power in Hunan might, after all, be a realistic proposition.195 The two forces linked up in mid-August, and at a meeting near Liuyang on August 23, it was agreed that they should combine to form the First Front Army, with Zhu as Commander-in-Chief and Mao as Political Commissar and Secretary of the General Front Committee. A Workers’ and Peasants’ Revolutionary Committee, with Mao as Chairman, was also established, to act as the supreme organ of power in the battle zone, with authority over both the Front Committee and local and provincial Party authorities.

The same meeting decided, after considerable debate, to make another attempt to take Changsha, and, this time, to hold it.196

Mao himself appears to have had mixed feelings. He Jian's units had been severely shaken, and the Red Army's morale was high. On the other hand, the element of surprise had been lost. His misgivings were reflected in a letter the following day, in which he underlined the ‘extreme importance’ of large numbers of reinforcements being sent from Jiangxi – ‘10,000 men within two weeks, and another 20,000 within a month’ – adding prudently that while it ‘should be possible’ to capture Changsha, ‘an intense campaign’ would be necessary.197

Those caveats proved well-justified. The nationalists put up stubborn resistance, and the communist attack bogged down a few miles south-east of the city. On September 12, with fresh Guomindang forces closing in, Mao gave the order to withdraw.198

Twenty-four hours later, the troops were told they were going back to Jiangxi. The rhetoric was maintained about ‘winning initial victory in Wuhan and seizing political power in the whole country’, but the next target was much more modest. After three weeks for rest and re-equipment an attack would be made on Jian. It was the third-ranking city in the province, with a population of 40,000. Local communist forces had tried to capture it eight times, but each time had been driven back.199

On the night of October 4, however, the defenders slipped away without a fight, and Mao was able to announce the ‘first seizure of a major city by the Red Army and the masses [in Jiangxi] in several years of fighting … [and] the beginning of victory in the whole of Jiangxi province’.200 That was laying it on a bit thick: the communists actually held Jian for just six weeks. But it reflected well enough the jubilation among the Party leadership and the rank and file. Hyperbolic proclamations were issued, calling for the strength of the Red Army to be increased to one million men; pledging eternal solidarity with the Soviet Union and the world proletariat; and predicting that, in the current ‘global revolutionary situation’, soviet power would ‘undoubtedly burst forth’ in China and throughout the world.201

Mao set up his headquarters in a landlord's house, a comfortable stone-built dwelling in the middle of the city. He and He Zizhen lived behind the inner courtyard, amid the red-lacquered splendour of what had been the women's quarters, while Zhu De and his young partner, Kang Keqing, occupied the outer rooms. For all Mao's warnings at Gutian about the snares of city life, everyone, himself included, was glad of the respite it offered.

In Shanghai, meanwhile, Li Lisan was in deep trouble.

In July, a Soviet military adviser had installed a secret radio transmitter, for use by the Central Committee to communicate with Moscow. Li's freedom of manoeuvre, which had been based on the months it used to take for letters to go back and forth to the Comintern, disappeared overnight. One of the first messages received, on July 28, forcefully restated Soviet opposition to his plans for urban uprisings.202 Once again, Li concealed it. But a month later, after Moscow had condemned his plans as ‘adventurist’ and told him bluntly there was ‘no serious chance of capturing big cities’, he was forced to countermand planned insurrections in Wuhan and Shanghai.203

By then, Zhou Enlai and Qu Qiubai were both back, and Li was no longer able to dissimulate Moscow's views.204 Even so, he refused to cancel the order to retake Changsha, and when, in September, a Central Committee plenum was held, he insisted that, all along, he had merely been following the Comintern's lead.205

For a while, Li's defiance paid off. The Third Plenum, as it was known, concluded that, despite ‘ambiguities and mistakes’, stemming from excessive optimism, ‘the Politburo's [general] line is correct’. But the reprieve was short-lived. In October, Moscow received details of some of Li's wilder statements that autumn, when he had proposed, among other things, an uprising in Manchuria to set off a war between Russia and Japan, and had spoken disparagingly of the Russians’ understanding of Chinese affairs.206

Stalin's patience snapped.

In a stinging letter of denunciation, which reached Shanghai in mid-November, the Comintern accused Li Lisan of having implemented an anti-Marxist, anti-Comintern, un-Bolshevik, un-Leninist line. Recalled to Moscow in disgrace, he made an abject and well-publicised confession, not to be heard from again for another fifteen years.


Mao's own views during this period are not easy to fathom. He plainly did believe that the revolution was gaining ground, both at home and abroad. The newspapers that fell into the communists’ hands spoke of the Great Depression in the United States, a surge of industrial unrest in Europe and anti-imperialist uprisings in Asia and Latin America. On the other hand, his public insistence that autumn that ‘the revolutionary upsurge in the entire nation is rising higher every day’207 was belied by his prudence in action. After the capture of Jian, he repeatedly held back colleagues who were convinced that Li Lisan was right and that their first duty was to seize Nanchang and then press on to Wuhan.208 Their first task, Mao countered, was to seize power in one province, Jiangxi: the rest would follow later.209

The debate over Li's dream of nationwide conquest was cut short when Chiang Kai-shek announced that he would crush the ‘Red menace’ in Jiangxi, once and for all, in the coming six months. He planned to use 100,000 men, a vastly greater force than the Guomindang had ever assembled for an anti-communist campaign before. However, he now faced a very different army from the war-weary contingent of half-starved guerrillas who had been driven in disarray from Jinggangshan in the winter of 1928. Then Mao's and Peng Dehuai's men together numbered fewer than 4,000, only half of whom had guns; the rest had carried spears, or fought with staves and cudgels. Now the First Front Army had 40,000 troops, most of whom were equipped with modern rifles.210

From a conventional military standpoint, their quality left a good deal to be desired. Most were illiterate peasants. Orders had to be posted: ‘Don't shit all over the place!’ and ‘Don't rifle the pockets of prisoners!’211 Yet, from this primitive material, in the year since the Gutian conference, Red Army political workers had forged a highly motivated and increasingly sophisticated fighting force.

Literacy campaigns were conducted. Discipline was strengthened. A system of appraisal and promotion was introduced for the officer corps. Recruits had to be ‘between 16 and 30 years old; at least 4 feet 11 inches tall; and in good health with no serious diseases.’212 It was a measure of the difficulty of the task that Mao found it necessary to explain:

The reason [for these requirements] is that those with eye ailments are unable to aim and shoot; those who are deaf are unable to distinguish orders; those with a collapsed nose mostly have hereditary syphilis and are susceptible to [other] contagious diseases; those who stutter are unable to carry out the communications tasks of a soldier. As for those with [other] ailments, not only does their weak physical condition make them unable to fight, but there is a danger that they will spread their diseases to others.213

On the battlefield, first-aid stations were set up and auxiliary units charged with burying the dead. Supply and transport departments were formed, responsible for the baggage trains and field kitchens. Reconnaissance, map-making, intelligence and security sections were established.

From June 1930 onwards, detailed military orders were issued by Zhu De and Mao once or several times a day, setting out the order of battle; marching plans; instructions for posting sentries; arrangements for river crossings; and all the other paraphernalia needed to keep twenty regiments on the move. Senior officers were assigned aides-de-camp, and field telephones began to replace the couriers and flag-signallers that had been the only means of battlefield communication before.214

Only in one respect was the Red Army still desperately inferior to its Guomindang adversaries: military technology. After the failed assault on Changsha, Mao issued standing instructions for the capture of enemy radio sets (and operators, to train Red Army signallers in how to use them); and machine-gun and mortar sections were set up with captured enemy weapons. But as the Comintern noted, it remained ‘poorly armed; extremely feebly supplied with war matériel; and exceptionally badly off when it comes to ordnance and artillery’.215

In 1930, thanks partly to ‘the Li Lisan line’, the Red Army's tactics had begun to shift from guerrilla to mobile warfare. But to meet the challenge posed by Chiang's proposed encirclement campaign, a new strategy was needed. On October 30, at an enlarged meeting of the Front Committee in a small village near Luofang, on the Yuan River, seventy-five miles south-west of Nanchang, Mao outlined for the first time the principle of ‘luring the enemy in deep’. Like many profound ideas, it was in essence extremely simple – little more than an extension of the tactic Mao had devised on the Jinggangshan: ‘When the enemy advances, we withdraw; when the enemy tires, we attack.’ In its new form, this became: ‘Lure the enemy deep into the Red Area, wait until they are exhausted and annihilate them!’216 The corollary, Mao explained later, was ‘the tactic of protracted war’:

The enemy wants to fight a short war, but we just will not do it. The enemy has internal conflicts. He just wants to defeat us and then to return to his own internal battles … We will let him stew, and then, when his own internal problems become acute, we will smite him a mighty blow.217

The new strategy did not lack critics. Some argued that it was a negation of the offensive policy advocated by Li Lisan (as, indeed, it was), incompatible with the idea of a ‘rising revolutionary tide’ – which Mao continued to proclaim – and with the directive to attack key cities. Others, with good reason, feared the havoc the nationalists would wreak in the areas they overran. However, Zhu De supported Mao, and, with some misgivings, the Front Committee approved the plan, which was conveyed to military commanders next day.218

For six weeks, Chiang's armies, harassed by local Red Guards, trailed the communist forces as they withdrew across the rugged hill country of central Jiangxi, never giving battle, abandoning one after another the counties they had occupied during the summer – first Jishui and Jian, then Yongfeng, Le'an and Donggu – in a slow, zigzag retreat towards the south, where peasant support for the Red forces was strongest.

At the beginning of December, Chiang himself arrived in Nanchang. Two additional divisions were despatched to seal the Fujian border, while the main force, in four columns, formed a slowly tightening arc, 150 miles long, across the middle of Jiangxi, in the centre of which, near the village of Huangpi, less than ten miles from the nationalist front line, the communist forces silently waited.

Their first chance came on Christmas Eve, two days before Mao's thirty-seventh birthday. Peng Dehuai's forces (now the Third Army Group) were sent north to lie in wait for Chiang's 50th Division, commanded by Tan Daoyuan. But Tan's men, sensing a trap, halted their advance. After four days, the plan was abandoned.

The entire Front Army then wheeled left towards Longgang, a small town thirteen miles to the south-west, where the other nationalist vanguard unit, Zhang Huizan's 18th Division, had arrived on the 29th. The communist forces moved into position that night, and at 10 a.m. next morning, a general offensive began. Five hours later it was all over: Zhang himself and his two brigade commanders were captured, along with 9,000 other prisoners, 5,000 rifles and thirty machine-guns.219 When the news reached Tan Daoyuan, he ordered a hasty retreat. But on January 3, the Front Army caught up with him, and at Dongshao, thirty miles to the north-east, took another 3,000 prisoners and large quantities of arms and equipment, including, to Mao's delight, a complete signals unit, which two weeks later became the basis of the Red Army's first radio section. It relied on hand-cranked generators and cat's-whiskers, but it was the most advanced technology of the day.220

Zhang Huizan was executed and his head placed on a wooden board, to be floated down the Gan River to Nanchang, to taunt Chiang Kai-shek.221

Mao, more than anyone, had reason to be pleased. Not only had his new strategy of ‘luring the enemy in deep’ succeeded better than anyone had dared hope, but in December he had learned that the Third Plenum had restored him to alternate membership of the Politburo, a position he had last held at the time of the Autumn Harvest Uprising, three years before.222

It was too good to last.

In the middle of January 1931, a member of the Politburo Standing Committee, Xiang Ying, by far the most senior leader ever to visit the base area, arrived unannounced at Mao's headquarters at Xiaobu, in the mountains north of Huangpi, to inform him that a new Central Bureau, headed by Zhou Enlai, had been established, with supreme authority over the soviet base areas not just in Jiangxi but all over China. The good news was that Mao, who had known nothing of this decision, had been appointed acting Secretary of the Central Bureau two months earlier. The bad news was that Xiang was now going to replace him.223

Xiang was a former labour organiser, four years older than Mao. He had been elected a Standing Committee member at the Sixth Congress as part of the drive to increase the number of workers in the leadership. His mission was simple: to bring the base area back under direct Central Committee control. On January 15, Xiang ordered the dissolution of the Front Committee, which was Mao's principal power base, and of the Revolutionary Committee, which Mao also headed, and removed or replaced him in his other main posts.224

However, the changes were deceptive. Xiang had seniority on his side, Mao had the Front Army behind him. The result was a compromise. Xiang assumed the appearance of power but Mao retained a good part of its substance.

The situation was complicated further by developments in Shanghai, where Stalin had sent his China specialist, Pavel Mif, to convene another Central Committee plenum to expose and denounce the disgraced Li Lisan. Unknown to both Xiang and Mao, this Fourth Plenum had approved a resolution, which soon became required reading for all Party members, condemning Li's errors in extremely harsh terms. It had also made personnel changes. Mao was not affected. Nor was the Party's nominal leader, Xiang Zhongfa, who remained General Secretary. Zhou Enlai, too, had survived, not for the last time, by deftly switching sides. But Qu Qiubai had been dismissed, and Xiang Ying, while remaining in the Politburo, lost his post on the Standing Committee.

The key appointment, however, was of a stocky, rather jowly young man named Wang Ming, who was catapulted to full Politburo membership without having previously been even a member of the Central Committee.225

Wang, then aged twenty-six, was the leading figure among a group of Chinese students who had graduated from Sun Yat-sen University in Moscow, where Mif was Rector, and returned to Shanghai the previous winter. Others in the group were appointed to head key Central Committee departments. Variously known as the ‘28 Bolsheviks’, ‘Stalin's China Section’, or simply the ‘Returned Students’, they were to become the dominant force in the leadership for the next four years.226

The first reports of Li Lisan's disgrace reached the base area in March 1931, followed, three weeks later, by a Central delegation led by Ren Bishi, whom Mao's Russian Studies Society had sent, a decade earlier, as a sixteen-year-old student to Moscow.227 Ren, who had joined the Politburo in January, brought with him the texts of the Fourth Plenum resolutions and a directive from the new Party Centre stating that the General Front Committee, with Mao as Secretary, should remain the supreme Party organ in Jiangxi pending a review of the Central Bureau's activities. The Revolutionary Committee was also reinstated, giving Mao, as Committee Chairman, and Zhu De, as Commander-in-Chief, nominal authority over soviet and military work not only in Jiangxi, but in all the Red base areas.228 This was not because the new leadership in Shanghai had any special regard for Mao; indeed, it would quickly become clear that the reverse was true. But it distrusted Xiang Ying, who was too closely associated with Li Lisan and the old Third Plenum group. By elevating Mao, it sought to curb Xiang's powers.229

At this juncture, Chiang Kai-shek launched his second encirclement campaign. This time he had assembled 200,000 troops, twice as many as in the winter. The strategy was much the same as before. The nationalists’ main army, Chiang's ‘hammer’, advanced towards the base area from the north-west, planning to crush the Red Army against the ‘anvil’ of warlord forces, pre-positioned on the Guangdong and Fujian borders to block escape routes to the south and east. This time, however, the nationalist commanders moved more cautiously, reinforcing the areas they occupied before each new advance.230

Mao and Zhu De had been observing these preparations since February.231 But there had been disagreement with Xiang Ying over whether the tactic of ‘luring the enemy in deep’ was feasible when the disparity in numbers was so great, and since neither side could prevail, no clear counter-strategy was defined. The arrival of the ‘Fourth Plenum Delegation’, as Ren Bishi's group was known, muddied the waters further. They proposed that the Red Army should abandon the base area altogether and withdraw into southern Hunan. Mao and Zhu De disagreed. The other leaders were divided, some resurrecting the old argument that the Red forces should be dispersed.232

As the debate continued, Chiang's columns rolled inexorably south. Already, in late March, the Red Army had pulled back its main forces to Ningdu county, not far from the area where the decisive battles of the first encirclement had been fought.233 There, in the village of Qingtang, matters came to a head.

On April 17, 1931, an enlarged meeting of the Central Bureau passed a series of resolutions harshly criticising Xiang Ying's leadership, and praising Mao's efforts to oppose ‘the Li Lisan line’. Next day, Mao got his way on military strategy, too. Withdrawal was ruled out, and the meeting resolved ‘to make the Jiangxi base area the foundation of a national soviet area’.234 The Front Army began moving northward, to confront the enemy where Chiang's deployment was weakest, in the hill country near Donggu, while Mao began drawing up plans for an ambitious counter-offensive to punch through enemy lines and march north-east towards Fujian.

Almost exactly a month later, he watched from a white-walled Buddhist temple on the highest peak of the Baiyunshan, the White Cloud Mountains, ten miles west of Donggu, as units of Zhu De's First Army Group poured down the hillsides to attack two Guomindang divisions. After an hour, at a prearranged signal, Peng Dehuai's troops struck at their flanks. More than 4,000 prisoners were taken, along with 5,000 rifles, fifty machine-guns, twenty mortars, and another nationalist signals unit, complete with operators. Over the next two weeks, the Red Army fought four more large-scale engagements, culminating, at the end of May, in the capture of Jianning, in Fujian, a hundred miles to the east. By then altogether 30,000 nationalist troops had been put out of action and 20,000 rifles had been captured. The second encirclement had been torn to shreds, and Chiang's commanders ordered a general retreat.235

After this, there was no more argument about the tactics the Red Army should follow. Mao and the military commanders were given a free hand.

However, the very scale of their success nearly proved their undoing. As long as ‘the Reds’ could be dismissed as just another group of bandits, Chiang was not too concerned if, for a while, they went unpunished. But a Red Army capable of defeating his best generals was a very different matter. While the nationalist high command in Nanchang continued to trumpet ‘military successes’, Chiang hastily brought in reinforcements. By the end of June, he had amassed 300,000 men, half as many again as in April, for a third ‘communist suppression campaign’.236

Mao and the rest of the leadership were now caught wrong-footed. He had known since the end of May, when the second campaign was defeated, that a third offensive would follow. But he grossly underestimated the speed with which Chiang would turn his men round. In late June, the Red Army was scattered all across western Fujian, where it had been sent to ‘mobilise the masses and raise funds’, a task that became ever more important as the communist forces expanded. On the 28th, Mao was still counting on having another two or three months for fund-raising and laying in provisions. On the 30th, this was cut to ten days, and before the week was out, an ‘emergency circular’ had been issued, warning that the third campaign was imminent, that it would be ‘extremely cruel’, and that everyone would have to work ten times harder than before if victory was to be achieved.237

In the next two months, the Red Army came close to total destruction.

The nationalists, this time under Chiang Kai-shek's personal command, advanced very slowly southwards in a vast pincer movement, consolidating the areas they occupied with defensive fortifications and taking pains to ensure that no division became isolated and thereby vulnerable to communist attack.238

For the first ten days, the Red Army command scrambled to get its forces together and into some kind of battle order. In mid-July, they began withdrawing southward, hoping to persuade Chiang's eastern column, which followed them down the Fujian border, that they were fleeing into Guangdong. Then at Rentian, just north of Ruijin, the main force doubled back and headed west into northern Yudu county, trying to stay out of sight of Chiang's reconnaissance planes by using village paths and barrow-tracks, far from the main highways. Mao's plan was to lie in ambush and hit the weakest of Chiang's western units near Donggu, forcing the eastern column to come to their aid while the Red Army headed for Fujian, attacking the enemy's rear. Given the lack of preparation, it was probably the best Mao could do. But it was too similar to his strategy during the second campaign. This time Chiang was not fooled so easily.

After occupying Ningdu and Ruijin, the nationalist eastern column halted its southward march and began moving west. As they moved deeper into the base area, they were harassed constantly by local Red Guards, who blew bugles and fired old-fashioned muskets to prevent them sleeping at night, set booby-traps along the mountain trails, sabotaged communications lines and ambushed the sick and wounded. The nationalist commanders responded in kind. Zhu De remembered ‘finding villages burned to ashes, and the corpses of civilians lying where they had been shot, cut down or beheaded; even children and the aged. Women lay sprawled on the ground where they had been raped before or after being killed.’

In the last week of July, the communists, exhausted from 300 miles of forced marches through the sweltering heat of the southern summer, stopped to rest in northern Xingguo. There, on the 31st, the main force was ordered to circle round under cover of darkness, get behind the enemy's front-line and launch a night assault on the rearguard of Chiang's western column about fifty miles away. After two gruelling night marches, the men were moving into position when Mao learned that the nationalist commanders had summoned reinforcements and the attack had to be called off.

As the Red Army headed back to Xingguo, nine enemy divisions converged from the north, east and south, hemming them into a narrow salient along the Gan River.

On August 4, Mao and Zhu De decided there was no choice but to try to break out while they still could. One division, accompanied by local Red Guards and peasant militiamen, made a dash westward, as though trying to cross into Hunan, drawing off four nationalist divisions in pursuit. That night, the Red Army's main force squeezed through a gap about twelve miles wide in the ring of encircling forces that had opened up as a result. Two days later, in the first major engagement of the campaign, they defeated two pursuing enemy divisions, and soon afterwards at Longgang, the site of the great communist victory in December, wiped out another large force, taking more than 7,000 prisoners.

But Chiang was getting better at anticipating the Red Army's manoeuvres. Now he sent eight divisions to envelop the communists in a much tighter ring. This time there was no gap.

Again, Mao tried a feint. Part of the First Army Group, pretending to be the main force, made a sortie towards the north. But the ring stayed sealed. The one possible escape route was blocked by a 3,000-foot mountain rearing up between the encampments of two nationalist divisions. The mountain had been left unsecured because it was judged impassable.

That night, under cover of darkness, the entire Red Army, more than 20,000-strong, climbed its precipitous flanks, less than three miles from nationalist sentries, and then raced to find safety in the hill country north of Donggu.

It was an extraordinary feat. But their escape, by a hair's breadth, from complete annihilation, made Mao realise that he was dealing with a much more redoubtable foe than in either of the earlier campaigns. He gave orders for all the heavy baggage to be jettisoned, and for the number of horses to be sharply reduced. The enemy had developed ‘highly mobile forces’, he warned. The Red Army had to be ready for a long, hard struggle involving frequent night marches, where victory would depend on its own mobility surpassing the enemy's ‘not just ten but a hundred times’.

Salvation, however, was at hand. During the summer Chiang Kai-shek's old rivals, Hu Hanmin and Wang Jingwei, had formed an alliance with the Guangdong and Guangxi warlords to set up a government in Canton in opposition to Chiang's regime in Nanjing. At the beginning of September, this new southern government sent troops into Hunan, as ever the pivotal province in any north–south conflict. The threat could not be ignored. The ‘suppression campaign’ in Jiangxi was abandoned to allow Chiang's forces to meet the new menace from the west.

On September 6, Mao and Zhu De watched as the nationalists began to pull out of Xingguo, heading north. In a parting gesture, Chiang announced that he was doubling the rewards on their heads from 50,000 to 100,000 dollars, dead or alive.239

Mao could claim that, once again, his strategy had proved victorious. Seventeen nationalist regiments had been demolished, and 30,000 enemy troops wounded, killed or taken prisoner. The communists had been left in possession of parts of twenty-one counties in southern Jiangxi and west Fujian with a combined population of over two million people. But, unlike the first two campaigns, communist losses this time had also been heavy. Chiang's forces had not been defeated. The Red Army had won by default.240

On September 18, 1931, Japan invaded Manchuria. For the next year Chiang's attention would be occupied elsewhere. But he had unfinished business in Jiangxi. He and the communists both knew that in due course he would return.


Four years had elapsed since the united front with the Guomindang had sundered and the Communist Party had embraced a policy of armed insurrection. The four main players in the communist revolution in that time – Qu Qiubai, Li Lisan, Zhou Enlai and Mao – had in common an unswerving belief that the revolution would succeed, and China would one day be a communist state.

Their differences had been over method and timing. But in a revolution, method and timing are all.

Qu, the consumptive young writer, lover of Tolstoy and Turgenev, and Li Lisan, whose whole life was communism, both believed in an imminent revolutionary firestorm. Qu, in a memorable letter from a Guomindang prison in 1935, shortly before his execution, wrote that had he remained Party leader, he would have committed the same errors as Li. ‘The only difference’, he declared, ‘would be that I could not have been so reckless as he was; that is, I would not have had his courage.’241

Li's misguided obsession with ‘the revolutionary high tide’ left the communists far stronger than they were before he took power. Zhou Enlai, already emerging as the indispensable executive, served with discrimination and skill whatever Moscow ‘line’ happened to prevail at the time. Mao, while not immune to romantic visions, as witness the ‘prairie fire’ he conjured up before the young Lin Biao, was the most down-to-earth of the four and it was his views which prevailed.

By 1931, the two major strategic issues they had argued over – the primacy of the Red Army in the revolutionary struggle, and the relationship between city and countryside – had both been resolved in Mao's favour. The Fourth Plenum vindicated his opposition to Li Lisan just as the Sixth Congress, two-and-a-half years earlier, had vindicated his opposition to Qu Qiubai. Li's (and Zhou's) policies, the plenum acknowledged, had ‘totally overlooked the necessity of consolidating the base areas’. They had ‘considered guerrilla warfare outdated’, and ‘issued premature, adventurist and dogmatic orders to the Red Army to attack big cities’.242 Mao could not have put it better himself.

In future, the Comintern decided that summer, the Red Army would be the principal motor of the revolution, ‘the core around which the revolutionary forces of workers and peasants are … consolidated and organised’. The Party's chief tasks, it added, were to strengthen the army still further, to expand and consolidate the Red base areas, to set up a Chinese soviet government, and to organise the workers and peasants in the Guomindang-ruled ‘white areas’.243 Since the peasant movement had ‘far outstripped’ the revolutionary movement in the cities, urban work was to be geared to supporting the soviet districts in the countryside.

Workers’ uprisings no longer got even a mention.244




I A CCP Front Committee was the supreme Party organ providing overall guidance to the military units under its control. It had authority over the Military Committee, responsible for military strategy and tactics, and over the local Party committee (at county or special district level) in its area of operations. It was, itself, however, subordinate to the provincial committee in the province where it operated. Thus in Nanchang, Zhou’s Front Committee was (theoretically, at least) under the authority of the Jiangxi Party committee. In Guangdong, it had to answer to the Canton Party committee.

II Seven of the ten marshals of the People's Liberation Army named in 1955 were veterans of the insurrectionary force at Nanchang. The anniversary of the uprising is now celebrated in China as marking the PLA's foundation.

III The Mensheviks (literally, ‘minority faction’) split from the Bolshevik majority of the Russian communist movement in 1902 over the issue of class violence. Soviet communists used the term ‘Menshevism’ to denote any form of right-wing opposition or advocacy of class reconciliation.

IV There was a curious postscript. He Jian, who, in Tang Shengzhi's absence, was acting GMD commander in Hunan, sent soldiers to Shaoshan soon afterwards to desecrate the graves of Mao's parents, in the belief that if Mao were shown to be an unfilial son, whose actions had brought shame on his ancestors, the Red Army would suffer defeat. According to local legend, a peasant took them to the graves of a landlord's parents, which they dug up instead.

V The loyalties of the troops and militias who fought against the communists at this time were frequently blurred, and to describe them simply as ‘nationalist’ or ‘GMD’ forces would be misleading. In the late 1920s, and in some cases well into the 1930s, most such units obeyed local or provincial warlords who, while broadly supporting Chiang Kai-shek, retained considerable independence, allowing them to ignore and, on occasion, directly to oppose, the policies of Chiang and his national army commanders.

VI In January 1928, the CCP Hunan provincial committee had been subjected to such severe repression that it had virtually ceased to exist, so, faute de mieux, the South Hunan Special Committee (even though its members were then under criticism for ‘incorrect and unproletarian political tendencies’) was acting in its place. The repeated physical liquidation of CCP committees in the provinces during this period, and the dearth of qualified senior officials to replace them, meant that Party veterans like Mao often worked under hierarchical superiors who were inexperienced, incompetent, or both. Zhou Lu, despite his grand title of ‘Head of the Military Affairs Department of the South Hunan Special Committee’, was a nonentity. ‘Special committees’ had been set up in all the southern provinces to guide Party work (especially the fomenting of insurrections) in their geographical areas. They were subordinate to the respective provincial committees (where these existed), but had a measure of operational autonomy as well. In theory, Hunan, early in 1928, had Southern and Eastern special committees; Jiangxi had South-Western, Eastern and Northern committees. Some existed only on paper and others operated sporadically.

VII The provincial committee was re-established in March and thereafter reclaimed from the South Hunan Special Committee its authority over the border area. Unfortunately, as Mao was to discover, his new masters were even younger and less experienced than the old.

VIII In 1972, a cache of documents was found at the former home in Changsha of one of Yang Kaihui's aunts. Among them was a letter from 1929 in which Kaihui wrote of learning of Mao's infidelity. Parts of the letter, the original of which is held in the Central Party Archives, have been damaged by damp and insects and are illegible. Its existence has never been officially disclosed.

IX Yang Kaiming was Yang Kaihui's cousin. It was through him, on his return to Changsha in the winter of 1928, that she learned of Mao's relationship with He Zizhen. He was arrested the following year and executed in February 1930.

X Mao set great store by the intelligence he obtained from government newspapers, perhaps a throwback to his newspaper reading habits as a schoolboy and subsequently an editor during the May Fourth movement. He Zizhen recalled Red Army expeditions into enemy territory whose sole aim was to procure newspapers for Mao. In the winter of 1928, during the blockade he paid peddlers to bring in newspapers disguised as wrapping paper for their wares.


CHAPTER EIGHT

Futian: Loss of Innocence




The reappraisal of strategy that was forced on the Chinese leadership after 1927 by the practical needs of the revolution and the imperatives of survival was accompanied by fundamental change in the nature of the Party itself.

They described this process, approvingly, as ‘Bolshevisation’, and to an extent, the label was apt: they did make a conscious attempt to emulate Bolshevik practices; to instil Leninist discipline; to create an effective, centralised, political machine. But other factors were at work, too. Stalin's campaigns against Trotsky and Bukharin offered a model of intra-party strife which the Chinese Party dutifully replicated, expelling Chen Duxiu and Peng Shuzhi as Trotskyists in late 1929; and He Mengxiong and Luo Zhanglong (Mao's close friend since their student days in Changsha), as rightists fifteen months later.1 These tendencies were reinforced by the brutality of the Chinese revolution: White terror in the cities (where, from mid-1927 on, communists were mercilessly hunted down and killed); White terror in the countryside (where warlord soldiers and landlord militias routinely torched villages suspected of harbouring communist sympathisers); and the constant threat, in the Red areas, of nationalist encirclement and destruction.

In the early years, the violence fostered by Guomindang reprisals and Party sectarianism was usually directed outwards. The ‘black-gowned gunmen’ brought in to act as enforcers during the Shanghai strikes of 1927 were ostensibly acting against ‘yellow union leaders’, who advocated class compromise; the widespread ‘burning and killing’ which accompanied Qu Qiubai's armed uprisings was, in theory, designed to force waverers to come over to the communist side.

By the time of the Sixth Congress, in mid-1928, such coercive tactics were condemned as counter-productive.2 When Mao's forces took Tingzhou in April 1929, he reassured the Central Committee that news reports of the Red Army burning down 500 houses and killing more than a thousand townspeople were ‘all nonsense and unworthy of credence’, that in fact ‘only five people were killed, all of them most reactionary’ and five houses had been burned down. Terror, Mao argued (as he had in his report on Hunan in the winter of 1926), was indispensable to the communist cause, and Red execution squads must be formed ‘to massacre the landlords and the despotic gentry as well as their running dogs without the slightest compunction’. But the use of terror should be directed exclusively against class enemies.3

Notwithstanding such caveats, the distinction between enemy and friend gradually became blurred. Inevitably, sooner or later, the methods applied to the one would be used against the other.

The flashpoint was reached in February 1930, at the enlarged Front Committee conference at Pitou. It had been called by Mao primarily to discuss Li Lisan's decision to launch attacks on cities, but a good part of the meeting was spent considering a much more parochial issue: the state of the Party in the adjacent districts of Donggu and Ji'an. A notice issued by Mao a week later, in the name of the Front Committee, explained:

There is a severe crisis in the Party in western and southern Jiangxi. It consists in the fact that the local leading organs of the Party at all levels are filled with landlords and rich peasants, and the Party's policy is completely opportunist. If we do not thoroughly clean up this situation, not only will it be impossible to carry out the Party's great political tasks but the revolution will suffer a fundamental defeat. [We] call on all revolutionary comrades … to overthrow the opportunist political leadership, eliminate the landlords and rich peasants … and see to it that the Party is rapidly Bolshevised.4

The problems concealed behind this jargon were twofold. The local leaders resented Mao's efforts to impose the centralised control of a Front Committee dominated by non-Jiangxi men, mainly Hunanese; they were also unenthusiastic about the harsh new land reform policies which Mao and the other outsiders were promoting to the detriment of their own families and clans.5

To Mao, they were ‘mountaintop-ists’, who put the interests of their small area ahead of those of the Party as a whole, and they had to be brought into line.

The meeting therefore decreed the dissolution of the existing Party hierarchy in the area, and the formation of a new South-West Jiangxi Special Committee, headed by Liu Shiqi, a young Hunanese communist who was married to He Zizhen's sister, He Yi (and was therefore Mao's brother-in-law).6 A second, secret directive ordered the execution of four of the founders of the South-West Jiangxi Party, known locally as the ‘Four Great Party officials’, to serve as an example to others.7

Why did Mao decide that the unwritten rule against killing Party comrades must be broken? There is a clue in the resolution he wrote at Gutian, six weeks earlier, when he warned that those in the Party and the Red Army who manifested an ‘individualistic aversion to discipline’ were acting in a manner that was ‘objectively counter-revolutionary’.8 This was a pure Stalinist notion, which Mao would subsequently develop into a subtler, more flexible theory of ‘contradictions between the enemy and ourselves’ (antagonistic contradictions) and ‘contradictions among the people’ (which were non-antagonistic).9 But in 1930 it was already ample justification for considering that communists who obstructed the policies that the Party laid down, whatever their reason for doing so, had become part of ‘the enemy’ and should be treated as such. Since their guilt was political, the judicial process was irrelevant except as theatre to educate the masses. In such cases Party leaders, Mao included, would proclaim that the accused should be ‘openly tried and sentenced to death by execution’ (no other verdict being possible since that was what had already been decided).10

Judicial independence had never been a strong point in China, but whatever little there might have been, Bolshevism now extinguished.

In this sense, Mao's espousal of revolutionary violence within the Party was just one more step on the road he had begun travelling a decade earlier, when he had concluded that Marxism – the same political philosophy that, as an idealistic young student, he had rejected as too extreme and too violent – could alone save China. The taboo against killing had been eroded in stages: first in theory, when Mao had defended the peasant jacqueries in Hunan; then in practice, a year later, when he had to lead troops into battle. Now, in 1930, the definition of ‘enemy’ became more diffuse and malleable.

That ‘one more step’ for Mao was to have extraordinary consequences for the Party and army organisations that he led.

Having been given a mandate to purge, Liu Shiqi worked with a will. Hundreds of cadres of landlord and rich peasant origin were expelled from the South-West Jiangxi Party over the next few months. In May, internal Party documents began referring for the first time to a mysterious ‘AB-tuan’ which had allegedly infiltrated local committees, especially in Ji'an and neighbouring Anfu, Yongfeng and Xingguo. This group, often referred to as the Anti-Bolshevik League (the letters A and B actually denoted the tuan's senior and junior levels of membership), was a right-wing clique within the Guomindang. It had been established in Ji'an in 1926, and while moribund elsewhere in China, remained a significant presence in south-west Jiangxi, along with other reformist movements like the Reorganisationists (supporters of the former Left-GMD leader Wang Jingwei), the Third Party and the Social Democrats.11 In an area where communists, reformists and Guomindang supporters all came from the same social strata, often from the same families and clans, and might well have divided loyalties, the idea of an AB-tuan fifth column was not inherently improbable. But the sheer number of agents claimed to have been found did strain credulity.

By October, when Mao's forces took Ji'an, more than a thousand South-West Jiangxi Party members – one in thirty of the total – had been executed as AB-tuan members.12

The degree of Mao's personal involvement up to this point is uncertain. There is a prima-facie case that he must have been implicated to some extent. Even without his ties to Liu Shiqi, the Front Committee was ultimately responsible for the South-West Jiangxi Special Committee's work. Mao was informed of the alleged AB-tuan connection as soon as it was discovered, and he would have received a detailed briefing when the Red Army passed through the area in July on its way north to Nanchang. Yet at that stage, while large numbers had been arrested, relatively few people had been killed. The blood-purge began in earnest only after the Red Army had moved on.13

The trigger was the return of one of the Jiangxi leaders who had been passed over when Liu Shiqi was appointed. Li Wenlin, a thirty-year-old intellectual who, like Mao, was of rich peasant origin, had been among the founders of the Donggu base area, and had impressed Mao by his leadership when the Red Army had sought refuge there in the spring of 1929.14 A year later, he had gone to Shanghai to attend the Soviet Areas Conference, where he established good relations with Li Lisan. On his return, in August 1930, while Mao was away in Hunan, he persuaded the Special Committee to call an enlarged plenum, which dismissed Liu Shiqi; endorsed Li Lisan's policy of using the Red Army to attack cities; and rescinded the radical land law which had been approved, at Mao's insistence, that spring.15 Li Wenlin himself was named Special Committee Secretary, and soon afterwards became head of the Provincial Action Committee established on Li Lisan's orders.16

As one of its first acts, this new leadership ordered ‘the most merciless torture’ to ferret out AB-tuan members, warning that even ‘those people who seem very positive and loyal, very left-wing and straightforward in what they say’ must be doubted and questioned.17 The numbers being killed rose steeply, as each confession produced a new clutch of victims, and each victim a new confession. When Mao arrived in Ji'an in October, he therefore found himself confronted with a much bigger, more complex problem than he had imagined when the South-West Jiangxi purge had been launched. Then it had simply been a matter of local Party committees being filled with ‘landlords and rich peasants’. Now, he told the Central Committee, they were ‘filled with AB-tuan members’, who were ‘carrying out assassinations,I preparing to make contact with the [White] army, and plotting a revolt to eliminate the soviet base areas and the various revolutionary organisations’.18

Mao's answer was to intensify the purge still further. On October 26, he and Li Wenlin issued a joint statement calling for the removal of ‘rich peasant counter-revolutionaries’ from local soviet governments; the ‘execution of all AB-tuan activists’; and the launching of a campaign against the AB-tuan in the Red Army.19

Four days later, this appearance of unity within the leadership was shattered by Mao's proposal to ‘lure the enemy in deep’, a strategy which the Jiangxi cadres adamantly opposed. To men whose villages were on the enemy's line of march, the new policy was a matter of life or death: it meant their womenfolk risked being raped and killed, their children and old people butchered, their homes burned down, and all that they possessed destroyed. As the Red Army retreated southward before Chiang Kai-shek's advancing armies, then beginning their first encirclement campaign, mutiny was in the air.20

When the troops reached Huangpi, where they were to regroup and prepare for the coming battles, the Political Departments launched what was euphemistically called ‘a consolidation campaign’ to weed out doubtful elements. The first man to crack was a regimental cadre named Gan Lichen, who confessed after being severely beaten that he was a member of an AB-tuan network. That was all that it needed. Under extraordinary strain, facing an enemy many times stronger, the Red Army ignited.

The flames that had devoured the Party in south-west Jiangxi now began, with fine impartiality, to consume officers and men, as regiment after regiment turned inwards in a fury of self-destruction.21 Every unit, down to company level, established a ‘committee for eliminating counter-revolutionaries’. Twenty-one-year-old Xiao Ke, already a division commander, later one of China's top generals, recalled in his memoirs:

In that period, I spent all my time on the AB-tuan problem. Our division had killed 60 people … Then one night in our Divisional Party Committee, it was decided to kill 60 more. Next morning, I went to report … But at the Fourth Army Military Committee, [they] said: ‘You're killing too many. If they are from worker and peasant backgrounds, you can just let them confess …’ After that, I went back at once. The prisoners had already been taken to the execution ground. I said, ‘Don't kill them. The Divisional Party Committee must discuss this again.’ Afterwards, they decided to release more than 30 of them. But more than 20 were still killed. Altogether in the Fourth Army, 1,300 or 1,400 out of 7,000 men were struck down.

Political officers tried to outdo each other for fear of being thought weak. One ordered the execution of a fourteen-year-old ‘little Red devil’ for taking food to officers who, unknown to the child, were AB-tuan suspects. He was saved by the intervention of an army commissar. Elsewhere, an entire company was slaughtered after its commander questioned the need for the purge. In little more than a week, 4,400 officers and men of the First Front Army confessed to links with the AB-tuan. More than 2,000 were summarily shot.

What had begun nine months before as a simple dispute over land reform, fuelled by rivalry between Jiangxi natives and Hunanese, had taken on a monstrous life of its own.

The designations, ‘rich peasant’, ‘AB-tuan member’ and ‘counter-revolutionary element’, became inextricably confused.22 Local differences were coloured by national disputes as the South-West Jiangxi Party leaders, for their own purposes, championed Li Lisan's policies as a counterweight to Mao's.23 Amid deepening paranoia as the GMD encirclement tightened, the charge of AB-tuan membership became a bludgeon to strike down anyone who questioned Mao's strategy. The purge grew into a blood-bath in which his opponents perished. The stage was set for ‘the Futian events’.

*

The small market town of Futian lies on the Fushui, a tributary of the Gan River, at the western edge of the White Cloud Mountains, which separate it from Donggu, ten miles to the east. Beside an old stone bridge, women squat, beating washing against flat stones. A few shops, a warren of crooked streets, and a jumble of grey-tiled houses with whitewashed antler-eaves, spread back, higgledy-piggledy, from the banks.II

The landscape is Pyrenean. From the peaks, thickly covered with pine forest, fir and bamboo, and overgrown with creepers, the view extends across four counties. There are ferns underfoot, and rushing mountain torrents. In summer, the piercing green rice-paddies are worked by small, thin, bony men, with ragged blue jackets, baggy shorts, and wide-brimmed straw hats as big as dustbin lids to protect them against the blinding glare of the sun. In winter, the approaches turn to a sea of mud. The track from Donggu is impassable, and the only access is across the plain from the west, or at high water, by boat along the river.

After the Red Army abandoned Ji'an, in mid-November, Futian became the headquarters of the Jiangxi Provincial Action Committee.

On Sunday afternoon, December 7, 1930, shortly after lunch, a member of Mao's political staff named Li Shaojiu arrived from Huangpi at the head of a company of troops.24 With him he carried two letters from Mao's General Front Committee, addressed to the provincial government leader, Zeng Shan, and the head of the Action Committee's Propaganda Department, Chen Zhengren, both Mao loyalists. The letters ordered the arrests of Li Bofang (alleged to be the head of a secret AB-tuan headquarters inside the Action Committee); Duan Liangbi (an alleged AB-tuan section chief); and Xie Hanchang (Head of the Political Department of the 20th Army at Donggu, also allegedly an AB-tuan agent). Their names and supposed links to the AB-tuan had been revealed under torture by Red Army men who had confessed to being their accomplices.

Li Shaojiu took no chances. He ordered the Committee's offices surrounded by three rings of troops, before entering with an escort of ten soldiers, rifles at the ready. Li, Duan, Xie and five other Action Committee members were seized and bound hand and foot. Most of them were in their early to mid-twenties. When they asked for an explanation, Li merely took out his pistol and pointed it at their heads.

From the Committee's headquarters, the eight officials were taken to the former magistrate's yamen, an immense white-walled building, pierced by a massive central archway opening on to a spacious inner courtyard. Sweet-scented osmanthus trees grew from the raised stone terraces, and covered wooden walkways ran along each side. At the eastern end, a cantilevered grey-tiled roof, with delicately flaring eaves, formed an immense canopy, supported by four huge wooden pillars on carved stone pedestals, covering a raised dais where, in imperial times, the magistrate held court. A gilt signboard suspended from the ceiling proclaimed: ‘The Hall of Sincerity and Respect’.

Behind the dais stood a large wood-panelled torture chamber, where for centuries yamen runners had applied the rigour of imperial law. There Li commenced his interrogation. Duan Liangbi was questioned first:


Li Shaojiu asked me [he wrote later]: ‘Duan Liangbi, are you an AB-tuan member? Are you going to confess? If you do, you will avoid the torture.’

I replied sternly: ‘Look at my history, and my work … Please go ahead and investigate. If I were an AB-tuan member, it would be a crime against the proletariat. Then I wouldn't need you to touch me. I'd take a gun and kill myself.’

But Li answered: ‘As far as your history is concerned … I haven't the ability to debate theories with you. I have only seven kinds of tortures to punish …’

After he had described to me all the seven punishments, I said: ‘So be it. But why should I be afraid? Whatever you do, I …’ Before I had finished my sentence, Li ordered the soldiers to take off my clothes. I was made to kneel naked on the floor. They subjected me to the torture called ‘blowing the landmine’,III and burned my body with incense sticks … I thought at first: ‘Well, let them burn me to death. In this world death is inevitable, the only question is how.’ My two thumbs were almost broken through, just barely hanging together by the skin. My body was already burned into a festering mess, not a single place was good. I was cut and bruised all over.

Then suddenly they stopped beating me, and Li Shaojiu said: ‘Liangbi, you want to die, but this is not what I want. Whatever happens, you will have to confess that you are in the AB-tuan and to tell us about your network. Otherwise, I will keep you in a state where you are neither living nor dead.’



This was not something that Li Shaojiu, murderous thug that he was, had thought up on his own. He was simply following the instructions of the Front Committee, that Mao personally had approved, which stated: ‘Do not kill the important leaders too quickly, but squeeze out of them [the maximum] information … [Then], from the clues they give, you can go on to unearth other leaders.’25

The same crude methods were applied everywhere. Eighteen months later a CCP investigation concluded:

All the AB-tuan cases were uncovered on the basis of confessions. Little patience was shown in ascertaining facts and verifying charges … [The] method used … was the carrot and stick. The ‘carrot’ meant … extracting confessions by guile … The ‘stick’ meant thrashing suspects with ox-tailed bamboo sticks after hanging them up by their hands. If that had no effect, next came burning with incense or with the flame of a kerosene lamp. The worst method was to nail a person's palms to a table and then to insert bamboo splints under the fingernails. The methods of torture were given names like … ‘sitting in a sedan chair’; ‘airplane ride’; ‘toad-drinking water’; and ‘monkey pulling reins’ … Torture was the only method of dealing with suspects who resisted. Torture ceased only after confession.26

Like all the others, Duan eventually did confess, but salved his conscience by naming as his accomplices only the seven men who had been arrested with him. Li Bofang, who had a photographic memory, took the opposite tack, trying to confuse his tormentors by writing down almost a thousand names.

Next morning, December 8, Li Shaojiu made further arrests on the basis of the previous night's confessions. Zeng Shan and Mao's secretary, Gu Bo, who now arrived from Huangpi, joined in the interrogations. Before the week was out, 120 people were being held in cells along each side of the courtyard, concealed behind a lattice of narrow wooden slats, about an inch apart, which reached from floor to ceiling like the bars of a cage. Among them were the wives of Li Bofang and two other suspects, who came to the yamen to seek news of their husbands. They were tortured even more brutally than the men: the soldiers cut open their breasts, and burnt their genitals.

Li Shaojiu then left for Donggu, as the Front Committee had instructed, to begin a purge of the 20th Army. There he made a fatal error. One of the men Xie Hanchang had denounced as a fellow AB-tuan conspirator was a battalion commander named Liu Di. Liu, like Li Shaojiu, was from Changsha, and managed to convince Li that he had been framed. As soon as he was free, however, he led a mutiny and set out for Futian at the head of a relief column of 400 men. After a battle the following night, in which a hundred of Li's troops were killed, the heavy wooden gates of the yamen were forced open, and the badly injured Action Committee leaders released.

An emergency meeting of the survivors resolved to take the 20th Army across the Gan River to Yongyang, where it would be safe from Mao's reprisals. Banners were put up in the square outside the yamen, declaring: ‘Down with Mao Zedong! Support Zhu [De], Peng [Dehuai] and Huang [Gonglue]!’ – and an appeal was sent to the Party Centre to remove Mao from all his posts.27 When news of this reached Huangpi, the three army commanders issued statements, declaring their solidarity with Mao and denouncing the rebels.28 But the attempt to split the leadership continued by more devious means, when copies of an incriminating letter were circulated, in which Mao had supposedly instructed Gu Bo to gather evidence that Zhu, Peng and Huang were also AB-tuan leaders. The forgery was too crude to be credible, and the Front Committee issued a long, rambling rebuttal, charging the leaders at Yongyang with rebellion against the Party and with conspiring to sow discord among the revolutionary forces.29 A stalemate then set in: the 20th Army on one side of the Gan River, Mao's forces on the other, both claiming to be the loyal executors of Party policy.


Neither the events at Futian, nor the horrific blood-letting the Red Army had suffered, stopped Mao decisively defeating Chiang Kai-shek's first encirclement campaign. In fact, they may have helped. Bonded by the fury of the purge, those who had withstood it were fused into a tightly disciplined, steel-willed force with extraordinary motivation.30

None the less, the existence of a dissident force in Yongyang could not be tolerated indefinitely. When Xiang Ying reached the base area at the beginning of 1931, his first task was to try to lay to rest the demons that Futian had conjured up. By now Mao, too, his prestige bolstered by the latest victory, felt that the killing had gone too far.31 Li Wenlin, who had been arrested at Huangpi, was released, albeit on probation, and Li Shaojiu was reprimanded for excessive zeal.32 On January 16, 1931, the newly formed Central Bureau announced the expulsion of Liu Di and four other rebel leaders, and declared that what had happened in Futian was an ‘anti-Party incident’. But it noted that there was as yet no proof that the rebels were all AB-tuan members.33 Over the next six weeks, Xiang Ying began to put out peace feelers, dropping cautious hints that an accommodation might be reached with those who had been misled.34

To Mao, these overtures were an implicit disavowal, and he bridled at Xiang's suggestion, the more infuriating because it was so clearly well-founded, that the problem at Futian was partly a factional struggle. On the essential question, however, of whether the campaign against the AB-tuan had been justified, Xiang supported Mao, as did the majority of the Party.35 Throughout January and February, arrests of suspects continued.36 Even the rebels at Yongyang, while proclaiming their own innocence, agreed that this was correct:

We do not deny [they wrote] that the AB-tuan has a widespread organisation in Jiangxi and that it has penetrated into the Soviet areas, for we have been active fighters against the AB-tuan ourselves … Comrade Duan Liangbi was the first to combat the AB-tuan in the Jiangxi Special Committee … [But now] he too is branded a member of the AB-tuan.37

That the former leaders of the Action Committee, despite the tortures they had endured, could still endorse the purge, spoke volumes for the state of mind in the base areas at that time. In March 1931, most of them laid down their arms and returned to face the music, having been assured, or so they believed, that they would be treated with clemency.

Unfortunately for them, their return coincided with the news of Li Lisan's disgrace. The new leaders in Shanghai took an extremely harsh attitude towards the Futian events, which were now seen as a manifestation of the ‘anti-Comintern, anti-Party Li Lisan line’, aimed at ‘wiping out the Red Army and destroying the base area’. In April, Liu Di was brought before a court martial, chaired by Zhu De, sentenced to death and beheaded. He was in his early twenties. Li Bofang and two others were also executed.38

The new approach was confirmed at an enlarged Central Bureau meeting, held under the authority of the Fourth Plenum delegation:


The AB-tuan has become a small party within the Communist Party, [carrying out] … counter-revolutionary activities under the flag of revolution. Why has [it] been able [to do this] recently? The main reasons are: [Firstly,] landlords and rich peasants have found it easy to infiltrate the CCP … As the revolution develops … these elements are bound to betray us … [Secondly,] the Party followed the mistaken political line of Li Lisan … [Thirdly,] in the past, we did not pay sufficient attention to the work of purging subversive elements. Captured members of the AB-tuan were shot on the spot instead of being used to dig up further clues … [This] also made it possible for the AB-tuan to expand.39

The Front Committee (under Mao) was praised for following a ‘generally correct’ political line and adopting a class standpoint towards the Futian rebellion. The Central Bureau (under Xiang Ying) was fiercely condemned for its ‘conciliation of the Li Lisan line’, and for its ‘completely wrong’ approach to the Futian events, which had been ‘divorced from a class standpoint’ and had led ‘Party organisations at all levels to relax, soften and diminish the struggle against the AB-tuan’.

Its conclusion that the leading Futian rebels were all ‘important members of the AB-tuan … who carried out a counter-revolutionary rebellion under the flag of the Li Lisan line’ (rather than just misguided comrades, as Xiang Ying had tried to suggest), and the corollary – that the Li Lisan line and the AB-tuan were different sides of the same coin – had enormous advantages for Mao and for the new Party Centre. Mao could now legitimately argue that the purge, far from being directed against factional opponents, was a principled defence of the Party line. The Returned Students in Shanghai, who had been far more influenced by Stalinist practices than previous CCP leaders, saw their priority as the further Bolshevisation of the Party, by which they meant, above all, the rooting out of Li Lisan's supporters and the crushing of localism and dissent – in short, the transformation of the Party into a loyal and obedient Leninist tool. Being able to lump together all forms of opposition under a generic AB-tuan label made that task far easier.

The result was that, from April onwards, the purge resumed more ferociously than ever.40 Despite repeated efforts to centralise investigations through Political Security departments, uneducated, often illiterate, officials in village and township purge committees wielded enormous power.41 Death came on a whim, at the slightest pretext or no pretext at all. A CCP investigator reported:


Those who complained about the Party in their sleep, those who refused to help carry provisions on carrying-poles, those who stayed away from mass rallies, those who failed to show up for Party meetings … were all arrested as AB-tuan members. So great was the terror that most people refused to go to a new job even if the transfer were a promotion … because the risk of being accused of AB-tuan membership was higher if you had newly arrived … In the peak period of [the purge], even talking to another person might lead to suspicion of being an AB-tuan member. Therefore Party members refused to attend meetings unless some higher officials were there to witness what was discussed.

[In the late summer] the Jiangxi Political Security Department proposed arresting every rich peasant [in the base area] for investigation on the grounds that they were probably AB-tuan members … They said quite openly that it was better to kill a hundred innocent people than to leave a truly guilty one at large … On account of such weird views, all organs and revolutionary groups won the freedom to arrest, interrogate and execute counter-revolutionaries. The prevailing mood was to hunt down the AB-tuan in order to prove your loyalty to the revolution.42



When suspects were tortured to reveal details of the ‘networks’ to which they supposedly belonged, they either denounced acquaintances or tried to remember the names of people they had seen working in Party offices. To protect themselves, officials blackened their name-badges, or stopped wearing them altogether. During the third encirclement campaign, there was no time even to carry out interrogations. In some units, a roll-call was taken: those who confessed to being AB-tuan members were granted an amnesty; those who denied any connection were killed.43

In July, the 20th Army units which had fled to Yongyang after the Futian events (and had remained there after the Action Committee leaders gave themselves up in March) were summoned back in extremis to the central base area, to help fight off Chiang Kai-shek's pincer movement. On the 23rd they linked up with Mao's forces at Ping'anzhai, about twenty miles north of Yudu. Their commander, Zeng Bingqun, had been in touch with the Central Bureau, and evidently believed that the political cloud over the contingent had been lifted. Instead, his force was surrounded and disarmed as soon as it arrived. Every officer, from Zeng himself to the humblest assistant platoon leader, was arrested. Ordinary soldiers were dispersed among other Red Army units. In the space of a few hours, the 20th Army ceased to exist. The designation would never be used by a Chinese communist army again.44

A month later Li Wenlin and the other remaining Action Committee leaders, together with Zeng and most of his officer corps, were sentenced to death before a crowd of several thousand people at Baisha, by a tribunal which Mao himself chaired.45

The overall death-toll from the purge in the summer and early autumn of 1931 can only be guessed at. Four hundred officers and men from the 20th Army perished, and probably several hundred from the 35th Army, also locally recruited in Jiangxi, which was purged at about the same time. From other Red Army units, there were many more. In the local Jiangxi Party, 3,400 people were killed in just three of the more than twenty counties. By the beginning of September, a CCP Central Inspector reported that ‘95 per cent of the intellectuals in the south-west Jiangxi Party and Youth League’ had confessed to AB-tuan connections. Today the best-informed Chinese historians say merely that ‘tens of thousands’ died.46

As the year drew to a close, and the tensions generated by the nationalist encirclements eased, the purge subsided and Mao's role in it diminished. In December, renewed and, this time, much more serious efforts were made to impose realistic, institutional controls. A ‘Provisional Procedure for Handling Counter-revolutionary Cases and Establishing Judicial Organs’, intended among other things to ‘safeguard the rights of the masses’, was promulgated in Mao's name. Low-level officials were deprived of the power to order executions, a system of appeals was instituted and the use of torture was condemned. The new rules were often honoured in the breach, and in any case contained plenty of loopholes. Moreover, it was expressly stipulated that class background should be the determining factor in deciding punishment, an approach which would remain ever after a fundamental fault-line in the Chinese communist legal system. Landlords, rich peasants, and those of ‘capitalist origins’ were to be sentenced to death; the ‘masses’ could make a fresh start.47

Then Zhou Enlai arrived from Shanghai to take up his post as substantive Central Bureau Secretary, and in January 1932, for the first time, the scale and conduct of the purge was officially called into question:48

Killing people was regarded as a trifle [the Bureau acknowledged]. The most serious effect of this was that it caused panic in the Party. Even leading organs were affected. This was not a policy … of isolating the [Party's] opponents and winning over the masses who had been deceived by their counter-revolutionary influence – it was just the opposite. It damaged our own revolutionary forces and made those on the class battlefront waver. This was a most serious mistake.49

But the complaint was merely against unorganised killing. Both the Bureau and Zhou Enlai himself continued to insist that the campaign against counter-revolutionaries per se remained ‘completely correct’.50 The method needed to be changed, not in order to end it but to make it more efficient.

That spring, executions continued, albeit at a slower pace. In May 1932, Li Wenlin, Zeng Bingqun and three other supposed AB-tuan leaders – who, since their ‘trial’ the previous August, had been paraded before mass meetings in villages all over south-west Jiangxi – were publicly beheaded. Over the next two years, while the purge was idling to a close, the Political Security departments still dealt with 500 cases a month resulting, on average, in 80 to 100 people being shot.51

The killings in Jiangxi were part of a wider pattern. In west Fujian, more than 6,000 Party members and officials were executed on suspicion of being covert Social Democrats. At Peng Dehuai's old base on the Hunan-Jiangxi border, 10,000 were killed.52 In E-Yu-Wan, in the Dabie Mountains about seventy miles north-east of Wuhan, the urbane Beijing University graduate, Zhang Guotao, now a Politburo Standing Committee member and, like Mao, one of the founders of the Party, presided over a purge in which 2,000 ‘traitors, AB-tuan members and Third Party elements’ lost their lives. Chen Changhao, his political commissar, explained:

The revolutionary tide is surging ahead every day … The enemy has already seen how useless its airplanes, guns and machine-guns are. Therefore it is making use of the Reorganisationists, the AB-tuan and the Third Party to infiltrate our soviet area and the Red Army … This is a very vicious plot. It is easy for us to see the enemy attacking with airplanes and guns, but it is not easy for us to see the Reorganisationists, the AB-tuan and the Third Party. How vicious the enemy is.53

After several thousand counter-revolutionaries were purged in the north-east Jiangxi base area, the leftist leader responsible, Zeng Hongyi, moved to north Fujian, where he killed 2,000 more as ‘reformists and AB-tuan’.54

Slowly the purge mentality spread its poison throughout the communist areas. Until 1937, when the political situation changed nationally, beleaguered groups of Red Army men, battling against overwhelming odds, often in unimaginable conditions of deprivation and hardship, turned in on themselves in periodic bouts of blood-letting which, in some cases, killed more of their own comrades than the nationalist armies had.

The pretexts for the purges were always the same: differences over land reform; local or ethnic rivalries; and political issues linked to ‘the Li Lisan line’. So were the techniques: ‘You force him to confess,’ the head of the east Fujian security bureau explained, ‘then he confesses, you believe him and you kill him; or, he does not confess and you kill him.’55 The ultimate cause of the purges was always the same, too. They were always about power – the power of individual leaders to enforce their will, and to ensure that followers followed.


The example of Stalinism, and the influence of Stalinist rhetoric, are part of the explanation for what happened in the Chinese Red base areas in the early 1930s, but only a small part. The great blood-purges in Russia did not start until four years after Futian, with the murder of Kirov in Leningrad. The way in which the CCP leadership was transformed from an idealistic, ineffectual coterie of well-meaning intellectuals, which had fallen apart at the first push from the Guomindang little more than three years before, into a hardened Bolshevik core-group which, in exceptional times, ordered an exceptional slaughter of men and women who later proved to have been perfectly loyal, had far more to do with the situation within China itself.

The crucial factor was the civil war. In most wars, deserters are shot; prisoners are maltreated to obtain information; basic rights are suspended. In the war between the communists and the nationalists, no rules were honoured.

Early in 1931, the head of the Chinese Politburo's security service, Gu Shunzhang, a formidably effective agent who had been trained by the Russian secret police in Vladivostok, was sent to Wuhan to try to assassinate Chiang Kai-shek. He was disguised as a magician. But the GMD special services identified him from a photograph, and in April he was arrested and persuaded to defect. The French intelligence bureau in Shanghai estimated that as a result of his betrayal, several thousand communists were arrested and executed over the next three months. Among them was the Party's figurehead General Secretary, Xiang Zhongfa, who was shot in June.

It was not all one-sided, however. The day after Gu's defection, his family disappeared. Five months later, their naked, headless bodies were discovered, buried under ten feet of earth and concrete, at an empty house in the French concession. The communist agent who had killed them told his GMD captors that they had been executed as a reprisal on the orders of Zhou Enlai. Gu's small son alone had survived, the man said, because he had been unable to bring himself to carry out Zhou's order to kill the child. He then took them to five more houses where further corpses were unearthed, this time of communist cadres whom Zhou had ordered killed to maintain Party discipline. After some three dozen bodies had been disinterred, the settlement police had had enough and ordered the search halted.56

Zhou Enlai's extermination of the family of Gu Shunzhang was the rule, not the exception, in a conflict without quarter.

The Guomindang was just as barbarous. In Hubei, the wife of the Red Army leader, Xu Haidong, was seized by the nationalists and sold as a concubine. More than sixty other members of Xu's clan, including children and infants, were hunted down and killed.57 In November 1930, two months after Mao led the communists’ failed attack on Changsha, his wife, Yang Kaihui, was taken to the execution ground outside the city's Liuyang Gate and shot on the orders of the GMD governor, He Jian. Her family were able to bribe the guards to free Mao's eldest son, Anying, then aged eight, who had been held in prison with her, and he and his two brothers were sent secretly to Shanghai. Anqing, a year younger, was beaten about the head by a soldier during his mother's arrest and suffered permanent brain damage. Soon after they arrived, the youngest boy, Anlong, who had been four when his mother was killed, died of dysentery. Two years later, when the Shanghai Party network was destroyed, the two older boys were left to fend for themselves, living by their wits on the streets.58

In Xu Haidong's base area, E-Yu-Wan, where, in Edgar Snow's phrase, the slaughter attained ‘the intensity of religious wars’, and in other Red areas in the south, the nationalists followed a policy which they called ‘draining the pond to catch the fish’: all the able-bodied men were killed, the villages burned and available grain supplies seized or destroyed. Great swathes of forest were cut down, to hem the guerrillas into mountain fastnesses where whatever moved was shot on sight. Villagers who survived were herded into stockaded settlements of wooded huts in the plains, guarded by soldiers and landlord militia. Women and girls were sold as prostitutes or slaves, until foreign missionaries complained and Chiang Kai-shek banned the practice.

Initially, nationalist troops used their victims’ heads to keep tally; when this proved impracticable (because of the weight), they cut off ears instead. One division was reported to have collected 700 pounds of ears ‘to show its merit’. In Huang'an county, in Hubei, more than 100,000 villagers were killed; in Xin county, in Henan, 80,000. In Peng Dehuai's old base area, on the Hunan–Hubei border, once home to a million people, only 10,000 remained. Twenty years later, ruined villages and human bones were still scattered through the mountains.59

Mao himself saw little of such extremes of devastation. By the time the worst butchery reached Jiangxi, the Red Army had moved on.60 But it informed the social context in which he, and all the communist leaders, moved.

All through Chinese history, which, as Mao knew from his reading of the Song dynasty scholar, Sima Guang, was but ‘a mirror of the present’, rebellions had been suppressed with extraordinary ferocity. Chiang Kai-shek's slaughter in the Red areas was a pale reflection of the bloodshed that took place during the Taiping Rebellion. Chiang's troops collected ears; the seventeenth-century general, Li Zicheng, pacified Sichuan by collecting feet, and when his favourite concubine protested at his cruelty, hers were added to the pile. The nationalists exterminated the families of communist leaders; under the Qing, the families of rebellious scholars and generals were slaughtered up to the ninth degree of consanguinity. Even the use of quotas for purge victims, for all its apparent resemblance to later NKVDIV practices in Russia, had a long history in China.61

The vortex of blood and fear in which the communist struggle was played out was the fruit of this legacy. Separated from wives, families, children (when they were not, like Mao, the indirect cause of their deaths), the young men who headed the Party, none more than forty years old, focused all their energies and allegiance on a single goal: the cause. From this remorseless single-mindedness came a fanatical commitment which left no place for the morality of the normal world outside. In the Red Army, whole regiments were made up of communist orphans whose one desire was for class revenge. Hatred was a powerful weapon, whether directed outwards or at enemies within.

Not every leader responded in the same way. Some, like Gao Jingtang, in E-Yu-Wan, took to the purge like ducks to water, generating a climate of isolation and paranoia so extreme that, in 1937, when the Central Committee tried to renew contact with the guerrillas in the base areas, the first communist envoys to reach them were arrested and shot as spies. Others, like Zhu De's former commissar, Chen Yi, made use of terror sparingly if at all.62

Mao's reaction was more complex. On the one hand, he wanted ‘iron discipline’; on the other, he continued to hold that the Red Army should be an all-volunteer force, actuated by correct ideas, good leadership and example.63 To Mao, Bolshevism was far more than simply a means to win power; it was also an ideological, in a sense, a moral force for China's renewal. Intellectually, he came to terms with the contradiction this posed – between discipline and freedom, force and voluntarism – by affirming the unity of opposites (as he had in his student essays, and would again in Yan'an). But in practice they would always be in conflict. That was as true in Jiangxi in the early 1930s as in every other purge and rectification campaign that he would launch during his long life.

At such times, Mao fell back on the lesson he had drawn from the peasant movement in Hunan in the winter of 1926. ‘To right a wrong,’ he had written then, ‘it is necessary to exceed the proper limits; the wrong cannot be righted without doing so.’ From that standpoint, the blood-purges were regrettable, in future better avoided, but necessary all the same.

The same was true of the elastic uses to which the term ‘AB-tuan’ was bent. Initially Mao may well have believed, as all the other leaders clearly
 did, that the AB-tuan posed a genuine threat. But he was not so gullible as to go on believing it when no evidence was ever found (other than confessions obtained under torture) that even one of the tens of thousands who were executed was a real AB-tuan member. ‘Social democrat’, ‘Reorganisationist’, ‘Third party’ – in the end it no longer mattered: they were just names, capable of being stretched to accommodate whatever kind of political deviance the Party leaders wished to attack. The Central Bureau acknowledged as much when it conceded that there had been what it called ‘a mistake in terminology’ during the campaign against AB-tuan.64 That, too, Mao must have concluded, was necessary. At any rate, similar ‘mistakes’ would occur in every political movement that followed.




I The reference to ‘assassinations’ was not explained, but Mao may have had two incidents in mind: the deaths, that spring, of his old allies from the Jinggangshan, Yuan Wencai and Wang Zuo, who were shot in obscure circumstances, allegedly while trying to rebel; and the murder of another long-time supporter, Wan Xixian, some months earlier. In both cases, Jiangxi Party officials were alleged to have been implicated.

II This was still true in 1999, when the original edition of this book appeared. It is reprinted here because the town was then much as it was in Mao's day. Twenty years later, that is no longer the case: like the rest of China, Futian has changed.

III This apparently involved a severe beating to the lower part of the body. Such methods were employed not only by the communists, but also in nationalist-ruled areas well into the 1930s. Even modern terms like ‘airplane ride’ (or ‘jetplane ride’, as it was called, thirty-five years later, during the Cultural Revolution), which involved tying a person's hands behind the back, and then hanging him, or her, by the arms from a wooden beam, referred to tortures that had been in use for centuries.

IV The NKVD was the immediate predecessor of the Soviet KGB (Committee for State Security). During Stalin's purges in the 1930s, NKVD regional directorates were assigned targets for the numbers of ‘enemies of the people’ to be arrested and shot.


CHAPTER NINE

Chairman of the Republic




The defeat of Chiang Kai-shek's third encirclement campaign in September 1931 saw the beginning of another and, this time, much more determined attempt by the Party Centre to bring Mao and the Jiangxi base area firmly under its control.

The devastation of the Party's urban networks after the defection of Gu Shunzhang had made the Red areas more important than ever. The Comintern had been insisting for over a year that it was there, rather than in China's cities, that the next stage of the struggle would be played out. The arrest and execution of Xiang Zhongfa, the Party's General Secretary, in June, had made leadership changes imperative, and the growing physical danger of operating in Shanghai argued for dispersal.

Already, in April, senior leaders had been despatched from Shanghai to run the Party committees at E-Yu-Wan and in He Long's west Hunan base area. Later that summer it was decided that Zhou Enlai should embark on his long-delayed journey to Jiangxi, to take over the running of the Central Bureau, while Wang Ming would return to the safety of Moscow as head of the CCP's Comintern delegation. Another Returned Student, Bo Gu, then aged twenty-four, would stay on in Shanghai as acting Party leader until a new congress could be convened.1 At the same time, plans were set in motion to establish a communist government in the Red districts of Jiangxi (now renamed grandly the Central Soviet Base Area), as a first step towards the relocation of the whole of the Central leadership to the province.

Against this background, Wang Ming, Bo Gu and their allies launched a concerted campaign to undermine Mao's authority. At the end of August – even before the third encirclement had been defeated – the Party Centre fired off a long, ill-tempered directive, accusing him (though not by name) of lacking a clear class stand; being too soft on rich peasants; failing to develop the labour movement; ignoring repeated instructions to set up the planned soviet government; failing to expand the base area; and allowing the Red Army to engage in ‘guerrillaism’.2 When this message reached the base area in October, it caused considerable puzzlement, as well as anger. Not only had Mao and his colleagues just successfully fought off an enemy force ten times stronger than their own, but the Returned Students themselves had earlier castigated Li Lisan for pretending that guerrilla warfare was outdated; and the Comintern that summer, in a highly unusual move, had praised Mao personally for his policies in the base area.

To Bo Gu in Shanghai, such niceties were of little account. His concern that autumn was not with doctrine but with power.

In mid-October, he agreed reluctantly that Mao could remain as acting Central Bureau Secretary (a post he had held informally since May) until Zhou Enlai's arrival, but rejected a proposal to promote several of Mao's allies. Shortly after this, when Mao asked for a Politburo member to be sent to head the new soviet government, Bo responded that Mao himself was to take that post.3 In other words, he was to be kicked upstairs – deprived of the major part of his influence in the Party and the army, and given instead a largely honorific administrative position. At the beginning of November, that was precisely what happened. A base area Party Congress was held, which dissolved the General Front Committee that Mao headed and established in its place a Revolutionary Military Commission, chaired by Zhu De, in which he was merely one of twelve members. For good measure he was roundly criticised (though, again, not by name) for ‘narrow empiricism’, which meant stressing practical factors at the expense of Party policy.4

Two days later, on November 7, the anniversary of the Russian Revolution, 600 delegates from Jiangxi and the adjoining base areas gathered in the village of Yeping, about three miles east of the little market town of Ruijin, to proclaim the founding of the Chinese Soviet Republic. They met in the medieval splendour of the Clan Hall of the Xie (the common surname of all the village's inhabitants), amid a grove of ancient, gnarled camphor trees, some a thousand years old. Banners marked with the hammer and sickle were strung between the immense, lacquered wooden pillars. A Red Army parade was held, followed by a torchlit procession, punctuated by the deafening explosions and thick blue smoke of firecrackers.5 ‘From now on,’ Mao declared, ‘there are two totally different states in the territory of China. One is the so-called Republic of China, which is a tool of imperialism … The other is the Chinese Soviet Republic, the state of the broad masses of exploited and oppressed workers, peasants, soldiers and toilers. Its banner is that of overthrowing imperialism; eliminating the landlord class; bringing down the Guomindang warlord government … and striving for genuine peace and unification of the whole country.’6

The First National Congress of Chinese Workers’, Peasants’ and Soldiers’ Soviets, as the new communist parliament was called, named Ruijin as the capital city of the twenty or so Red counties which made up the new Soviet Republic, and appointed Mao state chairman and head of government.7

To the uninitiated, it must have seemed he was in an enviable position. His new posts gave him a higher formal status than he had ever had before. The Comintern had made clear that it attached enormous importance to the new ‘state’ over which he presided. But Mao had seen off too many efforts to neutralise or control him – Zhou Enlai's attempt in July 1927 to send him to Sichuan; Qu Qiubai's proposal, a month later, that he become an apparatchik in Shanghai, Li Lisan's endeavours, in 1929, to make him leave the Fourth Army – to entertain any illusions about what was being done. True, he was now too important simply to be cast out, even by the Returned Students and their allies, who had the backing of the Kremlin. But they had been able to move him sideways, out of the main line of decision-making, amputating the roots from which his power stemmed.

The effects were not long in coming.

In January, Zhou Enlai, in one of his first acts after replacing Mao as Central Bureau Secretary, called for a fresh attempt to occupy a major city, in pursuance of the oft-stated goal of ‘achieving initial victory in one or several provinces’.8

Mao was able to convince his colleagues that Nanchang was too difficult a target. But when the Bureau reconvened, after consultations with Bo Gu in Shanghai, a majority of its members favoured an attack on Ganzhou. This, too, Mao opposed, supported by Zhu De. Ganzhou, he argued, was well-defended, had water on three sides, and was regarded by the enemy as ‘a stronghold it cannot afford to lose’, while the Red Army still suffered from the same lack of heavy artillery and other siege equipment that had caused the failure of its attempts to take the city the previous year. This time his arguments were rejected. Peng Dehuai, who favoured the plan, was appointed Front Commander and made clear that he relished the prospect of proving Mao wrong.9

Ten days later, the Central Bureau held a third meeting, which, in Zhou's absence, Mao chaired. The discussion turned to Japan's invasion of Manchuria the previous September. Bo Gu had interpreted this as ‘a dangerous and concrete step towards an attack on the Soviet Union’. Mao begged to differ, arguing that the invasion had triggered a nationwide tide of anti-Japanese feeling which went beyond traditional class divisions and which the Party should try to exploit. This was the germ of an idea – the anti-Japanese united front, bringing together all classes in China in a patriotic effort of national defence – which, not many years later, would play a key role in the CCP's struggle for power. But, in January 1932, it was far ahead of its time. The whole thrust of the Centre's policies was for a sharpening of class struggle, not a blurring of class lines. Mao's colleagues insisted that the primary consideration, as it had been in 1929 during the Eastern Railway dispute, was the threat to Moscow. Tempers flared. Finally, someone told Mao to his face: ‘Japan occupied Manchuria to attack Russia. If you can't see that, you're a right opportunist.’I There was a silence. Mao got up and stalked out.

The same day, or soon afterwards, he requested sick leave. It was granted. Wang Jiaxiang, another member of the Returned Student group, took over Mao's sole remaining military post, as head of the Front Army's General Political Department.10 A week later Mao set out with He Zizhen and a few bodyguards for an abandoned temple on Donghuashan, a low volcanic hill about five miles south of Ruijin, where he was to spend his ‘convalescence’.11

It was an austere, lonely place, well suited to Mao's bleak frame of mind. The sanctuary, a single chamber hewn out of the smooth, black rock, with a stone façade and grey-tiled roof, was dark, cold and very wet, with moss growing from the floor. As so often when he was in political difficulties, Mao's depression affected him physically. He Zizhen found him suddenly older, and he started to lose weight. She worried that the damp would make him worse, and put the young bodyguards to live in the main temple, while she and Mao moved into a cave a few yards away, which was smaller but dry, and had a stone basin where they could wash. Water had to be brought up in wooden pails on a bamboo pole from the valley, a hundred feet below, along a narrow path of shallow steps, scooped out of the rock.

There was a fine view across the plain, and to the west three ancient pagodas stood like sentinels on the encircling hills. Mao tried to keep himself occupied by writing out poems he had composed on horseback in happier days in the base area. At irregular intervals, Party documents and newspapers were sent up from Ruijin. He could do nothing but wait, in enforced idleness, for his political wounds to heal.

The new ‘provisional Centre’ in Shanghai, as Bo Gu's leadership was known, was less irrational than it was afterwards made to appear. The fact that it survived at all was a remarkable achievement. At a time when the Comintern's China operation was completely paralysed following the arrest of its representative, Yakov Rudnik (also known as Hilaire Noulens), an Ukrainian intelligence operative who posed as a Belgian trades unionist, Bo and his colleague, Zhang Wentian, another Returned Student in his early thirties, managed to maintain a network of agents which was able successfully to infiltrate the highest levels of Chiang Kai-shek's military command, and to liquidate GMD special services’ operatives and the communist turncoats they recruited.12

If they were less successful in providing guidance to the communist base areas, which now had a claimed population of five million, it was mainly because of the continuing influence of the leftist thinking that had animated Li Lisan and, before him, Qu Qiubai. That was what had led Bo in January to raise anew the issue of attacking large cities:

We used to avoid attacking large cities. This strategy was correct in the past but is no longer correct because circumstances have changed. Our task now is to expand [our] territory, link up the separate soviet areas to form a single integrated area, and take advantage of the present favourable political and military conditions to seize one or two important central cities so as to win initial victory for the revolution in one or more provinces.

Bo's analysis was more sober than that of his disgraced predecessors. But he reached very similar conclusions. The Great Depression, he wrote, had brought the economy in the nationalist-controlled areas to ‘the verge of general collapse’, while the Red Army, having been ‘tempered on the bloody battlefield of the present civil war’ during Chiang's failed encirclement campaigns, was stronger than ever before. The ‘balance of domestic class forces’ had changed, and policy needed to change, too.13

In one sense, this was not unreasonable. For the past three years, Mao, too, had been calling for ‘victory in one province’. Doing nothing was not an option: an insurgency which rested on its laurels would quickly collapse. Linking up the different Red base areas, which would necessarily involve occupying cities, was as logical a policy as any. The problem was that Bo demanded rigid adherence to what he called the ‘forward, offensive line’,14 and to the overall goal that he had set of occupying Nanchang, Ji'an and Fuzhou (another Jiangxi city), regardless of tactical imperatives. In addition, there was the disparity of forces. The defeat of Chiang Kai-shek's third encirclement had given the Shanghai leaders a grossly inflated impression of the Red Army's strength. Mao and Zhu De knew that now, no less than a year earlier, they still lacked adequate forces to seize well-defended GMD strongholds, which was why they had opposed the attack on Ganzhou. Bo Gu, Zhang Wentian and their followers saw such doubts as proof of opportunism – a flaw, not in the policy, but in those who were reluctant to carry it out.


One afternoon at the beginning of March, just after the Lantern Festival, Mao's guards saw two horsemen approaching. They turned out be Xiang Ying, who was acting as head of government during Mao's ‘sick leave’, and a bodyguard.

The attack on Ganzhou, Xiang told him shamefacedly, had been a fiasco. Over a period of three weeks, starting in mid-February, Peng's forces had mounted four exhausting and unsuccessful assaults against the city's defences. Attempts to mine the walls had failed. Two days before, a sortie by nationalist soldiers, which had taken Peng by surprise, had barely been repulsed; and now four divisions of nationalist reinforcements were converging from Ji'an and Guangdong, threatening to cut off his escape. The Military Commission, Xiang said, wanted Mao to end his sick leave and come at once to give them advice.

Mao did not need to be asked twice. A heavy rainstorm had broken, and He Zizhen asked him to wait. ‘You haven't been well,’ she fussed. ‘If you go out in this, you'll be worse.’ He waved her aside. His ‘sickness’ had gone.15

By the time Mao reached the army at Jiangkou, a small market town fifteen miles upriver from Ganzhou, Peng had extricated himself from the trap. However, argument continued over where the Front Army should go next. Mao proposed that they make for north-east Jiangxi and develop a new base area along the northern part of the Fujian border, where the enemy was weak and the hill country favourable to the Red Army's style of warfare. But the majority of his colleagues felt this was too much of a departure from the objectives the Centre had set, which were to threaten Ji'an and Nanchang. Peng, still smarting from his defeat, supported them. In the end the meeting decided that the force should be divided: Peng's Third Army Group would head north along the west bank of the Gan River towards Ji'an, while the First Army Group, commanded by Lin Biao, tried to occupy a cluster of three county towns in central Jiangxi, about eighty miles south-east of Nanchang. Mao accompanied Lin's army in his new guise of unofficial adviser, and was soon able to persuade him and his commissar, Nie Rongzhen, that Fujian was a far better target. Lin sent a telegram to this effect to the Military Commission and then marched to Tingzhou, just inside the Fujian border, to await further orders. Mao returned to Ruijin where, at the end of March, he presented his case to the Central Bureau.16

This time Mao prevailed. Zhou Enlai, who chaired the two-day meeting, had seen his first military venture in the base area, which he had undertaken against Mao's advice, end in an ignominious defeat. Xiang Ying had had the thankless task of summoning Mao back in the midst of that debacle. Peng Dehuai, who might have objected, was absent.17

Yet Mao's success in getting his way that spring had another, deeper cause.

The personal chemistry between himself and Zhou Enlai, which was to be of such extraordinary importance for China over the next half-century, emerged clearly for the first time at this meeting in Ruijin.

Zhou, five years Mao's junior, was a leader of great finesse, cool, controlled, never excessive, always seeking to draw the maximum advantage from whatever the situation offered. He was infinitely malleable in the service of ultimate victory, which he regarded as the only worthwhile end.

Mao was often excessive, possessed of exceptional vision, strong convictions and unbounded self-confidence, great subtlety of thought and unerring intuition. After Zhou yielded at Ruijin, Mao probed relentlessly, presenting him with one fait accompli after another as Lin's forces, now effectively under Mao's command, marched further and further to the south-east, in a direction precisely opposite to that which the Centre had laid down. In the process he regained, although fleetingly, a good deal of the freedom of manoeuvre which the Returned Students had tried to remove.18

Their first goal was Longyan, halfway between Jiangxi and the Fujian coast. It was an area Mao knew well: the Gutian conference had been held there in the winter of 1929. On April 10, they defeated the two regiments garrisoning the town and took 700 prisoners. Ten days later Zhangzhou was taken, the first important city the Red Army had captured since the fall of Ji'an, eighteen months earlier.

Mao was elated. Soldiers who fought in the campaign remembered seeing him ride into the city on a white horse, wearing a pale grey peaked army cap, with the communists’ five-pointed red star. In a telegram to Zhou Enlai the day after, he described how the local people ‘rushed out like mad to welcome us’. Zhangzhou was a rich prize, a major trading centre, thirty miles from Amoy, with a population for more than 50,000. The spoils included half-a-million Chinese dollars in cash; arms and ammunition; two nationalist aircraft (which, unfortunately, the communists did not know how to use); and, almost equally valuable as far as Mao was concerned, a rich haul of books from a middle-school library, which were sent back by road to Ruijin in a requisitioned motor-car.19

Bo Gu, however, was greatly displeased.

As details of the Fujian expedition filtered back to Shanghai, the drumbeat of criticism, both of Mao himself, for upsetting the Centre's carefully laid plans for a concerted drive northward, and of the Central Bureau, for allowing it to happen, grew steadily more insistent.20

The Bureau was contrite. At a meeting chaired by Zhou Enlai on May 11, which Mao, still in Zhangzhou, did not attend, it made a grovelling self-criticism, in which it admitted to ‘very serious mistakes’ and promised to ‘correct completely’ its doubts about the need to take big cities and, more generally, its ‘consistent right-opportunist errors’.21

This emollient approach typified Zhou's dealings with the Centre that spring, and set a pattern for the weeks that followed. Mao's reaction could hardly have been more different. ‘I have taken cognizance of your telegram,’ he wrote, after Zhou had passed on to him Bo's criticisms:

The political appraisal and military strategy of the Centre are wholly erroneous. In the first place, after the three [encirclement campaigns] and the Japanese attack, the ruling forces in China … have been dealt a great blow … We must absolutely not exaggerate the strength of the enemy … Secondly, now that the three campaigns are over, our overall strategy should absolutely never repeat the defensive strategy of fighting on interior lines [i.e., inside the Red base areas]. On the contrary, we should adopt the offensive strategy of fighting on exterior lines [in the White areas]. Our task is to take key cities and achieve victory in one province. One would have thought that destroying the enemy was the prerequisite for this … To propose using last year's strategy under present circumstances is right opportunism.22

This was a very impudent message indeed. Mao was deliberately throwing back in Bo Gu's face the very reproaches the Centre had made to him. Shanghai had been complaining for months about ‘underestimating the revolutionary situation’; failing ‘to take advantage of opportunities to develop towards the exterior’; and ‘regarding outdated strategy as forever-correct dogma’, all of which it had condemned as serious right-opportunist errors.23

Bo's reaction is not recorded, but it is safe to assume that he was not much amused. From then on, Mao's relationship with the ‘provisional Centre’ became increasingly envenomed.

After the foray into Fujian, the Central Bureau made greater efforts to restrain Mao, and he was bombarded with messages urging ‘an attacking posture’ and strict adherence at all times to the ‘forward offensive line’. Zhangzhou was abandoned at the end of May, and Mao's forces moved west to deal with warlord units from Guangdong, which had begun threatening the base area's southern flank. In west Fujian, in early June, he was joined by Zhu De and Wang Jiaxiang, who had been sent to ensure that, this time, he obeyed the Bureau's orders. They marched across southern Jiangxi towards Dayu, the tungsten-mining town near the Hunan border where the Zhu–Mao Army had stopped in January 1929 after its break-out from the Jinggangshan. However, despite Zhou Enlai's injunctions to ‘attack the enemy forcefully’, it was another month before the Guangdong regiments had been pushed back across the border.24

By then, Bo and Zhang Wentian were beside themselves. For six months, they had watched their designs systematically frustrated. The failed attack in January on Ganzhou, then Mao's hijacking of the attempt to march north by taking his troops south to Zhangzhou, and now the Guangdong distraction, meant that the half-year from January to July 1932, arguably the best opportunity the communists would ever have for building the southern Red districts into one strong, integrated area, had achieved nothing. The reason, as the front leadership knew, was that to do more than resist incursions, and attack where the enemy was weakest, was beyond the Red Army's powers. But the Shanghai leaders would not believe that.

Between Bo Gu's rigidity and the imperatives of battlefield survival, dialogue had become impossible.

Against this unpromising background, Zhou Enlai, the eternal deal-maker, tried to engineer a trade-off. Bo would get the offensive he wanted against the northern Jiangxi cities, and Zhou himself would go to the front to lead it – but it would be waged as far as possible in accordance with the Front Army's real capabilities, and Mao would be brought onside by restoring him to his old position as General Political Commissar. Mao's ‘experience and strong points’ were needed, Zhou argued. If he were reinstated, he would be ‘encouraged to correct his mistakes’.25

Wang Jiaxiang and Zhu De, who had been won over by Mao's arguments, agreed readily enough. But Ren Bishi and the other Bureau members, who had remained behind in Ruijin to take charge of rear echelon work, had serious misgivings. By the time Zhou secured their agreement, it was almost the middle of August. Bo Gu, ready to try almost anything to get the long-delayed offensive finally under way, gave his approval too.26

Mao proposed that the entire Front Army, operating again as a single force, should march north to occupy the same small cluster of county towns, Le'an, Yihuang and Nanfeng, that were to have been attacked five months earlier, before the expedition into Fujian. They would then try to capture the slightly larger town of Nanchang, which would put them within striking distance of Fuzhou, and ‘in a more advantageous position for taking the key cities on the lower reaches of the Gan River and creating the conditions for seizing Nanchang’.27

The first stage went like clockwork. Le'an, Yihuang and Nanfeng fell, bringing the Front Army 5,000 prisoners and some 4,000 guns. But the next target, Nanchang, was much more strongly defended. Zhu and Mao ordered a withdrawal while Zhou sent a wireless message to Ren Bishi's rear echelon committee, explaining that they intended to wait until the situation turned in their favour. The withdrawal continued, however, and despite more reassuring messages from Zhou, by early September they had retreated all the way to Dongshao, in Ningdu county, sixty miles to the south. The rear echelon committee, seriously alarmed at the turn events were taking, told them bluntly that this was a mistake and they must head back north without delay. That drew an unusually testy response from Zhou, who said the army was tired; that it was ‘absolutely necessary’ for it to rest; and that a move at this stage would open the way for an enemy attack on the base area itself.28

So began a month of increasingly acrimonious exchanges between the two groups of Central Bureau leaders. No longer was it Mao against the rest. Now Zhou, Mao, Zhu and Wang, on one side, argued with Ren Bishi, Xiang Ying, the base area security chief, Deng Fa, and the Youth League leader, Gu Zuolin, on the other.29

At the beginning of October, they gathered in a farmhouse in the tiny mountain village of Xiaoyuan, in northern Ningdu, with Zhou Enlai in the chair, to hammer out their differences. It was to be a traumatic and intensely confrontational four days.30

The rear echelon accused the front leaders of ‘lacking faith in the victory of the revolution and the strength of the Red Army’. The front echelon replied that while the Centre's ‘forward offensive line’ was correct, it had to be carried out taking due account of practical conditions. Mao, in particular, was outspoken in his own defence. To Ren Bishi, Xiang Ying and the others, that merely confirmed what they had suspected from the start: Mao was the root of the problem and only his removal would solve it.

All the old charges levelled against him during the past year were then brought out again, along with a number of new ones. He was a right opportunist, stubbornly opposing the Centre's correct military line. He flouted organisational discipline (a reference to his outburst in May against the Centre's ‘erroneous views’). He had opposed the decision to attack Ganzhou; he had resisted orders to take Fuzhou and Ji'an; and when eventually he did capture Zhangzhou, he had shown his ‘guerrilla mentality’ by spending all his time raising money. Mao, the rear echelon charged, favoured a ‘pure defence line’ of ‘luring the enemy in deep’ and ‘waiting by a tree-stump for the rabbits to dash up and throw themselves against it’. He preferred fighting in remote areas, where the enemy was weakest.

Some of these charges had a basis. Mao did favour a military strategy which was in practice very different from that the Centre had laid down. But as the meeting dragged on, the fact that Mao's views might be correct and the Centre's might be mistaken ceased to be the point at issue. To Xiang Ying and his rear echelon colleagues, Mao was in breach of Party discipline. Therefore he was wrong.

Reaching an agreement on strategy turned out to be relatively simple. Everyone, including Mao, agreed that the Front Army should concentrate its forces against the enemy's weak points, and pick them off one by one so as to defeat the encirclement before the base area itself was threatened. To Mao, that meant fighting in Yihuang, Le'an and Nanfeng. Others favoured a battleground further west. But the principle was sufficiently flexible to accommodate both views.

The real problem arose over what to do about Mao himself. The rear echelon insisted that he be barred from the front altogether. Zhou argued that this was excessive. ‘Zedong’, he said, ‘has many years’ experience of warfare. He's good at fighting battles … and when he's at the front he makes a lot of useful suggestions which are helpful to our efforts.’ The answer, he suggested, would be either for Mao to retain the role of Commissar, but under his (Zhou's) supervision; or for Zhou himself to take over that post while Mao remained at the front as an adviser. Zhu De and Wang Jiaxiang concurred. But Mao was wary of taking responsibility for directing military operations without full power to do so, and the rear echelon also objected. Mao's unwillingness to recognise his errors, they said, meant that if he stayed at the front, he would relapse into his bad old ways. They might have added that Zhou's claimed ability to ‘supervise and control’ him was not particularly convincing given his track record so far.

In the end Zhou devised a masterly compromise. Mao would give up the Commissar's post and act as a military adviser; but, to mollify Ren Bishi and the other rear echelon leaders, he would take ‘indefinite sick leave’ until his presence was required. Then, Zhou hoped, once feelings had cooled, he could quietly resume his duties.

Next day, evidently feeling that the outcome might have been worse, Mao set out for the Red Army hospital at Tingzhou, where he arrived to find He Zizhen about to give birth to their second child, a baby boy.31 But his problems were not to be put behind him so easily. While the Ningdu meeting was in progress, Bo Gu and Zhang Wentian had also met to discuss the situation in Jiangxi. Mao's ‘conservatism and flightism’, they had ruled, were unacceptable. He must leave the front at once and confine himself to government work, and a resolute struggle would have to be waged against his views. Zhou was blamed for failing to stand up to him, and for not using his authority as Bureau Secretary to ensure that the correct line was carried out.

This bombshell reached Ningdu shortly after Mao left. The meeting immediately reconvened, overturned Zhou's compromise and endorsed the Centre's decisions. When Mao learned what had happened he was furious, accusing his colleagues of ‘a judgement in absentia’ undertaken in a ‘high-handed factional manner’. But there was nothing he could do. On October 12, it was announced that Zhou had been appointed General Political Commissar in his place. For the next two years, Mao was excluded from all significant military decision-making.32


That winter, for the second year running, Mao celebrated the Chinese New Year in ill-health and political disfavour. His quarters in a small sanatorium, which he shared with two other senior Party officials who were also suffering from political ailments, were more comfortable than the damp temple at Donghuashan; and his standing among the Party at large was unaltered, for the Ningdu decisions were kept secret. But in other respects his situation was worse.33

Six times, in the twelve years since he had become a communist, he had been pushed aside: once, of his own volition, when his faith in the movement faltered, in 1924; a second time in 1927, after the failure of the Autumn Harvest Uprising; again in 1928, when the newly formed Hunan provincial committee deposed him as Special Committee Secretary on the Jinggangshan; then in 1929, during the dispute over guerrilla tactics with Zhu De; the fifth time at Donghuashan in January 1932; and now, finally, at Ningdu. On all previous occasions, however, he had either had powerful friends, who eventually came to his aid, or he had withdrawn for tactical reasons, prefiguring a return in strength later on. This time he had been forced out by a Central leadership which was implacably hostile to him and which he had needlessly provoked, after a conflict which had seriously weakened those, like Zhou Enlai, who might otherwise have helped him.34

Once again he grew very thin. He Zizhen was alarmed by his sunken eyes and hollow cheeks. The story went round afterwards that he had contracted tuberculosis, but in fact it seems to have been the same neurasthenic depression that always afflicted him at such times. He told her bitterly: ‘[It's] as if they want to punish me to death.’35

Soon after arriving at the hospital, Mao had an encounter which cast another long shadow over the year ahead. The acting Secretary of the Fujian provincial committee, Luo Ming, was also undergoing treatment there. Mao talked to him at length about the first three encirclement campaigns, and urged him on his return home to promote flexible guerrilla operations so as to help the Front Army break Chiang's fourth campaign, then about to get under way. Luo transmitted these proposals to his colleagues, and before long the Fujian committee began developing a Maoist guerrilla strategy.

The growing importance of the Central Soviet Base Area, coupled with intensified police surveillance in Shanghai, meanwhile convinced Bo Gu and Zhang Wentian that the time had come to join the rest of the leadership in Ruijin. While travelling through Fujian, Bo, too, encountered Luo Ming, who told him enthusiastically about the new tactics the provincial committee was now using, far better, in his view, than the ‘rigid and mechanical’ directives they had tried to follow in the past. Bo was the last person to appreciate a judgement of this kind. As soon as he reached Ruijin, one of his first acts was to launch a sweeping campaign to root out Mao's influence throughout the soviet districts. Luo's words were distorted to try to prove that he was ‘following an opportunist line’, had made a ‘pessimistic and defeatist appraisal’ of the revolutionary situation, and even ‘openly advocated the abolition of the Party’.36

Soon thousands of officials were under investigation for ‘following the Luo Ming line’, among them four young men, all in their late twenties, who were especially closely identified with Mao: Deng Xiaoping, then Secretary of the Huichang County Committee in southern Jiangxi; Mao's brother, Zetan; his former secretary, Gu Bo; and Xie Weijun, commander of the locally recruited Jiangxi Fifth Independent Division, who had been with Mao since Jinggangshan. In April 1933, they were brought before a denunciation meeting, where they were taunted as ‘country bumpkins’ who did not understand that there was ‘no Marxism in the mountain valleys’. They, in turn, derided their tormentors as ‘gentlemen from a foreign house’ (in other words, from Moscow). All four were dismissed from their posts, along with many others of Mao's supporters.37

By then Mao was back in Yeping, the small village near Ruijin where the leadership had established its headquarters.38

His eminence as Chairman of the Republic meant that he himself was untouched directly by the ‘Luo Ming’ campaign. He also received support from the Comintern, which urged Bo Gu in March to ‘take a conciliatory attitude towards Comrade Mao’, use ‘comradely influence’, and give him full responsibility for governmental work.39 One of the oddities of Mao's position in the late 1920s and early 1930s was that, while his relations with the Chinese leaders whom Moscow promoted to head the CCP were often extremely poor, the Russians themselves took an increasingly positive view of his role. From the Sixth Congress in 1928 onwards, Mao was the only major Chinese leader who was consistently in agreement with Stalin on all three of the key issues in the Chinese revolution: the primary role of the peasantry, of the Red Army and of the rural base areas. In the Kremlin, this had not gone unnoticed. As early as May 1932, the Comintern's Political Secretariat had warned Bo against criticising Mao publicly: disagreements should be aired within the Central Bureau, it said. Zhou Enlai acknowledged the directive and assured Moscow that it would be adhered to. Yet five months later, at the time of the Ningdu meeting which stripped Mao of his military responsibilities, the Comintern's new representative in Shanghai, a German communist named Arthur Ewert, learned that Bo had secretly given instructions for a full-scale public campaign against Mao's views. Ewert countermanded Bo's order, noting: ‘Mao Zedong remains a popular leader. [We] have demanded that disagreements within the leading organs be eliminated.’

In far-off Jiangxi, however, the practical effects of Moscow's support were diluted. Previously, Mao and He Zizhen had lived with several other Central Bureau leaders in a fine old stone-built mansion, with a sturdy tiled roof and soaring eaves at its four corners, which its landlord owner had abandoned – not to escape the communists but because a woman had died there and the place was considered unlucky. The leaders lived on the first floor in rooms opening on to a covered wooden gallery around a central inner courtyard, decorated with intricately carved beams and delicate latticed windows and screens. Zhou and Ren Bishi, the two full Politburo members, had the best accommodation; Mao had a slightly smaller room, with clay walls and a brick-tiled floor, next to Zhou's; while Zhu De and Wang Jiaxiang occupied the far end. Between them was a conference chamber where bureau meetings were held.40

Bo Gu's arrival, and Mao's eclipse, meant all this now abruptly changed. While still a Bureau member, Mao was politically so isolated that sometimes days passed without him seeing his colleagues. Zhou and Zhu De were at the front, and that spring Wang was severely wounded by shrapnel from a mortar shell. The others ostracised him. ‘I was like a totem that stank, a wooden bodhisattva immersed in a cesspit,’ he said later. ‘All I was allowed to do was eat, sleep and shit.’41 In April, his exclusion became even more pronounced. The nationalists began regular air raids against Yeping, and Mao and other ‘non-essential personnel’ were ordered to move to Shazhouba, another village about ten miles to the west. There, his only social contact was with his brothers and with He Zizhen's sister and parents, themselves under political pressure as a result of their relationship with him.42

Time weighed heavily on Mao's hands. In the rare intervals of calm on the Jinggangshan, he used to discuss poetry with Zhu De and Chen Yi. They would cap each other's quotations with lines they had learned by heart as young men from the works of the great Tang dynasty writers, Li Bai, Han Shan and Du Fu, in the golden age of Chinese poetry, a thousand years before. He Zizhen remembered how Mao's face would light up when literature was mentioned. Reading was such an addiction that he had especially large pockets made on his jackets, big enough to slip a book inside. Usually, she said, he spoke little, but when the subject turned to literary topics he would talk animatedly for hours on end. Once he sat up arguing all night with her about his favourite novel, The Dream of the Red Chamber, which, characteristically, he interpreted as a struggle between two factions within a great and powerful household.43

Through the summer of 1933 and most of the year that followed, Mao found himself with a surfeit of leisure in which to read and talk, but, beyond his immediate family, no companion with whom to share it. Once again, he could only wait, hoping for better days. This time there was less certainty than ever that better days would come.


As Head of State and government – Chairman of the Republic, and Chairman of the Council of People's Commissars – Mao had had overall responsibility, from November 1931 onwards, for civil administration in the base area. This involved the drafting and promulgation of immense numbers of laws and regulations, intended to endow the new Chinese Soviet Republic, notionally at least, with all the administrative machinery necessary for a modern state.44

In practice, Mao's chief concern was with the economy. His speeches throughout this period were full of patriotic appeals to the peasantry to ‘carry out the spring vegetable planting well’, and warnings that ‘there must be absolutely no more opium cultivation; cereals should be planted instead.’45 His job was to ensure that the base area provided the Red Army with food, clothing and other basic supplies, and to control the black-market trade with the White areas in essentials such as salt, which had to be smuggled in from outside. A Red postal service was set up. A People's Bank, headed by Mao's second brother, Zemin, issued banknotes denominated in guobi (‘national money’), printed in red and black ink on crudely made grass-paper, with an effigy of Lenin in the centre against a frieze of marching workers and peasants with carrying-poles, striding triumphantly forward to a bright, new communist future. The currency was backed by silver, initially expropriated from landlords but later increasingly derived from taxes, imposed on a sliding scale so that the brunt was borne by merchants and rich peasants, and from the forced sale of ‘revolutionary war bonds’.46

The key economic issue was land reform. In rural China, the possession of land gave life: if you had fields, you could eat; without fields, you would starve. Among a nation of 400 million, 90 per cent of whom were peasants, land redistribution – taking from the rich and giving to the poor – was the primary vehicle carrying the communist revolution forward, the fundamental point of divergence between the CCP and the Guomindang.

Mao's views on this crucial topic were extremely radical. On the Jinggangshan, he had ordered the confiscation of all land without exception, even that owned by middle peasants. Everyone, child or elder, man or woman, rich or poor, including men who were absent serving in the Red Army, was then allotted an identical share, regardless of class background or any other factor. Ownership was held notionally by the state, and once the distribution had been made, the sale or purchase of land was forbidden.

The system of equal distribution according to the number of mouths to feed had the merit of simplicity, Mao argued, and ensured that even the poorest families could survive.47 Li Lisan and Bo Gu both disagreed, one finding it too ‘leftist’, the other, not ‘leftist’ enough. Li called for land to be distributed on the basis of each family's labour power (which in practice favoured rich peasants). Bo wanted class origin to be the criterion (which had the contrary effect).48

Both methods had disadvantages. The rich peasants, having more capital and farm animals, were the most productive villagers. Yet in class terms, they were landlords in the making, struggling (as Mao's father had done) to heave themselves one more rung up the ladder, to a more prosperous and, necessarily, more exploitative position. Politically they constituted, in Mao's phrase, ‘an intermediate class’ in the countryside, which, if squeezed too harshly, would instantly switch allegiance.49 If the communists adopted moderate policies, the economy in the base area boomed, but class struggle faltered; if a class approach were followed, the economy faltered and food shortages ensued. Caught between these conflicting imperatives, policy lurched first one way, then the other, in accordance with the prevailing political wind.

That, however, raised a further problem.

If graduated policies were to be applied, as was the case from the end of 1928 onwards, a method of assessment had to be devised to distinguish poor, middle and rich peasants, and landlords. Was a rich peasant one who used hired labourers? Or was usury also a criterion? Should the whole of a rich peasant's land be confiscated? Or only that portion that he could not cultivate himself?50

For hundreds of thousands of families, the answers to such questions were, in the most literal sense, the touchstone of survival. Slightly more flexibility here, a slightly harsher policy there, might require no more than a displaced comma in a Party document. In the villages it could make the difference between a family just managing to scrape by, and having to sell a child whom otherwise it could not feed. Mao himself reported, after an investigation in southern Jiangxi:



[In a] village consisting of 37 households … five households had sold sons … All five had become bankrupt; consequently they had to sell their sons to repay their debts and buy food. The buyer was either a member of the gentry … or a rich peasant [who wished to purchase a male heir]. There are more gentry buyers than rich peasant buyers. The price of a boy ranges from a minimum of 100 [Chinese] dollars to a maximum of 200 dollars. When making this transaction, neither the buyer nor the seller call this business ‘selling’; rather they call it an ‘adoption’. But the world in general calls it ‘selling a child’. An ‘adoption contract’ is also commonly called a ‘body deed’ …

[When the sale takes place] more than ten relatives and friends might be present [as go-betweens] and are paid a ‘signature fee’ by the buyer … The ages of the boys sold range from three or four years old to seven or eight, or [even] to 13 or 14. After the deal is made, the matchmakers carry the boy on their back to the buyer's house. At this moment the biological parents of the boy always weep and wail. Sometimes couples even fight with each other. The wife scolds the husband for his uselessness and his inability to feed his family, which have forced them to sell a son. Most of the spectators weep too …

A child of four or five brings the highest price because such a child can easily ‘develop a close relationship’. In contrast, the price of an older child … is lower, because it is difficult to develop such a relationship and the boy can easily escape from his adoptive parents …

On hearing that a borrower has sold a son, lenders will hurry to [his] house … shouting cruelly: ‘You have sold your son. Why don't you repay me?’ Why does the lender act like this? Because it is a critical moment for his loan. If the borrower does not repay [him] after selling a son, the lender knows that he will never have another chance to get his money back.51




The problems of China's peasants fascinated Mao. After his landmark survey of the peasant movement in Hunan in the winter of 1926, he returned to the subject again and again, on the Jinggangshan in 1927, and from 1930 onward in Jiangxi, when he was developing his arguments against the ‘rich peasant line’ advocated by Li Lisan and favoured by many provincial cadres. It was better, he wrote in May of that year, to investigate one place in depth, than to make a superficial study of a larger area, for ‘if one rides a horse to view the flowers … one cannot understand a problem profoundly even after a lifetime of effort’.52

The most detailed of these rural investigations was carried out in 1930 in Xunwu, a border county at the junction of Jiangxi with Fujian and Guangdong.

The result was an astonishing document, 60,000 words long, which described in mesmerising detail the daily routine of rural life in the county town and surrounding areas.53 Xunwu xian, a walled town with 2,700 inhabitants, had 30 or 40 brothels, 30 bean-curd stores, 16 general stores, 16 tailors’ shops, 10 inns, 8 barber shops, 7 food stores, 7 herb shops, 7 wineshops, 7 jewellery stores, 5 salt shops, 3 butchers, 3 blacksmiths, 2 tobacconists, 2 umbrella-makers, 2 coffin-makers, a furniture-maker, a fireworks maker, a tinsmith and a watch repairer as well as innumerable street stalls, tea-houses, restaurants and periodic markets. Mao omitted opium dens, presumably because they had been closed after the communists took over. He did include, however, a meticulous enumeration of all 131 different types of consumer goods available in the shops, from nightcaps to suspenders and safety razors to conch buttons; of the thirty-four kinds of cloth, from gambiered gauze to raw silk; and the dozens of different seafoods, fish and vegetables, some, like dried star-fruit and cloud-ear fungus, so rare that only a few pounds were sold each year. He listed the goods which the county exported to neighbouring districts – 200,000 US dollars’ worth each year of rice, tea, paper, timber, mushrooms and camellia oil – and the tracks and paths by which porters and mules transported them. Almost every shopkeeper was identified by name, and his family circumstances, political views and even social habits carefully itemised: thus, the owner of a certain food store ‘liked to whore in the past, but now he has stopped on account of his wife (her bride-price was 250 Chinese dollars)’; the proprietor of the town's largest general store ‘also likes to use his money for whoring and gambling’.

Prostitutes, who accounted for 6 per cent of the town's population, merited a section of their own. Mao listed the fourteen best-known by name. Most were young, he noted, and came from the district of Sanbiao: ‘The people of Xunwu have a saying: “Whores from Sanbiao; glutinous rice from Xiangshan.” This means that the women of Sanbiao are very pretty.’ The reason there were so many brothels, he explained, was that more and more sons of gentry families were being sent to the new Western-style schools: ‘The young masters break away from the warmth of their families when they go to town to study; so they feel quite lonely, and leave a lot of footprints leading to the brothels.’

In the county as a whole, 80 per cent of the inhabitants, including almost all the women, were either wholly illiterate or knew fewer than 200 characters. Five per cent were able to read a book. Thirty people had attended university. Six young men had studied abroad: four in Japan, two in Britain.

The most important section of the report dealt with land ownership. Mao listed twenty great landlords, commencing with Pan Mingzheng, known locally as ‘Uncle Shitcrock’, whose capital amounted to 150,000 US dollars, an astounding sum in so poor a region, and more than a hundred lesser landowners, each with a detailed note of their wealth, education, family connections and political standpoint. This last, Mao noted, was not wholly a function of class: some of the middle-ranking landlords were progressive, or at least ‘not reactionary’. At the top of the scale, the big landlords accounted for 0.5 per cent of the population; small landlords, 3 per cent; rich peasants, 4 per cent. Middle peasants made up 20 per cent, and poor peasants and hired hands the remainder. Later the same year Mao obtained similar figures from a survey in Xingguo county.54

On that basis he could argue that the rich peasants were ‘an extremely isolated minority’ and that his opponents in the South-west Jiangxi Party, by exaggerating their importance (and demanding that they receive favourable treatment), were guilty of ‘right opportunism’. The rich peasants, he declared, were ‘the bourgeoisie of the countryside’ and ‘reactionary from start to finish’.55 Not only should their surplus land be confiscated, but the Party must introduce a policy of ‘drawing on the fat to make up the lean’56 – whereby rich households would have to give up some of their remaining good land in exchange for less fertile holdings owned by poorer families.

In the spring of 1931, however, when Wang Ming and his Returned Student allies started to become a major force, this was judged to be still far too moderate.

Stalin was then ratcheting up his anti-kulak campaign, which would lead to the physical extermination of 12 million Russian ‘rich peasants’. Accordingly, with the Comintern's blessing, it was decreed that all rich peasants’ land and property (not just the surplus) should be confiscated. When redistribution occurred, landlord families would receive nothing, which meant that many starved; rich peasants would get ‘relatively poor land’ in proportion to their labour power; poor and middle peasants would get the best land based on the number of mouths they had to feed.57

To ensure that these harsh new standards had been properly applied, Bo Gu ordered a Land Investigation Movement and, in February 1933, shortly after his arrival at Ruijin, appointed Mao to head it.58 There may have been an element in this of making the punishment fit the crime. Mao had been responsible for the previous policy, which was judged to have been too soft: let him now be the one to put it right. But he was in any case the obvious candidate to direct a movement of this kind, for the same reason that Wang Jingwei had chosen him to head the GMD Peasant Institute in 1926, and Chen Duxiu, a few months later, to head the CCP's first Peasant Committee. He knew more than any other Party leader about the dynamics of rural life and was better placed than anyone else to deal with the endless practical problems the land reform kept throwing up.

Rules were needed, for instance, for dealing with ponds; with buildings; with fallow land; with hills and forests; with bamboo thickets; with ‘green crops’, planted but not harvested, at the time of redistribution.

Then there was the question of whether redistribution should be conducted on the basis of the township, the village, or the district. If the village, clan loyalties overrode class and economic interests, and the reforms were blunted. But redistribution on the basis of a district, which might have a population of 30,000 or more, was too unwieldy to win the peasants’ support. And what happened when definitions clashed? What should be done with a small landlord who was recognised as a progressive? Or a poor peasant who abused his class status to become a local tyrant?

That autumn, Mao produced an encyclopaedic set of regulations, which sought to answer such questions. The key distinctions he drew were between landlords, rich and middle peasants. For a family to be classified as rich peasants, at least one person must take part in productive labour for a minimum of four months a year, whereas in a landlord household none did so; and it must obtain at least 15 per cent of its income from exploiting others – by hiring labour, letting fields, or from interest on loans. A middle peasant household was one that obtained less than 15 per cent from such sources. Schoolmasterly examples were given, to show how the sums should be worked out:


A family with 11 mouths to feed and two people working has 160 dan of fields yielding a harvest worth 480 dollars. They have two parcels of hillside tea-oil fields, which bring in 30 dollars a year. They have one pond, producing 15 dollars, while pig breeding and so on generate 50 dollars a year. For seven years, they have hired a farm labourer, the value of whose surplus labour amounted to 70 dollars a year. They made a loan at 30 per cent interest, bringing in 75 dollars a year. They have a son who is a scholar and who bullies people by relying on influence.

Assessment: This family has two people working itself, but hires a labourer and makes substantial loans. Its income from exploitation is more than 15 per cent of its income. Although there are many family members, they have a good deal of money left over after expenses are paid. They are therefore rich peasants and should be given poor land. The scholar, who is a member of the bad gentry, should be given no land at all.59



Mao urged that the regulations be applied with ‘extreme caution’, since determinations of status were ‘life or death decisions’ for those involved.60 This was a pious hope. As he well knew, the whole thrust of the movement militated against the rational, finely calibrated approach that he had laid down. Land reform, he wrote, was ‘a violent and ruthless class struggle’, the aim of which was ‘to weaken the rich peasants and wipe out the landlords’, and when necessary the ‘big tigers’ among them should be paraded before public meetings, sentenced to death by the masses and killed.61

In such circumstances caution was the exception. The poor peasants who sat in judgement knew that the more ‘landlords’ and ‘rich peasants’ they were able to winkle out, the more land they would have to ‘redistribute’ to themselves. In many districts, terror-stricken middle peasants fled to the mountains, for fear of being reclassified as rich peasants and rendered destitute.62

In the event, the movement was cut short, for the entire area was reoccupied by the nationalists less than eighteen months later. But its effects would last far longer. After 1933, in the Red areas, class origin became the ultimate determinant of an individual's worth and fate. From that root grew a poisonous blight that China, was still trying to shake off more than half a century later. In many places, well into the 1980s, grandchildren of landlords and rich peasants found that family status still counted far more than ability, intelligence and hard work in deciding what opportunities were open to them, and what doors irrevocably shut. Even when class factors finally became less important, traces of the old hatreds lingered on.

The Land Investigation Movement was accompanied by a paranoid drive to wipe out what were termed ‘feudal and superstitious counter-revolutionary organisations’.63 It had close parallels to the earlier campaign to eliminate AB-tuan elements. Mao was once again intimately involved. Large numbers of ‘alien class elements’, he declared, had concealed themselves within local soviet governments and the armed forces to carry out sabotage. ‘It is an urgent task that does not admit of the slightest delay … to launch a final attack on the feudal forces and wipe them out once and for all.’64

The man chosen to direct the new campaign was the base area's head of Political Security, Deng Fa, a swashbuckling character with an infectious grin, whose twin passions were horse-racing and sharp-shooting. For all his mischievous smile, Deng Fa was a man much feared. His bodyguards carried curved, broad-bladed, executioner's swords, with red tassels on the hilts. In Fujian, in 1931, he had presided over a purge of Social Democrats in which thousands had perished.65 Now, with Mao's approval, he laid the groundwork for many of the practices which would become indelibly associated with later communist political movements.

Lists of doubtful class elements, ‘landlords, local tyrants and evil gentry’, were circulated for reinvestigation. ‘Denunciation boxes’ were installed in towns and villages, where people could place anonymous notes, informing on their neighbours.66 Legal safeguards were suspended: when people were ‘obviously guilty’, Mao said, they should be executed first and a report made later.67 A still more sinister development, also undertaken with his approbation, was to claim that non-existent organisations had been discovered – such as the ‘Single-minded Society’, the ‘Extermination Brigades’ (at Yudu), and the ‘Secret Watch Brigade’ (at Huichang) – as a pretext for rounding up and interrogating those suspected of disloyalty in the areas where they supposedly operated.68

Thirty years later, all these techniques, which Mao and Deng Fa pioneered in Jiangxi, continued to flourish under the People's Republic.

The laws drawn up under Mao's chairmanship proved equally enduring. The ‘Regulations for the Punishment of Counter-revolutionaries’, published in April 1934, listed more than two dozen counter-revolutionary offences, for all but one of which the penalty was death. The crimes listed included, ‘engaging in conversation … to undermine faith in the soviets’ and ‘deliberately transgressing laws’. As though that were not enough, a final catch-all clause specified that ‘any other counter-revolutionary criminal act’, not separately described, would be punished analogously.69 That article remained part of the Chinese legal code until the early 1990s.

Such practices were not unique to Chinese communism. Catch-all statutes were a legacy of the Chinese Empire, from which the social controls of both the communists and the nationalists stemmed.70 A Guomindang law of 1931 prescribed the death penalty for ‘disturbing the peace’.71 For both, the purpose of law was political: to uphold orthodoxy, not individual rights.

The election procedures codified at Ruijin at the end of 1931 likewise set a pattern that continued into the People's Republic. The voting age was fixed at sixteen, for both women and men. But the right to vote was limited to ‘correct’ class categories – workers, poor and middle peasants, and soldiers – while merchants, landlords, rich peasants, priests, monks, and other ne'er-do-wells were explicitly excluded. Candidates were nominated by local Party committees on the basis of class status and of ‘political performance’, which Mao explained meant having ‘the right kind of thinking’. Ability came a distant third. Voting was by a show of hands, and an election was considered successful if 90 per cent of the population took part.72

A quarter of those elected, Mao insisted, must be women.73 This was part of his assault on what he called the ‘feudal-patriarchal ideological system’ of traditional China. In Hunan, five years earlier, he had noted approvingly the prevalence of extra-marital affairs, and even ‘triangular and multilateral relationships’, among poorer women ‘who have to do more manual labour than women of the richer classes’ and therefore had more independence.74 In his report from Xunwu, which was supposed to be about economic matters, he devoted an inordinate amount of space to changing sexual mores, describing at length how young women had become ‘more liberal in their behaviour’, staying out late in the mountains on the pretext of cutting firewood, while ‘affairs between them and their young male friends … increased. Couples “made free” with each other openly in the hills … There were married people in almost every township who had new lovers.’75

The sensualist in Mao relished women's sexual liberation. But his stress on promoting women had a broader purpose. Half a century before it became a fashionable slogan among Western development theorists, Mao understood that to educate a man was to educate an individual, but to educate a woman was to educate a family.

Since the key to women's emancipation was a change in the marriage system, for which Mao had been campaigning ever since the May Fourth movement, the first law to be enacted in the new Chinese Soviet Republic – and the first law enacted by the People's Republic, nearly twenty years later – gave men and women equal rights in marriage and divorce.76

Not everyone was pleased. Peasant husbands complained, ‘The revolution wants to get rid of everything, wives included.’ Some women were so intoxicated by their new freedom that they married three or four times in as many years.77 To preserve military morale, a special clause was inserted for Red Army soldiers, whose wives could seek divorce only if their husbands agreed.78 But the communists’ core constituency, young men from the poorest families, who, under the old system, would not have been able to buy a wife for years, if at all, were delighted with the new arrangements, as were most peasant women. Mao himself regarded it as one of his greatest achievements. ‘This democratic marriage system’, he affirmed, ‘has burst the feudal shackles that have bound human beings, especially women, for thousands of years, and established a new pattern consistent with human nature’.79


While Mao wrestled with the land reform and his other governmental duties, he remained politically in a twilight zone, neither in power nor entirely in purgatory. In the early spring of 1933, Zhou Enlai and Zhu De, ignoring the Centre's ‘forward, offensive line’, defeated Chiang Kai-shek's fourth encirclement campaign by using tactics broadly similar to those Mao had argued for. Several of Chiang's top divisions were severely mauled, and the Red Army took 10,000 prisoners. Encouraged, Mao attempted in March, a few weeks after leaving hospital, to resume a minor military advisory role, as a member of the rear echelon of the Central Bureau. Bo Gu immediately put a stop to it.80

Three months later, Mao asked the Bureau to reconsider the decision it had taken at Ningdu to remove him from the military chain of command, arguing that it had been unjust. Bo retorted that the decision had been entirely correct and that without it, victory over the fourth encirclement would not have been achieved.81

During the autumn, Mao's position improved somewhat, as his role in the Land Investigation Movement gave him renewed prominence and the campaign against the ‘Luo Ming line’ waned. In September, soon after the start of Chiang Kai-shek's fifth encirclement campaign, he and Zhu De became involved in negotiations with the Fujian-based 19th Route Army, whose commanders had become disaffected by Chiang Kai-shek's refusal to take effective action against the Japanese in Manchuria. In October, a truce was agreed, and a secret communist liaison office was set up at the 19th Route Army's headquarters. Four weeks later, the Fujian leaders proclaimed the establishment of a People's Revolutionary Government, independent of Chiang's Nanjing regime.

This could, and should, have been a godsend for the Red Army. That summer, Bo Gu had insisted on an exhausting and ultimately unsuccessful campaign to try to expand the soviet base area northward. Chiang, meanwhile, had assembled a force of half-a-million fresh troops, including many of his crack divisions, with 300,000 auxiliaries. Zhu's men, dispersed, demoralised and weary, were no match for the nationalist onslaught. The town of Lichuan, near the Fujian border 120 miles north of Ruijin, which guarded the northern entrance to the base area, soon fell, and Zhu's attempts to recapture it were beaten off with heavy losses.

Thus, in November, 1933, when Chiang was compelled to withdraw parts of his main force to meet the threat posed by the Fujian rebellion, it seemed that the communists had been rescued in the nick of time.

However, the Party leaders were suspicious of their new allies’ motives and commitment. Even Mao, who, throughout the Jiangxi period, had urged his colleagues to exploit differences between the warlord forces, was wary about how much support the rebels should be given. The upshot was that when Chiang launched a full-scale invasion of Fujian at the end of December, far sooner than his adversaries had expected, the communist leaders hesitated. By the time the Red Army did finally start offering the 19th Route Army limited aid, it was already defeated, and the nationalists were able to return to the main task at hand, the encirclement campaign.

During the two months’ respite which the Fujian expedition provided, the Central Committee held its long-delayed Fifth Plenum, which underscored anew the ambivalence of Mao's position. He was elected a full member of the Politburo, a post he had last held in the Party's formative years nearly a decade earlier.II The promotion could hardly have been denied him, given his role as ‘Head of State’ and the continued support he was receiving from Moscow.82 But he was admitted in eleventh and last place in the rank order. Throughout the four-day meeting, Bo Gu and other leaders criticised his ‘right-opportunist views’, and when it ended, it was announced that Zhang Wentian would replace him as head of government, leaving him only a figurehead role as Chairman of the Republic.83

He showed his contempt for these proceedings, which took place in January 1934, by refusing to attend. This was on the pretext of illness – one of Mao's ‘diplomatic disorders’, Bo Gu mockingly remarked84 – though ill-health did not stop him presiding over the base area's Second National Congress a few days later, at which he delivered a speech lasting nine hours.

Later Mao would argue that the Fifth Plenum marked the apogee of the Returned Students’ ‘left-deviationist line’.85 Bo's report, which was adopted as the plenum's political resolution, cast caution to the winds, proclaiming that a ‘direct revolutionary situation’, the prerequisite for nationwide insurrection, now existed in China, and that ‘the flames of the revolutionary struggle are blazing across the entire country’.86 Nothing could have been further from the truth. Even as he spoke, Chiang Kai-shek's troops were resuming their inexorable march south.

The ‘blockhouse tactics’ the nationalists employed in the fifth encirclement were quite different from those of earlier campaigns. This time they built long lines of stone forts, with crenellated battlements and walls up to 20 feet thick, like the watch-towers of medieval Europe, each able to hold a full company of troops and often only a mile or so apart, linked by newly made roads. These ‘turtle shells’, as the communists called them, stretched in a great arc, more than 200 miles long, along the northern and western sides of the base area. As the GMD armies inched forward, local troops consolidated their control of the areas in the rear, while the vanguard built a new line of blockhouses, a few miles in front of the old. Chiang's German military advisers ensured that the strategy was executed with teutonic thoroughness. In the year the campaign lasted, the nationalists built 14,000 blockhouses, hemming the Red Army and the population it defended into a steadily dwindling base.87

The communists had a German adviser, too. Otto Braun, sent by the Comintern, reached the base area from Shanghai at the end of September 1933. He had spent three years studying conventional warfare at the Frunze Military Academy in Moscow.88 But the tactic he proposed, known as ‘short, sharp thrusts’, which called for lightning attacks on nationalist units whenever they left the blockhouses to move forward, proved a total failure.89 It could hardly have been otherwise: Chiang had forced the communists to fight, on his terms, a positional war of attrition in which his forces had a numerical advantage of more than ten to one. Any tactic based on that premise had to fail. The alternative, which Mao suggested at least twice in 1934, was for the entire Red Army to break out to the north or west, and fight outside the blockhouse area, on terrain better suited to its mobile style of warfare, in Zhejiang or Hunan.90 Whether, in the long term, given the nationalists’ overwhelming strength, that would have succeeded any better, is a moot point, for it was never tested. Bo Gu and Braun rejected not only Mao's ideas but all similar proposals as ‘flightist’ and defeatist.91

As the military pressures escalated, political paranoia resumed. In the army, security officers led execution squads on to the battlefield to ‘supervise’ the fighting. Geng Biao, a 25-year-old regimental commander, recalled what happened when his troops lost control of a key position. ‘I saw [Security Director] Luo Ruiqing coming up, with a Mauser pistol, at the head of an “action team”. My heart skipped a beat. Something nasty was going to happen! At that time … those suspected [of wavering] would be beheaded … Sure enough, [he] came straight up to me and pointed his pistol at my head, demanding loudly: “What the hell's the matter with you? Why did you withdraw?”’92

Geng was in luck. He was allowed to fight on, and survived to become, years later, China's Ambassador to Moscow. Others were less fortunate. But it was a far cry from the principles of the all-volunteer army that Mao had proclaimed on the Jinggangshan seven years before.

Civilians fared still worse. Mao's land regulations were abandoned, and a Red pogrom was launched in which thousands of landlords and rich peasants were massacred.93 Tens of thousands fled as refugees to the White areas. In April 1934, the Red Army suffered yet another disastrous defeat, at Guangchang, seventy miles north of Ruijin.94 With military encirclement came economic strangulation. Newly recruited peasant conscripts deserted in droves. As signs of collapse multiplied, acts of sabotage, rumoured or real, by secret society members and clansmen hostile to the communist cause, fuelled new efforts to ‘ferret out counter-revolutionaries’, until the whole area was swept up in a vicious spiral of hatred and despair.

Soon after the Guangchang defeat, probably in early May, Bo Gu and Zhou Enlai realised that the base area might have to be abandoned. The Comintern was informed. Bo, Zhou and Otto Braun formed a ‘three-man group’ to draw up contingency plans.

Mao knew nothing of this. The Politburo was kept in the dark through the summer.95 In any case, he wanted no part in decisions which he could not influence and with which he disagreed. After the Fifth Plenum, he stopped attending Military Commission meetings, and spent the whole of May and June on a visit to the base area's southern counties, as far away as possible from where the real battles were taking place.96 At the end of July, when nationalist bombing raids forced the Party to evacuate Shazhouba, he and He Zizhen moved to an isolated Daoist temple on Yunshishan, ‘Cloud Stone Mountain’, set amid clusters of pine and bamboo in a landscape of fantastically weathered rocks, a few miles further west.97 The Politburo and the Military Commission were installed in another village nearby, but his contacts with them were minimal.98 He was ‘out of the loop’ because he wanted to be.

Yet already there were straws in the wind that the balance of forces was changing.

That autumn, Mao's political troubles began to affect his health again. Dr Nelson Fu, a mission-educated physician who headed the Red Army's primitive hospital service, was sufficiently concerned to assign him a permanent medical orderly. In September, in Yudu, he developed a high fever, and for several days was semi-conscious with a temperature of 105 degrees. Dr Fu made the sixty-mile journey there on horseback and diagnosed cerebral malaria, which he cured with massive doses of caffeine and quinine.99

The man who ordered Dr Fu to go to Yudu was Zhang Wentian, Mao's successor as head of government and formerly Bo Gu's close ally. After the Guangchang defeat, he and Bo had had a fierce row over Otto Braun's military tactics, which Zhang said took no account of the terrain or the disparity of forces. Bo retorted that he was talking like a Menshevik. Over the next four months, as communist strength, dispersed across six fronts, bled away in a debilitating war of attrition, while Bo promoted the slogan, ‘Don't give up a single inch of Soviet territory!’, Zhang's disaffection deepened. When Mao was at Yunshishan, Zhang was the only senior leader to visit him. He no longer concealed his frustration with Bo's dogmatism and inexperience.100

Wang Jiaxiang, who had been wounded during the fourth encirclement, and now had to be carried everywhere on a litter with mortar fragments embedded in his body, was another Politburo member sympathetic to Mao's cause.

Bo Gu at first gave instructions that the three men should be assigned to different units during the Red Army's ‘strategic transfer’, as the abandonment of the base area was euphemistically termed, but for reasons that are unclear, later relented and let them travel together.101 It was a political misjudgement which was to cost him dear.

But Zhang and Wang were essentially bit-players. The man Mao really needed to win over was Zhou Enlai. During the disastrous battles at Guangchang, Zhou had been pushed aside, and Bo himself had taken over as General Political Commissar.102 From then on, Mao cultivated him assiduously. During his tour of the southern counties in June, he sent Zhou a careful briefing on the military situation along the south Fujian front. That autumn, he compiled a handbook on guerrilla warfare, which Zhou arranged to have issued as a Military Commission directive. It was Zhou who had approved Mao's request to go to Yudu in September, where he drew up a security report on the districts which were to serve as the main staging area for the Red army as it gathered for the move west.103 But Zhou was a cautious man. He had had his fingers burnt once before defending Mao. As long as Bo Gu had the Comintern's backing, he was not disposed to mount a challenge.

Thus, when Mao, accompanied by his bodyguards, set out from Yudu's East Gate, late on the afternoon of Thursday, October 18, 1934, for the crossing point on the Gan River, everything was still to play for.

After seven years of warfare, three of them as Head of State of the Chinese Soviet Republic, his future was as uncertain as ever. All his worldly possessions amounted to two blankets, a cotton sheet, an oilcloth, an overcoat, a broken umbrella and a bundle of books. He crossed the river by torchlight, as darkness was falling, with what mixed feelings at leaving the base area can only be imagined. An armada of small boats plied the wide, slow muddy waters. It took three days before the entire column, more than 40,000 troops and a similar number of officials and bearers, was safely on the other side.104 He Zizhen, who was pregnant again, had left Ruijin earlier as part of the nurses’ contingent, one of only twenty women, all senior leaders’ wives, who were allowed to take part. In order to accompany Mao, she had had to steel herself to leave behind their son, now nearly two years old. Xiao Mao, as the little boy was called, was given to his old wet nurse to be looked after. But in the whirlwind of destruction that engulfed the area after the communists withdrew, he was moved for safety to another family. There, all trace of him was lost. After 1949, an exhaustive search was undertaken. Xiao Mao was never found.105 With his abandonment, another small part of Mao's humanity withered on the vine.





I This was the term Stalin was then using against Bukharin and other members of the Soviet ‘anti-Party bloc’. It was therefore an extremely serious political accusation, implying systematic opposition to Party policy.

II Mao was one of the five members of the Bureau of the Central Committee, as the Politburo was initially called, from June 1923 to the end of 1924. He returned to the leadership as an alternate member of the CC in May 1927, and was a Politburo alternate from August to November of that year. In June 1928, he was re-elected a full CC member, a position he held continuously for the next forty-eight years. At the Third Plenum in September 1930, he rejoined the Politburo as an alternate member. From the summer of 1931, following the arrest and execution of Xiang Zhongfa, until the convocation of the Fifth Plenum, the Politburo ceased to function (although, confusingly, its members retained Politburo status). It was replaced by the provisional Centre, whose leaders, Bo Gu and Zhang Wentian, were not Politburo members. In the spring of 1933, they took charge of the base area's Central Bureau, which ceased to exist when the Politburo was formally reconstituted in January 1934.


CHAPTER TEN

In Search of the Grey Dragon: The Long March North




While the Red Army marched and fought its way across southern China, half a world away in Europe, the cockpit of the Powers, the dread forces that had emerged from the carnage of the Great War were making the opening moves, during that baleful autumn of 1934, in a brutal quest for power that would soon ignite a human holocaust on an altogether different scale. In the elegant spa of Bad Wiessee, an hour's drive from Munich, the German Chancellor, Adolf Hitler, chose the pre-dawn hours of June 30 to launch a blood-purge of the Sturm Abteilung, the brown-shirted storm-troopers who had helped him to power but had since become an obstacle, arguably the final obstacle, to uniting the Nazis, and the nation, behind the Führer and his ideas. From the murderous seeds sown that night grew the practice of the Nazi extermination camps where more than six million Jews, gipsies, homosexuals, communists and other ‘undesirables’ perished.1 Five months later, Stalin followed suit. On the afternoon of December 1, a lone assassin entered the Communist Party's regional headquarters in Leningrad and shot dead Stalin's putative, and too popular, rival, Sergei Kirov. It was the signal for the Great Purge, which, over the next five years, swept away in a cleansing fire more than a million old Bolsheviks, Trotskyists, Bukharinites, Red Army commanders, party functionaries, secret police, and opponents, real and presumed, of every political stripe, and sent ten times that number into labour camps, where many also perished. On that scale of things, Mao's campaign against the AB-tuan in Jiangxi four years earlier was but a distant foretaste, an amuse-gueule before a blood-feast.

But the event for which 1934 is remembered above all, the trigger for the infernal machinery of the far greater slaughter to come, occurred in a much more remote land. On December 5, fighting broke out between Ethiopians and troops from Italian Somaliland in a dispute over water wells at Walwal, a small oasis in the Ogaden Desert. Six days later, as Mao and his comrades gathered for the fateful meeting at Tongdao that paved the way for his resumption of power, Mussolini presented an ultimatum demanding reparations. The Walwal Incident, as it was known, became the pretext for Italy's invasion of Abyssinia, which led in turn to the formation of the Axis linking Italy, Germany and later, Japan, and put the last nail in the coffin of the League of Nations, created a decade earlier expressly to prevent such crises escalating into war.

Neither the communists, in China or in Moscow, nor the imperialist Powers themselves, saw clearly where these shifts were leading. But ever since Japan's occupation of Manchuria, in which the other Powers had acquiesced, Russia had felt menaced. It had already been defeated once by Japan, in 1905, and memories were still fresh of the depredations of the Japanese army in Siberia after 1918. From 1931 onward, Moscow and its acolytes began chanting a new tune. The main danger now, they declared, was not that contradictions within the imperialist camp would lead to a new world war, but that the Powers, led by Japan, would wage an imperialist war against Russia. This was the basis for the Comintern slogan, ‘Defend the Soviet Union!’, which Bo Gu and Li Lisan had echoed so faithfully. It was to be realised by creating a ‘united front from below,’ in which the world communist movement was to mobilise non-communist support for an anti-imperialist, anti-Japanese crusade, while refraining from formal alliances with bourgeois political parties, regarded as irredeemably compromised.

In the world beyond the base area, the Western democracies’ appeasement of Germany, Italy and Japan continued until the underlying political realities had become so hideously distorted by the triumph of fear and greed over principle that communist Russia and Nazi Germany signed a non-aggression pact.

In Ruijin, it was all far simpler. For the next five years, the Party's propaganda to the White areas was dominated by the claim that the communists would fight Japan, but Chiang Kai-shek would not. That was untrue: Chiang had begun preparing for war with Japan as early as 1932. But he was determined to finish off the communists first, and while he did so, he made concession after humiliating concession to the Japanese aggressors.2 That allowed Mao to say that the Guomindang was acting as the ‘running dog of imperialism,’ selling out China's national interests by ‘shameless non-resistance.’3 So long as Chiang and his allies were in power, opposing Japan would be impossible; therefore the first task of all true patriots was to overthrow the GMD regime. In April 1932, the Chinese Soviet Republic issued a formal declaration of war against the Tokyo government and called for the formation of an ‘anti-Japanese Volunteer Army’. Mao and Zhu De offered to sign a truce with any nationalist commander who agreed to stop fighting the communists and oppose Japan instead. In August 1934, when Red Army units broke out of the base area for a diversionary operation in Zhejiang, the Party described them as an ‘anti-Japanese vanguard’ on their way to fight the invaders in the north.4

Among educated Chinese, these gestures, empty though they were, struck a chord. That Japan's aggression had gone unpunished was a terrible humiliation. However much Chiang Kai-shek might argue that the communists were the greater threat, he had failed to defend the country's honour.

On the other hand, Chiang held power. The communists did not. As they marched out of Jiangxi, and out of the newspaper headlines, to become little more than a footnote to the great events elsewhere, their calls for unity against the Japanese menace seemed to many increasingly irrelevant. ‘Communism in China is dying,’ wrote Chiang's amanuensis, Tang Leang-li. The treaty-port press agreed. ‘If the government follows up the campaign along the lines adopted in Jiangxi,’ the Shanghai China Weekly Review concluded, ‘the whole thing will collapse into plain banditry.’5

Only the Japanese correspondents took a more sombre view, arguing that from the safety of the remote interior, the communists would pose a far more formidable challenge than they ever had from the coast.6 Japan, of course, had its own agenda. Anything that made the Guomindang's hold on China seem more tenuous comforted its imperial ambitions. Yet the Japanese were right about the communists, just as the communists would prove right about Japan.


When the Red Army halted at Zunyi, in January 1935, Mao achieved for the first time a dominant position in the Party leadership because his colleagues recognised that he had been right when everyone else (Bo Gu, Zhou Enlai and Otto Braun, in particular) had been wrong. Had the base area not fallen; had Bo Gu been less insecure and more willing to heed advice; had the Red Army not been so badly mauled in the botched crossing of the Xiang River; had Braun been less of a dictator, Mao's hour might not have come. They turned to him because every other recourse had failed.

Unlike the many earlier occasions when he had languished in disgrace, to find himself resurrected almost overnight, this time his eclipse had been partial and his return was similarly veiled. Officially, he was, and remained, Chairman of the now abandoned Chinese Soviet Republic. The only formal change in his position was his promotion to the Standing Committee of the Politburo, and his designation as chief military adviser to Zhou Enlai (the role that Zhou had tried, unsuccessfully, to obtain for him at the Ningdu conference, two years earlier). There was also a second, more important, difference. This time he was competing not for a subordinate position, as political commissar of an army or secretary of a border region. Now at the age or forty-one, he was aiming for the top.

If Tongdao was the first step, Zunyi and the meetings that followed in the spring of 1935 were the first stage in a conquest of power which Mao had the good sense to realise could only be accomplished slowly. Between Standing Committee member and leader of the Party yawned a political gulf which others had tried to cross and failed. Between Zunyi and the north-west, the communists’ eventual destination, lay a desperate military campaign that none of them could be confident of winning.

The Red Army, in Zunyi, was down to 30,000 men, from 86,000 who had set out three months earlier. It had not gained a major victory for more than a year. That it had survived at all was due less to its own military prowess than to the instinct for self-preservation of the warlords along the way, who had preferred to stand aside and let the communists pass, rather than risk their strength for their nominal ally, and real rival, Chiang Kai-shek.7

Mao's first task, therefore, was to try to restore military morale.

This proved even harder than he had thought. The Zunyi meeting itself came to an abrupt end when the military commanders had to race back to their units to fend off an attack by warlord troops advancing from the south.8 In the next five weeks, the Red Army suffered a further series of dismal reverses. An attempt to cross the Jinshajiang, the River of Golden Sand, in the upper reaches of the Yangtse, to set up a new base area in Sichuan, almost turned into a disaster on the scale of the Xiang River defeat. The army marched into an ambush by combined Sichuan and Guizhou warlord units. By the time it had fought its way out, another 3,000 men had been lost.9

As the army retreated, with the enemy in hot pursuit, a moment came that He Zizhen had been dreading. She went into labour with her fourth child. They stopped at an abandoned hut and she gave birth in the litter in which she was being carried. The baby, a girl, was left with a peasant family nearby. Knowing this time that the separation would be final, she did not even pause to give the child a name.10

Finally, at the end of February, the communists’ luck turned. The battle of Loushan Pass allowed them to retake Zunyi, capturing 3,000 prisoners and routing two Guomindang divisions led by one of Chiang's top commanders.11 Mao's relief, and exultation, produced one of his loveliest poems:


The west wind blows cold. From afar,
In the frosty air, the wild geese call in the morning moonlight,
In the morning moonlight,
The clatter of horses’ hooves rings sharp,
And the bugle's note is muted.


Say not the strong pass has an iron guard,
Today, with a single step, we shall cross the summit,
We shall cross the summit!
There the hills are blue as the sea,
And the dying sun like blood.12


That spring, the Red Army became once again the ‘Zhu–Mao Army’, with Zhu De as Commander-in-Chief, Mao as Political Commissar, and a new ‘three-man group’ of Zhou, Mao and his ally, the wounded Wang Jiaxiang, still carried on a litter, providing strategic guidance.13 Its old designation, the First Front Army, was restored.14 Orthodox military tactics were abandoned. For the next two months, Mao engaged in a dazzling, pyrotechnic display of mobile warfare, criss-crossing Guizhou and Yunnan, that left pursuing armies bemused, confounded Chiang Kai-shek's planners and perplexed even many of his own commanders. Four times they crossed the Chishui, the Red River, between Guizhou and Sichuan, before marching south in a vast arc, passing within a few miles of the provincial capital, Guiyang, where Chiang had established his headquarters, and then threatening Yunnan's chief city, Kunming, 400 miles away in the south-west, only to swing north again, finally crossing the Upper Yangtse where it was least expected, at the beginning of May.15

Mao himself called the Guizhou strategy the proudest moment of his military career.16 In Shanghai, the China Weekly Review admitted: ‘The Red forces have brainy men. It would be blind folly to deny it.’17 A Guomindang garrison commander said tersely: ‘They had Chiang Kai-shek by the nose.’18

Chiang's spokesmen scrambled to cover up the government's embarrassment. It was announced that Zhu De had been killed; that his men were guarding his body, wrapped in a shroud of red silk; that the ‘notorious chieftain, Mao Tse-tung’ was gravely ill, being carried on a stretcher; that the ‘Red remnants’ had been smashed.19 But by then the Red Army was already out of reach, encamped outside the walled county town of Huili, thirty-five miles north of the river, secure in the knowledge that every boat for a hundred miles had been made fast on the northern bank, and that Chiang's Yunnanese troops had neither the means nor the will for pursuit.

There, at an enlarged Politburo meeting, Mao berated those who had doubted him: Lin Biao and his commissar, Nie Rongzhen, who had complained that Mao's tortuous odyssey was exhausting their men to no purpose and had suggested that Peng Dehuai should take operational command instead; Peng himself, always itching for a fight, who had accepted that idea rather too readily; Liu Shaoqi and Yang Shangkun, who had proposed that the army should stop wandering and try to set up a fixed base; and no doubt others besides. Lin Biao, the youngest, still only twenty-seven, was let off with a scolding. ‘You're nothing but a baby!’ Mao told him. ‘What the hell do you know? Can't you see it was necessary for us to march along the curve of the bow?’ Peng, as usual, got most of the blame, and made a mild self-criticism. But, in his hour of triumph, Mao could afford to be magnanimous. His aim at Huili was to unite the Party and military leadership behind him for the trials yet to come. They, on their side, had to recognise that, once again, he had been proved right and they had been proved wrong.20

The campaign had not been without cost. The Red Army now numbered little more than 20,000 men.21 Yet Mao had extricated them from a situation which many had felt was hopeless. Never again, after Huili, would the corps commanders and the Party leaders accompanying the First Front Army challenge Mao's strategic judgements, or his leadership.


The problem remained, however, where the Red Army should go next. As the ‘March to the West’ had become the ‘Long March’, one improvised destination after another had been jettisoned. The Politburo's plans to link up with He Long in north-west Hunan; to set up a new base around Zunyi; to establish soviet areas in southern Sichuan, in the Yunnan–Guizhou–Sichuan border region and now in south-west Sichuan, all had been found wanting. The soldiers, and their officers, needed reassurance that their leaders knew where they were headed. At Huili, at long last, a clear decision was taken. They were to go due north, to link up with Zhang Guotao's Fourth Front Army, which had set out three years earlier from E-Yu-Wan and was now based in northern Sichuan.22

In the process, they would perform feats of courage and endurance of which epics are made, weaving a dense myth of invincibility and heroism that their nationalist opponents would try in vain to unravel.

After leaving Huili in mid-May, Mao's forces climbed from the lush subtropical plains of the south into broken, high plateau country, never lower than 6,000 feet, where the hillsides were ablaze with Tibetan roses, pink and yellow oleander, azaleas, rhododendrons, and all the other exotic plants which nineteenth-century botanists had brought back from the Himalayas to grace English country gardens. This was the land of the Yi, a fierce Sino-Burmese hill tribe who waged an endless war against encroachments by Han settlers from the plains. The Red Army's Chief of Staff, Liu Bocheng, known as the One-Eyed Dragon, having lost the sight of the other in battle, had grown up in the region, and won safe passage by swearing an oath of brotherhood with the Yi paramount chief, sealed by a libation of chicken's blood. Even with this protection, Yi tribesmen picked off Red Army stragglers, taking their weapons and clothes, and leaving them to starve.23

Once that gauntlet had been run, they made for the Dadu River, sixty miles further north. There, seventy years earlier, Shi Dakai, the last of the Taiping princes, had been trapped by the armies of the Qing Viceroy and surrendered. Prince Shi was executed by slicing. His 40,000 troops were slaughtered. For days after, the waters ran crimson with their blood. Chiang Kai-shek, like Mao, knew his history: he ordered his commanders in Sichuan to race to secure the crossing points, so that the communist forces could be hemmed in on the right bank.

By then the Red Army had reached Anshunchang, where there was a ferry. But the river was in spate and there were only three small boats, barely enough to get the vanguard across. Mao ordered Yang Chengwu, a regimental political commissar, to make for Luding, a hundred miles upstream, where an ancient chain bridge spanned the river.24

The town lay on the old imperial tribute route from the Tibetan capital, Lhasa, to Beijing. But from Anshunchang there was no road, not even a track. Yang's men went by narrow cliff-paths, which, he wrote later, ‘twisted like a sheep's gut around the mountains’, while the river seethed menacingly hundreds of feet below. It was slow going, and they had to stop to fight an enemy battalion which was defending a high pass. When it rained, the paths were ‘slippery as oil,’ Yang remembered, and for much of the time there was thick fog. After they broke camp, at 5 a.m. next day, a courier arrived from the Military Commission. Nationalist troops had been reported on the opposite bank, hurrying northward. They would have to reach Luding, still eighty miles away across trackless mountain ranges, within twenty-four hours.

The stupendous forced march that took them there, and the battle that followed, forged a legend which seared itself into the consciousness of a generation of Chinese. Later it would justly be called ‘the most critical single incident of the Long March’.25 Failure would have meant the Red Army's annihilation.

Yang Chengwu's regiment reached Luding at dawn the following day.

The bridge, a single span of thirteen iron chains, with open sides and a floor of irregularly laid planking, a ‘tenuous cobweb of man's ingenuity’ linking China to High Asia, as one early traveller called it,26 was 120 yards long. On the western side, the nationalist commander had ordered the wooden floor-planks removed, leaving only the bare chains swinging free. At the eastern end stood the town gate, set in a 20-foot-high stone wall on which machine-guns had been mounted, commanding the approaches. In Yang's own understated words, ‘we were taken aback by the difficulties to be overcome.’27

Twenty-two men volunteered for the assault. Edgar Snow, a year later, based his classic account of what followed on the stories of the survivors.


Hand grenades and Mausers were strapped to their backs, and soon they were swinging out above the boiling water, moving hand over hand, clinging to the iron chains. Red machine-guns barked at enemy redoubts and spattered the bridgehead with bullets. The enemy replied with machine-gunning of his own, and snipers shot at the Reds tossing high above the water, working slowly towards them. The first warrior was hit, and dropped into the current below; a second fell, and then a third … Probably never before had the Sichuanese seen fighters like these – men for whom soldiering was not just a rice bowl, and youths ready to commit suicide to win. Were they human beings, or madmen or gods? …

At last, one Red crawled up over the bridge flooring, uncapped a grenade, and tossed it with perfect aim into the enemy redoubt. Nationalist officers ordered the rest of the planking torn up. It was already too late … Paraffin was thrown on to the planking, and it began to burn … But more Reds now swarmed over the chains, and arrived to help put out the fire and replace the boards … Far overhead angrily and impotently roared the planes of Chiang Kai-shek …28



The reality was slightly more prosaic than the myth which Snow created. The assault force did not ‘swing out … hand over hand’; they crept crabwise along the chains at each side of the bridge, while a second group laid an improvised floor of planks and branches behind them.29

But by whatever means, the miracle was that they crossed. History did not repeat itself. Where the Taipings had perished, the communists broke free. By the beginning of June, the whole army was safely on the eastern bank. Chiang Kai-shek's efforts to bottle them up in the mountains had been foiled.I

The leadership then met to discuss where to make for next.30

Luding lies at the eastern edge of the Himalayas, in the vast icy shadow of Gongga Shan, which soars up 25,000 feet, thirty miles to the south. The easiest route, eastward towards the plains, was ruled out because it lay too close to Guomindang troop concentrations. Another possibility was to follow the Dadu River to the north-west, which would eventually lead them to the Qinghai–Gansu border region. The problem there was that it lay through hostile country, thickly populated by Tibetans who bore no love for Chinese soldiers.

Mao chose the third way, which led across a series of 14,000-foot passes in the Jiajinshan, the Great Snowy Mountains, to the north-east.

It started badly. In the foothills, Guomindang aircraft spotted the column with which Mao and other Politburo members were travelling, and strafed and bombed it. None of the leaders was hurt, but one of Mao's bodyguards was killed.31 From then on, it got worse. Otto Braun remembered:

We went up over the mountain ridge, separating the Tibetan highland from China proper, on steep, narrow paths. Rivers in full spate had to be forded, dense virgin forests and treacherous moors crossed … Although summer had already begun, the temperature seldom rose above 50 F. At night it sank almost to freezing. The sparse population was made up of … national minorities of Tibetan extraction, traditionally called manzi (savages) by the Chinese, [ruled by] … Lama princes … They lay in wait to ambush small groups and stragglers. More and more, our route was lined with the bodies of the slain … All of us were unbelievably lice-ridden. Bleeding dysentery was rampant; the first cases of typhus appeared.32

For the rank and file, the crossing of the snow-bound peaks was the hardest part of the whole march. They wore only straw sandals and the thin summer clothing they had brought from the south. Mao remembered one unit losing two-thirds of its baggage animals. They fell, and could not get up.33 Dong Biwu, the Hubei Party leader, who climbed the mountains in the same group as Mao, remembered that men, too, fell and were unable to get up:

Heavy fog swirled about us, there was a high wind and half-way up it began to rain. As we climbed higher and higher, we were caught in a terrible hailstorm and the air became so thin that we could hardly breathe at all. Speech was completely impossible, and the cold so dreadful that our breath froze and our hands and lips turned blue … Those who sat down to rest or to relieve themselves froze to death on the spot. Exhausted political workers encouraged men by sign and touch to continue moving … At midnight [we] began climbing the next peak. It rained, then snowed, and the fierce wind whipped our bodies … Hundreds of our men died there … All along the route we kept reaching down to pull men to their feet only to find that they were already dead.34

On the worst stretches the going was too rough even for stretcher-bearers, and the wounded had to be carried on men's backs. Among them was He Zizhen. Two months after her baby was born, she had been with the nurses’ unit, escorting wounded men, when three Guomindang planes appeared. As they began strafing, she ran to help an injured officer to take cover. She was hit in fourteen places. Mao was told that she would probably die. Tenaciously, He Zizhen survived. But several pieces of shrapnel, including one in her head, were too dangerous to remove, and for weeks she was on the brink of death, drifting in and out of a coma.35

Mao's decision to take the back route, the deserted trail across the high peaks, proved well-founded. On June 12, when the First Front Army's vanguard reached the valley beyond, it encountered, near the village of Dawei, in Maogong county, an advance unit of Zhang Guotao's Fourth Army. Initially they took each other for warlord troops and shots were exchanged before they recognised each other's bugle calls. Neither army had had any reliable information about the position of the other.36

Mao, Zhu De and the headquarters staff arrived five days later, and a great torchlit rally was held to celebrate the two armies’ union. There were folk-dancing and theatricals, and Li Bozhao, the pretty, 24-year-old wife of Yang Shangkun, then a regimental political commissar, later to become China's President, entranced everyone with the Russian sailors’ dance, the yablochka, which she had learned as a student in Moscow. Mao made a speech and the troops feasted on provisions the Fourth Army had expropriated from local landlords. Over the next few days, other Fourth Army commanders gathered, followed, on June 24, by Zhang Guotao himself. A powerfully built, stately man, four years Mao's junior, he rode in with a large cavalry escort in the middle of a rainstorm to find Mao and the rest of the Politburo waiting by the roadside to greet him. Another welcoming rally was held, and that night, in Lianghekou, an opium-sodden hill village, even smaller and poorer than Dawei, the leaders held a banquet to mark the joyful occasion.37

After eight months of continuous fighting, the exhausted soldiers of the First Front Army were ecstatic over the junction with Zhang Guotao's forces. At last they would be able to rest, and rebuild their depleted strength.

Mao and Zhang were not so sure.

The problem was not ideological or political. It was not that they had different visions of the Chinese revolution, or that they favoured different methods for carrying it out. It was a matter of raw power.

Of the 86,000 men who had set out with Mao the previous October, fewer than 15,000 now remained. Zhang Guotao had four times more.38 Mao's men were in summer rags. Zhang's were warmly clothed. Mao's men were combat-weary southerners, unused to the cold mountain climate, underfed and, even when they could get food, unable to digest the local Tibetan tsampa, made from barley flour. Zhang's troops were Sichuanese, fighting on their home terrain, well-provisioned, rested and fit.

This might not have mattered if the Party had had a properly constituted leadership, with a clear chain of command. But in 1935 it did not.

The decisions taken at Zunyi were all open to challenge because only six of the twelve full Politburo members had been present. Zhang Wentian, who had become the provisional Party leader, had never been formally elected to the Central Committee, any more than had his predecessor, Bo Gu: both had originally been co-opted by an emergency procedure in Shanghai, in defiance of normal Party rules. In practice, moreover, since the Huili meeting in May, Mao, not Zhang Wentian, had been the dominant Politburo figure.

Zhang Guotao was Mao's equal in seniority. He too was a founder member of the Party. He, too, had been in and out of the top leadership since 1923. If Mao could achieve de facto primacy, what was to stop Zhang Guotao, a no less ambitious man, from trying to do the same?

In the past, the ultimate arbiter of such matters had always been the Comintern. But for most of the last eight months, the Comintern had been silent. A few days before the evacuation of Ruijin, police in the French concession in Shanghai had raided a CCP safe house and seized the Party's one short-wave radio transmitter. Direct contact with Moscow would not be re-established until the summer of 1936.39

The two men began manoeuvring, very cautiously, from the moment they learned that their forces had made contact on June 12. Zhang made discreet overtures to Mao's military commanders. Mao, with breathtaking cynicism, played up the role of Otto Braun as proof of Comintern support.40 In the ten days before they met at Lianghekou, there was a long exchange of probing telegrams, in which the Politburo, at Mao's urging, proposed setting up a base area in the Sichuan–Gansu–Shaanxi border region, between the Min and Jialing rivers. When Zhang begged to disagree, Mao politely rejoined: ‘Please think it over again.’41 Face to face, each man invariably referred to the other by the honorific, ‘elder brother’. But behind the façade of courtesies, the calculus was brutally simple. Zhang was determined to parlay his overwhelming military strength into political power. Mao had a majority in the Politburo, which meant he could block him. But at what cost?

After three days of talks, culminating in a formal meeting on June 28, chaired by Zhou Enlai in the lamasery of Lianghekou, its walls black with the smoke of yak's butter from Buddhist votive lamps, a compromise was patched together to which Zhang reluctantly assented. The main forces would head north to set up a base area in southern Gansu, as Mao had proposed, and they would wage an offensive campaign of mobile warfare so as not to become ‘turtles in an urn’, victims once again of the blockhouse strategy that the nationalists had used to such devastating effect in Jiangxi. Zhang was appointed Vice-Chairman of the Military Commission, under Zhu De. But the crucial issue of unifying the command of the two armies, to which all agreed in principle, was left in practice for another day.42

On paper, Mao seemed to have the advantage. Zhang had accepted his plan.

However, the agreement quickly proved hollow. When the First Front Army set out for Maoergai, a small settlement a hundred miles to the north, to prepare for an attack on Songpan, the garrison town which controlled the main pass to Gansu, Zhang's Fourth Army dragged its feet. On July 18, another Politburo meeting was held. Zhou Enlai, now seriously ill with hepatitis, resigned his post as General Political Commissar, which Zhang agreed to take over. Yet still the Fourth Army held back. The attack on Songpan failed. As the communist forces crawled northward, more crisis meetings were held and more concessions offered. But never quite enough.

On both sides, suspicion and resentment thickened. The nub of their disagreements was over where the Red Army should go next (and, by inference, who had the power to make that decision). Mao continued to advocate going north. Zhang wanted to go west, or south.

To prevent an open split, the Politburo agreed, at a series of meetings in the Tibetan village of Shawo at the beginning of August, that Zhang's powers should be further enhanced. He and Zhu De would take overall command of the entire Red Army, which would be divided into two columns. They would travel, with the GHQ staff, in the left column, comprising mainly Fourth Army troops. Mao and the rest of the Politburo would move with the much smaller right column, of mixed First and Fourth Army units, led by Zhang's deputy, Xu Xiangqian. In return, Zhang agreed that the army should continue to head northward, across the grasslands, a treacherous expanse of marsh and bog, which, after the failure at Songpan, was now the only route open to them if they wished to reach Gansu.43

These arrangements were less of a gamble on Mao's part than they might appear. Ultimate control still rested with the Politburo, in which he had the dominant voice. In any case, they were not intended as a permanent solution, but merely to stave off for a time the showdown which they all knew was coming.

Ten days later, at a meeting at Maoergai held in Zhang's absence, the Politburo Standing Committee gave instructions to begin secretly collecting evidence for the eventual case against him, and approved (but did not circulate) a Central Committee resolution, describing Zhang's proposal to move west, into the isolated high plateau of Qinghai and southern Ningxia, as ‘dangerous and flightist’. It added menacingly: ‘This policy stems from fear, exaggeration of the enemy's strength and loss of confidence in our own forces and our victory. It is right opportunism.’44

For a while, it seemed the new arrangements would pay off. Despite the Centre's harsh language, and Zhang's continuing reservations, the two columns began moving north along separate routes about fifty miles apart. The stage was being set for what Mao would call, years later, ‘the darkest moment of my life.’45

*

The grasslands lie at 11,000 feet in an immense basin, ‘an inland Sargasso Sea’, as one writer has called it,46 spreading for 5,000 square miles along a vast horseshoe bend in the Yellow River, as it descends from the Himalayas in the west to turn north towards Inner Mongolia. Otto Braun remembered:

A deceptive green cover hid a black viscous swamp, which sucked in anyone who broke through the thin crust or strayed from the narrow path … We drove native cattle or horses before us, which instinctively found the least dangerous way … Cold rain fell several times a day, and at night turned to wet snow or sleet. There was not a dwelling, tree or shrub as far as the eye could see. We slept in squatting positions … Some did not awaken in the morning, victims of cold and exhaustion. And this was August! Our sole nourishment came from the grain kernels we had hoarded or, as a rare and special treat, a morsel of stone-hard dried meat. The swamp water was not fit to drink. But it was drunk, because there was no wood to purify it by boiling. Outbreaks of bloody dysentery and typhus … again won the upper hand.47

Some died because their bodies could not assimilate the raw, unmilled grain. Later units, maddened by hunger, picked the undigested kernels from the bloody faeces of those who had gone before, washed them as best they could and ate them.48

The rank and file, southern plainsmen, brought up in the bustling villages of the coast, had the will to live sucked out of them by the paralysing emptiness of the place. Ji Pengfei, later China’s Foreign Minister, then a young medical orderly, recalled: ‘Every morning we had to take a count to see how many were left. We found some who were not dead. Their eyes were open. But they could not rise … We got them to their feet, and they slumped back into the bog, dead.’49 In the crossing of the grasslands, the First Front Army lost as many men as it had in the Snowy Mountains, three months before.

Mao's right column crossed first, taking six days to get from Mowe, at the southern edge of the basin, to Baxi, forty miles across the swamp to the north. Back on dry land, they decisively defeated a Guomindang division which had come over the mountains from the east to block their path, inflicting several thousand casualties.50

By then it was the end of August. Mao's troops halted to rest, while Zhang's left column, sixty miles away on the western edge of the basin, launched its own attempt to cross the morass. But when they reached the Gequ, a tributary of the Yellow River, they found it was in flood and decided to turn back. Zhang announced the decision in a fretful, oddly childish wireless signal, in which he blamed Mao for their plight and ordered both columns to head back towards the south: ‘Facing the endless grasslands and unable to go forward, we will die here if we do nothing. This place is misery … You insisted that we make for [Baxi]. Now look at the result! Going north is not only inopportune, but it will cause all kinds of difficulties.’51

That triggered a furious exchange of radio messages. The Politburo insisted that the original plan be respected. Zhang insisted that it be abandoned. Then, on September 8, he issued an order to Fourth Army officers seconded to the First Army to return to their original units.

The Politburo met that night. Zhou Enlai, still laid low by illness, joined the discussion from his litter. They approved a telegram, pleading in the most conciliatory terms for Zhang to reconsider: ‘We, your brothers, hope that you will think it over again … and go north. This is a critical moment for the Red Army. It demands that all of us be prudent.’52

Next morning, he appeared to back down.

But something about Zhang's message did not quite ring true. Mao's old rival from Jinggangshan, bull-headed Peng Dehuai, sensed a trap and deployed troops secretly in a protective shield around Politburo headquarters. He asked Mao whether they should take the Fourth Army cadres hostage, in case they were attacked. Mao pondered the question, but said no. Two hours later, the Chief of Staff, Ye Jianying, intercepted a second, secret, message from Zhang. It ordered the commander, Xu Xiangqian, and his commissar, Chen Changhao, both Fourth Army stalwarts, to lead the right column back to the south. Between the lines it was implied that if necessary they should use force against anyone who might try to stop them.53

Mao, Bo Gu, Zhang Wentian and Zhou Enlai met again at Peng's First Army headquarters. They agreed that there was now no choice but to strike out on their own. Lin Biao, whose men were at Ejie, twenty miles to the north-west, was ordered to stay where he was, and await developments.

Later Mao would remember that night as a time when the fate of the Red Army hung by a thread.54 In the year that had passed since they left Yudu, they had marched nearly 5,000 miles, fighting more than two hundred battles, across some of the most inhospitable terrain in the world. Their illiterate peasant troops had endured hardships that no other modern army had survived. Conventional military science holds that a unit which loses a quarter of its men is finished as a fighting force. By the time the Red Army emerged from the grasslands, more than nine-tenths of those who had set out had been lost. Yet now, just as the end seemed in sight, the pitiful remnants of this extraordinary sacrifice were about to complete their own destruction by unleashing a bloody conflict among themselves.

At 2 a.m., in pitch darkness, Peng's forces silently moved out. Ye Jianying and Yang Shangkun stole away from Xu's front headquarters to join them, bringing with them a set of maps.

Their flight was soon discovered. Chen Changhao proposed impetuously that troops be sent in pursuit. Xu, dour military man that he was, refused. Instead, another of Zhang's supporters, a brash Returned Student named Li Te, set off with a cavalry escort to try to persuade them to return. Otto Braun, who was with Mao, pulled Li from his horse. The Politburo looked on, bemused, as they screamed at each other in Russian. Mao punctured the tension with an aphorism: ‘You don't tie the bride and groom at the altar,’ he told Li, ‘and you don't stop a family feuding.’ Any Fourth Army man who wished to stay behind could do so, he added, but the First Army would go north.55

Mao and his colleagues sent one last message to Zhang, ordering him to follow them. It concluded: ‘No objections! No delay! No disobedience!’ There was no response.56

While Xu Xiangqian and the rest of the right column made their way back across the grasslands to meet Zhang and a deeply unhappy Zhu De, who would spend the next year with the Fourth Army as a semi-hostage,57 the First Army leaders had other, more pressing concerns. Nationalist troops were advancing in strength from the east. Peng took Zhu's place as commander, while Mao returned to his old post of Political Commissar.58 They now had fewer than 10,000 men. If they allowed themselves to be hemmed in against the marshes, they would risk complete destruction.

At Ejie the situation had become so desperate that Mao revived an idea he had first raised in Sichuan. If they could break through to the north, they would head for the Soviet Union, and try to set up a new base area, with Russian support, on the border of Outer Mongolia or Xinjiang. ‘In the past,’ he acknowledged, ‘the Party Centre opposed such a policy … But things are different now …. We must … break through … and obtain guidance and assistance from the [Communist] International … We are not an independent communist party. It is wrong to refuse absolutely to ask for help … Otherwise we will have to fight a guerrilla war endlessly.’59

It was the first time since the earliest days of the Chinese Party – and it would be the last – that Mao spoke openly of turning to the Soviet Union to save the Chinese revolution from destruction.

In the end, it did not come to that. Two days’ march to the east, at Lazikou Pass, an impregnable, heavily fortified nationalist choke-point on the Bailongjiang, the White Dragon River, where the valley narrowed to a defile only a few yards across, between sheer cliffs more than a thousand feet high, the Red Army scored another of the astonishing military tours de force that would make its name a legend. A twenty-man commando group from Yang Chengwu's regiment climbed the precipitous crags behind, and hurled down grenades from the heights, taking the defenders by surprise. It was the last major battle of the Long March.60 Four days later, on September 21, the First Army entered Hadapu, in southern Gansu, the first Han town they had seen since leaving Yunnan four months earlier. There, from a GMD newspaper, they learned that a communist base area existed in Shaanxi. The plan to make for the Soviet Union was shelved. Instead, the army headed east across Ningxia, to Wuqi, near Bao'an, in the parched highlands of China's far north-west.61

For the next month, they marched 600 miles across a lunar landscape of great conical hills of bare cappucino-coloured soil, as fine as talcum powder, carved like tiered wedding cakes into high terraces, so smooth they seemed to have been cut with a knife, and scarred with huge keyhole-shaped ravines, plunging down hundreds of feet into wide flat canyons below. It was poorer than any part of Han China they had seen before. Every two or three years, the harvest failed from drought or floods. The people lived in caves, cut into the soft loess cliffs. But to the Red Army, it seemed like a rest-cure. There were skirmishes with Moslem cavalry, but after the breakthrough at Lazikou the main GMD armies held back. Messengers went ahead to the new base area, which was led by two local men, Liu Zhidan and Gao Gang. They had both been arrested in a purge of suspected counter-revolutionaries, launched by Xu Haidong, a Red Army leader who had reached Shaanxi a few weeks earlier after fighting his way north from the old E-Yu-Wan base area. The Politburo arrived just in time to order their release.62

In this arid, desert country, Mao would spend the next twelve years. On October 22, 1935, a year and four days after he had left Yudu, the March was formally declared to be at an end. Of those who had set out with him, fewer than 5,000 remained.63


During this immense peregrination, the wider world beyond China's borders was not entirely forgotten. In the south-west, the army had put up slogans, calling on Chinese to unite against Japan.64 In June, Mao had learned from the Fourth Army that Japanese forces had moved into Inner Mongolia, and the Politburo had issued a statement condemning Chiang Kai-shek's failure to stop them.65 But it was not until the First Front Army reached Hadapu, in late September, that Mao became aware that the mood in the country was beginning to change, and Chiang's policy of appeasement was finally wearing thin.

That summer, Japan had forced the Guomindang government to withdraw Chinese troops from the vicinity of Beijing and Tianjin; to dismiss provincial officials regarded as hostile to Japan; and to promulgate a humiliating ‘goodwill mandate’, banning expressions of anti-Japanese sentiment. Widespread public anger had resulted.66

Most of this Mao could only guess at. But what he did learn was enough to convince him that the decision to make for Shaanxi had been correct. ‘Zhang Guotao calls us opportunists,’ he told a meeting of regimental commanders in mid-September. ‘Well, who are the opportunists now? Japanese imperialism is invading China, and we are going north to resist Japan.’ A week later the Politburo Standing Committee declared that north Shaanxi would become ‘a new anti-Japanese base.’67 To Mao, that decision was a beacon. After a year of haphazard retreat, the Party finally had a new purpose. His instinct to go north, even if for the wrong reasons, had been proved right. Zhang's decision to go south had been wrong. Mao had matured since the day, eight years earlier, when, in a letter to the Politburo, he had written of ‘jumping for joy’ at a decision which had pleased him. But his elation at the Party's renewed mission, to subdue the Grey Dragon of the East, Japan, was just as strongly felt. In the mountains of southern Ningxia, as he looked out for the first time across the highlands that would take the Red Army to its new home, he expressed his feelings in a poem.

High on the crest of Liupan Mountain,
Our banners flap idly in the western breeze.
Today we hold fast the long cord,
When shall we bind the Grey Dragon?68

Mao was not alone in turning his thoughts to Japan in the autumn of 1935. Stalin was watching the rise of European fascism, and the fledgeling alliance between Berlin, Rome and Tokyo, with growing alarm. At the Comintern's Seventh Congress in July 1935, a new strategy was unveiled: the anti-fascist united front, in which communists and social democrats, formerly deadly rivals, were to join together directly in a common struggle to defend the proletariat, and its champion, the Soviet Union, against the fascist Powers.

In France and Spain, the new policy produced Popular Front governments, bringing together heterogeneous coalitions of anarchists, communists, liberals, socialists and syndicalists.

For the Chinese Party, the road was less clear. On August 1, Wang Ming, the CCP's representative in Moscow, issued a declaration calling for the establishment of a ‘unified government of national defence’ to resist Japan. In China, however, there were no anarchists, liberals and socialists with whom the communists could make common cause. There was only Chiang Kai-shek's Guomindang; and Chiang, in Wang Ming's words, was a traitor, a ‘scum with the face of a man and the heart of a beast’, as much an enemy as the Japanese themselves. So while Wang's Moscow declaration reiterated the CCP's long-standing offer to join forces with any White army, including Chiang's own GMD troops, provided they stopped attacking the soviet areas and agreed to fight Japan, in practice it appeared no more likely than before that the offer would be taken up.69

News of these developments reached Shaanxi in mid-November. By then the Red Army had moved south to fight off a Guomindang force from Xian. Another month would elapse before the Politburo met at Wayaobu, a walled county town of one-storey grey-brick houses, fifty miles west of the Yellow River, to discuss the implications of the new strategy.70

There, on Christmas Day, 1935, it passed a resolution marking a shift in political line every bit as dramatic as the change in military strategy approved a year earlier. At Zunyi, the conventional warfare tactics of the Returned Student leadership had been jettisoned. Now at Wayaobu, the Russian-inspired dogmatism that had dominated Party decision-making since the Fourth Plenum in January 1931 was swept aside as well.

In its place came pragmatic, flexible policies, designed to win maximum public support with a minimum of ideological baggage.

The CCP, the resolution declared, could not lead the struggle against Japan and Chiang Kai-shek by relying on the working class alone. The rich peasants, the petty bourgeoisie, even the national bourgeoisie, all had their role to play too. Leftism, not rightism, it went on, was now the main danger to the communist cause. Left ‘closed-doorism’ manifested itself in a reluctance to change tactics to cope with new situations; clinging to policies which were divorced from practice; and ‘an inability to apply Marxism, Leninism and Stalinism to the specific, concrete conditions of China, thus turning them into rigid dogmas’. Party members needed to understand that victory would be achieved when people became convinced that they represented the interests of the majority of Chinese, not by slavishly following ‘empty, abstract communist principles’. To that end, the land and property of rich peasants would no longer be confiscated. Shopkeepers, small capitalists and intellectuals would enjoy the same political rights as workers and peasants, and their economic and cultural freedoms would be protected. Large-scale capitalists would be treated favourably. The ‘Workers’, Peasants’ and Soldiers’ Soviet Republic’ would be renamed ‘the Soviet People's Republic’, to signify that all citizens had a place in it.71

The Wayaobu meeting was chaired, and the resolution drafted, not by Mao but by Zhang Wentian. This reflected the formal power structure: Zhang was still acting Party leader. But it was also a political manoeuvre, of the kind at which Mao excelled. As a member of the old Fourth Plenum leadership, who better than Zhang to unveil policies which implicitly condemned everything he and his colleagues had once stood for?72

Approved on the eve of Mao's forty-second birthday, the Wayaobu resolution marked the start of his ideological ascendancy in the Party. Two days later, at a rally of activists, he savoured his success:

The advocates of closed-door tactics say the … forces of the revolution must be pure, absolutely pure, and the road of the revolution must be straight, absolutely straight. Nothing is correct except what is literally recorded in Holy Writ. [They say] the national bourgeoisie is entirely and eternally counter-revolutionary. Not an inch must be conceded to the rich peasants. The yellow trade unions must be fought tooth and nail … Was there ever a cat that did not eat fish [they ask,] or a warlord who was not counter-revolutionary? … It follows, therefore, that closed-doorism is the sole wonder-working magic, while the united front is an opportunist tactic. Comrades, which is right? … I answer without a moment's hesitation: the united front, not closed-doorism. Three-year-olds have many ideas that are right, but they cannot be entrusted with serious national or world affairs because they do not understand them yet. Marxism-Leninism is opposed to [such] ‘infantile disorders’ found in the revolutionary ranks. Like every other activity in the world, revolution always follows a tortuous road, not a straight one … Closed-doorism just ‘drives the fish into deep waters and the sparrows into the thickets’, and it will drive the millions upon millions of the masses … over to the enemy's side.73

There was no open criticism at Wayaobu of Bo Gu, Zhou Enlai, or any of the other former leftists. Mao's interest was not to alienate those who had been his adversaries, but to win them over. Zhang's role was to help build a consensus for the hard slog that lay ahead.

Hard slog it was. The Shaanxi base might be a haven of peace after the hardships of the Long March, but it was so poor that even the wretched hill villages of Guizhou and south-west Sichuan looked rich and fertile by comparison, and it was ringed by enemies. Moslem cavalry patrolled the western marches, towards Ningxia and Qinghai. Yan Xishan's White armies held Shanxi, to the east. Zhang Xueliang's North-East Army, which had been expelled from Manchuria by the Japanese, had just been sent to garrison the south. If the Red Army was to survive, let alone prosper, in its new home, it would have to find provisions and recruits, and to neutralise at least one of the hostile forces encircling it.

Even before the Wayaobu conference, Mao had concluded that the weakest point in Chiang's armoury was Zhang Xueliang's Manchurian force.74 Zhang was in his early thirties, the son of a bandit leader who in the early part of the century had fought and killed his way to become one of the most powerful warlords in China. The Young Marshal, as he was widely known, to distinguish him from his father, the Old Marshal, was a ruthless, often devious, sometimes naive young man, who had recently kicked a powerful opium habit. But he was also a patriot. The Old Marshal had been assassinated by Japanese agents. Zhang himself had lost his country to the Japanese, partly because Chiang Kai-shek had encouraged him not to resist them. Zhang's troops had lost their homes. They had no interest in fighting communists. They hated Japan.

From late November 1935, Mao deluged the Young Marshal's commanders with offers of a truce and a joint campaign against the Japanese invaders. ‘We are Chinese,’ he wrote. ‘We eat the same Chinese grain. We live in the same land. The Red Army and the North-East Army are from the same Chinese earth. Why should we be enemies? Why should we kill each other? Today I propose to your honourable army that we cease fighting … and sign a peace accord.’75

Red Army units were instructed to release captured White officers, and to care for the enemy's wounded. In line with this directive, at the beginning of January 1936, Peng Dehuai released an officer named Gao Fuyuan, who had been captured two months earlier. Gao had been a schoolmate of Zhang Xueliang, and when he returned to Zhang's headquarters at Luochuan, a hundred miles south of Wayaobu, he convinced the Manchurian leader that the communists’ offers of co-operation were sincere. A week later, Gao arranged for a message to be dropped to Peng from a nationalist aircraft on a supply run to a Guomindang garrison the communists were besieging. On January 19, Mao's envoy, Li Kenong, arrived at Luochuan to begin negotiations.76

It turned out to be surprisingly easy. The Young Marshal received Li next day, and agreed at once to adopt a ‘passive’ stance in the civil war. The only sticking point concerned Chiang Kai-shek. In Li's negotiating brief, Mao had argued that resisting Japan and opposing the ‘national traitors’ were two sides of the same coin; one was not possible without the other. This the Manchurian leader adamantly rejected. He was ready for a truce with the communists, but not to come out openly against his own Commander-in-Chief.77 By the time the year was out, both men would change their stance, with momentous consequences. But for the time being, they agreed to differ. At the beginning of March, Mao told the Politburo that a verbal accord had been reached on a ceasefire, and Zhang's forward garrisons at Yan'an and Fuxian, south of Wayaobu, were to be treated as friendly forces.78

Five weeks later, Zhou Enlai slipped into Yan'an to talk to the Young Marshal face to face. The meeting, held in a Christian church, lasted most of the night. When Zhou left, just before dawn, they had agreed that the formation of a national government and a unified anti-Japanese national army was the only way forward. Zhang was not yet ready to take an anti-Japanese stand in public, nor would he defy Chiang Kai-shek if he received a direct order to enter areas under Red Army control. But, short of that, the truce would be strictly observed; permanent liaison officers would be appointed; trade between the Red and White areas would be permitted; and the Young Marshal would use his influence with fellow nationalist commanders to secure safe passage for communist units. He even agreed, Zhou reported, to supply the Red Army with arms and ammunition.79

With his southern flank thus secured, Mao was free to pursue the other main task that had been decided at Wayaobu: rebuilding the communists’ military strength after the attrition of the Long March.80

In December 1935, the First Front Army had barely 7,000 men. The local Shaanxi forces, led by Liu Zhidan and Gao Gang, and Xu Haidong's E-Yu-Wan army, each had 3,000. Mao's target was to recruit another 40,000, a quarter of them the following spring. The only realistic way to do this was to mount an expedition across the Yellow River to Shanxi. That carried the risk, as Peng Dehuai pointed out, that they might not be able to get back. Mao went ahead anyway, leaving behind Zhou Enlai and Bo Gu to watch over the Shaanxi base.81

The venture was christened the ‘Eastern Expedition to Resist Japan and Save the Nation’.82 It made good propaganda. But for all Mao's stirring talk of marching to Hebei to confront the invaders, its objectives were much more limited.

The communists did not come within 200 miles of Japanese units during the two-and-a-half months, from late February to early May 1936, that they spent in Shanxi, Instead, they skirmished with Guomindang troops in a narrow area, no more than fifty miles from the river, where they raised 300,000 silver dollars by expropriating landlords, and gained about 8,000 men, half of them peasants recruited from the Shanxi villages, the remainder prisoners of war. That brought Mao's forces back to 20,000 men, about the same number as he had had a year earlier, but still far fewer than there would have been had the communist leadership remained united. The irony of the CCP's position in the spring and summer of 1936 was that, even as it successfully pursued a united front with the Young Marshal's North-East Army, its own forces remained irrevocably split. Zhang Guotao was still in Sichuan, and the bulk of the Red Army was with him.

Here, too, however, there were signs of change. In the first weeks after the separation, Zhang had orchestrated a series of Fourth Army political conferences, which ‘expelled’ Mao, Zhou Enlai, Bo Gu and Zhang Wentian from the Party and elected a new ‘Central Committee’ and ‘Politburo’ with Zhang himself as General Secretary. A message was then sent to Wayaobu, ordering the Shaanxi-based leaders to cease using the ‘false title’ of Party Centre, and to refer to themselves in future as the CCP Northern Bureau.83

Mao, in contrast, acted with great prudence. At Ejie, the day after the split, he had resisted calls for Zhang's expulsion. Though a resolution was passed, denouncing Zhang for ‘crimes of splitting the Red Army’ and ‘right-opportunist and warlord tendencies’, it was not published. When the Long March ended, and Mao consolidated his own position, it was as Chairman of the North-West Bureau of the Military Commission (and, concomitantly, CC Secretary for Military Affairs), with Zhou and Wang Jiaxiang as his deputies, not as Commission Chairman per se. Even after the announcement that Zhang had set up a rival leadership, Mao took no action for more than a month. Only in January 1936, when it became clear that Zhang would not retract, did he finally authorise the release of the Ejie resolution, making the break official.84 By then the Comintern had made clear that it supported the Central Committee based at Wayaobu, that it regarded Mao as one of the ‘standard-bearers’ of world communism and that it rejected Zhang's claim to have set up a rival leadership.85

That spring Zhang's star was already on the wane. The Fourth Army's southern campaign had at first been highly successful. But during the winter, Chiang Kai-shek's forces had counter-attacked and the tide began to turn. While Mao was off on his ‘eastern expedition’, Zhang had suffered two crushing defeats. The Fourth Army had been forced back from the fertile Chengdu plain into the barren, isolated regions bordering Tibet.86

In May, when Mao returned to Wayaobu, he made fresh efforts to woo back the errant force, promising to let bygones by bygones if only Zhang and his men would come to join them in the north. ‘Between you, Comrade Guotao, and we, your brothers, there are no political or strategic differences,’ one emollient Politburo telegram declared. ‘There is no need to discuss the past. Our only duty now … is to unite against Chiang Kai-shek and Japan.’87

Soon afterwards, Zhang's troops were joined by the Second Front Army, formed from units led by Ren Bishi and He Long, who had come together in northern Guizhou two years earlier.II The result was to increase Zhang's military strength, but to dilute his political authority. Gradually the pressure to move north grew stronger. At the beginning of July, the new, combined force reluctantly set off across the grasslands, following the same path to Shaanxi that Mao's First Army had followed a year earlier, with the same terrible losses. There at last, in October 1936, they were met by First Army troops under Peng Dehuai, who had penetrated into Gansu almost as far as Lanzhou. Yet still the deadly game was not quite over. The Fourth Army's main force, more than 20,000-strong, became stranded on the west bank of the Yellow River, cut off by a GMD army which seized the ferry points. Zhang, in his role of General Political Commissar, ordered it to strike out to the west on a suicidal march through the Gansu corridor, where it was cut to ribbons by Moslem cavalry. A year later, the exhausted remnants of that carnage returned to Shaanxi. More than half had perished. The headquarters group, led by Li Xiannian, had been reduced to 400 men.88

A month after Zhang's fateful order, on December 6, 1936, he and Zhu De joined Mao and the rest of the leadership at the Politburo's headquarters in north Shaanxi for a triumphal celebration of unity restored. Next day, Mao was named Chairman of the Military Commission, with Zhang and Zhou Enlai as his deputies.89

The mise-en-scène was fictive. Zhang's challenge to Mao was over. So was his political career. For the last year, since the meeting at Wayaobu, Mao had had the final word in the Politburo. Now he had final control, too, over all 40,000 Red Army men who remained after the great migration from south China to the north. The destruction of the flower of the Fourth Army in the Gansu corridor hastened Zhang's political demise. But he was finished anyway. Fifteen months earlier, at Maoergai, Mao had already warned that when the time was right, Zhang would be required to answer for the errors that he had made.90


While the long struggle with Zhang Guotao was fitfully played out, Mao was stalking a bigger quarry. At the beginning of March 1936, a few days after Zhang Xueliang agreed to a truce, the Politburo authorised peace feelers to the government in Nanjing.91

The purpose, at that stage, was not to try to win over Chiang Kai-shek. He was still counter-revolution personified, the ‘chief traitor and collaborator’, to be opposed no less fiercely than Japan. One inner-Party directive stated bluntly: ‘everyone wants to see traitor Chiang die a terrible death.’92 The aim of the communist proposals was rather to undercut Chiang's policy of ‘internal pacification first, resistance to Japan second’; to strengthen the hand of the anti-Japanese faction of the Guomindang, led by Chiang's brother-in-law, the former Finance Minister, T. V. Soong; and last, but not least, to satisfy Moscow's demands that no stone be left unturned in the search for united front allies. Russia had re-established diplomatic relations with nationalist China in 1933. As the anti-Comintern Axis strengthened, Russian national interests – as distinct from the interests of Russia's CCP allies – made Chiang a potential partner whose armies, in a future war, were not to be ignored.

Mao's proposals were an artful mixture of substance and spin. He laid down three basic conditions: an immediate end to the civil war and free passage for the Red Army through Hebei so that it might ‘check the advance of Japanese imperialism’; the release of political prisoners; and the restoration of political freedoms. To these would later be added internal reforms and the establishment of a government of national defence.93

All over China, hatred of Japan was intensifying. That winter, in what became known as the December Ninth movement, tens of thousands of students, infuriated by Japanese demands for recognition of their conquest of north China, had staged violent demonstrations in Beijing and other cities. The communists compared it to the May Fourth movement, sixteen years before. In the provinces, angry mobs lynched Japanese travellers. Intellectuals flocked to join national salvation associations. For months, the two countries were close to war. Mao calculated that in these circumstances, if the communists talked to the Guomindang, they had nothing to lose. If the talks made progress, the split between the pro- and anti-Japanese factions of the Guomindang would widen. If they broke down, they would be made public, which would enhance the communists’ standing with an urban opinion increasingly enraged by Chiang's policy of appeasement.94

But they did not break down. By the summer, a bewildering array of back channels and secret negotiating mechanisms was in place. In Moscow, nationalist diplomats held discreet meetings with Wang Ming at the CCP's Comintern mission.95 In Nanjing, a communist envoy, disguised as a priest, made contact with Chen Lifu, one of the most powerful men in the Guomindang after Chiang himself. Later Mao sent another, more senior, emissary for talks with Chen in Nanjing and Shanghai. The two sides discussed the possibility of the GMD leaders meeting Zhou Enlai in Hong Kong or Canton.96

As the negotiations progressed, Mao's attitude to Chiang Kai-shek, and to the wider implications of Japanese aggression, underwent a gradual change. By April 1936, he had concluded that the old slogan, Fan-Ri tao-Jiang, ‘Resist Japan, Oppose Chiang’, was counter-productive. ‘Our stand is to oppose Japan and stop the civil war,’ he told Zhang Wentian. ‘Opposing Chiang Kai-shek is secondary.’ A month later he was wondering aloud whether it made sense to go on lumping together all the imperialist powers as a single bloc, when there were obviously growing strains between Japan, on the one hand, and Britain and the United States on the other.97

That led to the decision to allow Edgar Snow to visit the base area, in order to publicise the communist cause in the West. In June, the Red Army gave up Wayaobu, and the Politburo moved its headquarters to Bao'an, a still more remote and impoverished county town in the very heart of the loess country, where the leaders lived in cave-dwellings, cut into a weathered red sandstone cliff overlooking a muddy river.98 There Mao told Snow, in a prophetic interview on July 16:

Those who imagine that by further sacrifices of Chinese sovereignty … they can halt the advance of Japan are only indulging in utopian fancy … The Japanese navy aspires to blockade the China seas, and to seize the Philippines, Siam, Indochina, Malaya and the Dutch East Indies. In the event of war, Japan will try to make them her strategic bases … [But] China is a very big nation, and it cannot be said to be conquered until every inch of it is under the sword of the invader. If Japan should succeed in occupying even a large section of China, getting possession of an area with as many as 100 or even 200 million people, we would still be far from defeated … The great reservoirs of human material in the revolutionary Chinese people will still be pouring men, ready to fight for their freedom, into our front lines, long after the tidal flood of Japanese imperialism has wrecked itself on the hidden reefs of Chinese resistance.99

A few days earlier, Chiang had given the first public intimation that his patience with Japan might finally be running out. If Japan tried to force his government to recognise the puppet states it was setting up in North China, adjacent to Manchuria, he warned, the ‘moment of final sacrifice’ would have arrived. The language was prudent, but it marked a change of tone.100

All through the summer and autumn of 1936, the CCP multiplied public and private appeals to the Guomindang and its leaders to sign a truce and join forces against Japan.101 In August, under pressure from Stalin – who by now had belatedly decided that an anti-Japanese alliance between the communists and the Guomindang was vital to Soviet interests – Mao proposed that the CCP–GMD united front that had existed in the 1920s be revived, and that an ‘All-China United Democratic Republic’ be set up, incorporating the Red base areas, which would be subject to the same parliamentary system as the rest of the country.102 ‘For a people being deprived of its national freedom,’ he told Snow, ‘the revolutionary task is not immediate socialism, but the struggle for independence. We cannot even discuss communism if we are robbed of a country in which to practise it.’103 Mao even agreed to change the designation of the Red Army, so as to make it formally part of the nationalist armed forces, under nominal nationalist command. So long as the reality of the Party's control over communist troops and territory was preserved, almost any concession was possible. At the same time, however, he expressed doubts that Chiang's strategy had really changed and predicted that he would continue to waver.104

Mao's reservations proved justified. In October, Chiang reiterated that ‘resistance against Japan requires the suppression of the communists first’. The end of that month saw Mao speaking of the negotiations taking ‘a critical downward turn’.105 Then, at a secret meeting in Shanghai in November, Chen Lifu upped the ante. There would have to be a ceiling on communist troop strength, he said. At first he proposed 3,000 men; then 30,000. Beyond that he would not budge. At a second meeting in Nanjing, Zhou indicated that the communists might be prepared to accept even that condition. But the accord remained stalled.106

The reason soon became clear. Chiang had become convinced that one last push would rid him of the communists, once and for all. On December 4, traffic was cleared from the highway to Xian's well-guarded aerodrome, and police lined the roadside. The Generalissimo was arriving in state to begin final preparations for what was to be his sixth and last, communist encirclement campaign.107 For the previous three months, Zhang Xueliang had been imploring him to end the civil war and allow the North-East Army to fight Japan instead. Now Zhang was given an ultimatum: either fight the Reds, or face immediate transfer to the south.108

Events then moved with bewildering speed.

On Tuesday, December 8, the Japanese War Minister warned that unless China was more accommodating, fresh conflict was inevitable. Next day, thousands of students marched in protest to Lintong, a hot springs resort near Xian where Chiang had set up his headquarters. The police opened fire, and several young people were injured.109 On Thursday, the 10th, Mao telegraphed Zhang that negotiations with the nationalists had broken down because of Chiang's ‘excessive demands’. Twenty-four hours later, Mao's secretary, Ye Zilong, received Zhang's reply. It was quite short, he recalled, but when he decoded it he came across a phrase, in classical Chinese, containing two characters whose meaning neither he nor anyone else in the Secretariat could work out. He took it to Mao, who looked at it quickly and smiled. ‘There's good news on the way’, he remembered Mao saying.110

Otto Braun, who lived nearby, awoke next morning, a Saturday, to find Bao'an abuzz with excitement. The field telephone, linking Mao's office to the Politburo and the Military Commission, rang incessantly. Mao himself, who normally worked at night and slept until midday, was already up. A bodyguard told Braun the news, the incredible, sensational news that was spreading through Bao'an like wildfire: Chiang Kai-shek had been arrested shortly before dawn, and was being held at the headquarters of the North-East Army in Xian on the orders of Zhang Xueliang.111

The story, as they gradually pieced it together in the hours that followed, was this. On Friday night, after despatching his mysterious secret telegram to Mao, Zhang had summoned a meeting of about a dozen senior commanders. He ordered them to arrest Chiang's General Staff; to take over the Governor's office; to disarm the police and the Blueshirts, a GMD paramilitary force; and to seize the airport. The head of Zhang's personal bodyguard, a 26-year-old captain, then set off with 200 men for Lintong, where, at 5 a.m., he led the assault on Chiang's quarters. The Generalissimo's guards resisted long enough for him to flee up the rocky, snow-covered hillside behind the resort. There, two hours later, he was discovered in a narrow cave, shivering from the cold, dressed only in a nightshirt, and barely able to talk, having left behind his false teeth in the panic of his flight. From this undignified hiding-place, he was carried down on the young captain's back and driven into the city, where Zhang Xueliang apologised profusely for the treatment he had been made to suffer, assured him of his personal safety, and then repeated the demand that he had been making since the summer: that Chiang change his policy, and resist Japan.112

The communists, leaders and soldiers alike, received the news rapturously. At a mass rally that evening, Mao, Zhu De and Zhou Enlai demanded that he be brought before the masses and put on trial. ‘[It was] an occasion to stand up and cheer,’ Zhang Guotao wrote later. ‘It seemed that all of our problems could be resolved at the drop of a hat.’113

At a Politburo meeting on Sunday morning, Zhang Guotao and others in the leadership called for the overthrow of the nationalist government and for the captive Generalissimo to be executed. Not only had he instigated an atrocious civil war and collaborated treasonably with Japan in a shameful policy of appeasement, they said, but only days earlier he had rejected communist offers of an accommodation, preferring continued ‘bandit suppression’ to national resistance. Mao was more prudent, or perhaps more devious. Chiang, he declared, had shown himself to be objectively pro-Japanese. His arrest had ‘revolutionary significance’ and the Party should support it. However, the communists should not take the lead in opposing him. The proper course was to bring Chiang before ‘the judgement of the people’ so that his crimes might be publicly exposed – a formulation which Zhang Guotao would later claim was designed to encourage the Young Marshal to dispose of ‘the prime culprit’, as Mao called Chiang, while keeping the Party's hands clean.114 At the same time, strenuous efforts should be made to gain backing from the left-wing and centrist factions of the Nanjing government for a national anti-Japanese united front, while guarding against moves by right-wing GMD leaders to put down the Xian mutiny by force.

The Party's position was conveyed to Zhang Xueliang in a series of telegrams that weekend, in which Mao and Zhou Enlai stressed the Red Army's solidarity with the Young Marshal's actions and their determination to make the north-west the main base for a future anti-Japanese war.115

Almost at once, however, the CCP's scheme began to unravel.

Zhang had made clear from the start that his aim was not to punish Chiang Kai-shek, but, as he put it in a ‘Telegram to the Nation’, addressed to the Nanjing government on the morning of the coup, to make him ‘remedy past mistakes’.

Ever since the loss of the north-eastern provinces, five years ago, our national sovereignty has been steadily weakened and our territory has dwindled day by day. We suffered national humiliation [again] and again … There is not a single citizen who does not feel sick at heart because of this … Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek, surrounded by a group of unworthy advisers, has forfeited the support of the masses of our people. He is deeply guilty for the harm his policies have done the country. We, Zhang Xueliang, and the others undersigned, advised him with tears to take another way. But we were repeatedly rejected and rebuked. Not long ago the students in Xian were demonstrating [for the] National Salvation movement, and General Chiang set the police to killing these patriotic children. How could anyone with a human conscience bear to do this? … Therefore we have tendered our last advice to Marshal Chiang, while guaranteeing his safety, in order to stimulate his awakening.116

This implied that once the Generalissimo had accepted the mutineers’ demands, which echoed those the communists had been making – namely that the government should be enlarged to include representatives of all patriotic parties; the civil war should end; political freedoms should be restored; and future policy should be based on ‘national salvation’ (i.e. resistance against Japan) – he should continue as China's leader.

In Nanjing, meanwhile, his detention had triggered a fierce struggle between his supporters, led by his redoubtable wife, Soong May-ling, who urged a peaceful resolution, and a loose alliance of right-wing and pro-Japanese leaders, headed by the War Minister, He Yingqin, who wanted bombing raids against Xian and a full-scale punitive expedition, not necessarily to rescue Chiang but rather, if he succumbed during the conflict, to put a more reliably pro-Japanese leader in his place. Soong May-ling narrowly prevailed, but it was clear that if peace efforts stalled a military offensive would follow.

Thus, by the time Zhou Enlai reached Xian four days later, on Thursday, December 17, after a wearisome journey on horseback from Bao'an, followed by a lengthy wait at Yan'an while Zhang sent a plane to fetch him, the situation had already changed. The balance of forces in Nanjing was turning out to be less favourable than the CCP leaders had hoped. The idea of putting Chiang on trial, as Mao had urged earlier, was beginning to look much less attractive.117

At this point Stalin intervened – in such a casual, chauvinistic manner, so contemptuous of Chinese communist interests, that Mao was left speechless with rage.118

Far from being a ‘revolutionary event’, the Soviet leader held, Zhang's mutiny was ‘another Japanese plot … [whose] purpose is to obstruct the unification of China and sabotage the rising anti-Japanese movement.’ This, on the face of it, was asinine. Mao dismissed it at a Politburo meeting the following day as being no less absurd than Japan's claim that Chiang's arrest was a Soviet plot, and in subsequent statements he insisted that the Xian Incident had been extremely positive and had ‘caused the Guomindang to put an end to ten years of erroneous policies … [It] marks the transition between two eras and the beginning of a new stage.’ However, Stalin had his reasons. As Comintern's Secretary-General, Georgi Dimitrov, explained in a telegram shortly afterwards, Zhang's action was ‘objectively detrimental’ to anti-Japanese solidarity because it torpedoed Stalin's hopes of an anti-Japanese front being formed in China under Chiang Kai-shek's leadership. In November, unknown to Mao, the Russians had made a fresh attempt to enrol the nationalist government as an ally, to counter the anti-Comintern Pact that had just been established by Japan and Germany, and secret talks were under way in Moscow on a Sino-Soviet security treaty. Chiang's arrest put all that in doubt. To Stalin, nothing could be allowed to stand in the way of the overriding national interests of the world's leading socialist power. That the Chinese Party might see things differently was not his concern.119

Friction between Moscow and the CCP leadership was hardly new. But in the Party's early years, the question of blame had been obscured. Who could say for certain if Moscow had been at fault, or if successive Chinese leaders had misinterpreted Moscow's line?

Stalin's ukase of December 1936 was different. For the first time since Mao had become the leading figure in the Politburo, Moscow had issued a direct order, telling him what to do. It was all the more galling because he had already accepted by December 16 that, given Zhang Xueliang's stance and developments in Nanjing, there was no choice but to seek a peaceful outcome.120 The previous July, in an interview with Edgar Snow, he had bridled at the suggestion that Red China might become merely an extension of the Soviet Union. The Comintern did not ‘dictate’ to member parties, he said, and China was not ruled by Russia: ‘We are certainly not fighting for an emancipated China in order to turn the country over to Moscow!’121 Now, barely five months later, that was exactly what had happened. The lesson – that Soviet ‘internationalism’ was a one-way street and China would have to get used to it – would not be forgotten.

By then, however, events had developed a momentum of their own. The Generalissimo himself had come round to the idea of mediation.122 Soong May-ling arrived on the 22nd and, with her brother, T. V. Soong, held talks with Zhang and Zhou Enlai. As suddenly as it had begun, it was all over. On Christmas Day, Chiang flew back to Nanjing. The Young Marshal, to show loyalty, went with him.123 Although the principle of his release had been agreed, Zhou was not forewarned, and when Mao learned of it he had mixed feelings. ‘There are advantages to releasing Chiang,’ he noted, ‘but whether [they] have been realised is a matter that remains to be confirmed’.124

What had happened behind the closed doors of the Generalissimo's captivity? Both more and less than met the eye.

In his public statements afterwards, Chiang maintained he had steadfastly refused to enter into political negotiations and had signed nothing. Technically this was true. Zhou Enlai told Mao that the negotiations had been with the Soongs, and that only after agreement had been reached on Zhang Xueliang's main demands had the Generalissimo agreed to meet him and given him a verbal undertaking that he would abide by what had been decided.125 Mao's judgement was that Chiang remained ‘ambiguous and evasive’, and that there was no way of knowing whether he would honour an accord which he now denied ever making, and which, even if he had, was obtained under duress.126

The first signs were uniformly bad. The Young Marshal, the sacrificial lamb whose bold gesture had made the agreement possible, was court martialled, sentenced to ten years’ imprisonment, amnestied, and then placed under house arrest (from which he would not be freed until his ninetieth birthday, more than fifty years later, on Taiwan). Far from pulling back, as Chiang had promised, the nationalists sent up reinforcements. In Nanjing, pressure resumed for a punitive expedition. Zhang's troops began building defensive fortifications, and in January 1937, Mao told the Red Army it must ‘firmly prepare for war’.127 Once again, the Comintern intervened. After condemning ‘the erroneous nature of your Party's previous orientation, which [aimed at] eliminating Chiang Kai-shek and overthrowing the Nanjing government’, Moscow demanded that Mao ‘openly proclaim and resolutely carry out’ a policy of enhanced cooperation with the Guomindang.128 Mao appears to have ignored these messages but they cannot have pleased him.

Two months later, the crisis had passed. Chiang and Zhou Enlai resumed contact, at first indirectly, then face-to-face.129 Mao knew as well as Stalin that if the whole Chinese nation were to be mobilised against Japan, it would have to be at least nominally under Chiang's leadership, although he differed over the extent of the concessions the communists should make in order to bring that about. But the hoped-for united front proved as elusive as before. All through the spring and early summer, the two sides argued over issues ranging from the number of divisions the Red Army should have to the kind of badge they should wear on their caps.130

Later, communists and nationalists alike would claim that the Xian incident was a turning-point, a pivotal moment which changed the course of Chinese history. Mao was closer to the truth when he told the Politburo, shortly after Chiang's release, that if a truce with the nationalists came about, it would not be because the Generalissimo had given his word but ‘because the situation would leave him no choice’. The events at Xian were a vital catalyst. But they were not the deciding factor.131 That came on July 7, when Japanese troops occupied a key railway junction by the Marco Polo Bridge at Lugouqiao, five miles south-west of Beijing. The Pacific War had begun.

Even then the Generalissimo hesitated. Mao, Zhu De, Peng Dehuai and other commanders ‘respectfully implored’ him to decree nationwide mobilisation and authorise communist forces to move towards the front. But a week after the Japanese attack, he was still unwilling to do so.132 In a telegram to the CCP Military Commission, Mao urged caution:

Don't let Chiang get the feeling he's being pushed into a corner. [Our] duty now is to encourage him to take the final step of setting up the united front – and there may still be problems over this. We have reached the moment of truth, which will decide whether our country will live or die. This is the crucial time when Chiang Kai-shek and the Guomindang must change their policy totally. Everything we do must accord with this general line.133

The day after Mao signed that telegram, July 15, 1937, Zhou Enlai went to Lushan, the hill resort where the Generalissimo was staying near Nanchang, for their third meeting that year. He handed over a draft declaration, reiterating earlier communist undertakings and pledging the Party's support for the democratic revolution launched by the GMD's founder, Sun Yat-sen. In return, he said, the CCP had only two substantive demands: war against Japan; and ‘democracy’, a code-word for the legalisation of communist activities.134

Still Chiang dragged his feet.

On July 28, Mao issued an ultimatum: The Red Army, with Zhu De as Commander-in-Chief and Peng Dehuai as his deputy, would begin moving towards the front on August 20, whether the Guomindang agreed or not.135

Next day, Japanese troops occupied Beijing, followed on the 30th by Tianjin. Ten more days passed. Then, on August 13, they attacked Shanghai, directly threatening Chiang's own power base. The choice could be put off no longer. ‘Go and tell Zhou Enlai’, he instructed one of his aides, ‘[the communists] should send their troops at once. They need not wait any more.’ Soon afterwards it was announced that the Red Army had been redesignated the Eighth Route Army of the (GMD) National Revolutionary Army.136

Finally, on September 23, the Guomindang published the declaration which Zhou had submitted two months before, and the Generalissimo himself announced that, in the national interest, the united front was being revived.137

Chiang's reluctance to cut a deal was understandable. For ten years, he had succeeded in keeping the communists in the wilderness, on the margins of Chinese political life. Now they were back on centre stage, a legal party with a national constituency, a national platform, and a recognised national role. For Mao, the highroad to power was open. As he told a bemused Kakuei Tanaka, Japan's Prime Minister several decades later, it had been opened by the Japanese.




I For a discussion of the claims of Jung Chang and Jon Halliday that the battle never occurred, see the afterword of this book, Mao: Western Judgements.

II In October 1934, to escape nationalist encirclement, Ren Bishi abandoned the base area he had set up in eastern Hunan and marched west to join He Long in the Hubei–Hunan–Sichuan–Guizhou border region. The following year they began their own Long March, which led them further into the Tibetan borderlands than Mao's route, allowing them to reach Shaanxi with far fewer casualties than the First Army. Of the three forces which eventually reached the north-west, He's forces took the longest route. Zhang Guotao's Fourth Army, which was already in northern Sichuan in 1935, took the shortest.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

Yan'an Interlude: The Philosopher is King




Shortly after Chiang Kai-shek's release from Xian, the Red Army moved its headquarters from the impoverished cave-village of Bao'an to more accommodating, and slightly more sophisticated, surroundings, sixty miles further east.1

The old walled town of Yan'an which Zhou Enlai had visited secretly the previous year for his first, clandestine meeting with the Young Marshal, stands on the bend of a shallow rock-strewn river, below an ancient white pagoda, built on a promontory as a talisman against the autumn floods.2 Since Song times, it had been an important local trading centre, where camel caravans came from Mongolia with ponies, wool and furs. Woodcutters brought muleloads of sawn timber and whole tree-trunks on high-wheeled oxcarts. Salt was smuggled in from the cities to the south. Beside the Bell Tower, a herbalist sold powdered lion's teeth, dried snakes and other homely remedies. During fairs and market days, the dusty streets were clogged with a shouting, brawling throng of humanity, clad in blue homespun with white kerchiefs round their heads, which fascinated the young soldiers fresh from the parched, bare hill country to the west – and provided a welcome change, too, for the Party leaders and their wives, who on high days and holidays would stroll through the town, savouring the noise and colour.

Mao and He Zizhen, who had still not recovered from the shrapnel wounds she had suffered during the Long March, moved into a wealthy merchant's house in the western part of the walled city, on the lower slopes of Fenghuangshan, Phoenix Mountain. Zhang Wentian, as acting Party leader, occupied the central courtyard, which included a large stone-flagged reception hall where Politburo meetings were held. Zhu De and Peng Dehuai had quarters in another smaller courtyard nearby, where the Office of the Military Commission was housed. For them all, it was a big step up from Bao'an. Mao had a sitting room, where he received visitors, as well as a spacious study, with latticed paper windows, and a large, round wooden bath. Yet creature comforts had their limits. The only heating in the bleak northern winter was from a charcoal brazier and the fire under the kang; water had to be brought from the well; and Mao's papers, the very stuff of his political existence, were filed away in makeshift cabinets fashioned out of Standard Oil drums.3

Over the next decade Yan'an's pagoda, its tiered landscape, its massive crenellated walls and twelfth-century gate, became a symbol of hope, a beacon for progressive-minded young Chinese and Western sympathisers alike. Yet, as one sober-minded traveller, who visited the CCP leaders there in the summer of 1937, noted prosaically, it was in reality, then as now, a ‘rather ordinary Chinese town in a Shaanxi backwater’.4 The aura of romance it exuded, ‘of gallant youth, courage and high thinking’, came from the extraordinary collection of people who gathered there.5

Michael Lindsay, an aristocratic Englishman whose father was the Master of Balliol College, Oxford, spent part of the war in Yan'an training Red Army radio operators. He would remember it as ‘the heroic age of Chinese communism’. The journalist, Gunther Stein, extolled ‘the steady fighting enthusiasm of a primitive pioneer community … They seem to feel, whether we believe it or not, that the future is theirs.’ Thomas Bisson, an American academic, found an egalitarian commitment, ‘a special quality of life’.6 Only the occasional sceptic sensed a darker side – the uniformity of thought; the regimentation; the young bodyguards, armed with Mausers, who hovered, unnoticed, around the top leaders like so many invisible shadows.7


Mao had an extraordinary ability to create myths about the communist past at the same time as he fired his supporters with visions of the future.8 The myth of ‘the Yan'an Way’ – the distinctive brand of communism which Mao developed during the ten-year interval between the end of the first Chinese civil war and the beginning of the second – would join the legend of the Long March as one of the most enduring emblems of the system he was to create.

Before that could happen, however, he first had to achieve the two long-term goals that he had been consciously striving for ever since his arrival in Shaanxi, two years before: the consolidation of his political power, and the elaboration of a body of Marxist theory bearing his personal stamp.

They were intimately linked. Every communist leader, from Lenin onwards, had based his authority on his theoretical contributions to Marxist doctrine. This was the weakest link in Mao's armour. While his Party rivals, the Returned Students and their leader, Wang Ming, had been soaking up Leninist orthodoxy at Russian universities, he had been away in the wilderness, fighting a guerilla war. Yet there was one way, Mao realised, in which that weakness could be turned into a strength. Ten years earlier, in the winter of 1925, he had called for ‘an ideology produced in Chinese conditions’. In China, for 2,000 years every regime had had its orthodoxy. The communists, too, needed their own distinctive, Chinese form of Marxism. It would enable the Party to tap into the deep vein of Chinese nationalism; erode the influence of Mao's Russian-trained rivals and formidably buttress his own leadership claims.

He made his first move at Wayaobu, in December 1935.

There, at his urging, the Politburo endorsed the view that Marxism should be applied flexibly to ‘specific, concrete Chinese conditions’, and condemned ‘leftist dogmatism’, meaning slavish adherence to Moscow's ideas.

Three months later he was arguing that the Chinese Party should ‘run things by itself, and have faith in its own abilities’; the Soviet Union was a friend, but its help was secondary. Soviet and Chinese policies coincided, he declared, ‘only where the interests of the Chinese masses coincide with the interests of the Russian masses’.9

In June, 1936, the Red Army University was inaugurated in Wayaobu, in a tiny, one-roomed Daoist temple, to serve as a forum where Mao could lecture on political and military affairs.10 His timing was poor, for the town was abandoned to the nationalists three weeks later. But, following the move to Bao'an, the ‘university’ was re-established, with Lin Biao as its president, in equally humble surroundings – a natural cave, where the Red Army's top commanders squatted on improvised stone stools, taking notes with the aid of a stylus on ‘notepads’ of soft stone.11 That autumn, Mao gave a series of talks there, entitled ‘Problems of Strategy in China's Revolutionary War,’ in which he developed for the first time the notion of China's distinctiveness, ostensibly in the context of military affairs but actually in a broader sense as well:

China's revolutionary war … is waged in the specific environment of China and so has its own specific circumstances and nature [and] … specific laws of its own … Some people … say that it is enough merely to study the experience of revolutionary war in Russia … and the military manuals published by Soviet military organisations. They do not see that these … manuals embody the specific characteristics of the … Soviet Union, and that if we copy and apply them mechanically without allowing any change, we shall … be ‘cutting the feet to fit the shoes’, and will be defeated … Although we must value Soviet experience … we must value even more the experience of China's revolutionary war, because there are many factors specific to the Chinese revolution and the Chinese Red Army.12

By emphasising the differences between the Soviet Union and China, and affirming the primacy of indigenous experience, ‘acquired at the cost of our own blood’, Mao was consciously laying the groundwork for the idea of Marxism in a national form. To underline the message, he launched a comprehensive critique of the ‘left opportunists of 1931–34’ – the Returned Student leadership – whom he accused of behaving like ‘hotheads and ignoramuses’ and pursuing ‘theories and practices [which] did not have the slightest flavour of Marxism about them; indeed, they were anti-Marxist.’

Mao was able to get away with such language because he did not name names, and his remarks were not made in public but to a select audience of the military elite. None the less, he was pushing at the limits of what his colleagues would accept. In February 1937, when his old protégé from Anyuan, Liu Shaoqi, now responsible for the Party's underground work in north China, argued that the whole of the past decade had been a period of ‘leftist adventurism’, the rest of the leadership cried foul. By the summer, however, the wind had shifted, and when Liu repeated his charges Mao came out openly in his support. ‘Shaoqi's report is basically correct,’ he told the Politburo. ‘He is like a doctor diagnosing our ailments, pointing out systematically the problems we had before.’ Although the Party had great achievements to its credit, Mao said, it still suffered from a ‘mistaken leftist tradition’. Much more would have to be done if it were to be overcome. The episode marked the start of Liu's rise to become, in the course of the next five years, Mao's most trusted colleague.13

While the debate over leftism simmered, Mao resumed his study of Marxism. He had not worked exegetically with philosophical texts since he had been a student, twenty years earlier, and found the prospect intimidating. That winter and the following spring he annotated works by two leading Soviet theoreticians, Ivan Shirokov and Mark Mitin, and by their Chinese translators, Li Da, who had been a member of the Shanghai ‘communist group’ which predated the CCP, and Ai Siqi, the leading figure among the younger generation of academic Marxist theorists.14 In the summer he began a twice-weekly lecture course, on Tuesday and Thursday mornings, on dialectical materialism.15

It was not a success.

His opening talks, tracing the evolution of European philosophy as a struggle between materialism and idealism, first in France in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, then in Germany in the nineteenth, were dreary in the extreme.16 Mao himself warned his audience, ‘These talks of mine are far from adequate, since I have myself only just begun to study dialectics.’ In the mid-1960s, he was so mortified at the memory of them that he denied authorship altogether.17 He did break new ground at one point, by arguing that the particular and the general were ‘interconnected and inseparable’, which later provided a theoretical basis for contending that general Marxist principles must always exist in a particular national form.18 But for the most part he came across as a neophyte, bogged down in a topic he was still struggling to understand.

The next two series were rather better, partly because they were grounded more solidly in Mao's own experience. ‘On Practice’ developed themes from an essay which he had written during his rural investigations in 1930 in Jiangxi, entitled, ‘Oppose Book-worship!’

If you have not investigated a certain problem, you will lose your right to speak on it. Isn't this too brutal? Not in the least. Since you have investigated neither the actual situation nor the historical circumstances of this problem, and have no detailed knowledge of it, anything you say about it could only be nonsense … There are also people who say: ‘Show me where it is written in a book’ … This book-worshipping method of conducting research [is] dangerous … We must study Marxist ‘books’, but they must be integrated with our actual situation. We need ‘books’, but we must definitely correct book-worship that departs from reality. How can we correct book-worship? Only by investigating the actual situation.19

In ‘On Practice’, this was summed up in the aphorism, ‘Practice is the criterion of truth’:

The movement of change in the world of objective reality is never-ending, and so is man's cognition of truth through practice. Marxism has in no way exhausted truth, but ceaselessly opens up [new] roads to [its] knowledge … Practice, knowledge, again practice and again knowledge. The pattern repeats itself in endless cycles, and with each cycle the content of practice and knowledge rises to a higher level … Such is the dialectical-materialist theory of the unity of knowing and doing.20

‘On Contradiction’ had antecedents in Mao's student days. The unity of opposites, which had prompted, in his notes on Paulsen, the passage – ‘Life is death and death is life, up is down, dirty is clean, male is female and thick is thin. In essence the many are one and change is permanence’21 – he now discovered, like Lenin before him, to be ‘the basic law of dialectics … the most important theoretical base of the proletarian revolution … the fundamental law of the universe and the fundamental law of ideological method’. To formulate correct policies, Mao argued, it was necessary in any given situation to determine what was the principal contradiction, and which was its principal aspect.22

Later commentators would claim that he had succeeded in imbuing Marxism-Leninism with ‘Chinese national characteristics’, by incorporating elements of ancient Chinese thought.23 Of more immediate importance, he had begun to put in place a theoretical justification for the Chinese Party to seek its own, independent path to communism.

In another important respect, too, Mao cut loose from Stalinist orthodoxy.

Marxism holds that the economic base and the productive forces that operate within it determine the political and cultural superstructure of society. At times, Mao now argued, this relationship could be reversed. ‘When the superstructure obstructs the development of the economic base, political and cultural changes become principal and decisive … In general, the material determines the mental. [But] we also, and indeed must, recognise the operation of mental on material things.’24 Here, in Marxist language, was the belief that he had nurtured since childhood in the power of the human will. Decades later, it would provide the ideological underpinning for his two disastrous attempts to transform China by mobilising its spirit – the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution.

In August 1937, the lecture series came to an abrupt end, as the Japanese advance on Shanghai forced Mao to turn his attention back to more immediate practical issues.25

This did not mean he put aside philosophy. That autumn, at his urging, Ai Siqi came to Yan'an to start a weekly study circle. One of Ai's followers, Chen Boda, a short, agitated man with an incomprehensible Fujianese accent, made worse by a pronounced stammer, became Mao's political secretary. For the next few years Mao read voraciously every Marxist text he could find – even, in another echo of his schooldays, starting a ‘reading diary’ in which he noted which books he had read.26

Later in life Mao developed a genuine delight in philosophical speculation, and his conversation, whether in private or political discussion, became so studded with arcane analogy and enigmatic references to abstruse debating points that even his Politburo colleagues often scrambled to keep up with him. None the less, it is hard to avoid the impression that philosophy was, for Mao, essentially a point of departure – a springboard into the realm of ideas, rather than intrinsically fascinating in itself. ‘On Practice’ and ‘On Contradiction’ were important in establishing his credentials as a theorist, and thus strengthening his claim to Party leadership, but he plainly found them hard work.27 The writing was pedestrian, lacking his usual trenchancy and flair. Pure theory was a means to an end, not a subject Mao took much joy in.


On November 29, 1937, as the Japanese Kwantung Army rolled relentlessly southward across the north China plains, an aircraft appeared in the skies over Yan'an and began to circle the primitive airfield. At first, the look-outs thought it was Japanese, on a periodic bombing mission. But then they made out its Soviet markings, and Mao and the rest of the Politburo hurried to the landing-strip. Out of the plane stepped Wang Ming, the owlish, slightly overweight chief of ‘Stalin's China Section’ – the Returned Student group which had dominated the Party before the Long March – whom the Soviet leader was now sending back to stiffen the Chinese Party's commitment to the united front with Chiang Kai-shek. He was followed by a slightly built, scholarly-looking man named Kang Sheng, who specialised in secret police work; and by Chen Yun, who had travelled to Moscow two-and-a-half years earlier to inform the Russians of the decisions taken at Zunyi.28

Mao had been forewarned by radio of Wang's imminent return, but the journey, by way of Xinjiang, had taken two weeks, and there had been no way of knowing exactly when he would arrive.

That night, the Red Army cooks prepared a banquet. In the speeches of welcome, Mao hailed Wang's coming as a ‘blessing from the sky’, while Zhang Wentian praised his achievements in the Comintern, where he had headed the Chinese delegation. Then the jockeying for position began. Wang was too astute openly to contest Mao's dominance, but he did take issue with him on matters of policy where, he let it be inferred, he had Moscow's support. The crux of their differences, which were given a comprehensive airing at a six-day Politburo meeting starting on December 9, was the united front with the Guomindang.29

Mao had set out his strategy three-and-a-half months earlier at a leadership conference in the town of Luochuan, sixty miles south of Yan'an.30 If China was to defeat Japan, he argued, it was essential to unite all anti-Japanese forces. But within this united front, ‘the CCP must be independent, and we must keep the initiative in our own hands’. Politically, that meant the Party should strive both to play the ‘leading role’ in the war effort; and to expand its own ranks. It must maintain ‘a high degree of vigilance’ towards the Guomindang, understanding that, alongside unity, there would continue to be rivalry and struggle. Militarily, it meant preparing for a protracted war, in which the Eighth Route Army would rely heavily on guerrilla tactics and avoid positional warfare. ‘The basis of guerrilla war’, Mao reminded them, ‘is to spread out and arouse the masses [to join in the struggle], and concentrate regular forces [only] when you can destroy the enemy. Fight when you know you can win. Don't fight battles you may lose!’ The communist main forces, he insisted, must be deployed prudently ‘in the light of the actual situation’ with a view to preserving their strength.

As the autumn wore on, Mao felt events bore out the wisdom of this policy. Chiang Kai-shek, he feared, would try to force the Red Army to bear the brunt of the fighting. No more than half, or at most two-thirds, of communist forces should be committed to the struggle against Japan; the remainder should stay behind to defend the Red base areas, lest Chiang try to double-cross them.31 Party commissars were repeatedly warned to defend the CCP's interests and not blindly carry out the GMD's bidding. In telegrams to the Red Army commanders, Mao hammered home the message that guerrilla warfare must be ‘the sole orientation’; fighting set-piece battles would be ‘totally fruitless’.32 When, in late September, Lin Biao's forces ambushed a Japanese column at Pingxingguan, in northern Shanxi, wiping out a thousand enemy troops, he was torn between elation at the first Chinese victory of the war, which raised the Red Army's prestige and caused a surge of rejoicing throughout China, and anger lest Lin, and others, allow their forces to become dangerously exposed.33 ‘The essence of the contradiction,’ he wrote, ‘is that those sitting on the privy can't shit, and the rest of the country, which is dying to crap, doesn't have a privy to shit in’ – by which he meant that the nationalist army alone could not defeat the Japanese, while the mass of the peasantry, who were eager to fight as guerrillas, were being discouraged from doing so lest they develop into a rival military force.34 A few days later, a GMD campaign to concentrate (and thereby, control) the surviving communist guerrilla forces in south China triggered fresh unease about Chiang's intentions.35 Then came worrying signs, as one north Chinese city after another yielded before the Japanese onslaught, that the GMD might be showing renewed interest in a separate peace with Tokyo. Mao became more convinced than ever that the CCP must keep its own counsel, and ‘reject, criticise and struggle against’ the Guomindang's ‘mistaken policies’.36

Wang Ming, fresh from Moscow, took a very different line. Stalin viewed the GMD as an indispensable partner to keep the Japanese at bay (and prevent them turning their attention to Siberia). The Chinese Party, as a loyal member of the Comintern, should therefore do everything possible to further the Soviet–GMD alliance. The key issue, Wang argued, was ‘to consolidate and expand the unity between the GMD and the CCP’ on a basis not of ‘mutual competition’ but of ‘mutual respect, trust, help and supervision’. Such matters as ‘keeping the initiative in our own hands’, and which party should play the leading role, were secondary. The guiding principle must be: ‘Resisting Japan takes precedence over everything, and everything must be subordinated to resistance to Japan. Everything is subordinate to the united front, and everything must be channelled through the united front.’37

When Wang made these points at the December Politburo meeting, Mao retorted that the strategy elaborated at Luochuan was correct. The CCP had to maintain its independence, otherwise it would be reduced to the status of a GMD auxiliary. Unity and struggle were complementary, he went on, reaching into his newly acquired stock of Marxist dialectics. In the context of the united front, there could not be one without the other.38

To Zhou Enlai, up to then the chief negotiator with the GMD, and to some of the military commanders, itching for a full-scale anti-Japanese offensive, Wang Ming's argument of ‘all hands to the mill’ had definite attractions, especially since it plainly had Soviet backing.39 Mao is said to have commented later, with the slightly self-pitying melodrama he affected on such occasions, that after Wang Ming's return, ‘my authority did not extend beyond my cave’.40 In fact, he had enough support to block Wang's proposals, and as neither side was ready to force the issue, the meeting ended in stalemate.

Wang's efforts to strengthen his Party base likewise met with mixed success. He, Chen Yun and Kang Sheng, all full members of the Politburo, joined Mao and Zhang Wentian in the Secretariat. But the post of ‘acting Party leader’, which Zhang had held since early 1935, was allowed to lapse (which prevented Wang seeking it for himself) and, in the interests of ‘collective leadership’ (another device to restrict Wang's influence), it was agreed that no major CCP document might be issued without the approval of at least half of the membership of the Secretariat or the Politburo. Since Wang left shortly afterwards for Wuhan, where he became Secretary of the Party's Yangtse Bureau and head of the CCP Delegation to the Guomindang, these arrangements meant that Mao and Zhang Wentian remained in effective control of day-to-day decision-making. The Politburo also decided, at the Comintern's urging, to begin preparations for the Party's long-delayed Seventh Congress – a move from which, in theory, Wang stood to gain, for he might reasonably expect it to confirm him at least as second-ranking Party leader. But in practice that did not help him either, for Mao was appointed Chairman of the Preparatory Committee and proceeded to hurry slowly.41

The challenge Wang Ming posed was none the less the most serious Mao had faced for almost two-and-a-half years. Zhang Guotao had ceased to be a threat since his army had been decimated in Gansu. He was still a member of the Politburo, but at Luochuan he had lost his last important post, as Vice-Chairman of the Military Commission. The following spring he would defect to the nationalists. Wang was the chief representative of the Soviet-trained cohort of the Chinese Party whose influence Mao was trying to break. He was ambitious; he had enormous prestige within the Party at large; and he had backers in Moscow. He viewed Mao as essentially a military figure, whose political mantle he could eventually draw to himself. Six years earlier, before his departure for the Soviet Union, Wang had been briefly the pre-eminent Party leader. He had not given up hope of becoming so again.

Initially, Wang's policies appeared to be paying off. In January 1938, German attempts to mediate between China and Japan collapsed, and relations between the CCP and the Guomindang began to show a marked improvement. A communist newspaper, Xinhua ribao, was authorised in Wuhan, giving the Party for the first time a legal means of propagating its ideas in GMD-ruled areas. CCP recruitment in the cities grew apace.42

But the Japanese advance continued.

Nanjing had fallen. By February, Xuzhou was threatened. The next major target would be Wuhan. The defence of that city, Wang now argued, must be the first priority. If the Japanese could be halted there, final victory would be assured. The united front must therefore be strengthened still further, by establishing ‘a unified national army … [with] a united command, a united establishment … united battle plans and united combat’, and by creating a ‘national revolutionary alliance’, in which all political parties – including the GMD and the CCP – would join together in the common cause.43

To Mao, Wang's call ‘to defend important positions to stop the enemy's advance’ recalled Bo Gu's disastrous slogan, ‘Defend every inch of soviet territory!’, which had led to the loss of the Red base area in Jiangxi four years earlier.

When the Politburo next met, at the end of February, he laid out his own, bleak analysis of the future conduct of the war. The Guomindang was corrupt, he said. The CCP lacked the strength to defeat Japan on its own; and the Japanese did not have enough troops to occupy the whole of China. In these circumstances, the conflict would not end soon. Far from defending Wuhan, the correct policy was a strategic withdrawal. To continue the bruising but indecisive battles of recent months was a mistake, Mao warned. China had to preserve its forces for the day when victory might finally be achieved.44 He did not actually, on this occasion, use the term, ‘luring the enemy in deep’, but none of his colleagues could have had any doubt as to his meaning: in resisting Japan, China should use the same strategy nationally as the communists had used in Jiangxi to defeat the Guomindang encirclement campaigns.

Three months later, Mao enlarged on these ideas in two essays which were to become military classics, setting out the guiding principles the Red Army would apply for the next seven years, until the end of the war in 1945.

In ‘Problems of Strategy in Guerilla War’, he argued that when a large, weak country (China) was attacked by a small, strong neighbour (Japan), part, or even the greater part, of its territory would fall into the enemy's hands. In these circumstances, the defenders should establish base areas in the mountains, as the Red Army had done in Jiangxi, and fight a war of mutual encirclement, resembling a game of chess,I in which each side moved out from its strongholds and tried to dominate ‘the spaces on the board’ – the vast areas of the countryside where the guerrilla war would be fought.45

In the second essay, ‘On Protracted War’, he tried to prepare the Party, and public opinion at large, now accessible through Xinhua ribao, for the long and arduous conflict that such a strategy would entail.

Capitulation, although still much discussed within the Guomindang, was unlikely, Mao argued, because of ‘the obstinate and peculiarly barbarous character’ of Japanese aggression, which had provoked the unremitting hostility of all sections of the Chinese population. Thus, even though ‘certain subjugationists will again crawl out and collude with [the enemy]’, the nation as a whole would fight on.II However, a speedy victory was equally improbable. In the initial stage of the war, which might last months or years, China would suffer partial defeats, and Japan would gain partial victories. But as Japan's supply lines became over-extended and war weariness set in, the balance of advantage would change. Subjective factors, Mao maintained, such as people's determination to fight for their homes, their culture and their land, would ultimately prevail:

The so-called theory that ‘weapons decide everything’ [is] … onesided … Weapons are an important factor in war, but not the decisive factor; it is people, not things, that are decisive. The contest of strength is not only a contest of military and economic power, but also a contest of human power and morale …46

He went on to cite Clausewitz, whose writings on politics and war he had encountered for the first time that spring:

‘War is the continuation of politics.’ In this sense war is politics, and war itself is a political action. Since ancient times there has never been a war that did not have a political character … But war has its own particular characteristics and in this sense it cannot be equated with politics in general. ‘War is a special political technique for the realisation of certain political objectives.’ When politics develops to a certain stage beyond which it cannot proceed by the usual means, war breaks out to sweep the obstacles from the way … It can therefore be said that politics is war without bloodshed, while war is politics with bloodshed.

The key to victory, Mao concluded, lay in mobilising China's people, so as to create ‘a vast sea of humanity in which the enemy will be swallowed up’.

To Wang Ming, this was far too pessimistic.

Once again, the Politburo split. Wang, Zhou Enlai, Bo Gu and Kang Sheng (who would, however, shift his allegiance once he sensed which way the wind was blowing) lined up on one side; Mao, Chen Yun and Zhang Wentian on the other.47 Wang, evidently confident that Stalin would support him, agreed that Ren Bishi, now Political Director of the Military Commission, should go to Moscow to seek new instructions.48 He then infuriated Mao by claiming publicly, on his return to Wuhan, that his crusade for its defence had the communist leaders’ unanimous support.49

From then on, the leaders in Wuhan and Yan'an increasingly constituted two distinct loci of communist power, following conflicting policies and issuing contradictory instructions.

Where Mao in private denounced the nationalists as venal and compromising, Wang and Zhou Enlai called for closer ties with Chiang Kai-shek. Where Mao instructed them to relocate to the countryside, on the grounds that Wuhan was indefensible, they urged the city's inhabitants to emulate Madrid, where the Republicans were holding out heroically against the Spanish fascists.50

The military situation was becoming desperate. On June 6, Kaifeng, the then capital of Henan, had fallen and the Japanese were only twenty-five miles from the key rail junction at Zhengzhou. Three days later, on Chiang's orders, nationalist sappers breached the dykes of the Yellow River in the hope that the waters of China's Sorrow would succeed in stemming the enemy advance where his soldiers had failed. 21,000 square miles were flooded. At least half a million peasants drowned – the total may have been as high as 900,000 – and several million more were made homeless. For some weeks the Japanese halted. But by the end of summer they had begun moving forward again, this time along the Yangtse. GMD propagandists pretended that the dykes had been broken in Japanese bombing raids. But the peasants blamed the nationalists anyway. Wide swathes of Anhui and Henan became a no man's land, where Chiang's troops ventured at their peril and the communists found an inexhaustible source of new recruits.51

In these fraught circumstances, Wang Ming's appeals to the population to rise up in Wuhan's defence conjured up in Guomindang minds the spectre of communist insurrection. In August, Chiang Kai-shek's police announced a ban on communist front organisations. The Yangtse Bureau's efforts to expand the Party's influence by legal means collapsed.52

By then, Wang's cause had suffered an even more serious blow from a quite different quarter. When Ren Bishi reached Moscow, he was welcomed by Mao's old ally, Wang Jiaxiang, who had gone to the Soviet Union to have his war wounds treated and had afterwards stayed on as the CCP's representative to the Comintern. Ren and Wang Jiaxiang had worked together before, as members of the Fourth Plenum delegation to the Jiangxi Soviet in 1931. Both had originally been close to Wang Ming. Both had watched Mao develop into a leader of national stature. Now, they decided to campaign together on Mao's behalf. By July, if not earlier – in any case, several weeks before Wang Ming's policies ran into trouble in Wuhan – Stalin and Dimitrov had agreed that Mao, not Wang, should receive the Kremlin's blessing as the new Chinese Party chief.53

In fact, Wang seems to have deluded himself all along about the extent of Soviet backing. Before his departure for China, Dimitrov had warned him not to try to supplant Mao, whose skills as a military leader had long been recognised in Moscow, and whom Stalin had viewed, at least since the Wayaobu meeting in December 1935, as the dominant Chinese Party figure. Ren Bishi did not find it difficult to convince the Comintern that the time had come to lift any ambiguity that remained.54


One morning in the second week of September 1938, Mao went to the South Gate of Yan'an to stand beneath the stone battlements of the massive city wall, waiting for Wang Ming to arrive by road from Xian for a Politburo meeting. He had done the same at Bao'an, two years earlier, when Zhang Guotao's defeated forces straggled in from Gansu. It was a gesture Mao would never need to make again. He knew, as Wang did not, that the game was finally over. As the meeting opened, Wang Jiaxiang read out a Comintern statement approving the CCP's efforts to manage the united front under ‘complex circumstances and very difficult conditions’, and then conveyed two verbal instructions, issued by Dimitrov himself.


In order to resolve the problem of unifying the Party leadership, the CCP leadership should have Mao Zedong as its centre.

There should be an atmosphere of unity and closeness.55



The two weeks of discussions that followed were devoted to preparing a Central Committee plenum, the first since January 1934, which Mao had decided to convene as soon as Wang Jiaxiang had arrived with the news of Moscow's decision.

Mao spoke twice, on September 24 and 27. As on earlier occasions when his policies had triumphed – at Zunyi, in January 1935; at Huili, after the successful crossing of the Yangtse, four months later; and at Wayaobu – he went out of his way to be magnanimous, insisting that the main point in the Comintern directive was the need to ‘safeguard intra-Party unity’. At the same time, he put down various markers. The Comintern's instructions, he said, set out ‘guiding principles’ not only for the forthcoming plenum but for the Seventh Congress (which, he indicated, would be charged with appraising the Party's past actions and electing a new leadership in accordance with the principles Dimitrov had laid down). The Party must prepare for a military stalemate – the ‘protracted war’ of which he had written that summer. The united front with the nationalists would be marked by growing struggle.

The Sixth Plenum, which opened on September 29, lasted more than a month.56

In his report, Mao developed the broad lines of his attack. Wang Ming and his followers, he implied, having been schooled in foreign Marxism, were out of touch with their own culture:

There is no such thing as abstract Marxism, but only concrete Marxism … If a Chinese communist, who is part of the great Chinese nation, bound to it by his own flesh and blood, talks of Marxism in isolation from Chinese characteristics, that Marxism is a mere abstraction. Consequently the sinification of Marxism – that is to say, making sure that its every manifestation has an indubitably Chinese character – is a problem which the whole Party must understand and solve without delay. Foreign stereotypes must be abolished, there must be less singing of empty, abstract tunes, and dogmatism must be laid to rest … In this matter there are serious shortcomings in our ranks which must be resolutely eliminated.57

Thus far, Mao's target was veiled. But to Party veterans, it struck a familiar chord. Years earlier, in Jiangxi, the Returned Students had been known contemptuously as yang fanƶi, ‘gentlemen from a foreign house’.

At the end of October, Wuhan fell, as Mao had predicted it would, dramatising the failure of Wang's strategy.58 By then, Wang Ming himself had departed to attend a GMD-sponsored conference on united front policy, leaving the plenum to conclude in his absence. It was the signal for Mao to press home his advantage. He ridiculed Wang's slogan, ‘everything through the united front’, as ‘simply binding us hand and foot’, and resurrected his own catch-phrase, ‘initiative and independence’. Anyone who failed to safeguard that independence, he declared – again sniping at Wang – deserved to be called a ‘right opportunist’. Far from demotivating the masses, a long-drawn-out guerrilla war, in which they would take up guns and fight, was precisely the means to awaken their political consciousness:

Every communist must grasp this truth: ‘Political power grows out of the barrel of a gun’. Our principle is that the Party commands the gun, and the gun must never be allowed to command the Party. Yet, having guns, we can create Party organisations … We can create schools, create culture, create mass movements … All things grow out of the barrel of a gun … It is only by the power of the gun that the working class and the labouring masses can defeat the armed bourgeoisie and the landlords; in this sense we may say that only with guns can the whole world be transformed. We are advocates of the abolition of war … but war can only be abolished through war. In order to get rid of the gun, it is necessary to take up the gun. (Emphasis supplied.)59

Here was the formula he had first coined at Hankou, in August 1927, which the Party leaders at that time had rejected. Now he charged Wang Ming and the Returned Students with neglecting the importance of military affairs, and with having caused ‘serious losses’ in the Central Soviet Base Area during the years when they held power.


For Mao, the autumn of 1938 was a watershed. Intellectually, his ideas had matured. His writings showed an ease and self-assurance in assimilating Marxist dialectics to the traditional patterns of Chinese thought that had earlier been absent. From now on, Mao would interpret the world in the same, distinctive, elliptical style, reasoning by opposites, analysing the innate contradictions which, in his words, ‘determine the life of all things and push their development forwards’. As he approached his forty-fifth birthday, the main lines of his thought were set: he would continue to refine his ideas, but there would be little more that was radically new.

Politically, his long campaign to dominate the Party had triumphed. Wang Ming was still a force to be reckoned with, but his challenge was at an end. Mao could live with that. In the meantime, he set about consolidating the new powers he had won.

Like Stalin, he chose as his instrument the Party Secretariat, which now took over the day-to-day running of the Party when the Politburo was not in session. Whoever controlled the Secretariat controlled the Central leadership's agenda. Mao became its head, with Wang Jiaxiang, who had done such sterling work for him in Moscow, as his deputy. He rejected a proposal that he become acting General Secretary, while awaiting the Seventh Congress, as Zhang Wentian had done after Zunyi. Mao wanted substantive control; the appearance could come later.60

Wang Ming's position was further undermined by a decision to dissolve the Yangtse Bureau, which he headed. Its responsibilities were divided between the Southern Bureau, under Zhou Enlai; a new Central Plains Bureau, headed by Liu Shaoqi; and an upgraded South-Eastern Bureau, under Mao's former adversary, Xiang Ying.

November 1938 saw other changes in Mao's life. Soon after the plenum ended, Japanese bombers, whose sorties against Yan'an had multiplied that year, scored a direct hit on Fenghuangshan. Mao's courtyard was badly damaged. He and the rest of the leadership moved to a cave village at Yangjialing, a narrow valley about three miles north of the Yan'an city walls.61 But He Zizhen did not go with him. They had separated more than a year earlier. That month, Mao married a willowy young film actress from Shanghai, who had taken the stage name Blue Apple (Lan Ping), and would be known henceforward by the name he had chosen for her: Jiang Qing.62


The women who shared Mao's life all had their part of misfortune. Luo Yigu, the girl his parents chose, suffered the disgrace of rejection and died an early death. Yang Kaihui went to the execution ground proclaiming her loyalty to him, but spiritually crushed by the knowledge that he was living with He Zizhen. She, in her turn, endured extraordinary hardship – forced to abandon three of their six children, losing a fourth, stillborn, and sharing Mao's lot in the darkest periods of his political career; and being terribly wounded herself on the Long March – only to find that, when finally they were able to live normally again, they had grown apart.

Edgar Snow remembered He Zizhen in Bao'an as a gentle, unassuming young woman, half Mao's age, who got on with the household chores, making compote from wild peaches, looking after their fifth, and by then only surviving, child – a daughter, Li Min, born a few months before Snow's arrival. On one occasion, he remembered, ‘both of them suddenly bent over and gave an exclamation of delight at a moth that had languished beside a candle, [a] … lovely thing with wings shaded a delicate apple-green and fringed in a soft rainbow of saffron and rose.’63 But the image of gentleness was deceptive. As Mao himself recognised, He Zizhen had an indomitable spirit, and a tough, unyielding character, rivalling his own. ‘We are like iron and steel,’ he told her after one spectacular row. ‘Unless we try to compromise with each other, both of us will suffer.’ In the event, it was always Mao who had to play the peacemaker. His young wife was too stubborn ever to make the first move.64

In the wilds of Jiangxi, and during the perils of the March, they were bound together by a common imperative of political and physical survival. He Zizhen's lack of education – she had left school at sixteen – hardly seemed to matter. She was intelligent, with a quick mind. She loved Mao. And he, in turn, had considerable affection for her.

In Shaanxi, it was different. Mao spent his nights reading philosophy and his days wrestling with Marxist theory. He was hungry for conversation with fellow intellectuals, and eagerly sought out the students who flocked to Yan'an to join the communist cause. He Zizhen felt excluded.

She was not alone in this. Edgar Snow's wife, Helen, who wrote under the pseudonym Nym Wales, recalled a ‘real crisis in Yan'an in the man–woman relationship’, as the women who had made the Long March found their positions threatened by an influx of talented, beautiful young people, bringing with them the loose morals and casual ways of the cosmopolitan cities of the coast. The feminist writer, Ding Ling, and the American, Agnes Smedley, were especially mistrusted for their anarchistic approach to marriage and advocacy of free love – doctrines that sat ill with the puritanical lifestyle the communists enforced in Yan'an. It was in Agnes Smedley's cave, one evening in late May 1937 that Mao's difficulties with He Zizhen came to a head. Wales, Smedley and her interpreter, a young actress named Lily Wu, were making supper when Mao dropped by. They stayed up until 1 a.m. playing rummy, a game which Snow had introduced to the communists in Bao'an a year earlier, and for which Mao, in particular, had developed a real passion. Helen Snow recorded in her diary:

He was in high spirits that evening … Agnes looked up at [him] worshipfully, with her large blue eyes, which at times had a fanatical gleam. Lily Wu was also looking at Mao with hero-worship. A bit later, I was stunned to see Lily walk over and sit beside Mao on the bench, putting her hand on his knee (very timidly). Lily announced that she had had too much wine … Mao also appeared startled, but he would have been something of a cad to push her away rudely, and he was obviously amused. He also announced that he had had too much wine. Lily then ventured to take hold of Mao's hand, which she repeated from time to time during the evening.65

At the time, no one paid much attention. Helen Snow accepted at face value Lily Wu's explanation that she had had too much to drink. Lily, she wrote, was ‘very pretty with long curls, recently arrived in Yan'an and cutting rather a wide swathe’, and she was unconventional enough – the only woman in Yan'an to wear lipstick – for Mao also to pass it off as of no consequence.III He Zizhen, however, to whose ears the story came next day, took a very different view. She bottled up her feelings, she wrote later, until they ate away her heart.66 When Mao was again late returning home, she stormed round to her young rival's cave. Smedley heard her push open the door:

A woman's shrill voice broke the silence. ‘You idiot! How dare you fool me and sneak into the home of this little bourgeois dance hall strumpet …’ There was Mao's wife standing beside [her husband] beating him with a long-handled flashlight. [She] kept hitting him and shouting until she was out of breath … Mao finally stood up. He looked tired and his voice was quietly severe. ‘Be quiet, Zizhen. There's nothing shameful in the relationship between Comrade Wu and myself. We were just talking. You're ruining yourself as a communist …’ Lily … was standing with her back against the wall like a terrified kitten before a tiger … Brandishing the flashlight she held in one hand, [He Zizhen] scratched Lily's face with the other and pulled her hair. Blood [was] flowing from her head.67

At that point He Zizhen turned on Smedley, who responded by giving her a black eye. She was then escorted home by three of Mao's bodyguards, still vituperating hysterically against her rival.

Shortly afterwards, He discovered that, yet again, she was pregnant. It was the final straw. She was still only twenty-seven years old. She wanted to have a life of her own – not just to go on bearing children for a man from whom she felt increasingly estranged. That summer she told Mao she had decided to leave him.68

Only then, it seems, did Mao realise that he had a problem on his hands.

He Zizhen recalled in her memoirs, published after his death, that he pleaded with her to stay, reminding her of how much they had been through together and telling her how much he cared for her. To prove his sincerity, he ordered both Lily Wu and Smedley to leave Yan'an. But to no avail. At the beginning of August, she set out for Xian, leaving the little girl, Li Min, then only twenty months old, in Mao's care.

He sent her a traditional wooden cosmetic box, which his bodyguards had made, together with a fruit-knife and other articles she had cherished. Again, he asked her to reconsider. Still she would not change her mind.

When Shanghai, her original destination, fell to the Japanese, she set out across Xinjiang to Urumqi, a thousand miles to the east. Thence, the following spring, ignoring a further plea from Mao and disobeying a direct order from the Party hierarchy to return at once to Yan'an, she travelled on to the Soviet Union, where at last she was able to get proper medical treatment for the shrapnel still lodged in her body.

Far from being a new beginning, He Zizhen's sojourn in Moscow dragged her deeper into despair. The baby boy, Mao's son, born soon after she arrived there, died of pneumonia ten months later. While she was still grieving for him, news came that Mao had remarried. She told friends she wished him well, and threw herself into studying. But the image of her dead son haunted her. She became morbidly depressed, and the local authorities eventually had her committed to a mental asylum. Mao arranged for her to return to China in 1947. She continued to receive psychiatric treatment, and for the rest of her life suffered from a persecution complex, convinced that her doctors were trying to poison her.69

Shortly after He's departure, Jiang Qing made her entrance.70

She was then twenty-three years old, a slender, sophisticated young woman, with a wide, sensual mouth, boyish figure and vivacious smile, who bore more than a passing resemblance to He Zizhen as she had looked as a teenager, at the time Mao had first met her, nearly ten years before.

Like the Party's security chief, Kang Sheng, Jiang Qing hailed from a small town in Shandong, about fifty miles from the former German treaty port of Qingdao. Her father was a carpenter; her mother worked for a time as a servant in the household of Kang's gentry parents, while moonlighting as a prostitute. By her own account, Jiang grew up amid crushing poverty. When she was still a small child, her mother fled with her from the family home to escape her husband's beatings. At the age of sixteen, she in turn ran away to join a theatre troupe. Three years later, in the spring of 1933, she reached Shanghai, where she became a minor star, eventually graduating to leading roles in leftist films, like Blood on Wolf Mountain, which urged resistance to Japan, and Western dramas, including Ibsen's The Doll's House. In the process, she was arrested by the Guomindang as a suspected communist and held for some months in prison before suddenly being released, supposedly on the intervention of a mysterious, anonymous foreigner. She had numerous well-publicised love-affairs, and married at least twice, the second time to a literary critic, Tang Na, whom she so enraged that on several occasions he attempted suicide.

Her motives in travelling to Yan'an were mixed. In Shanghai, her acting career had stalled. Her marriage to the mercurial Tang Na was a liability. She was canny enough to work out that if the war with Japan continued, the city would be a prime target. Yan'an, since the Xian Incident, had been the destination of choice for fashionable young Chinese radicals. Her mentor in the Party (and one-time lover), Yu Qiwei, a young White Area communist underground leader who had been instrumental in bringing Edgar Snow to Bao'an, was also making his way there. On every count, it seemed the best place to be.

Like all new arrivals, she had to undergo a screening process. At first, this did not go well. She had no proof that she had joined the Party in 1932, as she claimed, and there were embarrassing questions (which were never entirely laid to rest) about exactly how she had managed to extricate herself from the clutches of her GMD jailers two years earlier. But in October 1937, Yu Qiwei finally arrived and vouched for her Party credentials, and the following month she was allowed to begin studying Marxism-Leninism at the Party School. Six months later, in April 1938, she moved to the Lu Xun Academy for Literature and Art as an administrative assistant.71

There, that summer, she contrived to catch Mao's eye. There are many stories, all more or less scurrilous, and all unverifiable, about how she did so. All that appears certain is that she, not he, took the initiative. They had been formally introduced soon after she arrived, but at that point Mao was still bent on repairing his relationship with He Zizhen. Now he encountered her again, probably at a theatrical performance, just as he was finally coming to accept that his wife had indeed left him, and that nothing he could do would bring her back.72 Helen Snow, reflecting on his dalliance with Lily Wu, had noted: ‘Mao was the type of man … who especially liked women … [He] liked modern-minded women …’73 Mao's bed was empty, and Jiang Qing fitted the bill.

In August, exactly a year after her arrival in Yan'an (and He Zizhen's departure), she was transferred to work as Mao's assistant, nominally attached to the Military Commission. That autumn they began living together openly, and in November Mao gave a series of dinners for fellow Politburo members at which Jiang Qing officiated as hostess.74 That was the sum of their ‘marriage’. There was no official ceremony, and still less any official divorce. Nor was there any truth to the story, widely circulated after Mao's death, that his peers had imposed three conditions before allowing him to ‘marry’ Jiang Qing: that she should hold no Party post and play no public role, instead occupying herself solely with his private affairs.75

Where there was real concern was over Jiang Qing's past. With her promiscuous Shanghai background; the lingering uncertainties over how she had joined the Party; and the persistent rumours that she had made a deal with the Guomindang to get out of jail – was she an appropriate partner for Mao? Xiang Ying, whose South-Eastern Bureau was responsible for Shanghai, was sufficiently alarmed to write to Mao's confidential secretary, Ye Zilong, warning him about the rumours of her conduct circulating in the city. He concluded bluntly: ‘This person is not suitable to marry the Chairman.’ Others were more circumspect, but entertained similar doubts.76

Mao's response came in two parts.

Officially, he maintained that Kang Sheng, as head of the Party's security apparatus, had conducted a thorough investigation, and found that Jiang Qing had no serious problems. Kang, of course, had his own agenda. Supporting his fellow townswoman was not only a way of ingratiating himself with Mao (and with Jiang Qing herself), but also promised him a privileged channel to the Chairman's ear through Mao's pillow companion.77

As further reassurance, therefore, Mao decided that his new wife should stay in the background, running his private secretariat, as He Zizhen and Yang Kaihui had before her, with no official responsibilities.78 Jiang Qing may have bridled at this arrangement, but it suited Mao very well. He was attracted by her youth and sexuality, just as he had been drawn to Lily Wu. But he wanted a helpmate, not a partner in histrionics. For all his intellectualising about the equal status of women, Mao did not brook rivals, least of all in his marriage-bed.

For a while, the doubters were silenced. Jiang Qing knitted Mao pullovers, and cooked for him the spicy Hunanese dishes he liked. His bodyguard at that time, Li Yinqiao, remembered:

She had jet-black hair, which she wore with a fringe and a hair-band, cut long at the back, delicate eyebrows and bright eyes, a nice nose and generous mouth … In Yan'an, we always thought of her as a star. Her calligraphy, especially in cursive script, was good, she liked horse-riding and playing cards … She could cut out clothes for herself, and look good … At that time she was close to the ordinary people. She cut the bodyguards’ hair and taught them how to sew. On the march, she encouraged them, and taught them guessing games … In the winter, everyone wore thick clothes. But she cut hers so they fitted her tightly, to show off her figure … She was very proud; she liked to be in the limelight. She really liked showing off.79

In August 1940, to Mao's delight, she gave birth to a baby daughter, Li Na (who took her surname, like He Zizhen's daughter, Li Min, from Mao's Party alias, Li Desheng; the girls’ given names came from an aphorism in the Confucian Analects – ‘A gentleman should be slow to speak and quick to act’ – na meaning slow, min quick).80 She was his ninth child, of whom four had survived. Child-bearing, however, was not to Jiang Qing's taste, and she made plain she would not submit to the constant pregnancies that He Zizhen had endured. A year later, when she conceived again, she insisted on having an abortion. The operation was botched. She developed a high fever, and soon afterwards found she was also suffering from tuberculosis. She then had herself sterilised.81

Mao, who, despite his progressive ideas in other spheres, conserved the traditional Chinese attitude equating numerous offspring with happiness, was not pleased.

Other differences arose, too. Mao frequently worked all night and slept during the day. He Zizhen had gone along with these arrangements. Jiang Qing refused. At Yangjialing, Mao had a bed made up in his study so that he could work in peace. After 1942, when they moved to Zaoyuan (Date Garden), another valley two miles further out from Yan'an, where Zhu De and the Red Army Command were based, Jiang Qing occupied separate quarters.82

To the outside world, she appeared a devoted young wife and mother. But, in private, her relationship with Mao was often turbulent. Her importunities that he intercede with the Party hierarchy to get her special treatment particularly enraged him. Then he would shout at her furiously, calling her a bitch and ordering her out of his presence.

Apart from Kang Sheng, Chen Boda and a handful of others, the rest of the Party elite never entirely accepted her. Mao's bodyguard, Li Yinqiao, recalled being at lunch with her one day when she suddenly screamed out: ‘Mother-fucking monsters!’ Seeing his stunned expression, she explained hastily that she meant not him but ‘those people in the Party’ who refused to accept her political bona fides.83 Twenty-five years later, when she became a power in her own right during the Cultural Revolution, she would have her revenge for these perceived humiliations.

It was to Li Yinqiao, too, that Mao confessed, one day in 1947, his own growing disenchantment with her. ‘I didn't marry very well,’ he said ruefully. ‘I rushed into it too lightly.’ Then he sighed. ‘Jiang Qing’, he said, ‘is my wife. If she were one of my staff, I'd get rid of her as soon as I could … But there's nothing I can do. I've just got to put up with her.’84 By then, Mao's son, Anying, and Li Min were both living in his household.IV He would have been less than human if these flesh-and-blood reminders of earlier, happier marriages had not led him to make mental comparisons that were not to Jiang Qing's advantage.85 Even without their presence, though, the relationship was turning sour. In public, appearances were maintained. But from the late 1940s on, Mao increasingly sought female companionship elsewhere.


While Mao was, by his own admission, making a mess of his personal life, his political cause prospered. The Party had acknowledged him as its leader. The united front with the Guomindang had given the communists legitimacy – and the potential to win a mass following outside the remote base areas where Chiang Kai-shek had until then confined them – that they had never had before.

Throughout 1938, whatever Mao's private reservations, he had insisted publicly that the GMD should be given the benefit of the doubt. ‘Love and Protect the Communist Party; make it develop and expand. Do the same for the Guomindang,’ he declared. The nationalist party had a ‘glorious history [and] a bright future’; it was ‘the backbone’ of the struggle against Japan, and Sun Yat-sen and Chiang Kai-shek were both 'great leaders’.86

In part, this was a cover to protect himself against Wang Ming's charges that he was too mistrustful of nationalist intentions. In part it was reassurance to Moscow that, despite the sidelining of the Returned Students, the Chinese communists had the Kremlin's interests at heart. But it also reflected an underlying truth. The Guomindang army had 1.7 million men at the outset of the war; the communists roughly 40,000. Chiang's troops had to bear the main burden of resistance to Japan because they alone had the strength to do so. From the Marco Polo bridge incident on, it was the nationalist armies which fought the big conventional battles to try to slow the Japanese advance, while Mao's forces engaged in guerrilla warfare behind Japanese lines. That would remain the pattern for the duration of the war.87

Until the winter of that year, relations between the CCP and the GMD were relatively smooth. But in January 1939, the same month that Chiang Kai-shek agreed to the setting up of a CCP Liaison Office in Chongqing, headed by Zhou Enlai, the GMD leaders approved a secret decision to ‘corrode, contain, restrict and combat’ the Communist Party.88 It was prompted by the belated realisation that Mao was using the communists’ newfound freedom of action not only to harass the enemy but to establish communist base areas in the spaces between the zones of Japanese occupation, procuring a dramatic expansion of communist military strength. By the end of 1938, the Eighth Route Army had grown five times, to 200,000 men. Two years later it would exceed half a million.89 Not all the recruits had weapons, or sufficient ammunition, and further growth would be slowed because the communist bases could not produce enough food to support such an enormous force. None the less, for Chiang, it was the stuff of nightmares. Both he and Mao were well aware that the alliance against their common enemy, Japan, would last only as long as the war and that the moment it was over, the fight to determine which of them would rule China would resume more fiercely then ever. Preventing the growth of communist strength was no less important to the nationalists than defeating Japan. That spring Chiang's forces launched an offensive to beat back communist expansion in the north-west and in neighbouring Shaanxi, provoking Mao to warn ‘We will not attack unless we are attacked ourselves. But if we are attacked, we will certainly counter-attack.’90 The following year 400,000 nationalist troops were detached from the war effort to blockade the area around Yan'an, known as the Shaanxi–Gansu–Ningxia Border Region, and Chiang cancelled a government subsidy to the communists of 180,000 US dollars a month.

The struggle within China was subsumed into a larger conflict with a multitude of players whose motives and interactions were often opaque.

Mao's principal ally, Stalin, had made clear that Moscow's over-riding priority was to use Chiang's forces to tie down the Japanese army in order to prevent it attacking Russia. Soviet military aid went primarily to the GMD and the communists were put on notice to do nothing which might encourage Chiang to accept a ‘Far Eastern Munich’ and sign a separate peace with Tokyo. But when Chiang cut off aid to the communists, Moscow promptly took up the slack, sending Yan'an a monthly subsidy of 300,000 US dollars.V Chiang, on his side, had to juggle the competing pressures of the Axis powers, the Russians, and Britain and America, whose attitudes to the nationalists, to Japan and to each other, were in a state of constant flux. Both men had to deal with unforeseeable, tectonic shifts in the relations between the warring powers.

Mao, who had never travelled abroad and had little experience of foreigners, found it especially hard to read these developments correctly. When Britain and France declared war on Germany, he saw it as essentially a replay of the First World War. ‘The old distinction91 between fascist and democratic states no longer holds,’ he wrote. ‘It's simply a robber war with justice on neither side.’92 That had to be abruptly jettisoned when, in June 1941, Russia entered the war. Pearl Harbor was equally unexpected and had no less momentous consequences: Britain and America, which until then Mao had regarded as hostile imperialist powers, joined the USSR and China in a global anti-Axis alliance.

While Mao grappled with the implications of these far-away events, his strategy at home was to push the united front to the limit in order to maximise communist gains while stopping just short of an open break.

It was a delicate exercise. By the autumn of 1940, what were euphemistically termed ‘frictions’ between the two sides were accumulating in both north and south China.93 Whether because Mao's attention was distracted by the constantly changing international environment, or for other reasons, he failed to notice that Chiang's patience was fraying. The stage was being set for the worst communist military setback of the war.

During the summer the nationalists had suffered a series of defeats at the hands of the communist New Fourth Army in Anhui and Jiangsu. One of Mao's goal was to link the areas controlled by the New Fourth, which had been formed by guerrillas who had stayed behind in southern and central China at the time of the Long March, with the northern Chinese bases held by the Eighth Route Army. Chiang decided this must be prevented at all costs. In July he ordered the communist forces to withdraw north of the Yellow River within a month – an injunction repeated publicly and in stronger terms in October. Xiang Ying, the political commissar of the Fourth Army headquarters detachment in southern Anhui, was reluctant to move because his troops would have to make their way through Japanese lines. Mao procrastinated, issuing conflicting instructions as his reading of Chiang's mood changed. Finally, at midnight on January 4, 1941, Xiang's detachment set out along a route which Mao had approved. Two days later they walked into a nationalist ambush. After a week of fierce fighting – in which aircraft, both nationalist and Japanese (who were delighted to see their opponents at each other's throats), bombed and strafed the villages where the communist remnants were trying to regroup – some 9,000 soldiers and non-combatants, including nurses, doctors, officers’ families, porters and stretcher-bearers, were killed or taken prisoner. A thousand others escaped and made their way in small groups to safe areas north of the Yangtse.

Mao was not solely responsible for the debacle. But his indecision was a major factor in it. As usual in such situations – regardless of the political system – the leadership moved with unseemly haste to find a suitable scapegoat. Barely 24 hours after the fighting ended, a secret Central Committee resolution designated Xiang Ying as the culprit. Xiang had survived the bloodbath but soon afterwards was murdered by a communist renegade, which conveniently laid the matter to rest.94

The South Anhui Incident, as it came to be known, brought relations between the communists and the GMD to breaking point. Mao threatened ‘a nationwide political and military counter-offensive’.95 Direct contacts between Yan'an and Chiang Kai-shek's headquarters in Chongqing were suspended, CCP liaison offices closed in other provincial cities and communist forces in the North placed on high alert. But, before long, both sides began to row back. Even in this extremity, the united front was too valuable for the communists to give up. Party membership was rising so fast that the Politburo had to halt new admissions because the existing structure could no longer cope with them. To Mao, the front had become a ‘magic weapon’, smoothing the communists’ path to power.96 Chiang Kai-shek knew that. But his hands were also tied. The war with Japan, which had brought the alliance into being in the first place, meant that he could not unilaterally end it without reviving charges that he was more interested in fighting the Reds than fighting the Japanese.

In the end,[Q1] the tragedy that had befallen Xiang Ying's men worked to the communists’ advantage. Chiang's Western allies were exasperated to find him attacking forces which were supposed to be on his side. Roosevelt personally signalled his displeasure. Within China there were protests from liberals and progressives, and even from some of Chiang's own commanders.97

By February, Mao was able to write: ‘Chiang has never been so besieged with reproach[es] from within and without; we have never won such extensive support from the people (both at home and abroad) … This is our greatest victory.’98

None the less, the affair left scars. A week after the South Anhui incident, Mao grumbled to Zhou Enlai that Moscow's policy towards the Guomindang was ‘the opposite of ours [and has been] for several months now’, but that there was nothing they could do about it.99 Between the CCP and the GMD, military cooperation was effectively at an end. Chiang, Mao concluded, had shot his bolt: the nationalists had put the united front in jeopardy to try to halt communist expansion – and they had failed. They would not attempt to do so again.100

Henceforward the two sides would hold their fire, conserve their forces, and prepare for the final battles which each knew had to follow Japan's still distant but now foreseeable defeat.


For Mao, that meant a new drive to bend the Party to his will.

The method, this time, was to be a reappraisal of Party history, designed to prove even to the most sceptical that Wang Ming and his allies had been wrong, not just over united-front policy, but ever since 1931, while Mao alone had been consistently correct.

In the four years since the war with Japan had begun, a good deal of groundwork had already been laid. Stalin had signalled confidentially at the beginning of 1940 that Wang's fate no longer concerned him. The previous October, Pavel Mif, the former rector of the Sun Yat-sen University, who had been the Returned Students’ main Soviet backer, had been shot as an ‘enemy of the people’. That same month Mao had written of the need to achieve a common understanding of Party history, in order to consolidate the Party ‘ideologically, politically and organisationally’, and ‘avoid repeating historical mistakes’. Only since Zunyi, he claimed, had the Party been ‘soundly on the Bolshevik road’.101 To Wang Ming, whose supporters had been in power for the four years before Zunyi, the writing was on the wall: Mao wanted nothing less than a wholesale, repudiation of the policies they had stood for.

To try to head off this challenge, Wang sketched the basis for a trade-off. He would not dispute Mao's present primacy. But neither should Mao try to negate Wang's own past contributions.102

For a time, this compromise seemed to hold. But then, in December 1940, Mao issued a comprehensive list of what he considered to be the Wang Ming group's ‘ultra-leftist errors’ in Jiangxi:

There was the economic elimination of the capitalist class (the ultra-Left policies on labour and taxation) and of the rich peasants (by allotting them poor land); the physical elimination of the landlords (by not allotting them any land); the attack on the intellectuals; the ‘Left’ deviation in the suppression of counter-revolutionaries; the monopolising by communists of the organs of political power …; the ultra-Left military policy (of attacking the big cities, and denying the role of guerilla warfare) …; and the policy within the Party of attacks on comrades through the abuse of disciplinary measures. These ultra-Left policies … caused great losses to the Party and the revolution.103

Still Mao named no names. And when Liu Shaoqi urged him to characterise the errors as ‘mistakes of political line’, he prudently refused. ‘Melons ripen,’ Kang Sheng quoted him as saying. ‘Don't pick them when they are not yet ripe. When they are ready, they will just drop off. In struggle, one mustn't be too rigid.’104

In the autumn of 1941, as the CCP and the Guomindang drew back from the brink after the New Fourth Army incident, Mao decided the time had finally come to launch the great political offensive that he had been so carefully preparing.

The Yan'an Rectification Campaign, as it would be called, would last nearly four years. By the time it ended, Mao would no longer head a collective leadership. He would be the one man who decided all – a demiurge, set on a pedestal, towering above his nominal colleagues, beyond institutional control.

He opened his attack at an enlarged Politburo meeting, which began on September 10, 1941, with a critique of ‘subjectivism’, meaning the failure to adapt Party policies to the reality of Chinese conditions. As a general proposition, this had been a theme of Mao's speeches since the spring. Now he became more specific. The ‘Li Lisan line’ in 1930 had been one such instance, he said. The policies of the Fourth Plenum leadership, from 1931 to 1934, had been still more damaging. Moreover, the problem was not yet over. Subjectivism, sectarianism and dogmatism were still doing a great deal of harm, and a mass movement must be launched to fight them.

When the meeting concluded, six weeks later, Mao had got almost everything he wanted. Wang Ming and Bo Gu had been condemned for their ‘erroneous leftist line’ in Jiangxi, and many of their former associates, including Zhang Wentian, had made self-criticisms. The one residual disagreement was over exactly when the Returned Students’ errors had begun – at the Fourth Plenum itself, in January 1931, as Mao argued; or, as Wang Ming preferred, the following September, after Wang had returned to Moscow, leaving Bo Gu in charge? But even that had the happy result of dividing the two principal Returned Student leaders.

Several factors had combined to make this breakthrough possible. By sheer force of repetition, Mao's calls over the previous five years for a distinctively Chinese way had finally instilled themselves into the Party's collective consciousness. He himself exemplified that approach, and by 1941 his record spoke for itself. Since Zunyi, the Party had prospered; before, under the Returned Students, it had come to the brink of destruction. Moreover, Mao promised his colleagues that the coming movement would be aimed at ‘rectifying’ mistaken ideas, not the people who held them. The guideline would be ‘curing the sickness to save the patient’, not the ‘harsh struggle and merciless blows’ that had characterised previous political campaigns.

Mao would later describe this Politburo meeting in September 1941 as one of the half-dozen crucial steps in his rise to supreme power. It lined up the rest of the leadership behind him (except Wang and Bo, who refused to admit their errors), and endorsed the practical arrangements for the rectification movement he was about to unleash.105

Up to this point, all Mao's manoeuvring had been confined to the uppermost echelons of the Party elite. Probably fewer than 150 people, in a Party which by then had 800,000 members, were aware of the struggle that was unfolding. Even Peng Dehuai, a full Politburo member, admitted afterwards that he did not really grasp what was involved until more than a year later. Rank-and-file members had no inkling of what was going on.106

But in February 1942, rectification moved into the public domain.

That month Mao gave two major speeches to the Central Party School in which he set out the movement's goals. ‘We are communists’, he told them, ‘so we must keep our ranks in good order, we must march in step.’107 Then he explained the nature of the music he wanted them to march to:

As an arrow is to the target, so is Marxism-Leninism to the Chinese revolution. Some comrades, however, are ‘shooting without a target’ … at random … Others merely stroke the arrow fondly, exclaiming, ‘What a fine arrow! What a fine arrow!’ but never want to shoot it … The arrow of Marxism-Leninism must be used to shoot at the target … Why otherwise would we want to study it? We do not study Marxism-Leninism because it is pleasing to the eye, or because it has some mystical value, like the doctrines of the Daoist priests who ascend Maoshan to learn how to subdue devils and evil spirits. Marxism-Leninism has no beauty, nor has it any mystical value. It is only extremely useful … Those who regard Marxism-Leninism as religious dogma show … blind ignorance. We must tell them openly, ‘Your dogma is of no use,’ or, to speak crudely, ‘Your dogma is of less use than dogshit.’ Dogshit can fertilise fields and man's shit can feed dogs. But dogmas? They can't fertilise fields and they can't feed dogs. What use are they?108

In future, he declared, Party officials would be judged by whether they could apply ‘the standpoint, concepts and method of Marxism-Leninism’ to solve practical problems, not on their ability to ‘read ten thousand volumes by Marx, Engels, Lenin and Stalin, and … recite every sentence from memory’.109

Book-learning in general, ever one of Mao's bêtes-noires, came in for a memorable drubbing:

Cooking food and preparing meals is truly one of the arts. But what about book-learning? If you do nothing but read, you have only to be able to recognise three to five thousand characters … [and] hold some book in your hand, and the public will provide you with a living … But books cannot walk … [Reading them] is … a great deal simpler than for a cook to prepare a meal, far easier than for him to slaughter a pig. He has to catch the pig. The pig can run. (Laughter in the hall) He slaughters him. The pig squeals. (Laughter) A book placed on a desk cannot run, neither can it squeal … (Laughter) Is there anything easier? Therefore, I advise those of you who have only book-learning and as yet no contact with reality … to realise your own shortcomings and make your attitudes a bit more humble.110

There was much more in the same vein. Empty, abstract speeches which were ‘like the foot-bindings of a slattern, long and foul-smelling’, ‘individualism’ which violated Party discipline, and ‘foreign formalism’ were vigorously denounced:

We must plant our backsides on the body of China. We must study world capitalism and socialism, but if we want to be clear about their relations to the history of the Chinese Party, it's all a matter of where you put your bottom … When we study China, we must take China as the centre … We have some comrades who have a malady, namely that they take foreign countries as the centre and act like phonographs, mechanically swallowing whole foreign things and transporting them to China.111

These strictures were directed less at Wang Ming and his remnant followers, already broken reeds, than at the mind-set they represented. Over the next twelve months, as the Party rank and file, at lecture meetings and in small group discussions, absorbed Mao's ideas and the view of Party history that flowed from them, the intellectual centre of gravity of the Chinese Party shifted. The fount of Marxist-Leninist wisdom was no longer in Moscow but in Yan'an.

In March 1943, the composition of the Party's ruling organs was belatedly brought into line with the new political reality which the Rectification Campaign had produced. Mao was named Chairman of the Politburo, and of a new three-man Secretariat, in which he was joined by Liu Shaoqi, now confirmed, in fact if not yet in name, as second-ranking Party leader, and by Ren Bishi, Wang Jiaxing's partner in promoting Mao's cause in Moscow five years earlier. Wang himself became deputy head of the Propaganda Department under Mao, while Kang Sheng, whose career had also taken off since he had aligned himself with Mao in 1938, became deputy head, under Liu, of the other key Central body, the Organisation Department. Wang Ming, who had been a member of the top leadership since 1931, was excluded from any decision-making role.112

The real innovation, however, lay in the fine print. As before, the Secretariat was empowered to take decisions when the Politburo was not in session. But this time it was explicitly stated that, should its members fail to agree, Mao would have the final say. This was much more than just a matter of giving him a casting vote, or even veto power. It meant that even if both the other members of the Secretariat disagreed, Mao's views would prevail.

In wartime, perhaps, such an extraordinary concentration of authority in the hands of one man may have seemed justified. Mao's colleagues could reassure themselves that the Politburo and the Central Committee, both collegiate institutions, retained ultimate power. But the truth was that a bandwagon was rolling. By then, even Bo Gu had capitulated. Wang Ming, alone, remained the last, defiant hold-out, an example for others to avoid. The rest of the leadership, having watched Mao's rise, and knowing that their own futures would depend on how they handled their relations with him, had little interest in making a stand against what most of them regarded anyway as an inevitable accretion of power.

By 1943, Mao had achieved a status in his own Party that no Chinese communist leader had ever had before.

But his role was still limited to the areas the communists controlled, only a small part of the country as a whole. The next step would entail the fashioning of a mythology of personality and ideas which would enable him, over the next six years, to inspire and direct an armed struggle that would win the support of the population at large, unifying, this time, not merely the Party but all of China behind the communist cause.


Like the Cultural Revolution, twenty-five years later – of which it was a precursor, establishing a pattern which would apply in all the major political movements which followed – the Yan'an Rectification Campaign was far more than just a struggle for power. It was an attempt to bring about fundamental change in the way people thought.

Its roots lay in the logic of united-front politics, which had required the Party dramatically to broaden its appeal. At Wayaobu, in December 1935, the Politburo had agreed, at Mao's urging, that Party membership should be open to ‘all who are willing to fight for the Communist Party's positions, regardless of their class origin’.113 After the Comintern demurred, that formula was withdrawn. But the open-door approach continued. In order to win over the so-called ‘intermediate classes’ – the patriotic bourgeoisie, the small and middle landlords and intellectuals – that made up the rank and file of the GMD's political constituency, the CCP moderated its policies. In an article in March 1940, entitled, ‘On New Democracy’, Mao noted that while socialism remained the ultimate goal, it was still a very long way off. The current task, which would take many years, was to fight imperialism and feudalism.

This policy of class collaboration succeeded beyond all expectations. In the three years from the Marco Polo Bridge incident to mid-1940, Party membership grew almost twentyfold. But many if not most of the new recruits were drawn by patriotism more than communist conviction.114

The next problem, therefore, was how to weld this vast, disparate membership into a disciplined political force.

In the early 1930s, the Communist Party had been ‘Bolshevised’ by fear. But the wave of revulsion that had generated ruled out any repetition, even had Mao wanted it – and by the end of the Long March, he, too, had recognised that there had to be a better way of resolving inner-Party differences. Men who had shared such incredible hardships, he told Xu Haidong in 1935, could not be fundamentally disloyal.115 Subsequently, various attempts were made to devise new methods, including ‘new leaf rallies’, where erring comrades confessed their faults and pledged publicly to make a new start. But the answer Mao eventually came up with stemmed from the Classical teachings of his youth.

‘If our Party's style is completely orthodox,’ he announced at the beginning of the Rectification Campaign, ‘the people of the entire nation will learn from us.’ The force of virtuous example, as Confucius had written – of ‘Redness’, as it was termed in Jiangxi, and would be again in the Cultural Revolution – was the key to swaying people's minds.116 Where Confucius, however, had contended that the masses ‘may be made to follow a course of action, but they may not be made to understand it’, Mao, as a communist, insisted that ‘the masses are the real heroes’,117 capable themselves of generating revolutionary ideas:

All correct leadership is necessarily ‘from the masses, to the masses’. This means: take the ideas of the masses … [and] through study, turn them into concentrated and systematic ideas, then go to the masses and propagate and explain these ideas until the masses embrace them as their own, hold fast to them and … test [their] correctness in action. Then once again concentrate ideas from the masses and once again go to the masses … and so on, over and over again in an endless spiral, with the ideas becoming more correct, more vital and richer each time.118

In the Rectification Campaign, this approach was applied within the Party's own ranks. The ‘movement of enlightenment’ which Mao sought was to be brought about voluntarily, by Party members themselves: ‘Communist Party members must ask “Why?” about everything, turn matters over deliberately in their minds and ask whether they conform to reality. They certainly must not follow blindly. Nor must they encourage slavishness.’ Yet, at the same time, he insisted on the need for uniformity of thought. ‘Submission to Central leadership’ was specifically reaffirmed.119

Mao's predilection for contradictions of this kind became a hallmark of his political style. It was a fiendishly clever, yet extraordinary simple device, enabling him to modulate the progress of an ideological campaign to accommodate his political needs, to change direction at will, and to lure real or presumed opponents into exposing their views, the better to strike them down.

Rectification had never been intended as a gentle, benign process. It was to be the final struggle, not only against Wang Ming and the ideas he represented, but more broadly against all in the Party who were in any way reluctant to accept the hegemony of Mao's thought. ‘Curing the sickness to save the patient’ was a fine principle, but Mao had not promised it would be painless. ‘The first step’, he had explained, ‘is to give the patient a powerful shock. Yell at him, “You're sick!”. Then he'll get a fright and break out in a sweat. At that point, he can be put on the road to recovery.’120 Confucian-style persuasion, moreover, might be the principal method; but, like his imperial predecessors, Mao reserved Legalist coercion for those who refused to submit – not senior leaders like Wang Ming, whose status protected them from crude repression, but lesser, more vulnerable souls, whose plight would serve as a warning to others.

In Yan'an, in 1942, the foremost among these irreductibles was an idealistic young writer named Wang Shiwei.121

Sincerity, not to say gullibility, has been one of the most attractive and enduring characteristics of Chinese intellectuals through the centuries. Among the writers and artists who had flocked to the communist standard since the beginning of the war, Mao's call for inner-Party debate and the questioning of long-held truths provoked an explosion of wall newspapers – with names like Shiyudi (Arrow and Target), Qing qibing (Light Cavalry), Tuo ling (Camel Bells) and Xibei feng (Northwest Wind) – like that in the May Fourth Movement, twenty years before.

The feminist, Ding Ling, made a vituperative attack on the Party's hypocrisy towards women. Her colleague, the poet, Ai Qing, complained caustically that Mao's cultural commissars expected him ‘to describe ringworm as flowers’. But the most devastating article by far was Wang Shiwei's satirical essay, ‘Wild Lily’, which appeared in the Party newspaper, Jiefang ribao (Liberation Daily), in March. It denounced the ‘dark side of Yan'an’ – the ‘three classes of clothing and five grades of food’, which were allocated to senior officials when ‘the sick can't get a bowl of noodles, and the young have only two bowls of congee a day’ the privileged access to young women enjoyed by those who had political power; the elitism and aloofness of cadres towards the rank and file.

Even now, half a century later, Chinese still disagree whether Mao set a deliberate trap, into which Wang Shiwei, and others, fell, or whether the writers’ response took him by surprise.

Typically, he encouraged both interpretations, describing Wang, at one moment, as a sorely needed target for the Rectification Campaign, and, at another, as a distraction, undermining its political purpose.122 But whether premeditated or not, Wang's calvary became a model in the repression of intellectual dissent, whose lessons would be applied, almost unchanged, to writers and artists in China throughout Mao's lifetime and beyond.

These were spelled out by Mao himself, in May, at a specially called forum on literature and art. Satire and criticism were necessary, he said, but writers and artists must know on which side of the revolutionary divide they belonged. Those (like Wang Shiwei) who devoted their energies to exposing ‘the so-called “darkness” of the proletariat’ were ‘petty-bourgeois individualists’, ‘mere termites in the revolutionary ranks’. The purpose of art, he went on, was to serve proletarian politics. The ‘fundamental task’ of writers and artists was to become ‘loyal spokesmen’ for the masses, immersing themselves in their lives and extolling their revolutionary struggles.123

Four days later, Wang was subjected to an ideological show trial, a prototype, albeit in milder form, of the struggle meetings of the 1960s. For two weeks, his Party colleagues debated his errors. Mao's political secretary, Chen Boda, set the tone, likening Wang to a leech and referring to him as ‘Comrade Shit-stink’, a word-play on the characters that formed his name. The bold poet, Ai Qing, intoned: ‘His viewpoint is reactionary and his remedies are poisonous; this “individual” does not deserve to be described as “human”, let alone a comrade.’ Even the rebellious Ding Ling decided it was wiser to denounce him. In the logic of rectification, it was not enough for Wang merely to be purged. His fellow writers had publicly to humiliate him. His ‘trial’ marked the beginning of a practice of collective denunciation that would remain an essential part of the Chinese communists’ treatment of dissidents for decades to come.

Afterwards, he was dismissed from the Literary Association, which meant he was no longer allowed to write. ‘Everyone else’, one participant recalled, having ‘got rid of their ideological burden’ – in other words, having saved their own skins – breathed a sigh of relief and resolved to keep their heads down in future.

Mao, however, was not yet convinced that the writers had learned their lesson. Wang himself had refused to recant, maintaining that what he had written had been intended for the Party's good. According to Kang Sheng, 90 per cent of the Yan'an intellectuals had initially sympathised with him. The Rectification Campaign was therefore extended, and efforts to demonise Wang shifted into higher gear. Already, during his ‘trial’, he had been accused of Trotskyism, ‘anti-Party thoughts’, having a ‘filthy and disgusting soul’ and inhabiting the mental universe of ‘a counter-revolutionary shit-hole’. None the less, his case had been treated as that of an erring comrade, who might possibly still be saved. The following October, that changed. Wang was formally accused of being a Guomindang spy, and of leading a Trotskyite ‘Five-Member Anti-Party Gang’ which had ‘sneaked into the Party to destroy and undermine it’. He was subsequently taken into custody by officials of the Social Department, the Party's Security Police, along with some 200 others regarded as politically unreliable, and detained at a secret CCP prison in the hills beyond Zaoyuan.

The ‘Anti-Party Gang’ was a frame-up, pure and simple, of the type at which Kang Sheng came to excel. Wang and the other four alleged members, two young married couples, had known each other slightly and shared the same liberal views. That was as far as the ‘conspiracy’ went. Even Mao, who had approved the operation, tried to shrug it off later as a ‘mistake’. Yet it was no less essential to his strategy than other, subtler aspects of the Rectification Campaign. For it showed the Party at large that the leadership's tolerance went only so far, that those who placed themselves beyond the pale – whose cases, as Mao would later put it, changed from being ‘contradictions among the people’ to ‘contradictions between the enemy and ourselves’ – would find the Confucian velvet glove replaced by a Legalist chopper.

From the autumn of 1942 onwards, Kang Sheng was given carte blanche for the first (but by no means the last) time to demonstrate his prowess as Mao's axeman.

A ‘cadre screening movement’ was launched to weed out ‘spies and bad elements’, on the pretext that the growth of Party membership had allowed Chiang Kai-shek's intelligence services to infiltrate secret agents. ‘Spies’, Mao warned melodramatically, were becoming ‘as thick as fur’, But, as in Wang Shiwei's case, the word ‘spy’ was broadly construed. Voicing dissident opinions, ‘liberalism’ towards unorthodox elements, a lack of enthusiasm for rectification, having relatives who were GMD members – all became grounds for suspicion. In December, therefore, with Mao's approval, the ‘screening movement’ became a ‘rescue movement’, in which suspects were tortured into confessing in order that they might be ‘saved’. This was consistent with Mao's original formula, ‘Cure the sickness to save the patient’, but distorted into a new, savage form that few in the Party had bargained for.

By July 1943, over a thousand ‘enemy agents’ had been detained, of whom nearly half had confessed. Kang reported that 70 per cent of recently recruited Party cadres were politically unreliable. At an army communications school, 170 out of 200 students were charged as ‘special agents’. Even in the Party Secretariat, the hub of Mao's apparatus of power, ten officials out of sixty were found to have ‘political problems’. There were dozens of suicides, and some 40,000 people (5 per cent of the total Party membership) were expelled.

It was all chillingly reminiscent of Mao's campaign against the AB-tuan at Futian in 1930. The death-toll was far lower, but the reliance on torture and confession was essentially the same.

Mao's colleagues thought so, too. Zhou Enlai, who returned to Yan'an from Chongqing in the summer of 1943, challenged Kang's assertions that the underground Party in the White areas was riddled with traitors. That in turn led Ren Bishi to investigate. His report to Mao was never made public, but it was evidently highly critical of Kang's methods, for in August the Chairman started to rein in the Social Department investigators. Two months later he minuted: ‘We should not kill anyone. Most people should not be arrested. This is the policy we must stick to.’ With that, the ‘rescue movement’ ended. In December 1943, a year after the movement had begun, it was revealed that 90 per cent of those accused had been innocent and were being rehabilitated, in some cases posthumously.124

Mao's reasons for permitting the ‘rescue movement’ to get so badly out of hand cast a revealing light on his style of rule.

Nationalist pressure was one factor, as it had been at Futian. But far more important was his conviction that a leader should never appear to be soft. In 1943, as he prepared to celebrate his fiftieth birthday, Mao had reached the end of his long apprenticeship in the uses of power. His setbacks in the 1920s and early 1930s had taught him that in politics, as in war, the object was to annihilate one's opponents, not to leave them wounded to fight another day. That did not mean a return to the old, discredited policies of ‘harsh struggle and merciless blows’, which Mao blamed on Wang Ming. But it implied a recognition that persuasion had to be backed up by fear. Revolution was not a dinner-party.

Wang Shiwei was the prototypal victim of this conscious ambiguity.

After his arrest, Mao gave orders that he neither be released nor killed. He remained in detention – ‘a young man with a grey, deathly look on his face’, who spoke ‘as if reciting from a textbook’ – to serve as a living warning to others in the Party of the fate that would await them should they stray from Mao's appointed path.

In the spring of 1947, when the communists withdrew from Yan'an, He Long was the local military commander. Westerners usually depicted him as the Robin Hood of the Red Army, a daredevil, romantic figure, who hated the rich and championed the poor. But like his fellow-generals, He Long was a tough, ruthless man. They hated intellectuals like Wang, who whined about literary freedoms while young soldiers were dying at the front. On He's orders one morning, Wang Shiwei was executed, with an axe, in a village near the Yellow River. When Mao was told, he bit his lip but said nothing.


Mao's emergence as the Party's supreme leader was accompanied by a growing personality cult. Already in the late 1920s, the Cantonese-speaking villagers of southern China wove myths about the bandit leader they called Mo Tak Chung, whom the authorities could never kill. But the decision to promote his image nationally as the standard-bearer of Chinese communism had come a decade later with the publication of Edgar Snow's Red Star over China. Snow had written that he perceived in Mao ‘a certain force of destiny’.

Mao evidently felt that, too. In the winter of 1935, he had revealed the full sweep of his ambition in a poem describing the landscape of northern Shensi. It opened with the lines:

A hundred leagues are ice-bound,
A thousand leagues of whirling snow …
The mountains dance like silver snakes,
The highlands roll like white wax elephants challenging the heavens.125


Mao then turned his thoughts to the Chinese leaders of antiquity who had gazed before him on this same landscape – the founding Emperors of the Qin, the Han, the Tang and the Song; and Genghis Khan, the Mongol. All had triumphed, he wrote, yet all had been flawed. ‘For true heroes,’ Mao declared, ‘we must look to the present age.’

The comparison was breathtaking.

At a time when the Red Army could muster only a few thousand poorly armed men, Mao already saw himself as the founding figure in a new, communist era, ready to assume the mantle of greatness inherited from the imperial past.

Thus, from the end of the Long March, Mao was predisposed to the idea that he was an exceptional man, ordained to play an exceptional role. From there it was but a small step, once conditions were ripe, to launching a full-blown leadership cult.

In June 1937, the new CCP weekly, Jiefang (Liberation), published his picture for the first time. It was a woodcut, with Mao's face illuminated by the rays of the sun, a motif traditionally associated with emperor-worship in China. Six months later, the first collection of his writings was printed in Shanghai.126 In the summer of 1938 another milestone was passed when Mao's faithful acolyte, Lin Biao, wrote of his ‘genius in leadership’,127 a phrase that would become so overworked in the later years of Mao's life that even he would grow sick of it.

At the same time, Mao's relations with those around him underwent a subtle change.

Western visitors in the early days of Yan'an had been charmed by the casualness of the place. Mao would drop in unannounced for dinner or a game of cards. ‘There developed’, wrote the Comintern adviser, Otto Braun, ‘what might almost be called a social life.’128 Saturday-night dances were held, which Mao – notwithstanding Agnes Smedley's comment that he had ‘no rhythm in his being’129 – particularly relished, because of the opportunities they provided for adoring female company. The American communist, Sidney Rittenberg, recalled arriving late one evening.

I could hear a string bass, a couple of fiddles, and maybe a saxophone and a clarinet tooting away … Someone pushed open the door and I peeped inside. There, directly across the room, I saw a lifesized portrait of Chairman Mao Zedong. I recognised immediately the wide forehead and brow, and the tiny, almost feminine mouth. Framed by the doorway, against the whitewashed walls, the leonine head looked stern, almost baleful. The tableau lasted only a split second. Then the band struck up a foxtrot, and the portrait came to life, turned, gestured to his partner, and began gliding across the floor.130

Now, behind the façade of easy fellowship – the atmosphere of an American revivalist camp, full of back-slapping and good cheer, as one visitor described it – a new formality developed.

In the spring of 1938, Violet Cressy-Marcks, one of the remarkable generation of intrepid women travellers who spent the inter-war years journeying alone through the Orient, was escorted to Mao's courtyard at Fenghuangshan to find its outer gate guarded by a soldier with a sub-machine-gun, and a second guard, at an inner door, carrying ‘the biggest naked sword I had ever seen in my life’.131 Gone were the days on the Jinggangshan, or even at Ruijin, less than ten years before, when Mao and the other leaders lived among the peasants. Now a pervasive sense of hierarchy set in. Mao no longer visited others; they came to him.132 Later that year, he requisitioned the only vehicle in town, a donated Chevrolet van, emblazoned with the words, ‘Ambulance: Gift of the New York Chinese Laundrymen's National Salvation Association’, to serve as his personal transport. The rest of the Politburo walked.133

Not everyone welcomed the plethora of superlatives – ‘most creative’, ‘most qualified’, ‘most talented’, ‘most authoritative’ – which now attached themselves to Mao. Even Liu Shaoqi, who was among his most consistent supporters, issued a cautious warning. In sinifying Marxism, he wrote, ‘we must not follow blindly, nor worship any idols’.

But in the winter of 1942, came news from Europe which silenced such hesitations. The battle of Stalingrad, the ‘Red Verdun’, as Mao called it, would come to be seen as a turning-point in the war, heralding the eventual collapse of the fascist Axis and bringing closer the time when conflict would resume between the Chinese nationalists and the communists.

That redirected attention, in both camps, to the need to build symbolic capital for the coming contest for the country's allegiance. On March 10, 1943, Chiang Kai-shek published his book, China's Destiny, setting out his claims to be China's ruler. Mao's elevation to become Chairman of the Politburo, and thus the Communist Party's champion, occurred a few days later. The territory and population each controlled was still heavily weighted in Chiang's favour. But the disparity was growing steadily smaller. Chiang's book was made compulsory reading in schools and universities in the White areas. Mao's writings on the sinification of Marxism became the guiding doctrine in the Red areas.134

Two months later, Mao's stature was further enhanced when Stalin, in a gesture to the Western allies, dissolved the Comintern. The CCP was now, in theory and in fact, an independent, national party.

As the personal dimension in the two parties’ rivalry became more sharply drawn, the personality cult around Mao reached new heights. In July, Liu Shaoqi, his doubts now stilled, lit the fires of unrestrained adulation. In a hagiographic article, he asserted that the only way to guarantee that the Party would not commit future errors was to ensure that ‘Mao Zedong's leadership penetrates everywhere’.135 That was the signal for his Politburo colleagues, from Zhou Enlai and Zhu De down, to join a chorus of delirious approval. Two American journalists, Theodore White and Annalee Jacoby, visiting Yan'an some months later, reported that Mao ‘was set on a pinnacle of adoration’, the object of ‘panegyrics of the most high-flown, almost nauseatingly slavish eloquence’. Even more striking, they wrote, was the practice of Mao's fellow leaders, ‘men of great rank themselves, to make ostentatious notes on Mao's free-running speeches, as though drinking from the fountain of knowledge’.136

This was the time when the term ‘Mao Zedong Thought’ (Mao Zedong sixiang) was coined, and when the first versions of his ‘Selected Works’ were compiled. It was then, too, that the Maoist anthem, ‘The East is Red’, was written:


The East is Red, the sun rises.
In China a Mao Zedong is born.
He seeks the people's happiness.
He is the people's Great Saviour.

Mao's portrait was painted on village walls and public buildings all over Red China.137 Schools were named after him: the Zedong Young Cadres’ School in Yan'an, the Zedong Youth School in Shandong.138 Toddlers were taught to chant: ‘We are all Chairman Mao's good little children’.139

The following winter, labour heroes sent messages, hailing Mao as China's ‘star of salvation’, a term which, in Chinese minds, conjured up the ancient link between the Emperor and the Heavens. In the spring of 1944, Mao was invited to plant the first grains of millet, as the Emperor, in past ages, had symbolically ploughed the first furrow.140

One element, however, was still lacking.

All through Chinese history, the summation of the past had played a crucial part in creating the political basis for a new dynasty's assumption of power. In Mao's case, there was the additional example of Stalin's rule in Russsia. One of the Soviet dictator's first actions after the Great Purge, in which the last of his adversaries perished, had been to issue his own version of Soviet Party history – the History of the CPSU (Bolshevik), Short Course – in 1938. This was translated into Chinese and assigned for cadre study in Yan'an a year later. Subsequently it was included among the texts used in the Rectification Campaign, a message not lost on Mao's colleagues.141

But the ‘clarification of Party history’, as it was delicately called, continued to elude him.

The crux of the problem was that Mao, like Stalin – like Chinese leaders through the ages – would brook no rival source of authority. It was not enough that the Party's early leaders, Chen Duxiu and Li Lisan, were already discredited (and Qu Qiubai, had he not died a martyr, would surely have been, too). It was not enough that the political line of Wang Ming and Bo Gu had been repudiated. The exposure and rebuttal of non-Maoist ideas had to be carried through to the end. There was no lack of precedent for this in China's imperial past. The great Qing Emperor, Qianlong, in the eighteenth century, conducted one of the most terrible literary inquisitions of all time to root out seditious thought. Mao, too, felt instinctively that his rule would not be secure until all the intellectual alternatives within the Party had been closed off, and senior officials, starting with his own closest colleagues, had publicly confessed their past errors in supporting the mistaken policies previously associated with his rivals.

It would take another eighteen months before he was finally satisfied that he had the degree of control that he wanted.

From late 1943 until the spring of 1944, Liu Shaoqi, as Mao's point man, led the attack on the Fourth Plenum, which had brought Wang Ming to power. Everyone who had ever been associated with Wang, starting with Zhang Wentian and Zhou Enlai, made abject self-criticisms – and was criticised by their colleagues in turn.142

In Zhou's case, the process was particularly painful. On at least two occasions, Mao himself made blistering attacks on Zhou's record, his lack of principle and willingness to be swayed by whichever group held power. In Jiangxi, Zhou had sided with the Returned Students. After 1937, he had backed Wang Ming. Mao was determined that this time, he should learn his lesson.143 Ren Bishi, now one of the Chairman's close allies, was likewise required to repudiate his former ties with Wang Ming. Kang Sheng was criticised for his handling of the ‘rescue movement’, along with lesser figures like Deng Fa (his predecessor as Security Chief, and the architect of the blood-purge in Fujian in 1931). Apart from absent members, such as Wang Jiaxiang (who was back in Moscow) and Wang Ming (who was ill), every leader went through the ritual of repentance and obeisance to Mao's ideas – with one exception: Liu Shaoqi, who in a foretaste of the hubris that would eventually cause his downfall, claimed to have been on Mao's side all along.

In April 1944, with all opposition stilled, Mao was ready to bring the orgy of self-flagellation to an end. Wang Ming and Bo Gu, he announced, would not be punished for anti-Party crimes, as the Russian Old Bolsheviks had been. Party policy veered back towards conciliation again.

Mao also made a tacit apology for the excesses of the ‘rescue movement’, bowing to the assembled cadres as a sign of atonement. It was a measure of the depth of hatred which that campaign had aroused that, despite his Olympian stature in the Part by this stage, he had to bow not once but three times before the audience applauded, signifying that his excuses were accepted.

In the new, authorised version of Party history, Mao's struggles against the ‘wrong views’ of Chen Duxiu, Qu Qiubai, Li Lisan, and Wang Ming, and the triumph of his own correct thinking from 1935 on, were depicted as linked elements of a single, continuous whole. The myth that was so created would resonate well into the 1960s, and for many Chinese, beyond: since Mao had always been right in the past, how could he not be right in the future?

A further year elapsed before the formal ‘Resolution on Certain Questions of Party History’, embodying this principle, was approved by the full Central Committee in April 1945. It had to be revised fourteen times, because almost every senior communist had a personal stake in the interpretation accorded to events in which he had been directly involved. Indeed, so contentious were some of these matters of detail that the debate had to be shifted from the Seventh Congress, where it was originally to have been held, to the preceding plenum, which was smaller and more easily controlled. In the interests of unity, Bo Gu was made a member of the drafting committee (signifying that he endorsed the criticism of his own former policies), and Wang Ming was eventually persuaded also to write a letter, recognising his errors. The same sense of unity restored pervaded the Congress itself. At Mao's insistence, Bo and Wang were both re-elected to the Central Committee, albeit in last and last-but-one place. Li Lisan, denounced for his leftist deviations, absent in the Soviet Union where he had been living in disgrace for the last fifteen years, and unaware that the Congress was even taking place, retained his membership too.

Mao became Chairman of the whole Party, instead of merely the Secretariat and Politburo. Liu Shaoqi was confirmed as his number two and putative heir. Zhou Enlai came third in the rank order, although, in a sign that he was still on probation after the Rectification Campaign, Mao allowed him to be placed well down in the Central Committee listing, in a none too subtle reminder that Zhou held office at the will of the Chairman, not because he had a strong following of his own. Zhu De, the Commander-in-Chief, ranked fourth, and Ren Bishi, fifth.

When the Seventh Congress ended, Mao had finally achieved the fusion of power, ideology and charisma he had been seeking since Zunyi. Over the years, the more perceptive of his visitors had sensed obscurely the changes that were at work. Edgar Snow, in 1939, found him acquiring a sage-like serenity.144 Evans Carlson noted his air of abstraction.145 But Sidney Rittenberg put it best, when he contrasted Mao with Zhou Enlai. ‘With Zhou,’ he wrote, ‘I felt I was with … a comrade. With Mao, I felt I was sitting next to history.’146

*

By the summer of 1944, the tide of war in Europe was flowing strongly in the Allies’ favour. Italy had capitulated. American- and British-led forces had landed in Normandy. From the east, the once invincible German army was being pushed back towards its own borders by the Russian juggernaut. In Asia, too, Japan was wavering. In China the imperial army had launched the Ichigō offensive, the biggest wartime operation Japan had ever undertaken, to open an overland route to French Indochina. But while superficially a success, the operation was misconceived. Instead of giving Japan a strategic advantage, it weakened Chiang's nationalists, who bore the brunt of the fighting, and allowed the communists to carve out new base areas behind enemy lines as the front moved south.147 Elsewhere in the Pacific theatre, the Emperor's forces were in retreat.

While the High Command in Tokyo began contemplating the unthinkable, the defence of the home islands, Stalin and Roosevelt turned their attention to the shape of the post-war order to come.

On July 22, 1944, an aircraft with US markings appeared over Yan'an. It caused almost as big a sensation as the arrival of Wang Ming, five-and-a-half years before – not least because as it was coming in to land, the left wheel hit a grave-mound just before the runway, causing it to lurch violently downwards and the left propeller to shear off, which then slammed into the pilot compartment, making a huge hole in the fuselage and bringing the plane to a jarring halt. Thus began the so-called Dixie Mission, America's first and last overt attempt (until the early 1970s) to establish official lines of communication with the Chinese communists.148 Astonishingly, no one was hurt, and after being greeted by Zhou Enlai, the small group of US liaison officers were escorted to their quarters – where a learning experience started for both sides. The Americans had to be reminded not to bawl ‘Boy!’, whenever they wanted something, but to call politely for their zhaodaiyuan, or ‘hospitality officer’. The Chinese found themselves for the first time in a quasi-diplomatic relationship with a group of non-communist Westerners. Mao set the tone, giving instructions that the words, ‘Our Friends’, be inserted into the Jiefang ribao headline, welcoming the mission. He and the other leaders were invited to showings of Hollywood musicals on a petrol-driven projector, and for a time films like Charlie Chaplin's Modern Times displaced the Saturday-night dances as Yan'an's main social attraction.149

The American decision to send the US Observer Mission, as the group was officially named, reflected Roosevelt's frustration at the inability of the Generalissimo's corrupt, authoritarian and increasingly unpopular regime to prosecute the war effectively. Chiang's failure to halt Ichigō was the latest in a long series of nationalist bungling. The US President wanted a settlement with the communists so that the two sides would join together to drive out the invader.

Stalin, who feared the creation of an American protectorate in China, wanted treaty relations with the nationalist government which would guarantee Chinese neutrality in any future Great Power struggle, and the recognition of Russia's ‘special interests’ in Manchuria, notably railway and port concessions. He, too, though for different reasons, favoured an agreement between the GMD and the communists. The Generalissimo himself was adamantly opposed to negotiations with ‘the Reds’. But, under pressure from both Washington and Moscow, he reluctantly gave in. On November 7, 1944, Roosevelt's personal emissary, Major-General Patrick J. Hurley, set out for Yan'an to begin a mediation effort.150

Unfortunately, no one had thought to send word ahead that the General was on his way. When the weekly US plane, bringing the Dixie Mission's supplies, arrived from Chongqing, Zhou Enlai, who happened to be at the airstrip, was startled to see emerge ‘a tall, grey-haired, soldierly, extremely handsome man, wearing [a] most beautifully tailored uniform … with enough ribbons on his chest to represent every war, it seemed … in which the United States had ever engaged’. On being told who the distinguished visitor was, Zhou rushed off to find Mao, and an infantry company was mustered to form an improvised guard of honour. But the day's surprises were only beginning. Hurley, an Oklahoma orphan who had become an oil millionaire, was the incarnation of American capitalism, as vain as a peacock, and loved to play to the cameras. As he took the salute, members of the Mission recalled, he ‘drew himself to his full impressive height, swelled up like a poisoned pup, [waved his hat in the air] … and pierced the north China stillness with a blood-curdling whooping “Yahoooo!” of the Choctaw Indians’. Mao and Zhu De gaped in astonished disbelief.151

Hurley's three-day visit turned out to be an object-lesson in the misunderstanding of China which would characterise US policy until Richard Nixon became President, twenty-five years later.

He offered Mao a draft agreement, replete with sonorous phrases about ‘the establishment of a government of the people, for the people and by the people’, which he had composed himself, apparently convinced that, if the communists signed on, Chiang, under American pressure, would have no choice but to do the same. The premise was false. The Generalissimo soon made clear that he was not willing to accept key provisions of Hurley's text – such as the legalisation of the Communist Party, and equal treatment for communist and nationalist forces in the allocation of military supplies – and still less Mao's revised version, which proposed a coalition government. Hurley's blunder was made all the more glaring because he had asserted publicly in Yan'an that he found Mao's counter-proposals ‘fair and just’, and they had both signed the final draft as a gauge of their good faith.

Two weeks later the peace effort stalled. When the Dixie Mission commander, Colonel David Barrett, made a last effort to revive it in December, he was exposed to the full blast of Mao's recriminations:

General Hurley came to Yan'an and asked on what terms we would co-operate with the Guomindang. We offered a five-point proposal … General Hurley agreed that the terms were eminently fair … The Generalissimo has refused these terms. Now the United States comes and earnestly asks us to accept counter-proposals which require us to sacrifice our liberty. This is difficult for us to understand … If … the United States wishes to continue to prop up the rotten shell that is Chiang Kai-shek, that is her privilege … We are not like Chiang Kai-shek. No nation needs to prop us up. We can stand erect and walk on our own feet like free men.152

Mao's attitude, Barrett reported, was ‘recalcitrant in the extreme’, and several times he flew into a violent rage. ‘He kept shouting, over and over again, “We will not yield any further!”, “That bastard, Chiang!”, and “If [he] were here I would curse him to his face!” … Zhou Enlai backed up in calm, cold language everything that Chairman Mao said. I left the interview feeling I had talked in vain to two clever, ruthless and determined leaders who felt absolutely sure of the strength of their position.’

That was certainly the impression Mao's histrionics were intended to convey. But Barrett's conclusion did the communists too much credit. At the end of 1944, they had nearly 900,000 troops and controlled territory with a population of 90 million. Chiang Kai-shek had 1.5 million troops, and controlled 200 million people. The Guomindang's forces were ‘still formidable’, Mao warned a few months later, and the Red Army would underestimate them at its peril.153

Against this background, General Hurley's peace-making, hamhanded though it was, did Mao an enormous service. It locked Chiang into discussions which further legitimized the communist cause, and which he could not break off without antagonising both his American ally and all those Chinese who supported him on patriotic rather than political grounds.

US mediation also gave Mao an opportunity to finesse the communists’ image abroad by persuading the foreigners who flocked to Yan'an following the Dixie Mission's arrival that the CCP was a moderate party, made up essentially of agrarian reformers, communist in little more than name. That particular hare had been started by Stalin, who, ever since the beginning of the war, had been encouraging him to put ‘communism’ on the back-burner in order to maximise popular support for the united front against Japan.154 Now the Soviet leader told the US Ambassador, Averill Harriman, that Mao and his colleagues were good patriots but ‘margarine communists’, implying that they were not real Marxist-Leninists (a view which not only fitted well with his efforts to further a CCP–GMD peace accord, but also reflected real doubts about Mao's doctrinal orthodoxy).155 It was consonant, too, with Mao's ‘New Democracy’ platform, which stated that the CCP's immediate goal was not Soviet-style communism, but a mixed economy. After the Hurley exchanges, this ‘campaign of moderation’ went into high gear, and took on a strongly pro-American slant. Mao wondered aloud whether ‘it might be more appropriate to call ourselves a Democratic Party’, dropping the word ‘communist’ altogether. He opined that the United States was ‘the most suitable country’ to aid China's modernisation, and startled an American reporter by asking if he thought Sears Roebuck would like to extend its mail order business to China.156

All this was wholly disingenuous. But it made effective propaganda. By January 1945, the communists were making secret overtures to the State Department, proposing that Mao and Zhou visit Washington for talks with Roosevelt.157 Chiang's claim to be the only Chinese leader any self-respecting Western government could support suddenly began to look frayed. Mao allowed himself to hope that the United States might perhaps stay neutral in the communist-nationalist conflict which, following the failure of Hurley's mission, he was convinced must eventually resume.

A month later the Yalta summit muddied the waters again.VI

Roosevelt and Stalin agreed to treat Chiang's regime as a buffer, separating a US-dominated Pacific from a Soviet-dominated North East Asia. Russia would recover the Kurile islands and southern Sakhalin. The United States and Britain acknowledged that Russia had special though not exclusive privileges in Manchuria, and promised not to oppose the ‘independence’ of Outer Mongolia, which would make that country, over which China still claimed sovereignty, to all intents and purposes a Soviet satellite. In return, Stalin undertook to declare war on Japan within ninety days of the end of hostilities in Europe, and not to support the CCP against the nationalist government.

Having settled the future shape of Asia to their mutual satisfaction, Washington and Moscow began pressing their respective Chinese clients to accept some form of coalition government.158

Mao apeared to acquiesce, setting out a comprehensive strategy for an alternative, peaceful route to power in his report to the Seventh Congress. But his scepticism was all too apparent. In a whimsical, off-the-cuff speech to delegates later the same day, he likened Chiang – whom he described as a ‘hooligan’ – to a man with a dirty face. ‘Our policy has been and still is’, he declared, ‘to invite him to wash his face [in other words, to reform] and not to cut off his head … [But] the older one gets, the less willing and likely one is to change one's ways. [So] we say, “if you wash, we can marry, for we still love each other dearly” … But we must keep up our defences. When attacked … we must resolutely, quickly, thoroughly and completely eliminate the enemy.’159

To that end, the Congress called for the expansion of the Red Army to one million men; preparations for urban insurrections; and increased emphasis on mobile warfare, rather than guerrilla tactics. In coded cables to the military commanders, Mao warned that renewed civil war was inevitable. They must use the time remaining to make the necessary dispositions.160

As far as it went, this made sense. But Mao, like Chiang Kai-shek, unaware that America would use the atom bomb against Hiroshima and Nagasaki, had misjudged the speed of the Japanese collapse. Well into the summer of 1945, he continued to believe that Japan's defeat was at least a year away. The plan to switch from guerrilla to conventional warfare was too little, too late.

Much worse was to follow.

On August 9, the Soviet army, as Stalin had promised, invaded Manchuria (the Soviet leader having brought things forward lest Japan surrender too quickly and Russia no longer have a reason to declare war). At Yan'an the news was received rapturously. The following day, Zhu De told communist troops to start accepting the surrender of Japanese units. However, Chiang then issued a counter-order to Japanese commanders to surrender only to nationalist forces. Mao cabled Stalin for support. Four days later the Soviet leader dropped his bombshell. On August 14 in Moscow, only hours before Japan's capitulation, Chiang's Foreign Minister, Wang Shijie, and Vyacheslav Molotov signed a treaty of friendship and alliance. Chiang had been forced to accept the concessions on Manchuria and Outer Mongolia which Roosevelt and Stalin had agreed in his absence at Yalta. In return, the Soviet Union affirmed Chinese sovereignty in the north-east and in Xinjiang; promised that areas liberated by Soviet troops would be handed over to nationalist, not communist, forces; and, most important of all, recognised the nationalists’ claim to be China's sole legitimate national government.161

The same day Chiang Kai-shek sent a telegram to Mao, inviting him to ‘honour [us] with your presence for mutual discussions’ following ‘the surrender of the [Japanese] dwarf pirates’.162 When the CCP Central Committee set conditions which it knew Chiang would not accept, Stalin intervened again, impressing on Mao, in telegrams on August 20 and 22 that a civil war at this stage would be disastrous.VII The Russians, he said, could do nothing to help their Chinese comrades because their hands were tied by their treaty obligations (which, he added, they had to honour lest the related parts of the Yalta agreement, dealing with Outer Mongolia, Sakhalin and the Kuriles, also be called into question). Negotiation was therefore the only possible course.163

To Mao, it was a repetition of Stalin's perfidy in 1936, when he had demanded that the Chinese communists obtain a peaceful resolution of the Xian Incident, and of the pressure the Russians had exerted to preserve the united front after the South Anhui incident. But this time it was even more flagrant. The Soviet leader had sold the CCP down the river for Russia's national interests without even bothering to pretend that there was any larger justification.164 Mao had known that the Russians and the GMD were talking since June. But he had been kept in the dark about the understanding Stalin had reached at Yalta. Now, finally, it all became clear: if civil war did break out, the CCP would be on its own.

Communist policy changed overnight. All criticism of the Guomindang, and of the United States, stopped. Plans for urban insurrections were put on hold. Red Army units were told to co-operate with US forces in China in disarming Japanese formations. On August 28, Mao set out for Chongqing aboard a US air force plane, accompanied by General Hurley, for peace negotiations, leaving Liu Shaoqi in charge of the Party in his absence. Pyotr Vlasov, the Comintern agent who had replaced Otto Braun and had stayed on in Yan'an after the organisation's dissolution, said afterwards that Mao looked like a man going to his own crucifixion.165

He was in an unenviable position. Chiang's relations with the United States had improved markedly over the previous nine months. Roosevelt had died, to be succeeded by Harry Truman, and the nationalists now enjoyed the Soviet Union's benevolent neutrality. As long as the talks lasted, the GMD armies, with American support, could move to repossess Japanese-held areas while the Red Army was kept at arm's length. If they broke down, Chiang could blame communist intransigence and opt for a military solution.

The balance of forces was not entirely one-sided. By agreeing, under American pressure, to negotiate face to face, Chiang had been forced to concede, as Mao put it, ‘a pattern of equality’ between the two parties, which the communists saw as a significant gain. The two men had last met in Canton, when Mao had headed the GMD's Peasant Training Institute, nineteen years before. Nothing had happened since to facilitate a meeting of minds. Their personalities were utterly different: contemporary photographs showed Mao in a baggy blue suit with a round Sun Yat-sen collar and an incongruous, light-grey pith helmet over his long, unkempt hair, while Generalissimo Chiang, immaculately groomed, wore a crisply pressed military uniform.166 Their politics were diametrically opposed. And, for good measure, they detested each other. Mao, Chiang fumed, was a traitor: if such people went unpunished, no one would obey the government.167

During the six weeks the talks lasted, the two men met four times; approved a memorandum of understanding, in which they both promised ‘resolutely to avoid civil war’; and Chiang undertook to convene an all-party Political Consultative Conference to discuss a new constitution. Wider agreement was blocked, as in earlier negotiations, by Chiang's insistence, and Mao's refusal, that the CCP place its army and the local governments it led under GMD control as a precondition to an overall settlement.168

Meanwhile the international context was changing yet again.

In August, when the Chongqing talks began, the US and the Soviet Union were both officially committed to non-intervention in Chinese affairs. By October, when they ended, their relations were fraying. Fifty thousand US marines had started landing on the North China coast, ostensibly to help disarm the Japanese but actually to occupy Beijing, Tianjin and other major cities on the Guomindang's behalf, in order to forestall a Russian move south; while Soviet troops were discreetly conniving in a Chinese communist take-over of Manchuria. Eight months after Yalta, the idea of a neutral China, buffering Soviet and US ambitions, had begun to lose its meaning. The Cold War, conceived in Europe, was rapidly spreading east.

Manchuria became the flashpoint of these new rivalries.

On November 14, nationalist troops, transported to the north by US warships, attacked communist units defending Shanhaiguan, the strategic chokepoint at the end of the Great Wall which controls the main land-route north. Six days later, Lin Biao reported that the town was lost and could not be recaptured. The situation was back where it had been in the summer. Both sides were moving inexorably towards full-scale civil war.

Stalin blew hot and cold. On the one hand, he had serious doubts about the Chinese communists’ ability to defeat Chiang militarily (just as Truman, in an eerie symmetry, believed that Chiang could not defeat the communists). On the other, they gave him leverage against the nationalist regime. In October he had authorised his commanders to provide Lin's troops with Japanese weapons and limited Soviet supplies. But the following month, concerned that tensions with the Americans were getting out of hand, he ordered them to tell the Chinese communists to withdraw from all major cities and communications routes within a week and regroup in the rural areas. ‘If you do not leave,’ one Soviet general warned the north China leader, Peng Zhen, ‘we will use tanks to drive you out.’ Communist sappers, who were sabotaging the railway lines to slow the nationalist advance, were told to desist or be forcibly disarmed. Peng, normally the most unemotional of men, exploded: ‘The army of one Communist Party using tanks to drive out the army of another! Things like this have never happened before.’ Yet there was nothing the Chinese Party could do about it. As in August, they had to acquiesce.

Mao played little part in these events. His neurasthenia was back.169

For the first time since 1924, when he had retreated in despair to Shaoshan, Mao's political touch had deserted him. He could not see how to go forward.

Having that summer achieved total power and almost godlike status in a Party which was freer than ever of Soviet control, he suddenly found that he was, after all, impotent – bound hand and foot by the overriding interests of the Great Powers. Stalin's treaty with Chiang in August had prevented him from launching the full-scale civil war, for which, psychologically, he had been preparing, and it had left him politically naked, to face the Generalissimo in Chongqing. The communist leaders were condemned to watch helplessly as Chiang tightened his grip on larger and larger areas of China and the combined pressure of Moscow and Washington prevented them from doing anything effective to stop him. In the summer of 1945, the nationalists had controlled less than 15 per cent of China's territory. A year later they had almost 80 per cent.170

While Mao languished in the grip of depression, Liu Shaoqi continued to stand in for him as acting head of the Central Committee. Visitors were told he was suffering from exhaustion.171 ‘All through November,’ his interpreter, Shi Zhe, remembered, ‘we saw him, day after day, prostrate on his bed, his body trembling. His hands and legs twitched convulsively, and he was bathed in a cold sweat … He asked us for cold towels to put on his forehead, but it didn't help. The doctors could do nothing.’172

In the end, it was President Truman who got Mao out of his black hole.

Anxieties had been growing in the US Congress over the spectacle of American marines being sucked into a foreign civil war. On November 27, Hurley resigned in a huff after a Congressional resolution urged a US withdrawal. Truman made clear he had no intention of allowing US troops to fight on the nationalist side and announced the appointment of General George C. Marshall, the architect of the lend-lease programme for Europe, to take Hurley's place. The new policy Marshall was to follow had two cardinal objectives: a truce between the nationalists and the communists, leading to a political settlement; and getting the Russians out of Manchuria.173

When the news reached Yan'an, Mao saw for the first time in months a glimmer of hope. If the Americans wanted peace in China, they would have to pressure Chiang into halting his offensive against communist positions.174

Marshall arrived in Chongqing on December 21. Within ten days, he had persuaded both sides to table truce proposals. Zhou Enlai, on Mao's instructions, accepted the nationalists’ principal condition: freedom of movement for government troops to take over Soviet-held areas in Manchuria and to disarm Japanese forces in the south. On January 10, 1946, a ceasefire was signed, which took effect three days later. Meanwhile, in a further gesture to Marshall, Chiang Kai-shek summoned the Political Consultative Conference (PCC), which he had agreed to set up the previous October but had not yet permitted to meet. He intended it as a fig-leaf, to give the government an aura of democratic legitimacy. Instead, an unlikely coalition of communists, third-party figures and GMD moderates took matters out of Chiang's hands, and, building on the momentum generated by the ceasefire accord, approved resolutions calling for, among other things, an elected national assembly and communist participation in a coalition government, in which the GMD would not be permitted to hold more than half of the ministerial posts.175

Mao was ecstatic. His instincts about the Marshall mission had turned out to be correct. The pendulum had swung back from war to political struggle. ‘Our Party will soon join the government,’ he proclaimed, in a directive at the beginning of February 1946. ‘Generally speaking’, the armed struggle was over. The major task now, Mao asserted, was to overcome closed-doorism, which led ‘some comrades’ to doubt that ‘a new era of peace and democracy has arrived’.176

That night, he gave a banquet for a visiting American journalist, John Roderick of the Associated Press, the first foreign reporter he had seen for several months. It was a festive occasion, and Mao was full of praise for Truman, whose initiative, he said, had made a major contribution to Chinese–American friendship. Roderick was struck by the way he dominated his surroundings, carrying himself with ‘an air of self-confidence and authority just short of arrogance’. He was the kind of man, Roderick thought, who would stand out in a crowded room anywhere, exuding an aura of leadership like that ‘which must have emanated from men like Alexander the Great, Napoleon and Lenin’.177

Sadly for this heroic image, the closed-doorists proved correct. Chiang Kai-shek was not ready to carry out the PCC resolutions, and the United States was not ready to force him to do so. Mao had made a massive misjudgement.

For a few weeks more, the impetus Marshall had created kept the negotiations moving forward. In late February, the two sides astonished themselves by reaching agreement on the integration of communist forces into a new, non-partisan national army – an issue which, even at the height of the wartime united front, had proved intractable.178

But soon there were alarming signs that the peace process was starting to unravel.

At the beginning of March, Winston Churchill gave his ‘Iron Curtain’ speech in Fulton, Missouri. Global tensions between the US and the Soviet Union were rising. As American pressure grew for the Soviet army to withdraw from Manchuria, Stalin increased support for the Chinese communists. On March 13, as the Russian pull-out began, Soviet units handed over their positions to Lin Biao's forces, allowing them to consolidate their control of the one major area of China which, because of the Soviet occupation, the nationalists had not been able to take back. Chiang convinced the White House that, ceasefire or no ceasefire, it was imperative that the government intervene lest the whole of Manchuria fall under the communists’ sway. Mao initially interpreted the nationalist troop movements as the Generalissimo trying to strengthen his negotiating position. But when the advance continued, he was forced to recognise that Chiang was serious. A week later, he instructed Lin Biao to launch a counter-offensive, regardless of the effect on the peace talks. Changchun fell to Lin's forces on April 18; Harbin, ten days later.179

The battle for Manchuria was underway, but not yet a general conflict. For another month, Mao continued to urge communist commanders in other areas to hold their fire unless the nationalists attacked first.

‘The GMD is actively preparing to start a nationwide civil war,’ he wrote in a CC directive on May 15, ‘but the US is not in favour of it … Our Party?s policy should [therefore] be … to prevent, or at least postpone, it.’180 Three weeks later, Marshall forced Chiang to accept a new ceasefire in Manchuria, but not before his troops had clawed back most of the communists’ gains. Mao agreed to give the negotiations one last chance. They soon collapsed again. Marshall's mediation effort had been a failure, the Central Committee declared. The ‘GMD reactionaries’ were ruling China by terror, and the United States was supporting them. Marshall himself was frustrated and disillusioned by what he called the nationalists’ ‘rottenness and corruption’.181

At the end of June, fresh clashes broke out as the nationalists attacked communist base areas in the Yangtse Valley and in Hebei and Shandong. A month later the fighting spread to engulf the whole of central and northern China.182


In retrospect, Mao had had a profoundly unsatisfactory year.

His leadership was intact. To the Party at large, and to the peasantry who made up the bulk of its following, he was still the ‘star of salvation’, the Red Sun in the East. His colleagues might grumble, out of earshot, over the bewildering zigzags in policy – from war to peace, and back to war again – but no one challenged him. Mao had become indispensable, the irreplaceable guide and symbol of the future of the communist cause.183

But his inexperience in dealing with the Powers, which led him to make mistake after mistake the previous autumn and spring, had left him mortified.

Chiang Kai-shek, who headed a recognised government, had had fifteen years to learn how to play them off against each other, and even he did not do it very well. Mao led a rebel movement. He had never met a foreign leader, not even from his closest ally, the Soviet Union. Until the arrival of the Dixie Mission, eighteen months before, he had never dealt with a Western official. His naivety in believing that the Americans would force the nationalist government to compromise still rankled, twenty years later,184 and was among the reasons for his caution in contacts with the Western powers when the question of diplomatic relations arose after Chiang's defeat.

Once the foreign-policy fog had cleared, the Soviet withdrawal was complete and the focus of Great Power rivalry switched to Europe, Mao's old sureness of touch returned. Facing an enemy he knew well – the Guomindang – on terrain he knew well – the Chinese countryside – he was back in his element. In a succession of Central Committee directives, he reiterated the old, tried and tested battle principles which had worked so well in Jiangxi and against the Japanese – luring the enemy in deep, and concentrating strong forces against weak ones. Abandoning territory to preserve troop-strength was ‘not only unavoidable but necessary’, he told his colleagues that summer, ‘otherwise final victory will be impossible’.185 Almost alone among the leadership, Mao was convinced that the tide would turn and that China's fate would be decided not by political means but militarily. He told Zhou Enlai that winter that it might take another year, perhaps even a little longer, before the CCP could go on the offensive. A protracted war would follow, he said, but the Red Army – or as it was now called, the People's Liberation Army (PLA) – would win.186

Next spring, when Yan'an itself was threatened, his interpreter, Shi Zhe, asked him despondently what they could do to stop the town falling. Mao burst out laughing. ‘That's not clever,’ he said. ‘We should not try to stop them … Chiang thinks when he has seized the devils’ lair, he will win. In fact, he will lose everything. [It is written in the Analects:] “If a thing comes to me, and I give nothing in return, that is contrary to propriety.” We will give Chiang Yan'an. He will give us China.’187

Two weeks later, at dusk on March 18, 1947, the column escorting Mao and other Central Committee leaders left the Red capital, heading north. The Yan'an interlude was over. The final battle had begun.188
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Plate 17 Yan’an in the late 1930s, with its distinctive Song dynasty pagoda.

Plate 18 Zhang Guotao, whose challenge to Mao collapsed after the destruction of the Fourth Army in Gansu in 1937.
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Plate 19 Wang Shiwei, the gifted young writer whose persecution in the Yan’an Rectification Campaign set the pattern for all Mao’s subsequent efforts to crush intellectual dissent.
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Plate 20 Mao’s fourth wife, Jiang Qing, as an actress in Shanghai.
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Plate 21 From left: Zhou Enlai, Mao and Zhu De, in Yan’an in 1946.




[image: fig-22]

Plate 22 Mao reviewing Lin Biao’s victorious army after the surrender of Beijing in March 1949.
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Plate 23 A landlord in North China, on trial before fellow villagers during the land reform after the communist takeover.
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Plate 24 Mao proclaiming the People’s Republic from Tiananmen on October 1, 1949.
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Plate 25 Gao Gang, Party boss of Manchuria, purged in 1954.
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Plate 26 From left: Mao, Bulganin, Stalin and the East German Party chief, Walter Ulbricht, celebrating the Soviet leader’s 70th birthday at the Kremlin in December 1949.
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Plate 27 Mao relaxing with his nephew, Yuanxin, and his daughters Li Min and Li Na at Lushan in 1951.
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Plate 28 From left: Jiang Qing; Li Na; Mao; his oldest son, Anying, soon to die in Korea; and Anying’s wife, Liu Songlin.
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Plate 29 Mao with the Dalai Lama (right) and the Panchen Lama in Beijing in 1954.
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Plate 30 A struggle meeting to criticise bourgeois intellectuals at the start of the anti-Rightist campaign in July 1957.
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Plate 31 The parting of the ways: Mao and Khrushchev meet for the last time in Beijing in October 1959.
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Plate 32 Peng Dehuai (second from left) talking to peasants in Hunan during the Great Leap Forward in 1959.






I Mao was referring here to weiqi, or Chinese chess, in which the object is to safeguard one's own pieces by maintaining blank spaces on the board into which an adversary's pieces cannot penetrate. So long as a player dominates these blank spaces, his pieces cannot be captured even if they are surrounded.

II These turned out to be prophetic words. Six months later, in December 1938, Wang Jingwei, Mao's former patron and Chiang Kai-shek's onetime rival to inherit Sun Yat-sen's mantle, broke with the GMD and fled to Hanoi. The following spring, he set up a puppet government, based in Nanjing, and afterwards signed a treaty of alliance with Japan.

III This begs the question of whether Mao and Lily Wu were in fact having an affair. The evidence is inconclusive. In her diary, Helen Snow described Lily ‘leaning on Mao's knee in a familiar way’. Agnes Smedley let slip that the actress had been giving Mao ‘mandarin lessons’. He Zizhen, while never formally accusing Mao of adultery, charged Ms Wu with ‘alienating Mao's affections’.

IV Anying and his younger brother, Anqing, had been sent to Moscow in 1936 after the reconstituted Shanghai Party organisation managed to resume contact with them. There Anqing, then aged thirteen, was diagnosed as mentally ill. Li Min joined her mother in Moscow in 1941. Anying returned to China in December 1945, followed by Li Min; Anqing came back with He Zishen eighteen months later.

V Despite Soviet aid, the economy of the Border Region was in crisis from 1941 to 1943. In each of those years the price of millet, the staple foodstuff, increased by between 50 and 130 per cent. Contrary to communist legend, which held that Yan'an had prospered by adopting policies of self-sufficiency and ‘reliance on the masses’, Mao resorted to the same methods that the First Front Army had used to survive after abandoning Jinggangshan: trade in opium. It was referred to in communist documents as ‘special product’, ‘a certain thing’ or simply, ‘soap’, and was not sold in the communist controlled areas, where opium smoking was strictly prohibited, but smuggled out to Japanese-occupied or nationalist-ruled regions. From 1942 to 1945 these exports brought in roughly 40 per cent of the Border Region's revenue. Both the nationalists and the warlords also relied on opium sales to augment their revenue.

VI The Big Three (Churchill, Roosevelt and Stalin) met at the Crimean resort of Yalta in February 1945, to define the shape of post-war Europe and to delineate their respective spheres of influence in Asia.

VII Three years later, in a rare admission of error, Stalin acknowledged to a group of Bulgarian and Yugoslav leaders that discouraging the Chinese communists from launching the civil war after Japan's defeat had been a mistake. ‘We told them bluntly that we considered the development of the uprising in China had no prospects, that the Chinese comrades should join the government of Chiang Kai-shek and dissolve their army … Now … we admit we were wrong’.


CHAPTER TWELVE

Paper Tigers




The conflict that raged across China from the summer of 1946 to the spring of 1950 was fundamentally different from any earlier war Mao had fought. On the Jinggangshan, in Jiangxi and in the north-west, the aim had been for the Red Army to secure and defend rural base areas. During the years at Yan'an, it had been, ‘70 per cent expanding our own forces, 20 per cent resisting the Guomindang and 10 per cent fighting Japan’. Now, for the first time, Mao's objective was not to dominate the countryside but to seize control of China's cities, the teeming proletarian centres from which the communists had been brutally excluded twenty years before.

For the first nine months, the People's Liberation Army steadily retreated.1 In Manchuria, where Chiang had deployed the cream of his troops, the communists lost almost all their earlier gains, retaining only Harbin, close to the Soviet border. In east China, they were driven out of northern Jiangsu. The base areas that had been painstakingly reconstituted in the old E-Yu-Wan districts, north of Wuhan, were overrun, and nationalist forces took control of parts of the Shansi–Hebei–Shandong–Henan border region. By the end of 1946, the communist armies had ceded 174,000 square kilometres and 165 towns. The Generalissimo was convinced that he had them on the run and most foreign governments agreed with him. Even Stalin grew concerned that Mao's forces risked annihilation (though not to the point of increasing the still-meagre military aid that Moscow was providing). In December, Chiang told Marshall that the military threat from the communists would be neutralised by the following autumn, an assessment, which he repeated publicly, with great fanfare, after the fall of Yan'an. The American envoy's admonition that Mao's forces, while retreating, showed no inclination to surrender, fell on deaf ears.

Chiang's strategy was to recapture the main cities and railway lines, north of the Yangtse, and only after these had been secured to move out into the rural areas to occupy county towns, finally using landlord militias to regain control of the villages. Mao ordered his forces to avoid battle unless they were certain of victory, and then to seek the swift annihilation of the forces they attacked:

When we have encircled … one of the enemy detachments (a brigade or regiment), [we] should not attempt to wipe out all the encircled enemy simultaneously … and thus divide ourselves … making it hard to get results. Instead we should concentrate … a force six, five, four or at least three times [larger than] that of the enemy, concentrate the whole or the bulk of our artillery, select one (not two) of the weak spots in the enemy's positions, attack it fiercely and be sure to win … When we wipe out one regiment, [the enemy] will have one regiment less. When we wipe out one brigade, he will have one brigade less … Using this method we shall win. Acting counter to it we shall lose.2

By February 1947, more than fifty nationalist brigades (out of 218 taking part in the campaign) had been put out of action in this way.3 As in Jiangxi, fifteen years earlier, most GMD troops who surrendered were absorbed into communist units, becoming the PLA's main source of new manpower.

As a security precaution, after leaving Yan'an, the Party leaders divided into two groups. Mao headed what was known as the Front Line Committee, which remained in northern Shaanxi. Liu Shaoqi took charge of a CC Work Committee in the Jin-Cha-Ji base area, in present-day Hebei, 250 miles to the east.4 Sidney Rittenberg, who marched with Mao's column, marvelled at the Chairman's tactics but found them terrifying:

Mao [played] … a sardonic cat-and-mouse game with his adversary. [He] deliberately telegraphed his moves, and … made it a point never to be more than one day's march ahead of the GMD. He knew that the [nationalist commander] Hu Zongnan would be Chiang's hero if he were able to capture Mao Zedong in person, and Mao played that card for all it was worth. At every encampment he would wait until the scouts brought him the news that the enemy was only an hour's march away before he would methodically put on his coat, mount his horse and lead his little headquarters column off down the trail … [Then], when the GMD troops were exhausted … and sick of the whole campaign, Peng Dehuai selected the most vulnerable cul-de-sac … and hurled [his men] against them.5

The lore of Zhu the Deaf, which Mao had learned on the Jinggangshan, and which had served him so well on the Long March, still had its uses. In a telegram to Peng in April, he called it ‘the tactics of wear and tear’,6 designed to fatigue the enemy and deplete his food supplies.

By this time the nationalist offensive was beginning to bog down. Mao (and, quite separately, the Americans) had predicted as much the previous autumn.7 Chiang's forces were spread too thin, his communications lines were over-extended. The Generalissimo later acknowledged that sending his best troops to the north-east, without first securing the intermediate provinces in north and central China, had been a major strategic error.8 Matters were not helped by his distrust of native Manchurians. When the nationalists brought in outsiders to administer the region, they lost the support of the local elite.9 But the key factor in turning the tide was the ease with which the PLA adjusted from guerrilla tactics to the use of large mobile formations. The experience gained in the war with Japan, and the heightened discipline and ‘uniformity of purpose’ instilled during the Rectification Campaign, now paid off handsomely.

That summer, the communist retreat ended, and the counterattack began.

Lin Biao launched a three-pronged offensive which severed the rail-links between Manchuria's main cities and pushed back the nationalist front line 150 miles to the south. Liu Bocheng, the ‘One-eyed Dragon’, attacked across the Yellow River into Hebei, while Chen Yi did the same in Shandong. Further north, Nie Rongzhen seized Shijiazhuang, the first major nationalist-held city to fall in China proper, giving the communists control of the main north–south railway from Beijing to Wuhan.10 By December 1947, Mao was able to announce that 640,000 nationalist soldiers had been killed or wounded, and more than a million had surrendered.

The war, he exulted, had reached a turning-point. ‘[A year earlier] our enemies were jubilant … [and] the US imperialists, too, danced with joy … Now [they] are gripped by pessimism. They heave great sighs [and] wail about a crisis.’11


All through the spring and summer of 1948, Mao's forces pressed home their advantage. By the end of March, most of Manchuria, apart from Changchun and Shenyang, was in Lin Biao's hands, and the nationalists were cut off both from reinforcement and from the possibility of withdrawal. Further south, PLA commanders recovered much of Shanxi and Hebei, all of Shandong and large parts of Henan and Anhui. In an important symbolic victory, Yan'an fell to communist forces on April 25.12 Mao began to calculate the number of GMD brigades that would have to be eliminated before final victory could be won. In March 1948, he predicted that nationalist rule would be overthrown by mid-1951.13 Eight months later, he brought that forward to the autumn of 1949.14

The speed with which nationalist resistance crumbled astonished even him.15

One factor was the deterioration in the quality of the GMD armies in the last three years of the war against Japan.16 After America joined the conflict, nationalist generals became more interested in defending their own turf than in driving out the Japanese, figuring that, sooner or later, their allies would do it for them. In the words of one of Chiang's commanders: ‘Our troops … became soft and concerned only with pleasure … [They] lacked combat spirit and there was no willingness to sacrifice.’ Incompetent leadership made matters worse. The US commander in China, General Wedemeyer, called Chiang's officer corps ‘incapable, inept, untrained, petty [and] … altogether inefficient’. The head of the US Military Advisory Group, David Barr, found ‘a complete loss of will to fight’ under generals whom he considered ‘the world's worst’. The Generalissimo himself admitted: ‘I have to lie awake nights wondering what fool things they may do … They are so dumb … that you must imagine everything they can do that would be wrong and warn them against it.’ But Chiang's own constant interventions simply stripped his commanders of what little initiative they had.

Poor intelligence compounded the nationalists’ difficulties. Kang Sheng's campaigns against GMD special agents, grotesque though they were, made it impossible for Chiang's men to penetrate even low-level communist units. By contrast, the nationalist command was infiltrated by communist sympathisers at every level. Chiang's assistant Chief of Staff, General Liu Fei, to all outward appearances a typical GMD career soldier, pompous and bureaucratic, was a communist mole. So was Hu Zongnan's personal secretary, who had forewarned Mao of the plan to capture Yan'an. So was the head of the GMD's War Planning Board, Guo Rugui. In the major battles at the close of the civil war, the PLA commanders knew every nationalist move in advance.

Morale – or the lack of it – was equally important. Chiang's was a conscript army. Press gangs went out to the villages and carried men off from the fields, leaving their families to starve. At the reception centres, where they were supposed to receive basic training, they were held under heavy guard. In some places, even in midwinter, their clothes were taken away at night to try to stop them escaping. ‘The poor fellows slept naked,’ an American observer reported, ‘some 40 or 50 crowded together into a space approximately 10 by 15 feet. The sergeant told us they kept warmer and slept better … close together.’ After being enrolled, they were marched, roped together like prisoners, to their units, often hundreds of miles away at the front. Frequently they had no food or water, because their rations had been ‘squeezed’ by corrupt officers. In one march, from Fujian to Guizhou, a hundred recruits arrived out of the thousand that had set out; in another case, only seventeen were left alive out of seven hundred. Nor were these atypical cases. One year almost half of the 1.67 million new recruits perished or deserted before they reached their units. When the survivors did arrive at the front, many took the first opportunity to run away. It was not unusual for a nationalist unit to lose 6 per cent of its men through desertion each month. Those who remained were chronically malnourished, with no medical treatment available. Colonel Barrett of the Dixie Mission reported seeing nationalist soldiers ‘topple over and die after marching less than a mile’.17

Having been treated like wild beasts, the troops behaved accordingly. Another American officer reported:

I visited villages [in pro-communist areas] which Chiang's soldiers had occupied and looted. Whatever they could not haul away on stolen oxcarts and pack animals they rendered useless … They had mixed corn, wheat and millet with manure to render the grain inedible. Deep-water wells … were filled with earth … In a village school, the nationalist soldiers had defecated, as they had done elsewhere, and had splashed human excrement on the walls. A young woman … reported to me that she had been dragged from one blockhouse to another and raped for many days. An old woman, past 75, was the only one in a village evacuated by the nationalists just before we arrived. She was sitting, unable to walk, because she too had been raped many times.18

In some districts, the communists’ inability to protect the population from reprisals of this kind turned the peasants against them. The nationalists had used the same tactics, to similar effect, in Jiangxi in the early 1930s.

Mao responded by stepping up land reform, which had been put on hold during the war against Japan as a concession to the united front. ‘Local tyrants and evil gentry’ were hauled before mass meetings for summary judgement and execution. Class relations in the countryside were deliberately polarised, to give the poorest sections of the peasantry an incentive to commit themselves to the communist cause. But there was a balance to be struck. ‘The battle for China,’ Mao insisted, ‘is a battle for the hearts and minds of the peasants’. If land reform were too radical, middle peasants and other potential allies would be alienated. In the winter of 1947, the Chairman started putting on the brakes.19

In the cities, Chiang's regime had lost the trust of the population. It had started after Japan's defeat, when GMD carpetbaggers – ‘thieves, highway robbers (worse than socialists)’, as one Shanghai merchant described them – arrived from Chongqing to take over the municipal administration, ostracising the urban elite which had survived the occupation. Then came the civil war, which the middle classes blamed on Chiang's refusal to make peace, rather than on the communists. To cap it all, the tyranny of one-party rule, enforced by public executions and backed up by the secret police; the assassination of liberal dissenters; hyperinflation, eroding salaries, as the government printed money to finance the war; and pervasive corruption, making legitimate business impossible – all turned against the Guomindang the very groups that had previously been its core supporters.

But if these were the symptoms of the nationalist disease, the root lay in the system of rule Chiang Kai-shek had created. It was too weak and faction-ridden to impose itself by force, too corrupt and careless of public welfare to command broad-based support.

That did not make it a pushover. Alongside disaffected, half-starved regular troops, Chiang had well-trained, well-equipped elite units, which had served with courage against Japan and did so again against the communists. The United States poured in arms and equipment worth, by State Department calculations, some 420 billion dollars in present-day terms, more by the communists’ reckoning. Chiang himself declared in June 1947 that his forces had ‘absolute superiority’ over the PLA in battle techniques and experience, and were ‘10 times richer … in terms of military supplies’.

Against that, Mao relied on the ‘collective will of the masses’. It proved to be more than enough.

Two years earlier, at the Seventh Congress, he had recounted an ancient folk-tale about the Foolish Old Man of North Mountain, the view from whose door was obstructed by two great peaks to the south. He and his sons took their hoes, and began to dig them away. When another villager mocked him, the Foolish Old Man replied: ‘When I die my sons will carry on; when they die, there will be my grandsons, and then their sons and grandsons … High as they are, the mountains cannot grow any higher, and with every bit we dig, they will be that much lower. Why can't we dig them away?’ As he carried on digging, Mao said, God was moved by his faith and sent down two angels, who carried the mountains away on their backs:

Today, two big mountains lie like a dead weight on the Chinese people. One is imperialism, the other is feudalism. The Chinese Communist Party has long made up its mind to dig them up. We must persevere and work unceasingly, and we, too, will touch God's heart. Our God is none other than the masses of the Chinese people. If they stand up and dig together with us, why can't these two mountains be cleared away?20

For the rest of Mao's life, the story of the Foolish Old Man would serve as a metaphor for his efforts to transform China. Japan's abrupt collapse in August 1945, like the nationalist collapse three-and-a-half years later, merely strengthened his conviction that, beside the power of the human will, all else was secondary. It was not the atom bomb that defeated the Japanese, Mao insisted, it was the struggle waged by the masses:


The atom bomb is a paper tiger which the US reactionaries use to scare people. It looks terrible, but in fact it isn't. Of course, the atom bomb is a weapon of mass slaughter, but the outcome of a war is decided by the people, not by one or two new types of weapon.

All reactionaries are paper tigers … Hitler … was a paper tiger. So was Mussolini, so was Japanese imperialism … Chiang Kai-shek and his supporters … are all paper tigers too … We have only millet plus rifles to rely on, but history will finally prove that our millet plus rifles is more powerful than Chiang Kai-shek's aeroplanes plus tanks … The reason is simply this: the reactionaries represent reaction, we represent progress.21



With this invincible certitude in the rightness of their cause, the communist armies began preparing, in the autumn of 1948, for the three climactic battles that would determine China's modern fate.

The overall plan of campaign was drafted by Mao early in September.22 Lin Biao struck first, at Jinzhou, a heavily fortified junction on the railway line into Manchuria from Beijing, with a force of 700,000 men. After a fierce battle, lasting thirty-one hours, the city fell on October 15. But then events developed in a way Mao had not foreseen. A nationalist relief column, 100,000-strong, set out from Shenyang. Feigning a march south, Lin sent his main force north. The entire column was wiped out. Changchun, which Lin's forces were also besieging, surrendered at the same time. Shenyang, left with half its garrison, followed suit on November 2. Not for nothing was Lin regarded as the communists’ greatest commander. In the space of seven weeks, Chiang had lost the whole of Manchuria, and half-a-million of his best troops. Overnight, the military situation was transformed. Not only were the nationalists in wholesale retreat, but, for the first time since the war had begun, the communists outnumbered them.

Zhu De then ordered Lin to make a 600-mile forced march to the south, to encircle Tianjin and Beijing. There his North-Eastern Army joined up with Nie Rongzhen's North China Field Army, giving him a combined force of almost a million men, the largest the communists had ever assembled. The nationalists had 600,000 troops.

Again, Mao drew up a plan of operations. Lin was told that the main task was to cut off the enemy's escape. The nationalists, Mao warned, were ‘like birds startled by the twang of a bowstring’. Only when the ring was complete should the attack commence, and then the target should be Tianjin, not Beijing as Chiang would expect.23

Meanwhile, the Central Plains and East China Armies, commanded by Liu Bocheng and Chen Yi, had launched the third great battle, 400 miles to the south.

The Huaihai campaign, as it was called, was fought across four provinces – Anhui, Henan, Jiangsu and Shandong – in an area bounded by the Grand Canal in the east and the Huai River in the south. It lasted just over two months. Each side fielded approximately half-a-million troops, but the communists had the aid of two million peasant auxiliaries, directed by an ad hoc Front Committee, headed by Deng Xiaoping, to provide logistical support. As in Manchuria, the battle began with the destruction of one of Chiang's weaker units. Relief columns were blocked by communist guerrilla action, and when large-scale reinforcements set out, they marched into a gigantic trap which Liu Bocheng had set near Xuzhou. By January 10, when the Huaihai campaign ended, 200,000 nationalist soldiers were dead or wounded, and 300,000 had surrendered.

While Chiang was still reeling from that defeat, Lin Biao tightened the vice around the two northern cities. Tianjin fell on January 15. A week later, the nationalist commander in Beijing, General Fu Zuoyi, negotiated the capital's surrender, ostensibly to save it from communist bombardment. His 200,000 troops were integrated into the PLA, and he himself was later given a sinecure in the new communist government.

The day before Beijing surrendered, Chiang Kai-shek resigned the presidency (while remaining as party leader).24

In four months he had lost 1.5 million men. The communists who, two-and-a-half years earlier, had been ready to accept a minor role in a coalition administration now demanded that he be punished as a war criminal, that the government resign, the constitution be abrogated and the remnants of the nationalist army be absorbed into the PLA. Peace talks opened with Chiang's acting successor, Li Zongren, but quickly collapsed. On April 21, Liu Bocheng's army began crossing the Yangtse. Nanjing fell three days later; Hangzhou on May 3; Shanghai on May 27. By then Chiang had already decided that he would have to abandon the mainland and transfer his headquarters to Taiwan. There, he would wait for the war that he was certain would one day come between America and Russia, at which point he and his pro-American army would return in triumph to China to reconquer their lost lands.

With the Generalissimo went the nationalist air force and navy, some of the best remaining army divisions and 300 million dollars in gold, silver and foreign currency reserves. Deprived of funds and ammunition, nationalist resistance slowly ebbed away. In the south-west fighting would continue for another year, in some places even longer. But to all intents and purposes, the battle for China was over.


The nationalist collapse faced Mao, and the Party as a whole, with the challenge of administering, not just a border region or a base area, but a country three times the size of western Europe, devastated by decades of war and containing nearly a quarter of the world's population. Foremost among his concerns was how to deal with the newly conquered cities.

Mao's wariness of urban life had its roots in the experiences of his youth in Beijing and Shanghai. He never quite threw off the feeling of being a country bumpkin, a peasant's son among city slickers.25 He had studied in one great metropolis, Changsha, and had lived and worked, apparently happily, in two others, Canton and Wuhan. But he would always regard the city as a slightly alien place. Throughout the civil war, Mao's strategy had been to win control of the countryside; the move to the towns could come later. Apart from one moment of panic, in August 1945, when in a knee-jerk reaction at the end of the war, he had ordered ill-prepared urban uprisings in Japanese-occupied cities from Shanghai to Beijing (all of which, fortunately for him, were called off before any damage was done),26 this gradualist approach was maintained until the end of 1948. The PLA was instructed to ‘take medium and small cities and extensive rural areas first; take big cities later.’27

The following March, however, the question of ‘shifting the centre of gravity from the rural areas to the cities’ could no longer be postponed.28

That month Mao embarked on a series of speeches, setting out before the Party hierarchy the economic and political programme the new regime would follow. Urban living standards must be raised, he said, to win the loyalty of the urban population. Major industries and foreign-owned companies would be nationalised, but other forms of capitalism would continue. China would be ruled by a coalition government, headed by the Communist Party but including a number of small progressive parties, mostly splinter groups formed by ex-GMD leftists, to represent sympathetic non-communists from the bourgeoisie and the liberal intelligentsia.29 The new system was to be known as a ‘people's democratic dictatorship’, which, as in the Chinese Soviet Republic, twenty years before, signified that the fruits of democracy would not be shared by all:

[The reactionaries say:] ‘You are dictatorial.’ Dear Sirs, you are right, that is exactly what we are … Only the people are allowed the right to voice their opinions. Who are ‘the people’? At the present stage in China, they are the working class, the peasant class, the petty bourgeoisie and the national bourgeoisie. Under the leadership of the … Communist Party, these classes unite together to … carry out a dictatorship over the lackeys of imperialism – the landlord class, the bureaucratic capitalist class and the GMD reactionaries and their henchmen – to suppress them and [ensure] they behave properly … The democratic system is to be carried out within the ranks of the people … The right to vote is given only to the people and not to the reactionaries. These two aspects, namely, democracy among the people and dictatorship over the reactionaries, combine to form the people's democratic dictatorship.30

For all those who happened to be on the wrong side of this class divide, these were sobering words. Mao insisted that people would be punished only if they broke the law. But he also described the judiciary as an instrument of class violence.

None the less, in 1949, the majority of China's citizens, and many foreign residents, too, looked to the advent of communist administration as bringing not repression but release from the graft and rottenness that had marked the final stages of nationalist rule.

Alan Winnington, a British journalist who was with the first PLA detachment to enter Beijing, found the streets lined by a mass of ‘shouting, laughing, cheering people’.31 Derk Bodde, then carrying out research at Qinghua University, wrote in his diary of ‘a new feeling of relief’ in the city. ‘There is no doubt in my mind’, he added, ‘that the communists come here with the bulk of the population on their side.’32 The foreign captain of a Hong Kong tramp steamer, one of the first ships into Tianjin after the communist takeover, was dumbfounded to find a port without ‘squeeze’. Not only were bribes refused, he reported, no one would accept even a cigarette.33

The maintenance of this climate of probity, of hard work and plain living, in a country where, all through history, officialdom had been synonymous with corruption, was of great importance to Mao. The Party, he warned, was heading into uncharted territory where it would face new and unfamiliar dangers:

With victory, certain moods may grow within the Party – arrogance, putting on airs like a hero, wanting to rest on our laurels instead of striving to make further progress, pleasure-seeking and distaste for hardship … There may be some communists who were never conquered by enemies with guns, and were worthy of the name of heroes for standing up against them, but who cannot withstand the sugar-coated bullets [of the bourgeoisie] … We must guard against this. The achievement of nationwide victory is only the first step in a Long March of 10,000 li. It is silly to pride ourselves on this one step. What is more worthy of pride lies still ahead … The Chinese revolution is a great revolution, but the road beyond is longer and the work to come greater and more arduous … We should be capable not only of destroying the old world. We must also be capable of creating the new.34

To that end, Mao said, cadres would have to put aside the things they knew well, and master the things they did not know. The Russians, he told them, had also been ignorant of economic construction when their revolution truimphed, but that had not stopped them building ‘a great and brilliant socialist state’. What Russia had done, China could do, too.



On the afternoon of October 1 1949, Mao mounted the Gate of Heavenly Peace, overlooking Tiananmen Square in Beijing, and, surrounded by the Communist Party establishment and its progressive allies, formally announced the founding of the People's Republic of China.35

Ten days before, at a meeting to approve the new constitution, naming Beijing, the capital of the Ming and the Qing, as the new seat of government (in place of Nanjing), and Mao himself as Head of State, he had proclaimed:

The Chinese people, comprising one quarter of humanity, have now stood up. The Chinese have always been a great, courageous and industrious nation; it is only in modern times that they have fallen behind … [Today] we have closed ranks and defeated both domestic and foreign aggressors … Ours will no longer be a nation subject to insult and humiliation.36

Now, in the warm late autumn sunshine, with enormous red silk lanterns swinging in the breeze in front of the crimson walls of the Forbidden City, he repeated, in his high-pitched Hunanese brogue, to a crowd 100,000 strong, crammed into the narrow, walled plaza below: ‘We, the 475 million Chinese people, have stood up and our future is infinitely bright.’37

Beijing's new communist administrators had spent months preparing for this moment, when, as the locals put it, Mao's government would ‘put on new clothes’. The plaza itself had been enlarged. Groves of ancient silk trees had been cut down, concrete poured and flagstones laid, and floodlights erected on steel towers. A fading two-storey-high portrait of Chiang Kai-shek, painted on a steel sheet made by welding together flattened petrol cans, which had ornamented the Gate during the nationalists’ rule, had been replaced by an equally large portrait of Mao, hung from the ramparts to one side. The speech-making was followed by a military parade, led by PLA cavalry and long lines of captured American Army lorries and tanks. Then came civilian marchers, chanting, ‘Long live Chairman Mao! A long, long life to Chairman Mao!’, while Mao's answering voice floated down from the loudspeakers, giving the response: ‘Long live the People's Republic.’ As darkness fell, there was a spectacular fireworks display, which could be seen all over the city. Dancers carrying coloured paper lanterns, marked with the hammer-and-sickle and the red star, formed a frieze in the square below, depicting what one poetic soul described as ‘a huge fiery ship, the Chinese ship of state, riding on glowing blue-green waves’, while the noise of cymbals, trumpets and drums, mingled with the chanting of Mao's name, reverberated across the yellow-tiled roofs of the old imperial city.38

Next day the Soviet Union became the first country to recognise the new state.39 A motley group of minor communist parties and far left luminaries, ranging from the Work Committee of the Communist Party of Thailand to the British Labour Party MP, Connie Zilliacus, sent messages of congratulation.40 Mao began to prepare for his first visit abroad – to Moscow.

His readiness to leave China, even before the civil war had ended, testified both to his confidence in his colleagues and to the overriding importance he attached to this journey. As 1949 drew to a close, most of south-west China was still in nationalist hands, and an attempt by the PLA to take Jinmen Island (Quemoy), just off the coast of Fujian, had been beaten off with 9,000 communist casualties. In mid-November, Chiang Kai-shek flew back from Taiwan to Sichuan, where the GMD had established a temporary capital. He was still there on December 6, when Mao boarded a special train for Russia.41

It also spoke volumes about Mao's foreign policy priorities.

For the new communist government, there was no question of simply inheriting the diplomatic ties bequeathed by the nationalists. Mao wanted a rupture, a clean break, with the Western powers, to expunge the last remnants of a century of humiliation.42 Earlier that year he had explained to Anastas Mikoyan, a veteran member of the Soviet Politburo whom Stalin had sent on a fact-finding visit to China, that the policy of ‘leaning to one side’, which the government would follow, involved a degree of diplomatic isolation. Russian help would be welcomed, he said. But until China had ‘set its house in order’, others would be kept at arm's length. Only when China itself decided that the time was right would imperialist countries be permitted to establish diplomatic missions. Meanwhile their former representatives, and their citizens, would be put under strong pressure to leave.43

New China, the new ‘Middle Kingdom’, would make the barbarians wait at the gates, as old China had before it.

In a speech during the summer, Mao spelled out the implications of these decisions:

[The reactionaries say:] ‘You lean to one side.’ Precisely so … To sit on the fence is impossible … In the world, without exception, one either leans to the side of imperialism or to the side of socialism. Neutrality is mere camouflage and a third road does not exist … We belong to the anti-imperialist front headed by the USSR, and we can look for genuine friendly aid only from that front, not from the imperialist front.44

Yet there was an important nuance. Mao spoke of leaning, not becoming part of a monolithic block. China might belong to a Soviet-led ‘anti-imperialist front’ (just as the CCP had earlier belonged to a GMD-led ‘united front’), but in neither case did that mean that their policies were identical. To Mao, membership of a front included both unity and struggle.

Stalin's affronts and betrayals of CCP interests had not been forgotten.

Mao had asked three times to go to Moscow to meet the Soviet leader – in July 1947 and in January and July 1948 – and each time Stalin had fobbed him off.45 (A meeting was proposed the following November, but at that point the military situation made it impossible for Mao to leave China.) On two occasions the Russians had hinted – or at least, Mao had interpreted it that way – that communist forces should delay crossing the Yangtse and content themselves instead with controlling the northern half of the country. Caution was advisable, they explained, to avoid provoking the United States.46 But Mao knew, and Stalin knew, that a divided China was in Russia's, not in China's, interest. ‘There are real friends and false friends,’ Mao told Mikoyan pointedly. ‘False friends are friendly on the surface, but say one thing and mean another. They dupe you … We shall be on our guard against this.’47

Five months later, as the PLA pressed triumphantly southward amid a nationalist rout, Stalin made what amounted to an apology. He told Liu Shaoqi, then visiting Moscow to discuss Soviet aid: ‘Winners are always right. We feel that perhaps we hampered you in the past … We didn't know a lot about you, so it's possible that we made mistakes.’48


As the clock on the Spassky Tower struck noon, in bitterly cold weather on December 16, 1949, Mao's train pulled into the Yaroslavsky Station, near the Kremlin Wall, its stuccoed, gilt-and-gingerbread façade picked out in white and ochre paint, ablaze with red flags.

He was apprehensive. A few days earlier, in Sverdlovsk, while walking on the station platform, he had suddenly staggered, his face chalk-white and pouring sweat. After he had been helped to his carriage, the Russians were told he had a cold. It was an attack of neurasthenia.49 Stalin, for all his faults, was still to Mao the communist pontiff. The relationship they forged in the coming weeks would determine whether ‘leaning to one side’ could be translated into practical policy.

To the Soviet leaders, Mao was an enigma – the second most powerful communist leader in the world, and one of very few who had gained power without significant Russian help. Was he simply a communist original (who, in that case, would not fit easily into the Soviet scheme of things)? Or might he become another Tito whose defiance had led, a year earlier, to his excommunication from the communist camp?50 Stalin, too, wanted to put the relationship on a proper footing.

That night, at 6 p.m., the doors of the St Catherine's Hall in the Kremlin swung open, and Mao found Stalin and the entire Soviet Politburo drawn up to receive him. It was, and was intended to be, an exceptional gesture for an exceptional guest.51

The Russian leader greeted him effusively as ‘the good son of the Chinese people.’ But the underlying tensions surfaced moments later, when the Soviet leader, thinking that Mao was about to allude to their differences,I cut in with the same words he had used to Liu Shaoqi: ‘You're a winner now, and winners are always right. That's the rule.’52 A stilted conversation followed, in which Stalin asked Mao what he wanted his visit to achieve. ‘Something that doesn't [just] look good, but tastes good,’ Mao replied. The KGB chief, Lavrentii Beria, giggled when that was translated. Stalin insisted on knowing what it meant. Mao declined to be more explicit, and by the time the two-hour meeting ended, the Soviet leader was reduced to asking whether China had a meteorological service, and if Mao would agree to his works being translated into Russian.

In fact, Stalin knew full well exactly what Mao wanted. China expected Russia to abrogate the Sino-Soviet Friendship Treaty concluded with Chiang Kai-shek and to negotiate a new alliance, appropriate to the relationship between fraternal communist powers.

This Stalin was reluctant to do. The pretext was that the agreement with Chiang flowed from the Yalta accords with Britain and the US. Therefore, he told Mao, ‘a change in even one point could give England and America the legal grounds to raise questions about [other points]’, such as Soviet rights to former Japanese territory in the Kuriles and South Sakhalin. This was bunkum – and designedly so. It was Stalin's way of telling Mao that if he wanted a new relationship with Moscow it would have to be on Russia's terms. The existing treaty would remain formally in effect, and, in accepting it, Mao would be recognising Stalin's primacy. The most the Soviet leader would add, by way of sugaring the pill, was that there was nothing to stop the two governments informally modifying its contents.

Mao was familiar was that game.

In 1938, when Stalin had endorsed his leadership, the symbolic quid pro quo had been that Mao publicly acknowledge that Stalin had been correct in viewing the Xian Incident as a Japanese-inspired plot. Mao had paid the requisite lip-service. With Stalin, he said later, it was ‘a relationship between father and son, or between a cat and a mouse’.

But this time the stakes were far higher. Relations with Russia were the cornerstone of Mao's policies towards the rest of the world. If they continued to be based on Chinese subservience, what had the revolution achieved? If Russia insisted on perpetuating outdated treaty accords, why should capitalist countries agree to put their relations with China on a new footing?

Since the middle of 1946, when the Chinese communists had established themselves in Manchuria – and the Cold War had begun to transform the geopolitical map of East Asia – Stalin had paid close attention to developments in China. That year hundreds of Soviet advisers and medical personnel had been sent to work behind PLA lines in the north-east and a Soviet military intelligence unit was attached to Mao's headquarters. Military aid was at first parsimonious, but as trade with the Soviet Union developed across the Manchurian border, the PLA had been able to acquire substantial quantities of Soviet equipment, and by the time of Liu Shaoqi's visit to Moscow in June 1949, Stalin was ready to respond generously to their requests for assistance. ‘It is in the economy that we need your help,’ Mao had messaged him a few weeks earlier. ‘Without economic construction, we cannot realise the revolution.’ The Kremlin offered a 300 million US dollar loan, aid in ship-building, and the provision of naval artillery, fighter aircraft and training for Chinese pilots. When Liu returned home in August, he was accompanied by 220 Soviet experts in everything from finance and transportation to police work and cultural institutions. But Stalin continued to regard the Chinese communists as being at the stage of ‘bourgeois revolution’, and he repeatedly cautioned Mao against going too fast and trying to install a full-fledged communist regime like that in the Soviet Union itself.

Even in a period of warming relations there had been moments of grave tension. In January 1949, Mao had been infuriated when Stalin sent him detailed instructions on how to reply to a truce proposal from Chiang Kai-shek's acting successor, Li Zongren. In his telegram in response, he not only rejected the Soviet leader's advice, saying that if he followed it, ‘the broad popular masses … would find themselves in despair’, but, in an unprecedented act of defiance towards the leader of the communist world, went on to tell him how the CCP expected him to treat the issue at hand.

This time, too, Mao decided to dig in his heels.

In his usual elliptical fashion, he avoided confronting Stalin directly, focusing instead on a seemingly minor issue – whether or not Zhou Enlai should come to join him in Moscow. (If Zhou came, it would mean the Russians agreed to negotiate a new treaty; if he did not, the old treaty would continue.)

For the next two weeks, the talks were suspended.

Mao was left to stew, half prisoner, half cosseted guest, in the ponderous elegance of Stalin's personal dacha, in a birch forest a few miles west of Moscow. On December 21, he attended ceremonies marking the Soviet leader's seventieth birthday, where he was seated next to Stalin and made an appropriately fulsome speech. But this was a purely formal occasion and the Russians then abruptly cancelled talks which had been tentatively scheduled for the 23rd. Mao exploded in anger. ‘I have only three tasks here,’ he shouted at his Soviet minders, pounding the table. ‘The first is to eat, the second is to sleep, and the third is to shit’.53 Yet when Stalin telephoned him, two days later, Mao was evasive and refused to broach political issues. When he, in turn, telephoned Stalin, he was told the Soviet leader was out.

This byzantine battle of wills, as each man waited for the other to blink first, might have continued indefinitely had not Western journalists, puzzled by Mao's apparent disappearance, begun to speculate that he might be under house arrest. That prompted Stalin to send a Tass correspondent to interview him. Mao then indicated that he was ready to remain in Moscow for as long as it took to get an agreement. Soon afterwards, Stalin backed down. On January 2, 1950, Molotov was despatched to inform him that Zhou could come to Moscow: the old treaty would be scrapped, and a new one concluded in its place. ‘But what about Yalta?’ Mao enquired mischievously when he and Stalin next met. ‘The hell with that!’ the Soviet leader replied.54

Exactly what made him change his mind is unclear. Mao thought Britain's impending decision to recognise the Beijing government might have played the key role, by fuelling Stalin's paranoia that China might tilt to the West. But perhaps he simply recognised that, on this issue, Mao would not give way.

In any event, six weeks later, on February 14, the two foreign ministers, Zhou and Vyshinsky, signed the new ‘Treaty of Friendship, Alliance and Mutual Assistance’, with Stalin and Mao looking on. That night, in another break with precedent, the Soviet leader attended a reception Mao hosted in the ballroom of the Metropol Hotel. It was so unusual for him to leave the Kremlin that Russian security officials insisted on placing a bulletproof glass partition between the leaders and their guests, with the result that no one could hear the toasts until Mao asked that it be removed.

Appearances were again deceptive. The detailed negotiations had been painfully difficult. Stalin's interpreter, Nikolai Fedorenko, remembered the room where they were held as being like ‘a stage where a demonic show was being acted out’. Mao pressed for a cast-iron Soviet commitment to come to China's aid in the event of a US attack, only for Stalin to finagle by adding the condition that a state of war must have been declared. He was still more incensed by Stalin's demands for special privileges in Xinjiang and Manchuria. Stalin, for his part, remained convinced that Mao was an ersatz communist, a Chinese version of the eighteenth-century Russian peasant leader, Pugachev. ‘He mistrusted us,’ Mao complained later. ‘He thought our revolution was a fake.’55

None the less, a modus vivendi had been achieved. As Mao began the long rail journey home, he could take satisfaction in the fact that a solid foundation had been laid for China's new place in the world. With the civil war all but over, the government could now turn its attention to rebuilding the shattered economy, and taking the first, giddy steps on the road to socialism.


Four months later, at 4.40 a.m. on June 25, 1950, the Korean War broke out.56

Mao had been forewarned. The North Korean leader, Kim Il Sung, had flown to Beijing six weeks earlier to tell him that Moscow had approved a military offensive to reunify the peninsula. Stalin, wily as ever, had laid down a condition: Kim must first get Mao's approval. ‘If you get kicked in the teeth,’ the Soviet leader had told him, ‘I shall not lift a finger.’ The implication was that Mao would then have to bail the Koreans out. In his discussions in China, Kim had omitted that part of the conversation.57

In Beijing, the war was deeply unwelcome. Not only was there uncertainty over how America would react, but the Chinese were themselves at that stage preparing to invade Taiwan.58 Mao had been suspicious enough of Kim's story to send a message to Stalin, asking him to confirm that he had approved the attack. This Stalin did, but took care in his reply to place the ball squarely in Mao's court: a final decision, he said, must be taken by ‘the Chinese and Korean comrades together’. If the Chinese disagreed, the decision should be postponed.59 That left Mao with no real choice. A hundred thousand Koreans had fought alongside Chinese troops in Manchuria. How could he now tell Kim that he must not try to ‘liberate’ his own land? The North Korean was informed that China acquiesced.60

But mistrust on both sides continued. Kim decreed that the Chinese should be kept in the dark about the date of the attack and excluded from the military planning.61

To Chiang Kai-shek, the war was a godsend. Six months earlier, Truman had made clear that the US would not intervene to protect the nationalists, should Taiwan be attacked. In April, Chinese troops had made a large-scale amphibious landing on the island of Hainan, off the coast of Guangdong, crushing nationalist resistance in two weeks and killing or wounding 33,000 GMD soldiers. It looked like, and was, a dress rehearsal for the invasion of Taiwan itself. The next step would be attacks on Quemoy and the other offshore islands, followed by the final assault, to take place a year later.62

Korea changed all that. The US might turn a blind eye to what all sides agreed was a continuation of the Chinese civil war. It could hardly do the same when a Soviet client-state in the northern part of the Korean peninsula undertook armed aggression against what was in effect a US protectorate in the south.63 On June 27, Washington announced that it would send troops to support South Korea's Syngman Rhee, and, for good measure, that the US Seventh Fleet would neutralise the Taiwan Straits.

Mao's initial response was limited. Chinese anti-aircraft units were moved to the North Korean side of the border to defend the bridges across the Yalu River, and reinforcements were sent from the south to Manchuria, on the grounds that, as one Chinese commander put it, ‘one must prepare an umbrella before it rains’. The plan to attack Quemoy was put on indefinite hold.64

At the end of July, however, as the North Korean forces continued their triumphant march southward, Mao began to grow alarmed. He could see, as Kim Il Sung could not, that the Korean lines were becoming overextended and vulnerable to an American counter-attack. At a Politburo meeting on August 4, Mao raised for the first time the possibility that Chinese forces might have to intervene directly to help the North Koreans, even at the risk of US nuclear retaliation. The problem, he told his colleagues, was that if the Americans won, their appetite would grow with eating. China would face the threat of US air raids against Manchurian and east China coast cities; amphibious attacks by nationalist units across the Taiwan Straits; even, perhaps, a combined operation involving the French forces fighting Ho Chi Minh's armies across China's southern border in Vietnam.

Two weeks later, Mao's fears deepened. One of Zhou Enlai's military analysts was convinced that the US Commander, General Douglas MacArthur, would make his move at Inchon, on the narrow waist of Korea, just south of the 38th parallel, the nominal dividing line between North and South. When Mao looked at the map, the young analyst convinced him too. He ordered the PLA to deploy another half-million men along the Manchurian border, and to begin planning for a war lasting at least a year.

At the same time, he sent Kim an urgent warning.

Strategically the United States was indeed a paper tiger, he said. But tactically ‘the United States is a real tiger and capable of eating human flesh’. The Koreans should regroup and prepare to beat off an amphibious assault: ‘From a tactical point of view, sometimes retreat is better than attack … Your enemy is not an easy one. Don't forget, you are fighting the chief imperialist. Be prepared for the worst.’

Kim ignored him. So did Stalin. On September 15, the Inchon landings began, and the North Korean army disintegrated. In Pyongyang, there was panic. Kim sent two of his top lieutenants to Beijing with a frantic plea for help. Stalin added his voice, offering Soviet air cover if Mao would send in ground forces to prevent a Korean collapse.

The next few weeks were the worst Mao had faced since the traumatic months following the Japanese surrender in 1945. He barely slept. On the one hand, he told Gao Gang, whom he had placed in charge of war-preparedness in Manchuria, there appeared to be no way to avoid intervention. On the other, China desperately needed peace for economic reconstruction. The country had been ravaged by war ever since the fall of the Qing dynasty, almost forty years earlier. The communists still had to recover Tibet and Taiwan and, within China proper, hundreds of thousands of bandits and remnant nationalist soldiers were roaming the countryside; industry was in ruins; there was massive unemployment in the cities, and famine in the central plains.

Even in Beijing, food was in short supply. The stock of goodwill the regime had acquired by ending nationalist corruption, stabilising the currency and restoring basic services had already been used up.

None the less, by the end of September, the die was cast.

Mao's military planners estimated that China would lose 60,000 dead and 140,000 wounded in the first year. The Americans enjoyed superior weaponry; but the PLA was better motivated, had greater reserves of manpower, and was better at the ‘jigsaw warfare’ which would occur when there was no stable front. The Chinese armies should therefore adopt the traditional Maoist tactic of ‘concentrating superior forces against weaker ones’ and fighting battles of annihilation, to maximise US casualties and erode American public support for continuing the war. The optimum time for Chinese entry, they concluded, would be shortly after US units crossed the 38th parallel into the north, because at that point the American supply lines would be stretched to the maximum, Chinese forces would still be close to their rear base, and politically Chinese intervention would be easy to justify.

On September 30, the first South Korean units crossed into North Korea. Twenty-four hours later, as the Chinese leaders celebrated the first anniversary of the People's Republic, Kim sent a special plane to Beijing with a hand-carried message, admitting that he was on the verge of defeat. ‘If attacks north of the 38th parallel continue,’ he wrote grimly, ‘we shall not be able to survive relying merely on our own strength.’

Next day, Mao told an enlarged meeting of the Secretariat:II

The question now is not whether but how fast we should send troops to Korea. One day's difference will be crucial … Today we will discuss two urgent questions: when our troops should enter Korea, and who should be the commander.

But if, for Mao, intervention had become inevitable, it did not mean that the rest of the leadership immediately rallied to his views. When the full Politburo met, on October 4, the majority was against him, for the same mixture of economic and political reasons that he himself had weighed in August.

Lin Biao was particularly sceptical. If Kim were going to be defeated, he argued, China would do better to draw a defence line at the Yalu River, and let the North Koreans mount guerrilla actions from Manchuria to recover their lost land. Mao was unimpressed. That way, China would abandon the initiative, he replied. ‘We would have to wait [on the Yalu] year after year, never knowing when the enemy will attack.’ Lin had been Mao's first choice to command the Chinese intervention force, but had declined on grounds of ill-health. Now Mao proposed instead that the command should go to Peng Dehuai. Peng had arrived at the meeting late, having flown in from Xian. But he agreed with Mao's analysis that the United States would not be stopped by concessions, and when the discussion resumed, the following afternoon, his support helped secure a consensus in favour of military action.

Two days later, the first US troops – the American First Cavalry Division – crossed the 38th parallel, and Washington persuaded the UN to endorse Korean unification as its final goal. On Sunday, October 8, Mao issued the formal decree creating a Chinese expeditionary force to go to North Korea's aid. It would be known as the Chinese People's Volunteers, to underline that its mission was in the nature of a moral crusade, based on communist solidarity, and, more importantly, to maintain the fiction that Beijing's intervention was unofficial, and could not therefore justify American retaliation against Chinese cities. The force was to start crossing the Yalu River on October 15.

Then abruptly, three days before the expedition was to begin, Mao ordered all troop movements halted and summoned Peng back to Beijing ‘to reconsider the [intervention] decision’.

The problem, as ever, was Moscow. A crisis had erupted over Soviet military support. On October 1, Stalin had cabled Mao from his Black Sea villa at Sochi, where he was vacationing: ‘I see that the situation of our Korean friends is getting desperate … I think that you should move at least five or six divisions towards the 38th parallel at once.’ In Mao's mind, this tripped an alarm. The problem was not Stalin's request. What worried him was the Soviet leader's silence about the undertakings the Russians had given, in the panicky days after Inchon, to provide Soviet air cover and military supplies.

Mao decided to bluff. He replied that a majority of the Chinese Politburo opposed intervention, and that he was sending Zhou Enlai for urgent consultations.

They met in Sochi on October 10. On Mao's instructions, Zhou presented what amounted to an ultimatum. China, he told Stalin, would respect the Soviet Union's wishes. If the Russians were willing to provide air cover and a massive infusion of weaponry, the Chinese would intervene. Otherwise, Mao would defer to Stalin's judgement and call the whole thing off. Then he sat back to wait for the old dictator's response.

To Zhou's horror, Stalin simply nodded.

If the Chinese felt it was too difficult to intervene, he said in substance, North Korea would have to be abandoned. Kim Il Sung could resort to partisan warfare from bases in Manchuria.

Zhou's hand had been trumped. In the ten hours of talks that followed, ending with a drunken banquet that broke up at 5 a.m., he was able to obtain some fresh assurances, conveyed to Mao in a cable which both he and Stalin signed, that Russia would provide needed weaponry and air defence for Chinese cities. But there would be no Soviet air cover over Korea, at least for the first two months. Stalin's excuse was that the Soviet air force needed time to prepare. In fact he had got cold feet. If Soviet pilots took part, the risk of escalation leading to direct conflict with the Americans was too great. In any case, Soviet involvement had never been part of Stalin's game plan. From the outset, he had seen the war in Korea as an opportunity to get America bogged down in an exhausting conflict with the North Koreans and, if all went well, with the Chinese too. That was why he had refused to allow the Soviet Ambassador at the UN to veto the Security Council's decision to authorise military intervention. Allowing America to ‘commit new stupidities’, he had explained to the Czech President, Klement Gottwald, that August, would undermine the United States’ prestige and distract American attention from Europe, where Moscow would have a freer hand. ‘Does this help us out in terms of the balance of world forces?’ he asked. ‘Absolutely it does.’65

For Mao, the Soviet leader's decision to renege on military commitments made only weeks earlier was the bitterest of all Moscow's betrayals.

At Xian in 1936 and in Manchuria in 1945, all that had been at stake were the political interests of a Chinese Party still struggling for power. But now China was a sovereign state, and Russia a treaty ally. ‘Lean to one side’ or not, the Soviet Union, Mao concluded, would never be a partner China could trust.

 For 36 hours, Mao hesitated. On October 12, he drafted a telegram to Stalin, saying that China would not intervene, but ordered it not to be sent. Stalin took his silence to mean that anyway, and sent a message to Kim Il Sung, advising him to prepare to evacuate North Korea. But China was too deeply committed for there to be any real of changing course. Mao was forced to recognise that his bluff had been called. That night he sent word that the intervention would go ahead anyway. Stalin, despite himself, was impressed. ‘So the Chinese really are good comrades!’ he was quoted as saying.66

Mao's troubles were still not over. The army commanders in the north-east were deeply alarmed by the prospect of exposing their men to American bombardment without air cover of any kind. On the 17th, they sent Peng Dehuai a joint message, proposing that China's entry into the war be postponed until the following spring. But with the South Koreans already at the gates of Pyongyang, that was not an option. Next day, after hearing Peng's report, Mao told his colleagues: ‘No matter what the difficulties, we should not change [our] decision … nor should we delay it.’ At Mao's proposal, it was agreed that the Volunteers should begin moving into Korea under cover of darkness on the 19th. Thirty hours later, at around midnight, the Chief of the General Staff, Nie Rongzhen, informed him that the troops were crossing the Yalu as planned. For the first time in weeks, Mao had a proper night's sleep.


Once the decision-making was over, the war itself was brutally simple.

After initial skirmishing at the front in late October and early November, Peng ordered a general retreat. MacArthur then launched an all-out offensive to reach the Yalu River, under the slogan, ‘Get the boys home by Christmas!’. As the Americans would soon discover, Mao was playing his old game of ‘luring the enemy in deep’. At dusk on November 25, the Chinese counter-attacked. Ten days and 36,000 enemy casualties later (including 24,000 US troops), Peng's forces retook Pyongyang.

It was not a perfect campaign. Chinese casualties were high, and the men suffered appallingly from the cold and from lack of food. None the less, seven weeks after entering the war Peng's ‘volunteers’ had recaptured virtually all of North Korea.

At this point, Peng proposed a halt until the following spring. Mao pressed for a further advance. The Russians had begun providing limited air cover and, with the campaign now succeeding, Stalin had promised improvements in military resupply. Peng dragged his feet, but, at Mao's urging, reluctantly ordered a new offensive to start on New Year's Eve, when there would be a full moon, facilitating night operations, and the Americans would be busy with year-end festivities. Five days later, Chinese and North Korean forces captured the South Korean capital, Seoul, now a deserted shell of burnt-out buildings and rubble-filled streets, and forced the Americans back a further eighty miles to the south. But then, again, Peng halted. Kim Il Sung was furious and complained to Stalin. The Soviet leader, however, supported Peng's decision. Stalin's goal was not victory but an indefinite war of attrition.

A month later, the Americans counter-attacked. Peng proposed a withdrawal, trading territory for time, following Mao's own hallowed precept which had served the communists so well against Chiang Kai-shek and Japan. But Mao forbade it. He wanted to hold on to Seoul and the 38th parallel, whose capture had become a powerful symbol, both at home and abroad, of Red China's newfound strength.

In cable after cable, Peng tried to explain why this was unrealistic. ‘Boots, food and munitions have not been provided,’ he told Mao. ‘The men cannot march barefoot in the snow.’ With temperatures falling to –30 centigrade, thousands died of exposure.

For the first time in Mao's long career, he had allowed political considerations to cloud his military judgement.

In the end, not only was Seoul abandoned, but with it the eastern part of the 38th parallel and a large swathe of territory further north. In little more than four months, the Chinese Volunteers lost 140,000 men. The Americans built a strongly fortified defence line along the 38th parallel, and the war settled into seesaw battles around the two sides’ existing positions. Truce talks opened in July 1951, but neither side was yet willing to admit that it had had enough. Not until two years later, after the death of Stalin and the election of Dwight D. Eisenhower, a Republican, as the new US President, were the Americans and the Chinese able, over the objections of both their Korean clients, to end the blood-letting and allow an armistice to be signed.67

Peng and the other Chinese commanders, who had experienced at first hand the effects of advanced military technology, came away from Korea convinced that warfare had fundamentally changed. Peng would spend the next five years as Defence Minister trying to transform the PLA into a modern, professional force.68

Not Mao. To him, the fact that poorly armed Chinese troops had fought the cream of the US Army to a standstill merely confirmed his belief that will-power, not weapons, decided the outcome of wars. ‘We have won a great victory,’ he exulted that autumn:

We have taken the measure of the US armed forces. If you have never taken them on, you are liable to be scared of them … [Now we know] US imperialism is not terrifying, nothing to make a fuss about … The Chinese people are now organised, they are not to be trifled with. Once they are provoked to anger, things can get very tough.69

Mao's impatience in the early stages of the conflict for quick, dramatic results was part of a wider pattern. Now that China had ‘stood up’, he yearned for a renewal of its ancient grandeur. Korea, like Vietnam, had been for centuries a tributary state. In the autumn of 1950, China had gone to war not merely to prevent a hostile, pro-American government taking power just across the Yalu River. National security, in a deeper sense, required the restoration of that suzerain relationship. For the same reason, Mao had sent military advisers to work with Ho Chi Minh's armies. Vietnam, too, had to be brought back into the Chinese fold.70

After the war in Korea, America was no longer the only ‘paper tiger’ in Mao's book. China's attitude to the Soviet Union underwent a sea change. By preventing a North Korean defeat, China had come to Russia's rescue. Stalin's successors viewed Mao's regime with new respect, tinged with some apprehension. If a weak China could act so boldly, what future for its partnership with Russia once it became strong? To Mao, on the other hand, Moscow's stock had fallen. Not only had the Russians been devious, by manoeuvring China into a conflict it would have preferred to avoid, but they had shown themselves undependable and, ultimately, weak.71

Outwardly, nothing changed. China needed Soviet aid to rebuild its economy. In the Cold War of the 1950s, there was nowhere else it could turn. But the seeds of contempt had been sown.


When the final tally was made, China had suffered at least half a million casualties in Korea, including 147,000 dead.72 Among the latter was Mao's eldest son, Anying.

Since returning from Moscow, five years earlier, Anying had worked among the peasantry – renewing his Chinese roots, as his father put it – and then at a Beijing factory, where he became Deputy Secretary of the Party branch. In the autumn of 1950, with Mao's reluctant acquiescence, he volunteered for duty in Korea. While in the Soviet Union, he had studied military science and in 1944 had spent four months as a cadet on the Byelorussian Front. However, Peng Dehuai turned down his request to serve with an infantry regiment, thinking that it was too dangerous, and named him instead to a post on his own staff as a Russian-speaking liaison officer. On November 24, 1950, less than five weeks after Chinese units crossed the border, Peng's headquarters, in an abandoned gold-mine, were attacked by US bombers. Peng himself and most of his staff took refuge in a tunnel. Anying and another officer were trapped in a wooden building on the surface. It was hit by an incendiary bomb. Both men were killed.

That afternoon, Peng sent Mao a telegram, announcing the young man's death and proposing that he be buried on the battlefield, like all Chinese soldiers in Korea. When Mao's secretary, Ye Zilong, received it, he telephoned Zhou Enlai, who contacted other leaders. They authorised the burial, but decided that, with the war at a critical juncture, Mao should not be told.

So it was that, three months later, when Peng next saw Mao in Beijing, and blurted out how ashamed he was at not having protected Anying better, Mao was brutally confronted with news for which he was totally unprepared – that his eldest son had died. He crumpled, Peng remembered, trembling so violently that he could not light his cigarette. For several minutes, they sat in complete silence. Then Mao lifted his head. ‘In revolutionary war,’ he said, ‘you always pay a price. Anying was one of thousands … You shouldn't take it as something special just because he was my son.’73

The revolution had already taken Mao's siblings: his adopted sister, Zejian, had been executed the year before Yang Kaihui; his youngest brother, Zetan, had died in Jiangxi, in a clash with nationalist troops in 1935; the second brother, Zemin, had been tortured and strangled on the orders of the Xinjiang warlord, Sheng Shicai, in 1943. His younger son, Anqing, who had been extremely close to Anying and already suffered from mental illness, was devastated by his brother's death and soon afterwards was diagnosed with schizophrenia. Mao's daughters, Li Min and Li Na, were under Jiang Qing's influence, a connection he found increasingly distasteful.

Anying's relationship with his father had not been easy. Mao was a demanding man, who insisted that his children behave irreproachably and receive the same treatment as everyone else. His bodyguard, Li Yinqiao, remembered him telling them: ‘You're Mao Zedong's child, and that's hard luck for you!’74 Yet, since the young man's return to China, despite occasional flare-ups,III the two had grown close. When he died at the age of twenty-eight, the one remaining human bond capable of evoking in Mao a deep, personal loyalty, was severed.


The bloodshed that marked the birth of New China was not limited to the Korean War. The civilian death-toll in the political and economic movements that accompanied it was many times higher.

In the spring of 1950, Mao had begun to mobilise the Party for the immense effort necessary to install communist rule in the vast areas of central and southern China, with a population of more than 300 million, which the PLA had occupied in the course of the previous twelve months. The first step, he had decreed, was to ‘stabilise social order’. This required ‘resolutely eliminating bandits, spies, bullies and despots’, along with nationalist secret agents, who, he said, were spreading anti-communist rumours; sabotaging economic work; and murdering Party workers. There was a basis for these charges. That year, 3,000 officials had been killed in the countryside while trying to collect grain taxes.75 60,000 rebels were active in western Sichuan, and there and in adjoining provinces ‘large-scale armed rebellions’ had broken out. In Beijing, Tianjin and other cities, there had been incidents of arson and explosions attributed to nationalist sleeper networks.76

The original intention was to proceed cautiously. ‘Chief culprits’ were to be punished; others might be shown leniency.77

The Korean War changed all that.78 All over China, hundreds of thousands of people marched in anti-American demonstrations. A huge hoarding was erected in the centre of Beijing, showing Truman and MacArthur, green-faced and unshaven, reaching out towards China with claws dripping blood, being repulsed by a stalwart Chinese Volunteer.79 People were encouraged to send small gifts to the soldiers at the front, accompanied by inspirational messages, along the lines: ‘I saved this cake of soap for you so that you can clean off the enemy's blood, sprinkled on your clothes, and prepare for another battle.’ Workers gave part of their wages for the war effort; peasants pledged to increase production, and donate the extra harvest. To encourage activism, they were told that weapons bought in this way would be inscribed with the donors’ names.80

Foreigners played their part, too, but as negative examples. An Italian, long resident in China, was accused of plotting to assassinate Mao at the October 1st parade. He was convicted of heading a US espionage network, aided by his neighbour, a Japanese. After a summary trial, the two men were driven, standing on the back of an open jeep, across the city to an execution ground by the Temple of Heaven. There they were shot. Two other foreigners, an Italian bishop and a French bookshop owner, were imprisoned as alleged accomplices. That the plot was a fabrication was immaterial. Blazoned across several pages of the Party newspaper, Renmin ribao (People's Daily), it helped to justify the imposition of ever harsher social controls.81

Subsequent Chinese claims that the US was using germ warfare in Korea, and that the American military were shipping Chinese prisoners of war to Nevada to test the effect of nuclear weapons, piled on further pressure.82 In every corner of the country, Chinese seethed with indignation at imperialist atrocities. Those who did not seethe were suspected of being disloyal.

In this superheated atmosphere, the campaign to suppress counter-revolutionaries burned white-hot. Over the next two years, more than 700,000 people, most of them linked in some way, however tenuous, with the departed Guomindang, were executed or driven to suicide.

At least a million-and-a-half more disappeared into the newly established ‘reform through labour’ camps, purpose-built to accommodate them.83

Mao himself fine-tuned the operation, issuing a steady stream of directives from the winter of 1950 until the following autumn. Thus, in January 1951, when the campaign was apparently flagging, he insisted that death sentences be carried out, arguing: ‘If we are weak and indecisive, and excessively indulgent … of evil people, it will bring disaster.’ Two months later, he applied the brakes. ‘Rashness presents the major danger,’ he now warned. ‘It doesn't make much difference if a counter-revolutionary is executed a few days sooner or a few days later. But … making wrong arrests and executions will produce very bad effects.’ The following month, April, he proposed that 0.1 per cent of the population should be targeted: ‘Execute half of this figure first, and then wait and see how the situation develops.’ In May, he suggested suspended death sentences, because otherwise ‘it will deprive us of a large pool of [prison] labour power’. A month later, the movement needed to be encouraged again. ‘Persons who … have to be executed to assuage the people's anger,’ Mao declared, ‘must be put to death for this purpose.’84

Land reform lurched violently to the left, too.

Mao laid down a new guideline of ‘not correcting excesses prematurely’. In almost every village, at least one and sometimes several landlords were dragged before mass meetings, organised by Party work teams, and either beaten to death on the spot by enraged peasants or reserved for public execution later. By the time the land reform was completed, at the end of 1952, upwards of a million landlords and members of their families had been killed. Even that figure is only a guess. The actual death-toll may have been two, possibly even three, times higher.85 Within three years of the founding of New China, the landlords as a cohesive class, which had dominated rural society since Han times, had simply ceased to exist.

In contrast to Soviet practice, Mao insisted that the major role in these movements be played not by the public security organs but by ordinary people. The rationale was the same as it had been in Hunan in 1927 and in the soviet base areas in the 1930s: peasants who killed with their bare hands the landlords who oppressed them were wedded to the new revolutionary order in a way that passive spectators could never be.

The Party faced a still greater challenge in trying to bring about a comparable social transformation in the cities – to cleanse our society’, as Mao put it, ‘of all the filth and poison left over from the old regime.’86

To that end, starting in the autumn of 1951, Mao launched in quick succession three more political campaigns: the ‘Three Antis’ (anti-corruption, anti-waste and anti-bureaucratism), the purpose of which, he explained, was to prevent ‘the corrosion of the cadres by the bourgeoisie’; the ‘Five Antis’ (anti-bribery, anti-tax evasion, anti-fraud, anti-embezzlement, anti-leakage of state secrets), aimed at the capitalist classes whose ‘sugar-coated bullets’ caused the corrosion in the first place; and a thought reform movement, modelled on the Yan'an Rectification Campaign, designed to remould urban intellectuals, especially those trained in the West, so as to enforce conformity and eradicate bourgeois ideas.87

Again, the primary actors were not state or Party agencies but the men and women who were themselves the targets of each campaign and the ‘broad masses’ mobilised to judge them. In the ‘Three’ and ‘Five Antis’, workers denounced their bosses; cadres exposed each other; children were encouraged to inform on their parents; wives turned against their husbands. Activists set up ‘tiger-hunting teams’, to drag out actual and presumed offenders for humiliation before mass meetings.

A climate of raw terror developed. Minor offenders, Mao declared, should be criticised and reformed, or sent to labour camps, while ‘the worst among them should be shot’. For many, the psychological pressure became unbearable. The two campaigns together took several hundred thousand more lives, the great majority by suicide, while an estimated 2 billion US dollars, a staggering sum at that time, was collected from private companies in fines for illicit activities. Surviving cadres, private businessmen and the urban population as a whole, had received a memorable lesson in the limits of communist kindness.

The bourgeoisie, Mao explained in the summer of 1952, was no longer to be regarded as an ally of the proletariat. It was now the principal object of struggle waged by the working class.88

Intellectuals were treated differently. They were to be cleansed of bourgeois ideology, especially individualism, pro-Americanism, objectivism (indifference to politics) and ‘contempt for the toiling masses’. These issues were discussed in small groups whose participants would make repeated self-criticisms, until, layer after layer, anything resembling independent thought, incompatible with Maoist orthodoxy, had been stripped away.89

Sooner or later Mao would have moved to assert Party control over the urban population, whether or not war had broken out in Korea. The death-toll would not necessarily have been lower had he done so in peacetime. The power of the landlords would still have had to be broken; the functionaries, the capitalists and the intellectuals brought into line. The same pervasive system of compulsory registration with the police, of designated residence under the scrutiny of neighbourhood committees, of personnel dossiers held by security departments attached to every town-dweller's work unit, would have been enforced even without a foreign war.

None the less, for the Chinese communists, the Korean conflict did have a silver lining.90

It produced a sense of regeneration and national pride which forced grudging respect even among those who otherwise had little sympathy for the new regime. The perception of heroic sacrifice on the battlefield helped to explain extreme measures at home. The external threat from America fuelled internal transformation. Above all, it allowed Mao to go faster. By the autumn of 1953, four years and at least two to three million deaths after the proclamation of the People's Republic,91 the Maoist state was more securely entrenched than had seemed imaginable when he and Zhou Enlai had set off from their temporary headquarters near Shijiazhuang to enter newly conquered Beijing, feeling, as Mao put it, ‘like students in the old days, going to the capital to take the [imperial] examinations’.92 By his own lights, Mao had passed the first test handsomely. After so many years of revolution and war, the cost in human suffering had become irrelevant.




I Mao had started telling the Soviet leader: ‘I was criticised and pushed aside for a long period, and had nowhere to express my views … ’ He probably intended to go on to thank him for the Comintern's support during those difficult years (and, in the process, subtly to remind him of the indignities he had suffered at the hands of Moscow's Chinese protégés). However, at this point, Stalin interrupted.

II The Secretariat, in 1950, also served as the Politburo Standing Committee. Besides Mao himself, it comprised Liu Shaoqi, Zhou Enlai and Zhu De. The fifth member, Ren Bishi, had suffered a stroke and died later that autumn, being replaced by Chen Yun.

III The most spectacular of these occurred at Xibaipo in June 1948, when Anying reproached his father for the personality cult around him. He was made to write a self-criticism, in which he acknowledged that he had ‘undermined father's authority’ and was barred from visiting Mao without permission until the following February, shortly before the move to Beijing. By October, when he married Liu Songlin, the rift had been forgotten and the young couple were regular visitors to Mao's home at weekends.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The Sorcerer's Apprentice




Economics were not Mao's strong point.1

The surveys he had carried out in Jiangxi in the early 1930s had focused on class relations in the countryside, not the dynamics of rural trade. Even when his avowed aim was to describe the commercial life of a small market town, the result was an exhaustive listing of hundreds of obscure local products, meticulously compiled, but with painfully little understanding of what made the economy grow, generating employment and prosperity, or what, in bad times, made it falter.2

In Yan'an, a decade later, Mao's New Democracy platform, conditioned by the political needs of the united front and the war against Japan, envisaged a mixed economy with a strong capitalist component. The two substantial innovations which the communists made in the economic field in the early 1940s, the introduction of co-operatives and a movement for economic self-sufficiency in the Red Army, were likewise politically motivated – the one as a step away from individual peasant ownership towards a collectivised system, the other a means of lessening the burden the military imposed on the civilian population.3 Both continued in the People's Republic. When the PLA occupied Tibet, in the winter of 1951, Mao's prime concern was that the army produce enough food to meet its own needs. Otherwise, he warned, it would be impossible to win over the Tibetans and eventually they would rebel.4

Mao's stress on self-sufficiency was a product of the peasant economy in which he had been reared, reinforced by his experience in Red base areas that were under constant threat of enemy blockade. Economic autarky, both at the provincial and the national level, was an article of faith. China's historical experience had taught that foreign countries were exploitative, and should be kept at arm's length. For most of the Maoist period, foreign trade was held to a minimum, and the balance of payments was kept firmly in the black. China accepted foreign loans only from the Soviet Union, and then, apart from military supplies during the Korean War, only in limited amounts. When, in 1949, the Russians offered a five-year credit totalling 300 million dollars, even at that time a very modest sum, it was widely attributed to Stalin's niggardliness. Mao himself was privately relieved that China's borrowings would remain small.5

Shortly before nationwide victory, Mao spoke publicly of his concerns about the economic tasks ahead. ‘We shall have to master what we do not know,’ he warned. ‘We must learn to do economic work from all who know how, no matter who they are … We must acknowledge our ignorance, and not pretend to know what we do not know.’6

Three years later, when he and his colleagues were confronted with the task of drawing up a comprehensive development strategy for their vast, newly pacified country, they did precisely that – and called in Russian experts to help. A Five-Year Plan was worked out, modelled on Soviet practice, with more than a hundred large Soviet-built heavy industrial plants at its core.7

Mao would afterwards complain that ‘dogmatism’ had taken hold at that time. ‘Since we didn't understand these things and had absolutely no experience,’ he grumbled, ‘all we could do in our ignorance was to import foreign methods … It didn't matter whether a [Russian] article was correct or not, the Chinese listened all the same and respectfully obeyed.’8 But in 1953 Russian guidance was exactly what Mao wanted. That spring he personally urged officials to ‘whip up a high tide of learning from the Soviet Union throughout the whole country’.9

Only in two major respects did China stray from the Soviet path. In place of a Stalinist programme of forced collectivisation, Mao laid down a voluntary, step-by-step approach. Villagers were first encouraged to form Mutual Aid Teams, in which a handful of families joined together to pool draught animals, tools and labour power; then came lower-level Agricultural Producers’ Co-operatives (APCs), whose members were remunerated in proportion to the amount of land and labour they contributed; and, finally, higher-level APCs, where the land and equipment of a whole village became collective property and members were paid on the basis of labour alone.10 Similarly, in commerce and industry, the ‘general line for the transition to socialism’, which Mao put forward in the summer of 1953, retained substantial elements of the New Democracy platform.11 To build a socialist economy, he declared, would take ‘fifteen years or a little longer’ in the cities, and eighteen years in the countryside. In the meantime, China's private businessmen (whose spirit had by then been crushed by the violence of the ‘Five Antis’ campaign) were to transform their enterprises into partnerships with the state, from which they would be permitted to continue drawing a quarter of the profits.12

It all sounded eminently reasonable. Too reasonable, no doubt, for a country of festering class hatreds, led by a group of revolutionaries devoted to radical change. In any event, it turned out to be too reasonable to last.

Already in 1951, a dispute had developed over the pace of the transformation they were trying to accomplish. That year, the Finance Minister, Bo Yibo, supported by Liu Shaoqi, had spoken out forcefully against pushing rural collectivisation too fast. Twelve months later, with Mao's approval, Gao Gang, now a senior Politburo member and Party chief of Manchuria, presented the opposite view. Rapid collectivisation was imperative, he said, because if the ‘spontaneous tendency of the peasants towards capitalism’ went unchecked, China would have a capitalist, rather than a socialist, future. Afterwards, the two men clashed again, this time over tax policy. Bo proposed equal treatment for state and private firms. Gao charged that he was advocating ‘class peace’. Again, Mao supported Gao. Bo, he said, had been struck by a ‘spiritual sugar-coated bullet’ which had caused him to succumb to the influence of bourgeois ideas. If the Party's cause were to triumph, such ‘right-opportunist deviations’ must be corrected and ‘the question of the socialist road versus the capitalist road must be clarified’.13

Thus, the battle lines were drawn. The dilemmas posed in these obscure debates of the early 1950s – economic growth vs. spontaneous capitalism; ideological imperatives vs. objective reality; the socialist vs. the capitalist road – would resonate through all the great political upheavals of the years ahead: the anti-Rightist campaign; the Great Leap Forward; and the Cultural Revolution. The seeds of turmoil were sown, not towards the end but at the very beginning of Mao's rule.

The dispute between Bo and Gao also provided the springboard for the first major power struggle in the Chinese leadership since Mao had ousted Zhang Guotao and Wang Ming in the late 1930s.

Gao was a rising star in the communist hierarchy. Six or seven years younger that Liu Shaoqi and Zhou Enlai, he was unsophisticated, energetic, capable – and, more important, Mao liked him. He was also highly ambitious. In Manchuria, he had gone out of his way to cultivate Russian officials, and apparently used this channel to spread rumours that Liu and Zhou were pro-American. Liu was the real target of his attacks on Bo Yibo.14 In the late autumn of 1952, when Mao summoned Gao to Beijing to head the State Planning Commission, a crucially important task at a time when China was preparing the transition to a planned economy, he and Liu evidently liked each other no better. By the following spring, Gao was casting about for ways to supplant him.

Mao gave him discreet encouragement. The Chairman was irritated with Liu and Zhou because of what he saw as their foot-dragging over the transition to a socialist system. That winter he groused about them privately to Gao, who became convinced that the Chairman was giving him the go-ahead to take a higher-profile role himself.

Other factors concurred. Mao was finding his state duties wearisome. In 1952 he began speaking of ‘withdrawing to the second front’, by which he meant leaving the day-to-day running of the Party and government to his younger colleagues, so that he could concentrate on major strategic and theoretical issues. This did not imply any diminution of Mao's control. On the contrary, during this period, his domination of decision-making grew still more pronounced. In May 1953, he was infuriated to discover that Yang Shangkun, who headed the CC's General Office, the nerve centre of the Party, had issued directives without his prior approval. ‘This is a mistake and a breach of discipline,’ he thundered. ‘Documents and telegrams sent out in the name of the Central Committee can be despatched only after I have gone over them, otherwise they are invalid.’15 His reaction showed how profoundly his conception of his role had changed. In 1943, Mao's colleagues had given him the power, in exceptional cases, to overrule the rest of the Secretariat. Now, ten years later, he was arrogating to himself blanket authority over everything: his colleagues were allowed to do nothing without his explicit accord.

To Gao Gang, the talk of a ‘second front’ was a signal to act fast, before Mao's withdrawal allowed Liu to entrench himself as his successor. He drew further encouragement from events in Moscow, where, after Stalin's death, the comparatively youthful Georgii Malenkov inherited his mantle, while older Politburo members, like Molotov and Kaganovich, were passed over. If Malenkov could do that in Russia, Gao asked himself, why could he not do the same in China?

The result was a palace conspiracy.16

First Gao won over the east China leader, Rao Shushi, who had just been appointed head of the Party's Organisation Department, holding out to him the prospect of the premiership. Then, by an extraordinary stroke of luck, he obtained a copy of a draft list for a new Politburo, prepared by one of Liu Shaoqi's associates in the Central Committee apparatus as a working document ahead of the next Party Congress. It proposed increasing the representation of men who, like Liu, had spent most of the civil war period in the Guomindang-controlled ‘White’ areas, including, notably, Bo Yibo, at the expense of those who had fought in the Red areas. Armed with this smoking gun and claiming to have Mao's backing, Gao set about working up support among indignant ex-Red area colleagues.

Peng Dehuai fell into the trap. So did Lin Biao. But Deng Xiaoping, after beginning to negotiate with Gao about the future allocation of Party posts, sensed something amiss and sent a report to Mao. Chen Yun, who had honed his political antennae in Moscow watching Stalin at work during the purges, also jibbed. He, too, informed the Chairman, who told both men to say nothing.

Mao then set an ambush of his own. When the Politburo met in December, he announced that he intended to spend several weeks resting in the south, and proposed that, as usual, Liu should act in his place. Gao rose to the bait. Why not, in the Chairman's absence, he suggested, rotate the responsibility among other senior Politburo members? Mao indicated that he would consider the idea, and over the next few weeks Gao lobbied his colleagues frantically for other leadership changes, including his own promotion to Vice-Chairman, or alternatively, General Secretary.

By December 24, when the Politburo reconvened, Mao had heard enough. He accused Gao of unprincipled factionalism, carrying out ‘underground activities’ and attempting to enhance his personal power. The conspiracy collapsed.

In the months that followed, the winners and losers received their due rewards.

Gao was convinced that Mao had betrayed him, and in February 1954 attempted to kill himself. In August he tried again, with poison, and succeeded. Rao Shushi was arrested, to die of pneumonia, still in prison, twenty years later.

Peng Dehuai and Lin Biao were exonerated, after pleading that they had thought Gao was acting with Mao's approval (though both men's relations with Liu remained definitively soured). Deng Xiaoping was appointed Secretary-General of the Central Committee, and afterwards was promoted to the Politburo. Chen Yun also prospered. At the Eighth Congress, two years later, he became a Party Vice-Chairman, while Deng was named General Secretary.

By the spring of 1954, the Gao Gang–Rao Shushi anti-Party ‘sinister wind’, as Mao called it, had blown itself out.17 Officially, it had no wider significance. Yet if, as was plainly the case, Mao had sowed the idea in Gao's mind that Liu and Zhou were expendable, he must have had his reasons. Both men were supremely competent, dedicated to Mao personally no less than to the communist cause. He had only to give the order and they would have done whatever he wished. In retrospect, it is clear that he never had any intention of getting rid of them. But destabilising his two closest colleagues was another matter. Mao found in Gao Gang's ambition an instrument to keep them off-balance – to force them to try to read his mind better, to stay more attuned to his thinking. Gao had not been so stupid as to misread Mao's intentions entirely: he merely went too far, and in the process sealed his own fate.18

The purge cast a long shadow. That Peng Dehuai, Lin Biao and, initially, Deng Xiaoping, could all have believed that Mao was plotting behind the backs of Liu and Zhou spoke volumes about the level of trust which his imperial style of leadership had fostered. Mao's eminence and sense of national mission meant that his only remaining loyalty was to his vision of China's future. His colleagues – men and women with whom, in some cases, he had spent thirty years in shared struggle – were being reduced to tools in the working out of his dreams.


The debate over the pace of change which Bo Yibo had initiated ended with no clear consensus over how quickly collectivisation should proceed. Mao's instincts were to go faster. But each time he forced the pace, over-eager local officials coerced the rural population into ill-prepared co-operatives where socialism was regarded as ‘eating from one big pot’, the poor lived off the rich until their resources were exhausted, and then the whole venture collapsed under a mountain of debt.

In the spring of 1953, a campaign was launched, with Mao's blessing, against ‘rash advance’.19 But as soon as the situation stabilised, ‘spontaneous capitalism’ appeared: the better-off peasants began hiring labour, lending money, and buying and selling land. That sparked a new campaign, this time against ‘rash retreat’. Collectivisation roared ahead again – with even more deleterious results: rich peasants slaughtered their livestock, rather than share them with poorer neighbours. Then, in 1954, severe flooding along the Yangtse reduced the summer harvest. Local cadres, determined to show their mettle, insisted that grain procurement be maintained. Food riots broke out. In the southern provinces, the peasants cursed the communists as worse than the Guomindang.

Accordingly, in January 1955, Mao slammed on the brakes for the third time. The collectivisation drive, he admitted, was out of step with the objective capabilities of the peasantry. The new policy would be a ‘three-word scripture: “Stop, contract, develop.”’ The number of APCs had already increased from 4,000 in the autumn of 1952 to 670,000 that winter, one in seven of all peasant households. Mao now decreed that there should be no further expansion for the next eighteen months. Liu Shaoqi authorised a plan to disband more than a quarter of existing APCs in the interests of stabilisation, and grain procurement was sharply reduced.

Had Mao been willing to leave it at that, all might have been well. In April, however, he set off on an inspection tour in the south to see things for himself. There, egged on by local officials, whose own interests were intimately linked to the collectivisation campaign and were therefore only too happy to tell Mao what he wanted to hear, the Chairman concluded that peasant resistance had been overstated.

Only Deng Zihui, a trusted ally since the late 1920s, whom Mao had appointed to oversee the collectivisation drive, had the courage to dig in his heels and tell the Chairman he was mistaken.

Deep down, Mao knew Deng had a point. In a revealing admission, he conceded: ‘The peasants want freedom, but we want socialism.’20 Yet Mao was too hooked on his vision of socialised agriculture to allow material obstacles, even when he acknowledged their existence, to stand in his way. The problem, Deng told his subordinates grimly, was that the Chairman thought ‘[material] conditions for running co-operatives are unnecessary’.21 His objections were brushed aside. ‘Your mind needs to be shelled with artillery,’22 Mao raged at him, and at a conference of provincial secretaries in July he proceeded to do just that:


A high tide in the new socialist mass movement is imminent throughout the countryside. But some of our comrades, tottering along like a woman with bound feet, are complaining all the time: ‘You're going too fast, much too fast.’ Too much carping, unwarranted complaints, boundless worries and countless taboos – all this they take as the right policy to guide the socialist mass movement in the rural areas.

No, this is not the right policy. It is the wrong one …

[This] is a … movement involving a rural population of more than 500 million and has tremendous worldwide significance. We should lead this movement actively [and] enthusiastically … instead of dragging it back by whatever means.23



With Mao's own doubts stilled, and all opposition silenced, the targets were raised exponentially. He himself spoke of collectivising half the rural population by the end of 1957. Provincial officials were determined to go still faster. In July 1955, 17 million households belonged to APCs. Six months later, the figure had reached 75 million, 63 per cent of the peasant population. Mao told his secretary that he had not felt so happy since the victory over Chiang Kai-shek.24 As he prepared to celebrate his sixty-second birthday, he gloated:



In the first half of 1955, the atmosphere was foul and dark clouds threatened. But in the second half there has been a complete change, and the climate is entirely different … This [co-operativisation movement] is a raging tidal wave, sweeping away all demons and monsters … By the time the year ends, the victory of socialism will be largely assured.25

In fact, by December 1956, only 3 per cent of the peasantry still farmed as individuals. The socialist transformation of agriculture, which was not to have been completed until 1971, had been accomplished fifteen years early.26

Ideologically it was a tremendous success. Politically it was a mixed blessing. Economically it held the seeds of disaster, for it convinced Mao, and other leaders, that, given the will to succeed, material conditions need not be decisive.

Collectivisation sapped the energies of the countryside for a generation to come, causing a levelling-down of rural society which stifled independent initiative, demotivated the most productive, rewarded the least capable, and replaced the rule of the landlords and literati with rule by the Party branch, whose members enjoyed power and privilege unconstrained by the fear of banditry and rebellion that, for centuries past, had kept their predecessors in check.

With the rural areas in socialist hands, Mao returned his attention to the cities where, he declared, the bourgeoisie was now isolated and should be dealt with ‘once and for all’. His promise of only two years earlier, that a mixed economy would continue until the mid-1960s, was conveniently forgotten:

On this matter we are quite heartless! On this matter, Marxism is indeed cruel and has little mercy, for it is determined to exterminate imperialism, feudalism, capitalism and small production to boot … Some of our comrades are too kind, they are not tough enough, in other words, they are not so Marxist. It is a very good thing, and a significant one too, to exterminate the bourgeoisie and capitalism in China … Our aim is to exterminate capitalism, obliterate it from the face of the earth and make it a thing of the past.27

That speech was made at a closed meeting of Party leaders in October 1955. In his encounters with Chinese businessmen, Mao understandably took a subtler line, which some unnamed wit among the Shanghai capitalists summed up as the ‘how to make a cat eat pepper’ approach.

Liu Shaoqi, it was said, advocated firmness: ‘You get somebody to hold the cat,’ he said, ‘stuff the pepper into its mouth, and push it down with a chopstick.’ Mao was horrified. Force, he declared, was undemocratic: the cat must be persuaded to eat voluntarily. Then Zhou Enlai tried. ‘I would starve the cat,’ said the Premier. ‘Then I would wrap the pepper with a slice of meat. If the cat is sufficiently hungry, it will swallow it whole.’ Again Mao shook his head. ‘One must not use deceit,’ he said. ‘Never fool the people!’ His own answer, he explained, was very simple. ‘You rub the pepper into the cat's backside. When it starts to burn, the cat will lick it off – and be happy to be permitted to do so.’28

Accordingly, rather than nationalise by decree, Mao asked his private sector interlocutors what they would advise him to do. The businessmen, whose backsides still burned from the peppering they had received in the ‘Five Antis’ campaign, fell over each other to tell him that nationalisation was what they longed for – the quicker, the better.29

Even so, the speed of the take-over was astonishing.

On December 6, 1955, Mao stated that all private businesses should be taken over by the state before the end of 1957, twelve years ahead of his original schedule. In practice, all private commerce and industry in Beijing was converted to joint state-private ownership in the first twelve days of the New Year. To mark the achievement, Mao and the rest of the leadership presided over a celebratory rally attended by 200,000 people in Tiananmen Square on January 15. Other major cities hurried to follow suit. By the end of January 1956, the urban economy had followed the rural areas into the straitjacket of Party and state control.30

That, in turn, was the signal for another gravity-defying leap forward.

Declaring that ‘rightist conservatism’ was the main obstacle to progress, Mao now set several new targets. Within the next few decades, he said, China must become ‘the number-one country in the world’, surpassing the United States in cultural, scientific, technological and industrial development.31 ‘I don't consider [American achievements] as anything so terrific,’ he went on breezily. If America produced 100 million tons of steel annually, ‘China should produce several hundred million tons’.I

As a first step, he called for the First Five-Year Plan to be fulfilled ahead of schedule, and unveiled a Twelve-Year Agricultural Plan proposing a doubling of grain and cotton production.32 The slogan, ‘more, faster, better’, which he had used in the last months of 1955 during the high tide of collectivisation, was modified to become, ‘more, faster, better and more economically’, as though that somehow made it more rational.33 Saltationist socialism, as one foreign scholar called it, had established itself as Mao's favoured model for economic advance.34


On February 25, 1956, Nikita Sergeyevich Khrushchev, who had succeeded Malenkov twelve months earlier, stood before his peers in the baroque white-and-gold banqueting hall in the Kremlin where the Soviet Party's 20th Congress was being held, and told them what they all knew in their hearts but had never expected to hear: that Stalin, before whom they had trembled for so long, had been a brutal psychopath, animated by ‘a persecution mania of unbelievable dimensions’, whose personality cult had concealed a capricious, despotic rule; whose ‘military genius’ had brought Russia to the verge of defeat by Germany; and whose sickly suspicion and mistrust had sent millions of innocent men and women to cruel and unnecessary deaths.35

The Secret Speech, as it became known, was delivered in closed session, from which representatives of fraternal parties were barred, the day before the Congress ended. A week later, Deng Xiaoping, who, with Zhu De, had headed the Chinese delegation, flew back to China with a copy, which was hurriedly translated.36

Given Mao's own problems with Stalin, he might have been expected to welcome the Soviet dictator's posthumous comeuppance. In one important sense, he did: such criticisms, he said, ‘destroyed myths, and opened boxes. This brings liberation … [allowing people to] speak their minds and to be able to think about issues.’37 Overall, however, Mao had serious doubts about Khrushchev's approach. At a meeting with the Soviet Ambassador in late March, he spoke a great deal about Stalin's errors towards China, but very little about the cult of personality – the nub of Khrushchev's attack – emphasising instead that Stalin had been ‘a great Marxist, a good and honest revolutionary’, who had made mistakes ‘not on everything, but [only] on certain issues’.38 These views were reflected soon afterwards in an editorial in the People's Daily, entitled ‘On the Historical Experience of the Dictatorship of the Proletariat’, which, nearly six weeks after Khrushchev had spoken and long after the rest of the communist bloc had endorsed the new Soviet line, set out for the first time publicly the Chinese Party's position:

Whatever the mistakes [that have been made], the dictatorship of the proletariat is, for the popular masses, always far superior to … the dictatorship of the bourgeoisie … Some people consider that Stalin was wrong in everything: this is a grave misconception … We should view Stalin from an historical standpoint, make a proper and all-round analysis to see where he was right and where he was wrong and draw useful lessons therefrom. Both the things he did right and the things he did wrong were phenomena of the international communist movement and bore the imprint of the times.39

Under Stalin's leadership, it insisted, the Soviet Union had made ‘glorious achievements’ in which he had ‘an ineffaceable share’, while his ‘mistakes’ had been confined to the latter part of his life.

The editorial marked the beginning of the slow unravelling of the Sino-Soviet[Q1] alliance. It made clear that, in future, China would copy Soviet experience only selectively. It raised questions, even though implicitly, about the role of Stalin's subordinates, now his successors, in the crimes of which he was accused – triggering, not long afterwards, an acrimonious exchange between Mikoyan and Peng Dehuai. ‘If we had spoken out, we would have been killed!’ the Armenian admitted. ‘What kind of communist is it that fears death?’ came Peng's disdainful reply.40 But, most important of all, the People's Daily's comments signalled a fundamental change in the Chinese attitude to Moscow. It was written from the standpoint not of a junior partner but of an equal. Mao was sitting in judgement on the hasty actions of a neophyte Soviet leadership.

Ideological differences were part of the problem. Wu Lengxi, the official note-taker at meetings dealing with Soviet affairs, described in his memoirs how the Politburo spent days on end discussing differences with Moscow over Marxist-Leninist theory.41 But Mao also objected viscerally to what he called the Soviet Party's ‘self-proclaimed big brother position’, arrogating to itself the right to set the agenda for the world communist movement and to interfere in the internal affairs of other parties. China was not demanding leadership or even joint leadership of the movement, he said, but he did expect the Russians to consult the Chinese Party to ensure that they were in agreement on ‘correct’ ideological positions instead of proclaiming them unilaterally.

As 1956 unfolded, Mao's concern that Khrushchev was ‘throwing out the communist baby along with the Stalinist bathwater’,42 as one contemporary writer put it, seemed amply justified. After riots during the summer in Poland, the Soviet-backed leadership in Warsaw, which Khrushchev had personally installed only half a year before, was replaced, over strong Russian objections, by a new ‘liberal’ group, headed by one of Stalin's victims, Wladyslaw Gomulka. Soon afterwards, a still graver challenge to Moscow's dominance came from Hungary, where the Stalinist First Secretary, Matyas Rakosi, was deposed by reformists led by Imre Nagy.43

In Poland, Mao supported Gomulka, on the grounds that the root of the problem was the same Russian ‘great power chauvinism’ that China had had for so long to endure.44 Liu Shaoqi was despatched to Moscow, where in October he persuaded Khrushchev not to resort to armed intervention. But when Hungary announced that it was leaving the Soviet bloc military alliance, the Warsaw Pact, Mao took a very different view. Supporting the right of a brother party to choose its own path to socialism was one thing; sitting with folded hands in the face of counter-revolution was another. Again, Liu put pressure on Khrushchev – this time to send in troops to put down the revolt by force.

The mess the Soviet leaders had made in their own east European backyard further lowered them in Mao's estimation.

On November 15, 1956, shortly after the Russian army occupied Hungary, he gave the new Chinese Central Committee, elected at the Eighth Congress a few weeks earlier, the benefit of his reflections on the past year's events:


I think there are two ‘swords’: one is Lenin and the other Stalin. The sword of Stalin has now been discarded by the Russians … We Chinese have not thrown it away. First we protect Stalin, and second, at the same time, we criticise his mistakes …

As for the sword of Lenin, has it not also been discarded to a certain extent by some Soviet leaders? In my view, it has been discarded to a considerable extent. Is the October Revolution still valid? … Khrushchev's report at the 20th Congress of the CPSU says it is possible to seize state power by the parliamentary road, that is to say, it is no longer necessary for all countries to learn from the October Revolution. Once this gate is opened, by and large Leninism is thrown away …

How much capital do [the Russians] have? Just Lenin and Stalin. Now [they] have abandoned Stalin and practically all of Lenin as well – with Lenin's feet gone, or perhaps with only his head left, or with one of his hands cut off. We on our part stick to studying Marxism-Leninism and learning from the October Revolution.45



That was far harsher than anything Mao had said before, even in the privacy of the Politburo. Although his remarks were kept secret, they inspired a second People's Daily editorial, published at the end of December under the title, ‘More on the Historical Experience of the Dictatorship of the Proletariat’. The road of the October Revolution, and specifically the violent seizure of power by the proletariat from the bourgeoisie, it declared, were ‘universally applicable truths’. Any attempt to ‘evade this road’ was revisionist.46

When Zhou Enlai visited Moscow in January 1957, he found, unsurprisingly, that the Soviet leaders were ‘displeased’.47

By then, four major areas of dispute had emerged between the two Parties – all stemming from the 20th Congress. First came the assessment of Stalin: Mao insisted that he was ‘three parts bad, and seven parts good’.48 Next, there was the argument over Khrushchev's ‘parliamentary road to socialism’, which was closely linked to the third issue, peaceful coexistence. Imperialism, in Mao's view, was unremittingly hostile towards the socialist camp. The December editorial had concluded: ‘The imperialists are always bent on destroying us.49 Therefore we must never forget … class struggle on a world scale.’ For China, this made perfect sense: its UN seat was still occupied by Taiwan;II its last sustained contact with America had been on the battlefield in Korea. The Soviet leaders felt quite differently. They dealt with the United States and the other capitalist powers, at the UN and through diplomatic channels, as a matter of routine. For the Kremlin, a judicious mixture of competition and contact with the West was far more attractive than the sterile immobilism of the Cold War. Last and in some ways most troubling for the Russians – because it was impossible to tell where it might lead – was Mao's stress on contradictions. This had never sat well in Moscow. Stalin himself had criticised it as un-Marxist. Yet here was Mao now proclaiming that Stalin's abuses of power showed that contradictions arose even under socialism. In December, the People's Daily had affirmed the existence of ‘contradictions in socialist countries between different sections of the people, between comrades within the Communist Party, [and] between the government and the people’, as well as ‘contradictions between socialist countries, [and] contradictions between Communist Parties’.50 From the Russian standpoint, which held that monolithic unity was the highest possible good, that was a can of worms that no one wished to see opened. The communiqué issued after Zhou Enlai's visit was adamant: ‘There have been and are no essential contradictions … in the relations between socialist states. Even if in the past there were … shortcomings, they are now being rectified and eliminated.’51

Despite these differences, there was little at the beginning of 1957 to suggest an imminent rupture.

While Zhou complained of the Soviet leaders’ unwillingness to face up to their own mistakes, their ‘subjectivity [and] narrowmindedness … and [their] tend[ency] to patronise others and interfere with other brotherly parties’ and governments’ internal affairs’, he was careful to add that ‘in spite of all the above, Sino-Soviet relations are far better now than during Stalin's era’.52 Mao, too, was relatively sanguine. ‘Not all Soviet farts are fragrant!’ he noted. Khrushchev had a swollen head and was blinded by power, and if the Russians persisted in their errors, ‘it is certain that, one day, it will all have to be brought out into the open’. But disputes between communist parties were inevitable, and Beijing and Moscow would continue to seek common ground.53


Throughout the first half of the 1950s, China's intellectuals had been treated as one of the ‘black classes’, hostile or at best lukewarm towards the communist revolution.

The thought reform movement which accompanied the Korean War was punctuated by personalised attacks against named individuals and their works, among them the philosopher, Hu Shi, whose lectures Mao had attended as a library assistant in Beijing.54 There were also campaigns against films, such as The Secret History of the Qing Court, set during the Boxer Rebellion, which was denounced for capitulation to imperialism; and The Life of Wu Xun, about a nineteenth-century beggar who used his savings to build schools for the poor, accused of promoting capitulation to feudalism.55 Another major effort to bring the intellectuals into line involved the liberal thinker, Liang Shuming, who had had the temerity to criticise the communists for taxing the peasants too heavily. At a meeting of the Central Government Council, to which Liang had been invited as a guest, Mao pilloried him for more than an hour:


Mr Liang styles himself a ‘man of integrity’ … Do you really have ‘integrity’? If you do, then make a clean breast of your past history – how you opposed the Communist Party and the people, how you assassinated people with your pen … There are two ways of killing people: one is to kill with the gun and the other with the pen. The way which is most artfully disguised and draws no blood is to kill with the pen. That is the kind of murderer you are.

Liang Shuming is utterly reactionary, yet he flatly denies it … What service did you do, Liang Shuming? In all your life, what service have you ever done for the people? Not the slightest, not the least bit … Liang Shuming is an ambitious schemer, a hypocrite.56



It was using a sledgehammer to crack a nut. To Mao, any expression of heterodox thought might carry the seeds of future opposition. Liang escaped with a verbal drubbing. But two years later, when Mao decided that the intellectuals needed a sterner lesson, the abrasive glove of persuasion gave way to overt repression.

In a case that bore strong parallels to the persecution of Wang Shiwei, at Yan'an, a left-wing writer named Hu Feng was accused of leading a ‘counter-revolutionary clique’ and imprisoned. During the second half of 1955, a countrywide witch-hunt was conducted for ‘Hu Feng elements’, provoking numerous suicides in literary and academic circles.57 Like Wang, thirteen years earlier, Hu's offence had been to refuse to submit to the Party's will. Like Wang, his fate offered a terrifying warning to the intelligentsia generally of the perils of failing to toe the Party line.

It should therefore have been no surprise that in April, 1956, when Mao called for a new blossoming of intellectual debate under the slogan, ‘Let a hundred flowers bloom, let a hundred schools of thought contend,’ it fell on very stony ground indeed. After the bludgeoning they had received over the previous six years, the last thing Chinese intellectuals wanted was to have to stick their necks out publicly and start speaking their minds again.58

A variety of factors had combined to bring about this abrupt – and, at the time, wholly unconvincing – change of course.

China was at peace. The Party was securely in control. The transition to a socialist economic system was already far advanced. The exceedingly tight grip the regime had maintained on every aspect of national life, justifiable, perhaps, in the early years, had become counter-productive. The main theme of Mao's speeches that spring was the need to decentralise power. ‘Discipline that stifles creativity and initiative should be abolished,’ he said at one point. ‘We need a little liberalism to facilitate getting things done. To be strict all the time won't work.’59

Sooner or later, a thaw of this kind was inevitable. As Mao would have put it, it was part of the dialectic inherent in all things. ‘If war is not brewed60 during times of peace, how can war come so suddenly? If peace if not brewed during war, how can there be peace so suddenly?’

But in the early part of 1956, two additional factors began pushing the Party towards liberalisation. One was the shortage of skilled manpower – above all, of scientists and engineers – which was blocking Mao's plans to speed up economic development. To try to remedy this, intellectuals’ salaries were raised; they were allotted better apartments; attempts were made to woo back Chinese professors living in the US and Europe.61 But Mao soon recognised that, if the problem were to be resolved, Party bureaucrats would have to stop interfering in academic matters they did not understand; and intellectuals would have to be given more latitude to work as they thought best.62 The second factor was the Secret Speech, and China's decision as a result to stop mechanically copying Soviet methods. In education, in factory management, in fields as diverse as genetics and music, Chinese intellectuals and managers suddenly found themselves, for the first time in years, with a margin of freedom in which to experiment.

In the summer of 1956, none of these changes could be described as dramatic. The most visible effect of relaxation was to lend new colour and vitality to the spartan austerity of Chinese daily life. Young women began wearing flowered blouses. Foreigners reported the occasional cheong-sam, the traditional Chinese long skirt, slit decorously to an inch above the knee. Dances were permitted, to the music of Gershwin and Strauss. The People's Daily went from four pages to eight, and Liu Shaoqi admonished Chinese journalists to make their stories less boring.63

Politically, the repercussions were minimal. The personality cult around Mao survived essentially intact.64 The only significant change came at the Eighth Congress in September, when references to ‘Mao Zedong Thought’ as the Party's guiding ideology were excised from the CCP Constitution. But that was treated as a glitch occasioned by the changes taking place in the Party's leadership structure as Mao began to implement his plan, under discussion since 1952, to withdraw to the ‘second front’.65 He was beginning to feel his age, he had written to Sun Yat-sen's widow, Soong Chingling, earlier that year. ‘One must recognise the symptoms that one is on the downward side of things.’66 A new post of Honorary Party Chairman was created but left vacant, to await the time (generally expected to come in 1963, as Mao entered his seventieth year), when Liu Shaoqi would assume his mantle.67

Then came the crisis in Poland and the Hungarian revolt.

Communist regimes everywhere watched, horrified, fearing that the contagion would spread, as the socialist bloc threatened to implode. China was no exception. In the winter of 1956, Mao made speech after speech, reassuring the Party, and its non-communist allies, that there was little chance they would be exposed to similar unrest.68

He went on to ask what had caused the storms in eastern Europe. Part of the answer, he told the Central Committee, was that the Communist Parties in Poland and Hungary had failed to do a proper job of eliminating counter-revolutionaries. China had not made that error. But the other factor was bureaucratism, which had led Party cadres in both countries to become estranged from the masses. This problem China had not solved:

Right now there are certain people who behave as if they can sit back and relax and ride roughshod over the people now that they have the country in their hands. Such people are opposed by the masses, who [want to] throw stones at them and hit them with their hoes. From my point of view, this is what they deserve and I find it most welcome. There are times when nothing but a beating can solve the problem. The Communist Party has to learn its lesson … We must be vigilant, and must not allow a bureaucratic work-style to develop. We must not form an aristocracy divorced from the people. The masses are justified in removing anybody who has a bureaucratic work-style … I say it's better to remove such people; they ought to be removed.69

The answer, Mao said, was another rectification campaign – but in a form which would provide a safety valve for popular discontent. The problem in Hungary, he argued, was that the Party there had failed to deal in a timely fashion with the contradictions between rulers and ruled, with the result that they had festered and become antagonistic. ‘If there is a pustule it must emit pus,’ he went on. ‘It is precisely from such things that we must learn our lesson.’ It followed that in China, workers should be allowed to strike because ‘this will be helpful in solving contradictions among the state, the factory directors and the masses’, and students should be allowed to demonstrate. ‘They are just contradictions, that's all. The world is full of contradictions.’70

Thus, by the end of 1956, the two major elements of what was to become the Hundred Flowers Campaign – a rectification movement to make the Party more responsive to the wishes of the people; and a relaxation of controls to allow the venting of public dissatisfaction – had both already been decided. The only uncertainty was over when it should start (Mao had suggested the following summer), and how sweeping it should be.

At this juncture, a new factor intervened.

Some of the younger writers, encouraged by continuing signs of cultural liberalisation, had at last plucked up their courage and begun to test the limits of the Party's new tolerance. Conservatives were outraged. On January 7, 1957, a group of cultural commissars in the PLA published a letter in the People's Daily, complaining of a resurgence of traditional literary forms at the expense of socialist realism, and that the principle of art serving politics, which Mao had enunciated at Yan'an, was being honoured in the breach. The avalanche of favourable comment that followed showed their views were widely shared.71

As always, when Mao felt his aims being thwarted, he dug in his heels.

Publicly, his response was low-key. Five days after the letter appeared, he sent a selection of his poems, written in the classical style, for inclusion in the inaugural issue of the magazine Shikan (Poetry). The implicit message was that, contrary to the PLA group's assertions, traditional literary forms still had their place in China.72

In private, Mao was more forthright. The critics had got it wrong, he told a conference of senior Party officials later the same month. There was not too much freedom but too little. Writings hostile to Marxism, such as the works of Chiang Kai-shek, should be published openly in China, because ‘if you haven't read anything written [by him], you won't be able to do a good job of opposing him’.73 Circulation of Cankao xiaoxi (Reference News), a compendium of Western news reports for restricted use by senior officials, should increase a hundredfold in order ‘to publicise imperialist and bourgeois [thinking]’.74 Even men like Liang Shuming should be free to spread their ideas: ‘If they have something to fart about, let them fart! If it's out, then one can decide whether it smells bad or good … If the people think their farts stink, they will be isolated.’75

It was wrong to quarantine things, Mao declared. Better by far to ‘vaccinate’ the masses by exposing them to harmful ideas, so as to strengthen their political immunity.76 The guiding principle should be:

Truth stands in contrast to falsehood and is developed out of the struggle against it. Beauty stands in contrast to ugliness and is developed out of the struggle against it. The same is true of good and bad things … In short, fragrant flowers stand in contrast to poisonous weeds, and are developed out of the struggle against them. It is a dangerous policy to forbid people to meet face to face with false, ugly and antagonistic things … Such a policy would lead to … people being incapable of facing the outside world, and unable to meet the challenge of a rival.77

Within the Party, the use of ‘negative teaching material’ had been current since the 1930s. But this time Mao was proposing that the same method be applied among the population as a whole. If disturbances resulted, he maintained, that was nothing to be afraid of:

Wouldn't it be a little strange if we communists, who have never feared imperialism or Chiang Kai-shek's Guomindang … were now to be afraid of students causing trouble and peasants raising a fuss over the co-operatives? Fear is no solution. The more afraid you are, the more ghosts will come to visit you … I think that whoever wants to cause trouble should be allowed to do so for as long as he wants. If a month is not sufficient, give him two months. In short, don't stop the show until he's had enough. If you stop the show too hastily, one of these days he will cause trouble again … What good will come out of this? The good will be that we will expose problems fully and distinguish right from wrong … We can't just stifle everything all the time … Contradictions have to be exposed before problems can be solved.78

Mao's audience of provincial Party secretaries, the men who would have to manage ‘trouble’ in the event that it arose, was distinctly underwhelmed. A few weeks later he conceded that ‘50 or 60 per cent’ of the Party disagreed with him, and 90 per cent of high-ranking cadres.79 His blasé statements that ‘in a population of 600 million, I would think of it as normal if every year there were a million people making trouble’,80 and that even, in a worst case, if large-scale disorders did result, ‘We'd just go back to Yan'an, that's where we came from anyway!’,81 can only have alarmed them still more.

Ten or twelve years earlier, their opposition might have given Mao pause. By 1957, he was beyond that. Both of the major decisions he had taken since the founding of the People's Republic, disregarding the doubts of his colleagues – to enter the war in Korea, and to speed up collectivisation – had been triumphantly vindicated. If the Party was reluctant again this time, it simply made him want to push all the harder. In his speeches that spring, he paraphrased a favourite statement of Lenin's, which he had first quoted in 1937: ‘The unity of opposites is temporary; antagonistic struggle is absolute.’ Harmony was transient; strife was eternal. The student who, forty years earlier, had written, ‘it is not that we like chaos, but simply that … human nature is delighted by sudden change’, now told his colleagues: ‘It is good if life is a bit more complicated, otherwise it is too boring … Should there be only peace and no trouble … [it] would lead to mental sluggishness.’82

There were other, more practical reasons for Mao's determination to press ahead. The shortage of engineers and technicians, which had helped trigger the liberalisation movement in the first place, was merely the tip of the iceberg. China had a proletariat of 12 million, and a petty bourgeoisie (including the peasantry) of 550 million. To develop the economy, all their energies were needed. But that, Mao argued, required a policy of mutual supervision, in which petty-bourgeois intellectuals were free to criticise the communists, and they, in turn, ‘educated’ the petty bourgeoisie.83

These ideas were given formal expression for the first time before a wider public on February 27, 1957, in a speech entitled, ‘On the Correct Handling of Contradictions among the People’. It lasted four hours, and was delivered before an invited audience of nearly 2,000 people, including scientists, writers, and leaders of the democratic parties.84

Mao began by speaking in laudatory terms of the process of self-transformation, of being ‘steeled’ in the communist cause, that intellectuals had undergone. Thought-remoulding, he said, was still necessary, but in the past it had been ‘a bit rough, [and] people were hurt’. From now on, the policy would be different.

[The slogan of] ‘Let a hundred flowers bloom, a hundred schools of thought contend’ … was put forward in recognition of the various different contradictions in society … If you want to grow only [fragrant flowers] and not weeds, it can't be done … To ban all weeds, and stop them growing, is that possible? The reality is that it is not. They will still grow … It is difficult to distinguish fragrant flowers from poisonous weeds … Take, for example, Marxism. Marxism was [once] considered a poisonous weed … The astronomy of Copernicus … the physics of Galileo, Darwin's theory of evolution were all, at the start, rejected … What is there to fear from the growth of fragrant flowers and poisonous weeds? There is nothing to fear … Among the bad flowers there might be some good flowers … [like] Galileo [and] Copernicus. [Conversely], flowers that look Marxist are not always so.85

The use of ‘crude methods’ to solve ideological problems, Mao added, did more harm than good. What if agitation ensued? ‘I say, let them agitate to their hearts’ content … I, too, created disturbances at school because problems could not be resolved … Expulsion is the Guomindang way. We want to do the opposite of Guomindang methods.’

The speech was not published at once, but tape-recordings were played to gatherings of intellectuals and Party cadres in cities all over China.

Reactions were mixed. One man was allegedly ‘so stimulated by Chairman Mao's address that he could not sleep for one whole night’.86 Robert Loh, a Shanghai businessman, remembered: ‘I was in a daze. After Mao's speech anything seemed possible. For the first time in many years, I allowed myself to hope.’87 But most were wary. As the Chinese proverb has it, ‘A man who has been bitten by a snake is afraid of a piece of rope.’ The anthropologist Fei Xiaotong wrote of ‘early spring weather’, which brought the risk of sudden frosts.88 The historian Jian Bozan was blunter. Intellectuals, he said, did not know whether to trust Mao or not. ‘They have to guess whether [his] call is sincere or just a gesture. They have to guess to what extent, if the call is sincere, flowers will be allowed to blossom, and whether the [policy will be reversed] once the flowers are in bloom. They have to guess whether [it] is an end, or just a means … to unearth [hidden] thoughts and rectify individuals. They have to guess which problems can be discussed, and which problems cannot be discussed.’ The result, he added, was that most had decided to remain silent.89

Their prudence would have been yet more marked had they known what Mao had said in the secrecy of the Party conclaves that had preceded the public launching of the Hundred Flowers Campaign. In public, he had declared that the bourgeoisie and the democratic parties had made ‘great progress’; in private, he said they were untrustworthy. In public, he had spoken of the students ‘loving their country’; in private, he complained that 80 per cent of them had bourgeois backgrounds, so there was ‘nothing strange’ if they opposed the government. In public, he had insisted that ‘poisonous weeds’ must be allowed to grow; in private, he said they would be cut down and turned into fertiliser. In public, he had said there were ‘only very, very few’ counter-revolutionaries; in private, that they must be ‘resolutely suppressed’. In public, he had spoken of allowing disturbances; in private, of allowing ‘bad people’ to ‘expose and isolate themselves’.90

To Mao's dialectical mind, these were just two sides of the same coin. ‘In a unity of opposites,’ he explained, ‘there is always one aspect, that is primary and the other secondary.’91 The problem was that, with Mao, which was which could change.


Throughout March and April, Mao laboured to get the Hundred Flowers Campaign off the ground. It proved a herculean task. Beyond the ambiguities in his own position (which, to the extent that the intellectuals sensed them, fed into their misgivings), the middle and lower ranks of Party officialdom remained deeply hostile. They, after all, were the natural targets of any antibureaucratism campaign, and once rectification started, they would be at the receiving end of the agitation and disturbances Mao promised.

At the summit of the hierarchy, the Politburo was curiously silent. The ‘Hundred Flowers’ was Mao's show. ‘I am alone with the people,’ he would say later, and in a sense he was.92 So long as his colleagues supported him in public (which they did), it hardly mattered if Liu Shaoqi and the Beijing Party leader, Peng Zhen, were privately lukewarm, or that Zhou Enlai and Deng Xiaoping were personally enthusiastic.93 ‘Blooming and contending’, as it came to be called, was not susceptible to administrative fiat. People had to be persuaded to speak their minds, and grass-roots Party officials had to be persuaded to let them do it.

To that end, Mao undertook a three-week-long train journey through eastern China, in which he acted, in his own words, as a ‘wandering lobbyist’.94 Half his time was spent trying to convince Party cadres that the coming movement would be ‘calm and unhurried’, ‘ultra-fine drizzle, not torrential rains’, and would not be permitted to expand into large-scale mass struggle. The other half was devoted to calming the fears of non-Party groups. In the process, the rationale for the campaign – and the means by which it would be conducted – became more sharply defined.

Now that class struggle against the landlords and the bourgeoisie was basically at an end, Mao explained, differences between the Party and the people had naturally come to the fore. ‘In the past we fought the enemy alongside the people. Now, since the enemy is no longer there … only the people and we remain. If they don't argue with us when they have grievances, who can they argue with?’ If these differences were to be resolved, people had to be encouraged to think for themselves. ‘If we … do not allow [this], our nation will be sapped of its vitality.’ The method used would be criticism and self-criticism, with the democratic parties playing the leading role. ‘[They must make] sarcastic comments revealing our shortcomings,’ Mao declared. ‘We must brace ourselves and let them attack … The Communist Party has to let itself be scolded for a while.’95

At face value – and, in the end, most intellectuals did take it at face value – this was a heady prospect, especially when Mao went on to speak of permitting, at least in academic and press circles, a significant erosion of the Party's monopoly of power. Up until now, he acknowledged, a non-communist might be the president of a university, or the editor of a ‘non-Party’ newspaper, but in reality power was always held by a deputy who was a Party member. In future, non-communists should have ‘position and power in fact, not just in form. From now on, no matter where, whoever is the chief is in charge.’96

By mid-April, Mao's efforts were beginning to bear fruit.

He had found it necessary to promise Party officials that, as a general rule, ‘blooming and contending’ would be limited to criticisms which ‘strengthened Party leadership’, and would not be permitted to produce ‘disorganisation and confusion’.97 He had also referred to the intellectuals’ fears that the Party was setting a trap – and alert cadres would have noticed that he did not deny that this might be the case.98 Fortified by these assurances, the hierarchy stopped dragging its feet.99

Even the People's Daily, whose silence on the new policies had faithfully reflected the Party's doubts, now fell into line, though not until Mao had summoned the editor, Deng Tuo, to a blistering session of reproaches, which he delivered in his bedroom, sprawling on his outsized bed, covered in piles of books. One of Deng's deputies, Wang Ruoshui, a neat, fastidious man, who was called midway through to join them, remembered being struck by the slovenliness of the scene, as the Chairman, now a flabby figure, well past middle age, raged at them in his nightrobe: ‘Why are you keeping the Party's policies secret? There's something fishy here. In the past, this paper was run by pedants. Now it's being run by a corpse.’ Glaring at Deng, he went on: ‘If you can't shit, get off the privy and make way for someone who can!’ When the beleaguered editor offered to resign, Mao waved the offer aside. Wang was ordered to write an editorial promoting the ‘Hundred Flowers’, which appeared on April 13. From then on, the word began to spread among the population at large that non-communist criticisms of the regime would be welcomed.100

A week later, the Politburo met, and decided to bring forward the official start of the campaign. Provincial leaders were told to report on the status of ‘blooming and contending’ within fifteen days.101 But Mao was not willing to wait even that long. In practice, he said, rectification had ‘already been going on for two months’. While Chinese celebrated the May Day holiday, the ‘Hundred Flowers’ slogan was blazoned across the front page of the People's Daily, followed by every other newspaper in the country as, within the Party and outside it, the movement got formally under way.102


The ‘Hundred Flowers’ was the most ambitious attempt ever undertaken in any communist country to combine a totalitarian system with democratic checks and balances. Even Mao was unsure what it would produce. ‘Let's try it and see what it's like,’ he said at one point. ‘If we acquire a taste for it, there will be no more worries.’103 What would happen if the Party did not ‘acquire a taste for’ being criticised was left discreetly unsaid.

As May unfolded, non-communist academics, writers and artists, members of the democratic parties, businessmen, and even some workers and rural officials, gradually plucked up their courage and decided to speak out – or more often were persuaded to do so against their better judgement.

Although the Central Committee had stated that participation by non-communists must be voluntary, local Party officials were under strong pressure to ensure that ‘blooming and contending’ in their units was seen to be a success.104 Wu Ningkun, an American-educated professor of English at an elite Party school, remembered being approached by a senior colleague, who complained that, at faculty meetings, ‘no one seems willing to air their views … Chicken feathers and garlic skins [i.e. trivia] are all that has been brought up.’ After several further proddings, Wu recounted, ‘I had no reason to question their sincerity, so I spoke up.’105 A woman cadre in the Changsha Police Department was told that if she wanted to join the Party, she should show willing and ‘come up with something’.106 One of the leaders of a merchants’ association in Beijing's main shopping street, Wangfujing, was urged by the local Party Secretary to speak out, ‘to set an example for the others’.107 He, too, racked his brains and complied. So did millions of others.

The main thrust of the criticism that ensued was that the communists, whom the intelligentsia had welcomed in 1949 as liberators from Guomindang misrule, had developed, after less than eight years in office, into a new bureaucratic class which monopolised power and privilege and had alienated itself from the masses.108 Mao, it turned out, had not been wrong in the lessons he drew from the Hungarian revolt: in the eyes of non-communists, Party officials had indeed become ‘an aristocracy divorced from the people’. One of the most trenchant critiques came from Chu Anping, editor of the influential non-Party newspaper, Guangming ribao, who observed that the communists had turned China into a ‘family domain, all painted a single colour’.

Lesser figures were still blunter. Party members behaved as ‘a race apart’, one professor wrote. They received preferential treatment, and regarded the rest of the population as ‘obedient subjects, or to use a harsh word, slaves’. An economics lecturer complained: ‘Party members and cadres who wore worn-out shoes in the past now travel in saloon cars and put on uniforms made of wool … Today the common people avoid the Party like the plague.’ He went on:

If the Communist Party distrusts me, it's mutual. China belongs to [all of its] 600 million people, including those who are counter-revolutionaries. It does not belong to the Communist Party alone … If you [Party members] work satisfactorily, all well and good. If not, the masses may knock you down, kill you and overthrow you. This cannot be described as unpatriotic, for the communists would no longer be serving the people. The downfall of the Communist Party would not mean the downfall of China.

Another constant theme was the Party's mistreatment of intellectuals, who were regarded as ‘dog-shit one moment and 10,000 ounces of gold the next’. If the Party needed you, a journalist wrote, it did not matter if you were a murderer; if it didn't need you, it would cast you aside no matter how faithfully you worked. An engineer complained that intellectuals were more subdued than under the Japanese occupation. Party members snooped around, reporting back to personnel offices on the behaviour of their non-communist colleagues. The result was that ‘no one dares to let off steam even privately in the company of intimate friends … Everyone has learned the technique of double-talk; what one says is one thing, what one thinks is another.’

On May 4, only three days after the movement had been launched, Mao issued a secret directive, in which he said that, although some of the views being expressed were wrong, they should not be rebutted for the time being. ‘We should not stop it in the middle,’ he wrote. ‘If there is no pressure from society, it will be very difficult for us to get the results from rectification that we want.’ For ‘at least a few months’, therefore, criticism was to continue unchecked. Then, once the Party had been rectified, the movement could be enlarged and criticism extended to the democratic parties, the intellectuals and society at large.109

But as the torrent of popular anger, mistrust and bitterness swelled, Mao began to have second thoughts.

On May 15, in a memorandum entitled ‘Things are turning into their opposites’, issued for restricted circulation to officials of Central Committee rank and above, he signalled that his attitude was changing. In it, for the first time, Mao applied the term ‘revisionism’ to events at home. The revisionists, he said, denied the class nature of the press; they admired bourgeois liberalism and democracy, and rejected Party leadership. Such people were the main danger within the Party, and they were now working hand in glove with right-wing intellectuals. It was these non-Party ‘Rightists’ (another term he now used for the first time) who were responsible for ‘the current spate of wild attacks’:

The Rightists know nothing about dialectics – things turn into their opposite when they reach the extreme. We shall let the Rightists run amuck for a time and let them reach their climax … Some say they are afraid of being hooked like a fish … [or] being lured in deep, rounded up and annihilated. Now that large numbers of fish have come to the surface of themselves, there is no need to bait the hook … There are two alternatives for the Rightists. One is to … mend their ways. The other is to go on making trouble and court ruin. Gentlemen Rightists, the choice is yours, the initiative (for a short time) is in your hands.110

This was not quite as dramatic a shift in Mao's position as it might seem. Already, in early April, discussing the harmful views that would be expressed, he had told Party cadres in Hangzhou: ‘This is not setting an ambush for the enemy, but rather letting them fall into the snare of their own accord.’111 What was new was the change in emphasis. The focus of Mao's attention was moving ominously from ‘flowers blooming’ to the uprooting of ‘poisonous weeds’.

Since the document was secret, the public at large, as well as the ‘Rightists’ themselves, remained in ignorance of these developments.

The movement next spread to the campus at Beijing University, where a ‘Democracy Wall’, set up outside the canteen, was soon covered in posters several layers deep. Student orators harangued crowds of thousands on subjects ranging from multi-party elections to the respective merits of socialism and capitalism. The movement found its Pasionara in a 21-year-old literature student named Lin Xiling, who accused the Party of practising ‘feudal socialism’ and urged sweeping reforms to guarantee basic freedoms. Student associations were formed with names like ‘Bitter Medicine’, ‘Voices from the Lowest Level’, ‘Wild Grass’ and ‘Spring Thunder’, which published mimeographed journals and sent activists to ‘exchange experience’ with out-of-town colleagues.112

After another week had passed, Mao spoke again, this time publicly. At a meeting with a Youth League delegation, he warned: ‘Any word or deed at variance with socialism is completely wrong.’113 This was immediately written up in giant, white characters on the side of a building at the campus.

But the fire the Chairman had lit was not to be put out so easily. Student leaders called openly for an end to Communist Party rule. Their teachers, inspired by their example, stoked the flames still higher. Mao's rule was ‘arbitrary and reckless’, a Shenyang professor declared. If there was no democracy in China, it was the fault of the Party Centre. Others spoke of a ‘malevolent tyranny’ employing the ‘fascist methods of Auschwitz’. In Wuhan, middle-school students took to the streets and stormed local government offices. Trouble was also reported from Sichuan and Shandong.114

On June 8, less than six weeks after the campaign's official launch, Mao initiated the Party's counter-offensive.

‘Certain people,’ said the People's Daily, were using the rectification campaign as a pretext to try to ‘overthrow the Communist Party and the working class, and to topple the great cause of socialism’.115 Mao himself, in a Central Committee directive the same day, spoke of a small section of the Party having been rotted by reactionary views – which meant, he added approvingly, that ‘the pus is being squeezed out’.116 Ten days later, his ‘contradictions’ speech in February was published for the first time – but in a heavily revised version, which set out six criteria for distinguishing ‘fragrant flowers’ from ‘poisonous weeds’. These effectively restated the assurance Mao had given privately to Party officials before the movement started – namely that criticisms were acceptable only if they strengthened, not undermined, Party leadership.117

Finally, on July 1, in another People's Daily editorial, Mao accused the Ministers of Forestry, Luo Longji, and of Communications, Zhang Bojun, both leaders of a small coalition party called the Democratic League, of forming a counter-revolutionary alliance to promote an ‘anti-communist, anti-people, anti-socialist bourgeois line’. The implication was that the ‘Hundred Flowers’ policy had been correct, but had been sabotaged by a small group of extremists unreconciled to the communist victory who wanted to turn back the clock.118

All this was both dishonest and wise after the event. The ‘Luo–Zhang Alliance’ was a fabrication – another in the long line that had begun with the ‘Extermination Brigades’ in Yudu in 1934, and continued with the ‘Wang Shiwei counter-revolutionary conspiracy’ in 1943 and the ‘Hu Feng clique’ in 1955 – the sole purpose of which was to justify the clampdown that was already under way. In the same way, Guangming ribao, which Mao now accused of serving ‘as a mouthpiece for the reactionaries’,119 had merely done as he had asked. So had most of the ‘Rightists’. The six criteria were so restrictive that, if they had been in the original speech, ‘blooming and contending’ would never have started at all. In fact Mao had said repeatedly, in the course of the campaign, that no limits should be laid down, because ‘the people [themselves] have the ability to distinguish … [We must] trust them … to discriminate.’120

Why, then, did he decide that a crackdown was necessary?

There is no simple answer. The ‘Hundred Flowers’ was not, as Mao's victims and supporters both claimed, a carefully contrived trap from the start, an example of the Chairman's cunning in ‘luring the snake out of its hole’. Nor was it a ‘colossal blunder’, as most Western scholars argue.121

Mao had always mistrusted intellectuals. Their behaviour at Yan'an had strengthened his conviction that they were fundamentally unreliable, and nothing that had happened since, in the repeated remoulding campaigns of the early 1950s, had done anything to alter that view. He did not suddenly decide, in the spring of 1957, that they were trustworthy after all. He believed from the outset that there would be some cases, if only a few, of ‘extremists’ transgressing reasonable bounds, who would have to be uprooted. Hence his refusal to give a blanket assurance that there would be no retaliation. Hence, too, a revealing slip of the tongue at a Party conference in March, nearly two months before the movement began, when, in speaking of the struggle against bourgeois ideology, he referred to intellectuals as ‘the enemy’, rather than potential allies to be won over.122

On the other hand, the economic base of Chinese society had been transformed, and therefore, in Marxist theory, the ideological ‘superstructure’ should follow suit.

Throughout the ‘Hundred Flowers’ period, Mao used the metaphor of hair and skin, arguing that now the old, bourgeois, economic ‘skin’ had died, the intellectuals, the ideological ‘hair’, had no choice but to shift their allegiance and graft themselves on to the new ‘skin’ of the proletarian economy.123

The unstated question all along was how numerous the ‘extremists’ would be and how much pressure they would exert. Here Mao made not one but two misjudgements. He underestimated the volume and bitterness of the criticisms, and the cadres’ ability to withstand them. What had started as an attempt to bridge the gap between the Party and the people (and had been only incidentally an effort to expose and punish a small number of anti-communist irreductibles) was turned on its head. It became a trap not for the few but for the many – for the hundreds of thousands of loyal citizens who had taken the Party) at its word.124

This wholesale reversal was entirely of Mao's making. Yet he evidently undertook it with some reluctance.125 He said later that he had been ‘confused by false appearances’ at a time when the Party, and society at large, were panicking about the risk of large-scale unrest.126 In speeches the following summer and autumn, he made clear that he continued to believe the original ‘Hundred Flowers’ policy was correct. The ‘Rightists,’ he said, were counter-revolutionaries, but they should be treated leniently. ‘Extreme policies [in the past] did not bring good results. We ought [this time] to be a bit more far-sighted.’127

Leniency, in Mao's lexicon, was a relative term.

The ‘Rightists’ were not shot.128 Indeed, the more senior among them, including Luo Longji, Zhang Bojun and another minister, Zhang Naiqi, were all amnestied two years later. But 520,000 smaller fry – one in twenty of all non-communist intellectuals and officials in China – underwent labour reform or were exiled to the countryside to learn class consciousness from the peasants. In many units, local Party secretaries ordered that a fixed quota be applied: 5 per cent of the cadres had to be designated as ‘Rightists’. Those with suspect backgrounds, or who had fallen foul of the Party hierarchy at some time in the past, were invariably chosen first.129

The professor of English, Wu Ningkun (educated in the West), was arrested and spent three years in prison camps, first in Manchuria, then near Tianjin.130 The woman police cadre in Changsha (who had criticised her section chief) was sent for labour reform in the suburbs; her husband then divorced her in a fruitless effort to prevent the ‘Rightist’ label being applied to him and their children.131 The leader of the merchants in Wangfujing (a capitalist) spent the next twenty years in and out of penal institutions. They, and half-a-million others like them, saw their lives and those of their families pitilessly destroyed. Unlike the landlords and the counter-revolutionaries, they were punished not for their actions (past or present, real or imagined), but solely for their ideas.

Mao himself was sensitive to that charge. ‘These people not only talk, they also act,’ he claimed. ‘They are guilty. The saying, “Those who speak up shall not be blamed” does not apply to them.’132 It was a poor defence.

The tragedy of the ‘Hundred Flowers’ was that Mao genuinely did want the intellectuals to ‘think for themselves’, to join the revolution of their own free will rather than being forced to do so. His goal, he told Party cadres, was ‘the creation of a political environment where there will be both centralism and democracy, both discipline and freedom, both unity of purpose and personal ease of mind and liveliness’.133

Yet that formula, in practice, proved utterly self-defeating. By the mid-1950s, Mao was so convinced of the essential correctness of his own thought that he could no longer comprehend why, if people had the freedom to think for themselves, they would think what they wanted, not what he wanted – that, so long as they retained a spark of intellectual independence, they would produce ideas of which he disapproved and which he would find it necessary to suppress. In practice, discipline always won out; independence of mind was crushed. The uprooting of ‘poisonous weeds’ would lead to total stultification.

There was another, more immediate result, too.

The intellectuals were scorched so badly in the anti-Rightist campaign that they would never believe Mao again. A quarter of a century later, when the old merchant from Wangfujing lay dying, his last words to his family were: ‘Never trust the Communist Party!’ The very people whom Mao needed most to build the strong, new China he had been dreaming of since his youth had been definitively alienated.


In the eight years since the establishment of the communist regime, Mao's life had changed out of all recognition. It was not simply that he had more power. As supreme leader of 600 million people, he became an august, detached figure, enveloped in an imperial aura, distant from his own colleagues and isolated from those he ruled.

Shortly before the proclamation of the People's Republic, he had taken up residence in Zhongnanhai (literally, ‘Central and Southern Lakes’), a walled estate containing the dwellings of former Manchu princes and traditional, courtyard mansions, set amid a park adjoining the Forbidden City but separated from it by the artificial lakes from which it derives its name.134 It had fallen into disrepair when the nationalists were in power and had their capital in Nanjing, but in 1949 the one-time princely homes were refurbished for use by Politburo members and modern, three-storey blocks were built as offices for the Central Committee and the State Council. Mao and his immediate entourage lived in what had once been a library, built for the Emperor Qianlong in the eighteenth century, a splendid, grey-tiled edifice, cloistering a traditional courtyard with ancient cypress trees at its centre, whose name, Fengzeyuan, the Garden of Beneficent Abundance, was carved in the Emperor's own calligraphy on a wooden board above its massive, gabled south gate. Mao's private quarters, the Juxiang shuwu, or Study of Chrysanthemum Fragrance, occupied the northern part and comprised a vast high-ceilinged room which served as his bedchamber, study and salon, all in one; a large dining room; and, beyond it, Jiang Qing's bedroom, connected by a pathway to her living quarters in the west wing. Mao's daughters, Li Min and Li Na, who were looked after by Jiang Qing's half-sister, lived on the southern side and Mao Zemin's young orphaned son, Mao Yuanxin, had rooms nearby.

For Mao, as for the Chinese emperors before him, Zhongnanhai was a cocoon. In place of eunuchs, he was surrounded by secretaries and bodyguards. For his protection, there were three concentric rings of special service troops, discreet but omnipresent. His food came from a designated, secure farm, and was tasted before he ate as a precaution against poison. After Ren Bishi's death in October 1950, Mao, and all the other top leaders, were assigned personal physicians. Whereas in Yan'an and Shijiazhuang, he had been free to move about as he wished, albeit with a security escort, in Beijing he could not stir without every detail of his route being planned and reconnoitred in advance. When he did travel, it was aboard an armoured special train. He rarely flew, lest the nationalists on Taiwan try to sabotage or shoot down his plane.III

In the first years, Mao tried from time to time to break out from the protective screen his minders threw up around him. Usually it ended badly.

His chief bodyguard, Li Yinqiao, remembered one such occasion, in Tianjin, when Mao insisted on having lunch at a restaurant. Word was sent ahead. The management cleared the place of other customers, and it was invested by plain-clothes police. But when Mao stopped at an upstairs window, to look out at the street below, he was spotted by a woman hanging out washing on a balcony opposite. Her excited cries brought crowds so dense that it took the local garrison command six hours to persuade them to disperse sufficiently for Mao to leave. Whenever afterwards he wanted to break away from the route his security officers had prepared, this incident would be brought up as a reason for not doing so.135

Mao's isolation was exacerbated by the absence of a family around him. Anying was dead, and Anqing was being treated at a psychiatric hospital in Dalian.136 Jiang Qing was often bedridden, initially with psychosomatic ailments, whose nature neither Chinese nor Russian doctors were able to discover, and later with cervical cancer. She made several extended journeys to Moscow, the longest lasting over a year, to undergo medical treatment. Mao was only too pleased to be rid of her and, when she begged permission to return, insisted that she stay on until she was completely cured.137 According to his doctor, Li Zhisui, by 1955 they were already leading separate lives.138 Even Li Yinqiao, who tried to be charitable, concluded that by the mid-1950s, the marriage was on the rocks.139 They ate, slept and worked apart. On the rare occasions when they did spend time together, Jiang got on Mao's nerves and he would grumble to his guards afterwards that he never wanted to see her again.

Their estrangement made him nostalgic for his former wives: for He Zizhen, whom he met again for the first time in twenty-one years;140 and for Yang Kaihui, whose memory now drew from him a romantic, astonishingly beautiful poem, which he entitled ‘The Immortals’. It was addressed to an old friend, Li Shuyi, the woman who, thirty years earlier, had sat up, nursing her infant son, as the Horse Day massacre began. Li's husband, Liu Zhixun, had been killed not long after Kaihui. In Chinese, their names signify ‘willow’ and ‘poplar’, a play on words which Mao entwined with the legend of Wu Gang, a Sisyphus-figure condemned to cut down an everlasting cassia tree on the moon:

I lost my proud poplar, and you your willow;
Poplar and willow soar to the highest heaven,
Wu Gang, asked what he has to offer,
Presents them humbly with cassia wine.
The lonely goddess in the moon spreads her ample sleeves
To dance for these good souls in the endless sky.
Of a sudden comes word of the Tiger's defeat on earth
Tears stream down like an upturned bowl of rain.141

The tears (at Chiang Kai-shek's defeat) were bitter-sweet, reflecting Mao's own mood that summer as he cast his mind back to earlier, simpler times.IV

Into the gap left by present loneliness and a past which could never be recaptured, Mao brought, first, a succession of mistresses, and then, in his sixties, the earthier, more anonymous pleasures of physical companionship with much younger women.

The tradition of Saturday-night dances in Yan'an had survived the move to Zhongnanhai. From the dance-floor, Mao and his young partners would gravitate to his study, where they would make love beside the piles of books stacked on his vast bed. The girls came from dance troupes organised by the cultural division of the PLA, chosen both for their looks and their political reliability. Mao's lovemaking, like his dancing, was clumsy, according to one former partner, but varied and indefatigable. The French politician, Maurice Faure, once remarked of François Mitterrand: ‘il a besoin des fluides feminines.’ Mao was the same.

Among the vast collection of historical and literary tomes lining his shelves were copies of the ancient Daoist manuals by which Chinese literati, since immemorial times, had initiated their male descendants into the arts of the bedchamber. They included a Han dynasty text, ‘The Secret Methods of the Plain Girl’, which had particular relevance for older men:

The union of man and woman is like the mating of Heaven and Earth. It is because of their correct mating that Heaven and Earth last forever. Man, however, has lost this secret. If a man could learn [it], he would obtain immortality … The principle of this method is to have frequent intercourse with young girls, but emit semen only on rare occasions. This method makes a man's body light and will expel all diseases … All those who seek to prolong their life must seek life's very source.142

The Chinese are a practical people, behind their outward prudery more tolerant of sexual licence than the Americans or the British. If Mao indulged himself, no one thought much the worse of him. Even Jiang Qing suffered his philandering in silence. The only real criticism of such behaviour in China, and that not voiced until long after his death, was over Mao's hypocrisy: in a country where illicit sex was grounds for sending an ordinary citizen to a labour camp, the Chairman could, and did, fill his bed with as many young women as he wished. The ‘Plain Girl’ and the other old texts offered a fig-leaf of classical authority, justifying his libertine ways as gathering yin, the female essence, to replenish his yang, in a millennial tradition of conserving male potency and health. His bodyguards had a simpler explanation: he had power, and it was his right.

The arrangement suited both sides. Mao's young women were not concubines in the old imperial sense. They were more like groupies, congregating around the Chairman as some young women in the West seek out racing drivers and pop singers. For a while, they basked in the reflected glory of his bed, proud beyond measure of their good fortune. Then Mao's aides ensured they were married off to good communist husbands.143

Among his entourage, some surmised that he was becoming obsessed with old age, fending off intimations of mortality.144 But Li Yinqiao probably had it best when he said Mao surrounded himself with young people to escape from solitude. Young women served that purpose. So did the young men who were his body-servants. In the last twenty years of his life, Mao himself acknowledged, they became his surrogate family.145 He saw far more of them than of his own daughters, who spent most of their time at boarding school. The bodyguards gave him his nightly sleeping pills and massaged away his insomnia; they helped him to dress; they served his meals; they watched his every move. But they were an impermanent family, whose members could be dismissed at a whim; a simulated family, involving no responsibilities, no worries and no binding ties.

Beyond this tight, small circle, Mao, in his years of untrammelled power, was cut off from all normal human contact. His relations with the rest of the Politburo were exclusively political. Where Stalin had caroused late into the night with his cronies, Mao withdrew further and further into the seclusion of his own thoughts. Friendship was ruled out. ‘The relationship between man and “god” is one of prayer, and of the answer to prayer,’ wrote Li Yinqiao, years later. ‘There can be no exchange between them on an equal footing.’146

Before, much of Mao's attention had been devoted to military affairs – civil war, war with Japan, civil war again and then war in Korea. After 1953, only politics remained.


The ‘Hundred Flowers’ movement had been Mao's first attempt to break away from the rigid top-down command system of Soviet communism, and to find a distinctive Chinese path for the state he now ruled. Khrushchev had disapproved.147 In private, Mao retorted that the Russians’ minds were petrified, they were abandoning Marxist-Leninist fundamentals.148

When the experiment came to a bruising end amid the anti-Rightist campaign, he began hankering once more after the old tried-and-tested strategy of mass mobilisation, used to such good purpose in the collectivisation movement.

He had attempted to apply this principle to the economy in the spring of 1956. But the so-called ‘Little Leap Forward’ had foundered, as local cadres set impossibly high targets, and peasants and disgruntled workers downed tools in protest. When Zhou Enlai had urged a slower pace, Mao had reluctantly agreed. An editorial in the People's Daily on the theme of ‘opposing rash advance’, which had been sent for his approval, was returned, marked in his handwriting with the two words: ‘Not read’.149

At the time he had explained away this setback by arguing that in economic construction, as in warfare, advance was never in a straight line, but came in successive waves. ‘There are ups and downs,’ he said, ‘with one wave chasing another … Things must develop and go forward in accordance with the laws of the waves.’ The ‘Little Leap’ had failed, he suggested, because it coincided with a ‘trough’ in China's economic advance; at a more propitious moment of the cycle, it might succeed far better.150


In the autumn of 1957, Mao decided that the moment had come to try again.

This time, most of the rest of the leadership agreed. The Soviet model was perceived to be failing. The co-operatives were not generating the agricultural surpluses necessary to finance a Soviet-style industrialisation programme; the intellectuals, needed to run it, had shown themselves unreliable; and Soviet financial aid, to help pay for it, was not available – because the Russians were using their money to shore up their client states in eastern Europe.151 A consensus was emerging that an alternative means would have to be found to jump-start China's economy, translating surplus rural labour power into industrial capital.

Alongside these practical imperatives, the political context had changed.

Throughout the ‘Hundred Flowers’ in the spring, Mao had repeated constantly the formula approved by the Eighth Congress, that class struggle was ‘basically over’.152 After the anti-Rightist campaign started in June, he argued that while ‘large-scale turbulent class struggle’ was ‘in the main at an end’, class struggle per se was very much alive.153 The principal contradiction in Chinese society, he now held, was not economic, as the Congress had wrongly claimed, but the old, elemental fault-line between ‘the socialist and capitalist roads’.154 In short, the stage had been set for a renewed upsurge of Leftism.

At a Central Committee plenum in October, Mao envisaged a radiant future based on economic revolution in the countryside. China, he said, would attain the highest crop yields in the world. Steel production would reach 20 million tons annually within fifteen years (four times the 1956 production level). More bizarrely, he also insisted that the ‘Four Pests’ must be eliminated, making China ‘a country of the four “noes”: no rats, no sparrows, no flies and no mosquitoes’.155 Citizens everywhere rallied to his call. A visiting Russian expert recalled:


I was awakened in the early morning by a woman's blood-curdling screams. Rushing to my window, I saw that a young woman was running to and fro on the roof of the building next door, frantically waving a bamboo pole with a large sheet tied to it. Suddenly, the woman stopped … but a moment later, down in the street, a drum started beating, and she resumed her frightful screams and the mad waving of her peculiar flag … I realised that in all the upper stories of the hotel, white-clad females were waving sheets and towels that were supposed to keep the sparrows from alighting on the building.156

The plan worked. Hecatombs of sparrows fell dead from exhaustion. Another foreigner reported some months later that in four weeks he saw not a single sparrow, and flies, usually singly, on only fifteen occasions.157 Unfortunately, Mao had ignored warnings that sparrowcide158 would cause the crops to be infested with caterpillars (which the birds usually ate). The following year the target was changed to bedbugs instead.

Revolutionary élan at home was matched by events abroad. On October 4, while the CCP plenum was in session, the Soviet Union launched the first sputnik at a time when, as Mao put it, the United States ‘hadn't even launched a potato’.159

Shortly afterwards, Khrushchev spoke of surpassing Western levels of meat and dairy production, insisting that this was ‘not an arithmetical matter; it is a political issue’ – a phrase which was music to Mao's ears, for he had just told his own Central Committee that, in the duality of politics and technology, ‘politics is primary and [always] takes first place’.160 The following month, while Mao was visiting Moscow to take part in the Conference of World Communist Parties, the Soviet leader announced plans to overtake the United States in the production of iron, steel, coal, electric power, oil and many types of consumer goods, within fifteen years. Not a man to let pass a challenge, Mao promptly informed the assembled leaders of world communism that China would overtake Britain in fifteen years.161

Then he gave them his views on the current state of the world by referring to a saying from the novel, The Dream of the Red Chamber. ‘Either the East wind prevails over the West wind, or the West wind prevails over the East wind’:

At the moment I sense that the international situation has come to a turning-point … It is characterised by the East wind prevailing over the West wind. That is to say, the forces of socialism have become overwhelmingly superior to the forces of imperialism … I think we can [say] that we have left the Western world behind us. Are they far behind us? Or just a tiny bit behind us? As I see it – and maybe I am a bit adventurist in this – I say that we have left them behind us once and for all.162

In this overheated, not to say euphoric state of mind, Mao flew back to Beijing in late November to confront the economic challenges at home. The direction had been set. By promising to overtake Britain, Mao had committed China to producing 40 million tons of steel by the early 1970s (twice the already high figure approved at the CC plenum less than two months before), as well as surpassing British production of cement, coal, chemical fertiliser and machine tools.163 The only question was how.

To find the answer, Mao set off on a four-month-long tour of the provinces, which took him from south China to Manchuria; westward to Sichuan in March; then by Yangtse river-steamer to Wuhan; and finally to Hunan and Guangdong in April.

Ostensibly, he was ‘seeking truth from facts’ by carrying out grass-roots investigations before proceeding to formulate new policies, just as he had in Jiangxi in the 1930s. But there was a crucial difference. In the Chinese Soviet Republic, a quarter of a century before, he had been free to investigate as he wished. In the People's Republic, in 1958, his every move was choreographed days or weeks in advance. ‘Going to the grass roots’ now meant meeting provincial first secretaries and visiting carefully selected model farms where everyone had been briefed to tell Mao only what the provincial authorities wanted him to hear. He still got no accurate, first-hand information. Instead, he had the illusion of being well-informed, which was to prove far more dangerous than ignorance.

At each stage of Mao's peregrination, he summoned a leadership conference, at which the theoretical basis for the ‘Great Leap Forward’ was gradually put in place.

At Hangzhou, on January 4, 1958, he propounded for the first time his view of ‘uninterrupted revolution’ (a concept which, he was quick to explain, had nothing to do with the Trotskyite heresy), whereby the ‘socialist revolution’ (collectivisation of the means of production), which had now been completed in China, would be followed seamlessly by a ‘revolution in ideology and politics’ and by ‘technological revolution’. The latter term, he made clear, signified a new ‘high tide’ in production.164

Ten days later, in Nanning, he vented his rage against those who had persuaded him to abort the ‘Little Leap’, eighteen months before. ‘I am the “chief culprit” of rash advance,’ he announced defiantly. ‘You are against rash advance. Well, I am against opposing it!’165 Zhou Enlai made a humiliating self-criticism, confessing that he had ‘wavered about policy’ and had committed ‘right conservatist errors’, and offered to resign. For several months his fate hung in the balance. Only after several more self-abasing speeches did Mao relent and inform him that he was to continue as Premier. By then he had grovelled publicly about the ‘miraculous construction and revolutionary mettle’ which the Chairman's policies had achieved, declaring:

Chairman Mao is the representative of truth. Departing from or violating his leadership and directives results in error and loss of bearings and damages the interests of the Party and the people, as the errors I have repeatedly committed have amply proven. Conversely, doing things correctly and at the correct time are inseparable from Chairman Mao's correct leadership and leading ideology.166

In March, at a Politburo Standing Committee meeting in Chengdu, the Chairman castigated the planning ministries for adhering slavishly to Soviet practices, and the Party, for exhibiting a ‘slave mentality’ towards ‘experts’ in general and bourgeois experts in particular.167 A month later, in Hankou, he went further, declaring that bourgeois intellectuals constituted an exploiting class which must be struggled against, and that China should not be shackled by the economic laws they had devised:

We must break down superstition, believing in – yet also disbelieving – the scientists … Whenever a problem is discussed, we must also discuss ideology. When we study a problem, we must subdue the [facts] by [adopting] a viewpoint, and activate the affair at hand with politics … How can [anything be resolved] when only numbers are discussed, without politics? The relationship between politics and numbers is like that between officers and soldiers: Politics is the commander. (Emphasis supplied)168

The exaltation of political will was familiar enough, but Mao had rarely affirmed quite so brazenly that facts and figures could be ignored. In the late spring of 1958, he was on an adrenalin high, pumped up by the limitless vista of a bright communist future in which nothing would be able to withstand the concerted efforts of 600 million people.

His confidence had been fired by a nationwide irrigation movement launched the previous winter. In the space of four months, provincial leaders reported, 100 million peasants had dug ditches and reservoirs to water almost 20 million acres, far in excess of the initial target.169 Only much later did it emerge that those claims, like most of those made at that time, were vastly exaggerated. Mao was euphoric. It was only necessary to ‘lift the lid, break down superstition, and let the initiative and creativity of the labouring people explode’, he told the Second Session of the Eighth Congress, which officially launched the Great Leap in May, and miracles could be achieved. He added, almost as an afterthought, ‘No, we are not insane!’170

Insane or not, the targets set that year for both agricultural and industrial production rose exponentially.

At the Chengdu meeting, in March, Mao had urged provincial leaders to stay within the realm of the possible. ‘Revolutionary romanticism is good,’ he told them, ‘but it's no use if there's no way to put it into practice.’171

By May, he had increased that year's steel target from six to eight million tons, and cut the length of time needed to overtake Britain by half (to seven years) and the United States to fifteen years, the same as Khrushchev had proposed for Russia. Indeed, China might get there first, Mao suggested, and ‘reach communism ahead of schedule’.172 After that, all restraint was cast to the winds. In the autumn, the 1958 steel estimate was raised to 10.7 million tons, and three weeks later to ‘11 or 12 million’. By then Mao envisaged annual steel output in 1959 of 30 million tons (surpassing Britain); in 1960, 60 million (surpassing Russia); in 1962, 100 million (surpassing the USA); and 700 million tons – several times the production of the whole of the rest of the world – by the early 1970s. The 1958 grain target rose in tandem, first to 300 million tons (half as much again as the previous record harvest), then to 350 million.173

The aim, as ever, was to make China great. Although we have a large population,’ Mao told the Politburo, ‘we have not yet demonstrated our strength. When we catch up with Britain and America, [even US Secretary of State] Dulles will respect us and acknowledge our existence as a nation.’174 Nor was that all. The new Communist China would also be elegant. ‘The French’, Mao noted, ‘have made their streets, houses and boulevards very beautiful: if capitalism can do it, why can't we?’175 It would be replete with creature comforts, too. Tan Zhenlin, once one of Mao's battalion commanders on the Jinggangshan, who had replaced his contemporary, the sober-minded Deng Zihui, as agricultural supremo, unveiled a vision of plenty which put Khrushchev's ‘goulash communism’ to shame:

After all, what does communism mean? … First, taking good food and not merely eating one's fill. At each meal one enjoys a meat diet, eating chicken, pork, fish or eggs … Delicacies like monkey's heads, swallow's nest and white fungus are served, ‘to each according to his needs’ … Second, clothing. Everything people want should be available. Clothing of various designs and styles, not [just] a mass of blue garments … After working hours, people will wear silk, satin … and overcoats lined with fox furs … Third, housing … Central heating will be provided in the north and air conditioning in the south. Everyone will live in high-rise buildings. Needless to say, there will be electric light, telephone, piped water [and] television … Fourth, communications … Air services will be opened in every direction and every county will have an airport … Fifth, higher education for everyone … The sum total of all these means communism.176

Tan was not alone in such extravagant speculations. Mao himself envisaged asphalt highways177 which would also serve as airstrips, with each township having its own planes and its own resident philosophers and scientists. ‘It's like playing mahjong,’ he exclaimed delightedly as he contemplated China's riches piling up: ‘You just double your stakes!’178 The rest of the leadership concurred. Even the supposedly down-to-earth Deng Xiaoping foresaw every Chinese owning a bicycle, and women wearing high heels and lipstick.179


How did this extraordinary sea-change in attitudes come about? How could Mao, who, in order to win power, had spent the whole of his adult life making finely calibrated judgements about what was possible and what was not, suddenly suspend all rational criteria to espouse a utopian dream which even the most cursory reflection ought to have shown to be impossible? How could men like Zhou Enlai and Bo Yibo, who had held out against much more modest targets only a year earlier, now support plans which, it should have been obvious at the time, were the sheerest fantasy?

Even now, more than half a century later, it is not easy to give a complete answer.

Russia's successful launch of the sputnik, which awoke Mao to the possibilities opened up by technological advance, was a catalyst.180 Science, once his interest had been aroused, fascinated him, but in a medieval rather than a modern sense. He read avidly, but less for new insights than to comfort his own view of the world. His speeches were soon peppered with scientific analogies illustrative of his political ideas: the structure of the atom demonstrated the contradictions inherent in all things; the proliferation of chemical elements showed that ‘matter always changes and converts into its opposite’; metabolism was an example of the tendency of everything to split.181 To Mao, scientific progress justified his long-held belief that mind could triumph over matter (or, as he had put it in 1937, ‘the operation of mental on material things’). Like a latter-day philosopher's stone, it would transmute China's poverty-stricken reality into a glowing new world without scarcity or hunger. Not for him the rigorous discipline of analysis and proof. China had had no Galileo, no Copernicus, no Darwin or Alexander Fleming, to foster a spirit of sceptical enquiry. Modern science, like modern industry, was a recent, alien import, with no roots in Chinese culture, and Mao freely admitted he knew nothing about either.182 It was the concept that he seized on – the prospect of unbounded progress through technical revolution.

In a country with a tradition of scientific and industrial expertise, the targets advanced in the Great Leap would have been dismissed as the idle dreams they were.

But not in China. Within the Politburo, only Chen Yun asked awkward questions on economic matters, and at the beginning of 1958 he was deprived of responsibility for them and forced to make a self-criticism.183 Zhou Enlai may have had reservations. But if so he kept them to himself: he had already risked losing his post after opposing Mao's insistence on ‘rash advance’: once was enough.

Among the other leaders, Liu Shaoqi had his own reasons to champion the Chairman's cause. His relationship with Zhou contained a much greater element of rivalry than either man admitted. The Great Leap was to be run by Liu's Party apparatus, not Zhou's State Council: whatever was bad for the one stood to benefit the other. Moreover, Mao had informed the members of the Politburo Standing Committee two years earlier that, as part of his withdrawal to the ‘second front’, he intended to step down as Head of State.184 At the Second Session of the Eighth Congress, in May, it was officially announced that Liu would succeed him. If Liu had doubts about the Great Leap – and there is no evidence that he did – the prospect of marking his assumption of the highest office of state with a dramatic upsurge in economic growth was evidently enough to make him close his eyes to them.

The same was true of Deng Xiaoping, who as General Secretary was put in charge of the Party Centre's ‘small groups’ which, in a further sign of Mao's dissatisfaction with Zhou and Chen Yun, were set up that summer to supervise the work of the government and the conduct of the Leap.185

The rest of the Politburo was composed of old-guard loyalists, like Lin Boqu, who had been with Mao in Canton in the mid-1920s, and Li Fuchun, now Chairman of the State Economic Commission, whose association with him went back to the days of the New People's Study Society; recently promoted men, such as the first secretaries of Shanghai and Sichuan, whose appointments Mao had sanctioned precisely because of their enthusiasm for the Leap; and military figures, led by Lin Biao (newly elevated to the Politburo Standing Committee) and Defence Minister Peng Dehuai, who had learned the hard way over the years that on all major issues, Mao was invariably right.

None of these men, in 1958, was prepared to challenge him. Most were as convinced as he that a new era of prosperity was at hand. The only group which might have disabused them – the non-Party intellectuals – had been silenced in the anti-Rightist Campaign.

That spring, Mao knew what he wanted; he knew why; but he still did not know how to accomplish it. The middle of May found him still asking plaintively: ‘Apart from the Soviet method, is it possible to find something even faster and better?’186

In fact, although he had not recognised it, the germ of the answer was already at hand. The previous winter's irrigation movement had begun a chain reaction of mergers of co-operatives, in order to permit cadres to mobilise the vast quantities of manpower necessary to build networks of dykes and canals.187

Here were the ready-made building blocks for the communist society to come. By the time the month was out, Mao had found a name, and a concept, dating from pre-Marxist days, which would take this process a step further. What was needed, he said, was a form of ‘large commune’ combining agriculture, industry, commerce, culture, education and self-defence. The name derived from the Paris Commune of 1871, whose ‘deep significance’ he had noted in an article in 1926; the concept came from the utopian socialism of Kang Youwei, who had proposed the abolition of private property and the family, and from the experiments in communal living that he had dabbled in as a young student-teacher during his anarchist days at the end of the First World War.188

On August 9, 1958, Mao formally proclaimed, ‘People's communes are good’, a verdict enshrined three weeks later by an enlarged Politburo meeting at the seaside resort of Beidaihe, on the Yellow Sea coast north of Tianjin.189 The commune, the Politburo asserted, was ‘the best organisational form for the building of socialism and the gradual transition to communism’.190 Mao's secret police chief from Yan'an days, Kang Sheng, who had remained one of the Chairman's confidants, put it more succinctly in a jingle he wrote, which was sung that autumn by peasants throughout China:


Communism is Paradise,
The People's Communes are the way to get there.191


Mao himself was yet more reckless. ‘The communist spirit is very good,’ he told his colleagues at Beidaihe. ‘If human beings only live to eat, isn't that like dogs eating shit? What meaning is there to life if you don't … practise a bit of communism? … We should put into practice some of the ideals of utopian socialism.’192 The way forward, he argued, lay in a return to the ‘supply system’ which the communists had used in Yan'an. Progressively, China would shift towards a non-monetary economy, where food, clothing and housing would all be supplied free. ‘Eating in public mess halls without paying for it is communism’, he declared.193 Eventually even money itself might be abolished.194 Liu Shaoqi quoted Mao as saying that, under communism, there would be ‘no government, no country, no family. This will be implemented everywhere in the future … The family is a historically produced phenomenon and will be eliminated.’195

Over the next two months, the Leap, which had been inexorably gathering momentum since the spring, exploded into a frenzy of activity that changed the face of the Chinese countryside for ever.

Some 500 million people, many of them still struggling to adjust to living in co-operatives, which had been established only two or three years before, found that they now belonged to something called a renmin gongshe, literally, ‘people's communal organisation’, in which they were to share weal and woe with thousands of complete strangers formerly scattered in separate villages. The commune became the basic unit of rural society and the presumptive model for the rest of the country as well. ‘In future’, Mao said, ‘everything will be called a commune, [including] factories … and cities.’196

*


For many, especially richer households, the transition was painful.

Private plots and livestock were confiscated, usually without compensation. In south China, even remittances from relatives overseas were siphoned off for the communal pot. Families were forced to hand over their cooking implements, on the grounds that the mess halls had made them redundant. ‘Happiness Homes’ were promoted for the elderly, and boarding kindergartens for the very young. Parents were urged to give up ‘bourgeois emotional attachments’ in favour of a collectivised, militarised lifestyle, in which the ideal family unit was an able-bodied couple, willing and able to work Stakhanovite hours as members of a shock brigade.

Officially everyone was supposed to have at least six hours’ sleep a night, but some brigades boasted of working four or five days without stopping. Since no one could keep that up, there was widespread faking. The peasants left lanterns alight in the fields all night while they slept, with a look-out to give the alarm should a cadre come along. Material incentives were decried and supposedly rendered unnecessary by the system of free supply, but many communes found that their members refused to work without them. Only the most advanced units could offer the ‘10 guarantees’ which were the system's ultimate goal, assuring their members ‘meals, clothes, housing, schooling, medical attention, burial, haircuts, theatrical entertainment, money for heating in winter and money for weddings’.197

Much of this was animated by nostalgia for the simplicity and fervour of the early years of the communist revolution.198

Party cadres were ordered to toil alongside the masses. Mao himself, together with Premier Zhou Enlai and other Politburo members, was photographed ‘toiling’ at the site of a new reservoir near Beijing. PLA officers, from generals down, were ordered to spend a month a year serving in the ranks. A militia drive was launched under the slogan, ‘Everyone a soldier’, and peasants worked in the fields with antiquated rifles stacked beside them.199

At the core of the Great Leap, however, lay the targets for steel and grain production.

When it became clear that the country's medium and large steel plants would be unable to meet the new targets, Zhou Enlai, whom Mao had placed in charge of the steel drive, proposed a mass campaign using ‘backyard furnaces’, similar to the small, native iron-smelting plants used in the countryside to make farm implements.

The results were immediate and spectacular. The Chinese countryside became a lattice of smoking chimneys. Sidney Rittenberg, who had joined the Party in Yan'an and now worked for Radio Beijing, was an enthusiast. ‘Every hill, every field’, he wrote, ‘glowed with the light of the home-made ovens turning out steel in places where not a thimbleful of metal had ever been produced before.’200 Albert Belhomme, another American who had embraced the communist cause, saw it rather differently. When his paper mill in Shandong was ordered to build furnaces, ‘members of the Party street committees went from house to house, confiscating pots and pans, ripping up iron fences and even tearing locks off doors … They tore the radiators out of our shop at the mill and melted them down.’201 An English visitor to Yunnan, in the far south-west, described how, in one village where four improvised blast furnaces had been rigged up, he found ‘a furious, seething, clattering scene of frenzy … People carried baskets of ore, people stoked, people goaded buffalo carts, people tipped cauldrons of white-hot metal, people stood on rickety ladders and peered into furnaces, people wheeled barrows of crude metal.’ The commune chairman explained that they had learned steel-making from reading a newspaper article.202

The same scenes were replicated in every town and village in China. In Beijing, factories, government offices, universities, even the writers’ association, set up primitive foundries. The editors of Peking Review reported:

In response to the government call … we, too, turned to making steel in our own courtyard … Some brought in broken pans, pots and kettles; others contributed old bricks and limestone; still others turned in all sorts of odds and ends. In a matter of hours, a reverberatory puddling furnace, Chinese style, was built … The only person in the group who could claim some technical know-how was a young man who had visited several office-built furnaces before our furnace went into operation.203

In September 1958, 14 per cent of China's steel production came from small, local furnaces; in October, the figure was 49 per cent. When the movement was at its peak, 90 million people, close to a quarter of the active population, abandoned their normal pursuits to take part.

The result, inevitably, was an acute shortage of agricultural labour, putting at risk the autumn harvest. In October, schools were ordered closed, and students and other non-essential personnel, including shop assistants, sent to work in the fields. Once again, peasant shock brigades toiled through the night.

Mao, and the rest of the leadership, were convinced that an exceptional crop was being gathered in. Close planting, combined with deep ploughing techniques, on experimental plots had produced reports of phenomenal yields. One enterprising model peasant conned Deng Xiaoping into believing that he had obtained the equivalent of 200 tons an acre. Even ‘normal’ high-yielding fields were said to produce 30 tons, and ordinary fields, 9 to 15 tons – in a country where the average yield, even in good years, had up until then been one ton per acre. The Politburo spoke of production increases of ‘one hundred per cent, several hundred per cent, over one thousand per cent and several thousand per cent.’ By the onset of winter, some of the claims were becoming so extravagant that even Mao started to doubt them. But he was still confident enough in the astounding surge in productivity his green revolution had supposedly unleashed to propose that two-thirds of China's arable land be afforested or allowed to lie fallow.204

The drawback of intensive farming was that it required high labour inputs. That led Mao to the fateful decision to abandon China's birth control programme, ultimately the most enduring of all the consequences of the Great Leap.205

Meanwhile China's leaders, in a collective suspension of disbelief, savoured what they were all convinced would be a radiant future.


Had Mao and his colleagues been of a mind to notice, there were already signs that a crisis was brewing. In Yunnan, during the water conservancy campaign, starvation had appeared in some villages as early as February 1958. Later that spring, famine struck Gansu and parts of Guizhou. By April, even before the Great Leap had officially begun, the Central Committee General Office was reporting food shortages and riots affecting more than six million people in sixteen provinces, entailing suicides, starvation, the selling of children by parents unable to feed them, cases of mothers killing their children, and a mass exodus of beggars from the countryside to the cities.206 To a greater or lesser extent, that happened every spring – and had done in China since time immemorial – in the hungry months when the previous year's grain had all been consumed and the new harvest had not yet ripened. The problem had become more acute since the State had proclaimed a monopoly on food crops in December 1953 in order to be able to feed the growing urban population. But such troubles were usually viewed as ‘isolated incidents’, caused by failures of leadership on the part of provincial and local cadres and sabotage by counter revolutionaries and bad elements. In 1958, that was how they were interpreted too.

This time, however, the causes were different. After the men had been sent away to work on irrigation schemes and backyard furnaces, only women, old people and children were left to till the fields. In the autumn, when the harvest was brought in, communal dining halls were established. The peasants gorged, taking literally Kang Sheng's jingle that the communes were the way to paradise and each person could eat his fill. In two months, the food supply was exhausted. The peasants expected the government to provide more. It did not. Hunger set in.207 To Mao communal eating was a step towards the bright communist future that was his ultimate goal, a way to promote a collective lifestyle and produce economies of scale, since each family would no longer have to cook for itself, and at the same time to eliminate private property, seen as the root of capitalism and of inequalities. In practice, the opposite occurred. Local cadres, entrusted with allocating scarce food supplies, suddenly acquired powers of life and death over the population they controlled. A work group leader or production team secretary could determine whether or not an uncooperative villager survived. While the cadres feasted, and sent up optimistic reports of bumper harvests to the upper levels, the peasants ate bark and elm leaves – if they were lucky – or filled their stomachs with river clay.

By the time the Central Committee met in Wuhan in December, some of this had begun to percolate through. Mao announced that grain production would be a staggering 430 million tons, more than twice the previous best harvest, but that, in the interests of ‘prudence’, a lower figure of 365 million would be made public. The steel target of 10.7 million tons had been fulfilled, he said, but only nine million tons (later revised downward to eight million) were of acceptable quality. That led him to the remarkable admission that the Beidaihe steel figures had been unrealistic. ‘I made a mistake,’ he told the plenum. ‘I was [too] enthusiastic at that time, and failed to combine revolutionary fervour with a practical spirit.’ But his very willingness to criticise himself in this way was the clearest proof that he believed the Leap to have been a huge success. That was obvious, too, from the new steel targets he proposed: although lower than at Beidaihe, they were still resolutely upbeat: 18 to 20 million tons in 1959, and 60 million in 1962.208

Mao was not completely blind. In October, one of the model communes which he and other leaders had visited, at Xushui, in Hebei, 100 miles south-west of Beijing – and which claimed to be on the verge of introducing a true communist system, with all property and produce held in common and each member able to take whatever he needed – had been exposed as a fraud.209 From other areas came reports of peasants being worked to death, given starvation rations, or tortured and killed when they were unable to meet the local leaders’ demands. That autumn the Chairman had begun urging a period of retrenchment. Cadres were ‘practicing coercion, telling lies, making false reports’ and paying too much attention to production at the expense of people's livelihood, he told the Central Committee.210 In a detailed instruction the following spring, conveyed to basic-level cadres throughout the country, he insisted:

In setting production quotas, state only how much you can actually produce and don't make false claims … On harvests, state how much you have actually harvested instead of falsely claiming a figure inconsistent with reality … Those who are honest and who dare to speak the truth are ultimately serving the best interests of the people and will not come to grief for it. Those who like to make false claims do harm to the people and to themselves and will ultimately suffer the consequences. It should be said that much of the falsehood has been prompted by the upper levels through boasting, pressure and reward, leaving little alternative to those below … We must have enthusiasm and drive, but lying is not allowed.211

Subsequent Central Committee directives reduced the scope of communal dining, and allowed the peasants to raise small amounts of livestock and to cultivate household plots.212 Although the problems were ‘temporary and localized’, Mao maintained, the peasants were feeling ‘great fear and anxiety’.213 It was necessary to give them a breathing space and to clamp down on abuses in order that the policies underlying the Great Leap might be fully realised.V


As 1958 drew to a close, Mao looked back with satisfaction on what had been achieved. ‘During this [past] year, there have been so many good things,’ he mused. ‘Trails have been blazed. Many things have been realised, about which we did not even dare to dream before.’214 His vision of China pioneering its own path to communism was beginning to come true. The Russians were being left behind.215

Two years earlier, at the start of the Little Leap, he had written of the Chinese people being ‘poor and blank’. This was an advantage, he declared, because ‘once a piece of paper has been written on, you cannot do much more with it’.216 Throughout the Great Leap Forward, poverty and ‘blankness’ remained a constant theme. As he put it in an article in April:

China's 600 million people have two remarkable peculiarities; they are, first of all, poor, and secondly blank. That may seem like a bad thing, but it is really a good thing. Poor people want change, want to do things, want revolution. A clean sheet of paper has no blotches, and so the newest and most beautiful words can be written on it, the newest and most beautiful pictures can be painted on it.217

That statement, with its stupendous arrogance, its megalomaniac ambition to mould, like putty, the lives and thoughts of almost a quarter of mankind, provided an alarming glimpse into Mao's mind as old age approached. Hubris on such a scale presaged catastrophe. It was not long in coming.


The Russians watched these developments with mounting disquiet. Already, in November 1957, Mao's visit to Moscow for the Conference of World Communist Parties had left a residue of unease. On his arrival there, Khrushchev had greeted him with an offer too good to refuse: a secret agreement to provide China with nuclear weapons technology, including a sample atom bomb, in return for Mao's support of the Soviet leader personally, and of Russia's leading role in the international communist movement.218 On both counts he had been happy to oblige. The ‘new’ Khrushchev, who wanted to surpass America, was better to his liking than the author of the Secret Speech; and Mao had never disputed that international communism needed a leader – his concern was simply that China's views be taken into account when Moscow and Beijing had differences. At the 1957 meeting, that position had been respected: Khrushchev had not only given Mao an advance draft of the final resolution, but had accepted Mao's proposed amendments – and then, at Mao's insistence, had circulated the amended draft for comments from all the sixty-eight parties taking part, instead of steamrollering through the Soviet version without discussion as had been the practice before.

Reassured by the Soviet leader's attitude, and buoyed up by his conviction that ‘the East wind prevails over the West’, Mao had given the leaders of world communism an apocalyptic vision of their future triumph. If peace could be maintained, he said, the socialist camp would become invincible. But there was also another possibility:

Let us speculate. If war broke out, how many people would die? There are 2.7 billion people in the entire world, and one-third of them may be lost … If the worst comes to the worst, perhaps one-half would die. But there would still be one-half left; imperialism would be razed to the ground and the whole world would become socialist. After a number of years, the world's population would once again reach 2.7 billion and certainly become even bigger.219

There was nothing particularly new in this: Mao had expressed the same view to Nehru in 1954, when tensions over Taiwan had led America to hint at possible nuclear weapons use, and he repeated it in even more cataclysmic terms to a Finnish diplomat a few months later. ‘If the US had atom bombs so powerful that … they would make a hole right through the earth,’ he told the astonished envoy, ‘that would hardly mean anything to the universe as a whole, though it might be a major event for the solar system.’220 Mao's point was that nuclear blackmail did not work against those who showed no fear of it. But it was one thing to philosophize in such terms in private conversation, quite another at a meeting attended by communist leaders from all over the world. To them, Mao's words were chilling. The Soviet leadership found itself wondering whether a man who spoke of nuclear armageddon with such total unconcern could really be trusted with an atomic arsenal of his own. But by then, the technology agreement had been signed.

The following spring, Mao plunged into the Great Leap Forward, secure in the knowledge that nuclear partnership with the USSR would spare China the need for a costly build-up of conventional forces.

Meanwhile, Khrushchev cast about for ways to increase Soviet leverage over Beijing's atomic weapons policy. To that end he proposed a further broadening of military co-operation, including an agreement to setup a jointly owned ultra-long-wave radio station to communicate with the Soviet submarine fleet in the Pacific (70 per cent of the cost to be met by Russia, the remainder by the Chinese side), and another for a joint Soviet–Chinese nuclear submarine flotilla.

To his amazement, Mao reacted very badly. At a meeting with the Russian Ambassador, Pavel Yudin, in late July, the Chairman poured out in venomous terms his accumulated resentment at what he portrayed as Moscow's high-handedness:

You never trust the Chinese! You only trust Russians. To you, Russians are first-class citizens, whereas Chinese are among those inferior peoples who are stupid and careless. That's why you came up with this question of joint ownership and operation. Well, if that's what you want, why don't you have it all – let's have joint ownership and operation of our army, navy, air force, industry, agriculture, culture, education! Would that be all right? Or you can have the whole of China's 10,000 kilometres of coastline, and we'll just keep a guerrilla force. Just because you have a few atomic bombs, you think you are in a position to control us by seeking leases. How else can you justify your behaviour? … These remarks of mine may not sound so pleasing to your ear … [But] you have extended Russian nationalism right up to the Chinese coast.221

To Mao, ‘joint ownership’ smacked of the unequal treaties imposed during China's humiliation at the hands of the Western powers, and of the Soviet Union's demands in 1950 for special privileges in Manchuria and Xinjiang. Khrushchev, he told Yudin, had had the good sense to annul the accords which Stalin had imposed, yet now he was himself behaving in exactly the same way.

Khrushchev recalled in his memoirs that Yudin's report on this meeting came ‘like a thunderbolt out of a clear blue sky’,222 and there is no reason to disbelieve him. Less than ten days later, he flew secretly to Beijing, accompanied by the Defence Minister, Rodion Malinovsky, to try to sort out the mess.

He failed. Not only was Mao intransigent, refusing to countenance arrangements even for shore leave in China for Soviet submariners, but, in a mischievous symbolic snub, the naval talks were held beside an open-air swimming pool which Mao had had built at Zhongnanhai, where they sunned themselves, as Khrushchev remembered, ‘like seals on the warm sand’, and the Russian leader, who could not swim, was forced to suffer the indignity of wallowing about in the water buoyed up by a rubber float.223

Three weeks later, another major row blew up, this time concerning Taiwan.

In January 1958, preparations had begun for yet another Chinese attempt to occupy the islands of Quemoy and Matsu.224 That summer, a left-wing coup in Iraq, which led the United States and Britain to send troops to the Middle East, had given Mao the opportunity he had been waiting for. On July 17, he told the Politburo that an attack on the nationalist outposts would divert American attention from the Iraqi imbroglio and show the world that China was serious about supporting national liberation movements. An additional consideration, which he did not mention, was that a proxy conflict with the Americans over Taiwan would raise the political temperature at home, much as the Korean War had done, facilitating the mass mobilisation needed to make the Great Leap succeed. The initial plan was for the bombardment of Quemoy and Matsu to begin nine days later – shortly before Khrushchev's arrival – but in the event it was delayed until late August. By then, the Soviet leader had proposed a four-power summit with the Americans, British and French, to defuse Middle East tensions, which led the People's Daily to comment caustically on ‘the nonsensical idea that peace can be achieved only by currying favour and compromising with the aggressors’.

As it turned out, Mao had misjudged American resolve. After a disagreeable ten days, in which the US dropped heavy hints about the use of nuclear weapons, the Chinese were forced to back off. Khrushchev, having assured himself that Russia no longer risked being dragged in, promised China maximum assistance. Two months later, the crisis ended with the PLA announcing, in the best Beijing opera tradition, that it would continue the bombardment of the island, but only on even-numbered days.

The short-term effect of these disputes was to remind both China and the Soviet Union that it was in their national interests to maintain a normal working relationship. China cooled its rhetoric about an imminent leap into communism, which had exasperated the Russians; and Khrushchev approved a five-billion-rouble loan for Chinese industrial development projects.

But behind the façade of renewed amity, their mutual mistrust deepened. To Khrushchev, Mao's refusal to permit closer military co-operation despite Moscow's agreement to help China build atomic weapons, his cavalier attitude to nuclear destruction and his wild flights of doctrinal unorthodoxy, made him an erratic, ungrateful and unpredictable partner. To Mao, Khrushchev was weak. The priority he accorded to improving relations with the United States was a betrayal of the international communist movement and the revolutionary cause it was pledged to promote. The Russian leader's conversation that winter with a prominent American politician, Senator Hubert Humphrey, in which he poured scorn on the Chinese communes, was just one more example, in Mao's eyes, of Moscow's dereliction of basic socialist solidarity.225


Throughout the spring of 1959, the campaign to consolidate the Great Leap, which Mao had initiated at Wuhan in December, steadily continued. The backyard furnace movement was abandoned in recognition that much of what it produced was unusable – leaving the rural landscape pockmarked with rusting hulks of congealed metal, Byronesque monuments to a national folly. By early summer Mao had agreed that the 1959 steel target should be cut back again, from 20 to 13 million tons, and it was beginning to sink in that the previous year's grain production, while good, had been grossly exaggerated.226 ‘Just as a child plays with fire … and knows pain only when it is burnt,’ he acknowledged ruefully, ‘so, in economic construction, we declared war on nature, like an inexperienced child, unfamiliar with strategy and tactics.’227 Provincial leaders were ordered not to push the peasants too hard. Otherwise, Mao warned chillingly, the CCP might end up like the ancient Qin and Sui dynasties, which had succeeded in unifying China only to lose power a few decades later because of the harshness of their rule.228

It was still a matter of fine-tuning, not of changing basic principles; communism might not be realised tomorrow, Mao said, but it was achievable in fifteen to twenty years ‘or perhaps a little longer’.229 None the less, it seemed that some sense of reality was finally returning.

In this relatively sober frame of mind, the Central Committee gathered in July at the hill resort of Lushan, just south of the Yangtse. On the way, Mao visited his old home at Shaoshan for the first time since 1927.230 What he was shown there strengthened his conviction that the Leap was succeeding, but also that the adventurist notions of utopian Leftists in the provinces needed further damping down and soon after reaching Lushan he began to apply himself to that purpose.

Mao, however, was not the only Chinese leader to have returned to his roots that year. The Defence Minister, Peng Dehuai, had gone back several months earlier to his native village, Niaoshi, not far from Mao's birthplace in the same county, Xiangtan, also for the first time since the 1920s, but had come away with very different impressions.231

What had stayed in Peng's mind was the detritus of the steel campaign – lumps of pig-iron rusting uselessly in the fields; the shells of deserted houses, stripped of their timbers to feed the furnaces; and fruit trees cut down for the same purpose. At the so-called ‘Happiness Homes’ for the aged, he had found spindly old people, subsisting on minimal rations without even blankets to keep them warm. ‘The old can grit their teeth,’ one elderly man said, ‘but babies can only cry.’ The peasants were mutinous, Peng had concluded. They hated the militarisation of daily existence, the enforced communal eating in the mess halls, the destruction of family life. The cadres were under constant pressure to outdo rival communes, leading to systematic exaggeration of crop yields, often by a margin of ten or twenty times. The alternative, they had told him, was to be branded as Rightists.

Peng was not Mao's favourite colleague. They had clashed too often in the past – going back all the way to the winter of 1928, when Peng and his small army of fellow-Hunanese had been left behind on the Jinggangshan, and Mao had failed to execute a promised diversionary manoeuvre to allow them to break out. The Defence Minister's loyalties were to the Party, not to Mao as an individual.

In Shaoshan, the Chairman had been moved to write a poem, eulogising the ‘waves of growing rice and beans, and heroes everywhere going home in the smoky sunset’. Peng, too, had set his thoughts in verse on his last night in Hunan. But he had seen ‘scattered millet … and withered potato plants’, and had made a solemn vow to ‘speak out on behalf of the people’.

In fact, however, Peng did no such thing. In the first half of 1959, he uttered not so much as a word of criticism of the Great Leap. This may have been partly because his attention was taken up by the rebellion in Tibet, which broke out in March; and partly because Mao himself, by then, was preaching the virtues of moderation in a way that promised to correct the more egregious errors. But the main reason was the sheer difficulty, even for a man of Peng's stature, who had been at Mao's side for three decades, to call into question policies with which the Chairman was so intimately involved.

Five years earlier, Gao Gang had overstepped the bounds Mao had fixed and it had cost him his life. In 1955, Deng Zihui had opposed Mao – on technical, rather than political grounds – over the speed of collectivisation; Deng had survived but had lost most of his power. The following year, Zhou Enlai questioned the Little Leap, only to find himself forced to make cringing self-criticisms eighteen months later. Nor was the fate of those who spoke out during the ‘Hundred Flowers’ an encouragement to candour.

By 1959, it had become obvious that the only person who could safely criticise Mao and his policies was Mao himself; others did so at their peril. Back in Beijing, Peng's enthusiasm for ‘speaking out’ waned. Like other leaders who had doubts, he kept them to himself.

At this point, a new factor came into play.

Food shortages had begun to affect the cities. Rice rations were reduced. Vegetables and cooking oil disappeared from the shops. The 1958 harvest had not been 430 million tons, nor even 260 million, which was the government's new best estimate, but actually (though it would not be admitted until after Mao's death) only 200 million tons, still a record but nowhere near the grandiose predictions of a few months earlier, when Mao had spoken airily of China having more grain than the country would know what to do with and every peasant being able to eat five meals a day.232

Peng was better informed than most about the true state of the harvest. Within the PLA there were already ominous rumblings as the overwhelmingly peasant recruits received news from home that their families were going hungry.

Meanwhile, as part of an effort to put the Leap on a more rational footing and combat exaggerated production claims, Mao had started urging officials to express their views frankly. ‘An individual sometimes wins over the majority,’ he had told the Central Committee in April. ‘Truth is sometimes in one person's hands alone … Speaking out should involve no penalty. According to Party regulations, people are entitled to their own opinions.’233 He had cited the example of the Confucian bureaucrat, Hai Rui, of the Ming dynasty, a model of probity who had been dismissed from office for upbraiding a sixteenth-century emperor. China, Mao declared, needed more Hai Ruis. From June onward, Party propagandists began producing anthologies, articles and plays extolling the Ming official's virtues. On July 2, the day the Lushan conference opened, Mao renewed his assurance that no one would be punished for ‘making criticisms and offering opinions’.

Peng had originally intended to skip the meeting. He had just returned from a six-week-long tour of eastern Europe, and he was tired. But, at Mao's urging, he went, and, once there, soon decided that this was the right place and the right moment to fulfil his pledge of the previous winter and ‘speak out’.

The Defence Minister, as was his custom, did not mince words. At a group discussion with officials from north-west China, he declared that ‘everybody is responsible for the mistakes committed during the [Great Leap] … including Comrade Mao Zedong’. A week later he resolved to take his concerns to Mao himself. But when he appeared at Mao's quarters, on the morning of Monday, July 13, he was told the Chairman was still sleeping. That night, therefore, he set out his views in a ‘letter of opinion’, had his aide-de-camp write out a clean copy, and next morning, not without some nervousness, despatched it for Mao to read.

Peng's letter mixed considerable praise for the achievements of the Leap – notably the unprecedented growth rate, which, he wrote, proved that Mao's strategic line was ‘in the main … correct’ – with criticisms of specific failings. Taken individually, these were unexceptionable. Mao may not have relished hearing that ‘petty-bourgeois fanaticism’ had generated Leftist errors; that in the backyard steel movement there had been both ‘losses and gains’ (implying that the former predominated); that ‘we have not sufficiently understood the socialist laws of proportionate and planned development’; and that economic construction had been handled less successfully than the PLA's shelling of Quemoy or the suppression of the revolt in Tibet. However, all these were things he could perfectly well have said himself. The problem was that, cumulatively, their effect was devastating. To Mao, the burden of Peng's message was that the Great Leap, even if justified in theory, had in fact led to disaster. Woven through his text were passages linking the Chairman personally with errors that had been made, including one where he took issue with Mao's claims that ‘politics is the commander’:

In the view of some comrades, putting politics in command can take the place of everything else. They have forgotten [that] it is aimed at … giving full play to the enthusiasm and creativity of the masses in order to speed up economic construction. [It] cannot take the place of economic principles, still less can it be a substitute for concrete measures in economic work.234

But more galling than anything Peng wrote was the way in which he had arrogated to himself the right to sit in judgement. Mao's praise of Hai Rui notwithstanding, specific criticisms of policy errors were one thing, ‘upbraiding the emperor’ quite another.

Three days later, on July 17, the conference secretariat, on Mao's instructions, distributed the text of Peng's letter to all delegates. This was generally interpreted at the time as a sign, if not of Mao's approval, at least that Peng's views were an acceptable basis for discussion. Over the next few days, several other Central Committee members – including Zhang Wentian, Mao's ally in the mid-1930s, who had remained a Politburo alternate – made speeches supporting his views. Two more Politburo members, Li Xiannian and Chen Yi, indicated agreement with it, and a number of others were hesitating.

At this point, Mao spoke, and the bottom fell out of Peng's world.

Like most of the Chairman's speeches in later years, it was a rambling, somewhat disjointed statement, full of half-finished thoughts tangential to his main theme. But he made two ominous points. Peng Dehuai's letter, he said, constituted an error of political line, like those committed earlier by Li Lisan, Wang Ming and Gao Gang. Peng and his supporters were Rightists. Others, too, were ‘on the brink’. Those who were wavering, he warned, must make up their minds quickly on which side they wished to stand. Secondly, Mao said, if there were nothing but criticism, communist power would collapse. If that happened, he would ‘go away, go to the countryside, to lead the peasants and overthrow the government’ again, in order to re-establish the regime. He added menacingly, in a direct challenge to the PLA marshals, who were Peng's natural allies: ‘If you, the PLA, don't follow me, I'll go and found a [new] Red Army. [But] I think the PLA will follow me.’

After Mao had finished speaking, Peng walked home, as he wrote later, ‘with a heavy heart’. He lost his appetite and lay on his bed for hours, staring into space. His bodyguard called a doctor, who concluded that Peng must be ill. The Defence Minister disabused him. ‘If I've got a sickness,’ he said, ‘it's nothing that can be cured now.’

The conference ended on July 30. Next day, Mao convened an enlarged meeting of the Politburo Standing Committee to decide Peng's fate.235

Once again Khrushchev had simplified his task.236 Six weeks earlier, on the eve of the planned shipment to China of the sample atom bomb which the Soviet leader had promised Mao, the Russians had informed Beijing that they were cancelling the nuclear technology agreement: the Kremlin had decided that if it provided Mao with nuclear weapons, it risked being dragged into a nuclear conflict with America over Taiwan. Now, in the same week that Peng had issued his ‘letter of opinion’, Khrushchev publicly condemned the communes. Mao lost no time in circulating at Lushan an approving account of the Russian leader's remarks issued by Taiwan's Central News Agency. What better proof could there be that Peng and his supporters were ‘objectively’ aiding China's enemies – if, indeed, not actually colluding with them? Peng and Zhang Wentian, after all, had both just visited Moscow.

Against this background of innuendo, Mao had no difficulty persuading his colleagues that they were confronted by an anti-Party conspiracy, and that Peng and his ‘military club’ should be cast into outer darkness.237

The operative question was no longer whether the Chairman was right, but whether anyone had the courage to tell him he was wrong. Certainly not the malleable Zhou Enlai, for whom avoidance of confrontations with Mao was the basic premise of political survival. Not Liu Shaoqi, either: he had not forgiven Peng for giving Gao Gang a sympathetic hearing in 1953. Chen Yun was away on sick leave, and Deng Xiaoping, conveniently, had broken his leg playing table tennis. Lin Biao detested Peng, and would do whatever Mao asked of him. Of all the inner core, only the venerable Marshal Zhu De, now in his seventies, was rash – or honest – enough to speak on Peng's behalf, counselling moderation – and he was afterwards required to make a self-criticism for his pains. The others formed a political lynch-mob. The verbatim record of the Standing Committee meeting, taken down by one of the Chairman's secretaries, Li Rui, himself to be purged shortly afterwards, offers a revealing glimpse of the snakepit that life at the top in Mao's China had become:238


MAO: When you speak of ‘petty bourgeois fanaticism’, you are mainly pointing the spearhead at the central leadership organs. It's not at the provincial leaders, or even at the masses. This is my observation … In fact you are pointing the spearhead of attack at the centre. You may admit this, or, more likely, you may not. But we think you are opposing the centre. You were prepared to publish your letter in order to win people over and to organise them [against us] …
PENG: When I wrote about petty-bourgeois fanaticism … I should have recognised that this is a political problem. I did not grasp it very well.
MAO (interrupting): Now that the letter has been made public, all the counter-revolutionaries have come out to applaud it.
PENG: This was a letter I sent to you personally … I wrote on it, ‘Please check and see if I am right, and give me your comments’. My whole intention concerning this letter was that it might have some reference value, and I wanted you to consider it.
MAO: That's not true … Whenever there is a problem, you are not straightforward about it … People [who don't know you] think you are simple, frank and outspoken. When they first know you, that's all they see. [But later] they realise … you are devious. No one can see what's in the bottom of your heart. Then they say you are a hypocrite … You are a Right opportunist. [You said in your letter] the Party leadership is no good. You want to usurp the proletarian banner.
PENG: The letter was sent to you personally. I carried out no [factional] activities.
MAO: You did.
PENG ZHEN: In the group discussions, you said everyone should take responsibility for what happened, including Comrade Mao Zedong … Who were you attacking then? …
HE LONG: You have a very deep prejudice against the Chairman. In your letter you show you are full of preconceived ideas …
ZHOU ENLAI: You have adopted a Right-opportunist stance. The target of your letter was the Party's general line …
MAO: You wanted to bring about the disintegration of the Party. You have a plan, you have an organisation, you have made preparations, you have attacked the correct line from a Rightist standpoint … [You say that] at [Yan'an], I fucked your mother for forty days. So this time, there are still twenty days to go. For you to be satisfied, you want to fuck my mother for forty days this time. I tell you, you've fucked enough …VI
PENG: If you all think this way, it's very difficult for me to say anything … [But] you need not worry, I won't commit suicide; I will never be a counter-revolutionary; I can still go out and work in the fields.


On August 2, the Central Committee met to confirm the Standing Committee's verdict. A few of Peng's junior military colleagues spoke up for him (and were promptly purged as a result). The Defence Minister humiliated himself with a speech of self-abasement in which he denounced his letter to Mao as ‘a series of absurdities’, and confessed to damaging Mao's ‘lofty prestige’ from motives of ‘exceedingly wrong personal prejudice’.239 The speech was a pointless gesture, which he afterwards regretted.

The CC, in its resolution, accused him of heading a ‘Right-opportunist anti-Party clique’; of making ‘vicious attacks’ on Mao; of having focused on ‘transient and partial shortcomings’ in order to ‘paint a pitch-black picture of the present situation’; of having formed an ‘anti-Party alliance’ with Gao Gang in 1954; and of engaging in ‘long-standing anti-Party activities’. As if that were not enough, he, Zhang Wentian, and the other members of the alleged clique, were described as ‘representatives of the bourgeoisie’ who had wormed their way into the Party during the civil war period.

Yet then came a contradiction. Having detailed a list of offences which more than justified expulsion from the Party (and, in the case of a low-level official, would have meant a long term in a labour camp, or even execution), the Central Committee ruled that the ‘conspirators’ could not only keep their Party membership, but Peng and Zhang Wentian, while losing their governmental responsibilities, would retain their Politburo posts.240

This was presented as an example of Mao's long-established policy of ‘curing the sickness to save the patient’.241 In fact, it had more to do with Peng's stature within the PLA and among the Party rank and file. Even for Mao, it was not easy to discredit one of the great heroes of the Revolutionary War, who had led the Chinese Volunteers in Korea; a man with a reputation for incorruptibility, who lived as an ascetic and was morally unassailable. Outwardly, the Chairman had no choice but to appear magnanimous, even as, in private, he continued to fume over Peng's ‘surprise attack’.

A month later, Lin Biao, whom Mao had been grooming since 1956 as Peng's eventual successor, was named Defence Minister in his place. Lin was in poor health, and had played little public role since 1949. But he was a Mao loyalist, and he set to work with a will to extirpate Peng's influence from the military, which, in the 1950s and 1960s, no less than during the civil war, remained the bedrock on which Mao's political power was based. Peng moved out of his home in Zhongnanhai, and for the next six years lived a hermetic existence under virtual house arrest in a building in the grounds of the old Summer Palace, on the northern outskirts of Beijing. Although he had retained his formal rank, he never attended another Politburo meeting, or any other official function. His career was over.


It was not simply personal cowardice and political self-interest that had made Peng's colleagues line up to savage him. If the Politburo operated in this way, it was Mao who made it do so.

Criticising the Chairman did not have to be synonymous with overthrowing Party rule. Since 1949, it had not always been like that. Yet now, after months of urging people to speak out, pledging that there would be no retribution – the moment someone did so, Mao could not stomach it. Zhang Wentian had complained at Lushan, in a passage that had especially angered Mao, that all the problems of the Great Leap had a single basic cause – the lack of inner-Party democracy, which meant that one man decided everything. ‘One would be labelled a sceptic, a tide-watcher, or a “white flag” to be pulled down, if one made a few differing remarks,’ he had told the conference. ‘Why? Why are negative views not tolerated? … What is there to be afraid of?’242

Why indeed? Why could Mao not accept the criticism which he himself solicited?

In Peng's case, there were specific factors at work. Within the pressure-cooker of the inner circle, the Chairman was open to influence by those whose views reinforced his own. During the crucial two days when he was deciding how to respond to Peng's letter, Kang Sheng and Ke Qingshi, the left-wing Shanghai First Secretary, who had both been in the forefront of the Leap and were thus particularly vulnerable to any change of policy, artfully fuelled his suspicions that the Defence Minister was orchestrating a concerted campaign of opposition. Moreover, the fact that it was the cussedly independent-minded Peng, with whom Mao had been quarrelling for decades, rather than a more congenial figure, who dared to criticise his policies, made his reaction all the fiercer.

The very day the letter was distributed, he told his staff: ‘Where Peng Dehuai is concerned, I have always had a rule. If he attacks, I attack back … [With him] it is 30 per cent co-operation, 70 per cent conflict – and it has been like that for 31 years.’243

Yet, even without these aggravating circumstances, Mao would no doubt have acted in the same way. As the 1950s drew to a close, in his mind ‘disagreement’ became identical with ‘opposition’ – whether it was the disagreement of the intellectuals, in the Hundred Flowers movement, or disagreement within the Party.

After the ‘Hundred Flowers’, he had warned that class struggle between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie would continue in Chinese society for many years to come. Now he asserted that this was true within the Party as well:

The struggle at Lushan was a class struggle, and a continuation of the life-and-death struggle between the two major antagonistic classes, the proletariat and the bourgeoisie. This kind of struggle will continue … in our Party for at least another 20 years and possibly for half a century … Contradictions and struggle will go on and on for ever, otherwise the world will no longer be worthy of its being. The bourgeois politicians say the philosophy of the Communist Party is a philosophy of struggle. That is correct, only the modes of the struggle vary according to the times.244

Thus were laid the foundations for the notion, which would dominate the last years of Mao's life, that there was a ‘bourgeoisie’ inside the Party, which must be ferreted out, regardless of cost, if revolutionary purity was to be preserved.

Just as the ‘Hundred Flowers’, through the anti-Rightist Campaign, silenced China's intellectuals, so the Lushan conference, through the purge of Peng Dehuai, silenced Mao's Party colleagues. Zhu De had asked the Standing Committee: ‘If people like us don't speak up, then who will dare to talk?’ Now he had the Chairman's answer. Never again in Mao's lifetime would a Politburo member openly challenge his policies.

There was one, further, depressing parallel. The anti-Rightist Campaign had claimed half-a-million victims. The campaign against ‘Right opportunism’, as the movement against critics of the Leap was known, triggered a political blood-letting more than ten times larger: six million people, most of them Party members or low-level officials, were criticised and struggled against for allegedly opposing Mao's policies. In Sichuan, 80 per cent of basic-level cadres were dismissed. As in 1957, local Party secretaries assigned their subordinates quotas of purge-victims to round up. In some areas, whole groups were accused, rather than individuals. Scores of thousands died, some executed, others succumbing to the punishments inflicted on them during struggle meetings. Once again, there were numerous suicides. ‘Everybody was in a state of danger,’ one provincial First Secretary recalled, ‘mothers and fathers, husbands and wives, dared not speak to each other.’245

Far worse, however, was to come.

The attack on alleged ‘Rightists’ produced, as it had done two years earlier, a fresh upsurge of Leftism. Mao's efforts of the first half of the year to moderate the Great Leap went abruptly into reverse. To prove that Peng had been wrong, the policies which he had condemned were revived with redoubled vigour. Once again, Mao dreamed aloud of cornucopian production figures: 650 million tons of steel annually by the end of the century, perhaps 1,000 million tons of grain.246

This renewed vision of plenty coincided with a further sharp deterioration in the food supply. The 1959 harvest was the worst for several years. The government announced that 270 million tons had been gathered in; the true figure, not disclosed until more than 20 years later, was 170 million.247 The authorities blamed exceptional weather, with floods in the south and drought in the north. In fact, Chinese meteorologists later confirmed, climatic conditions were little different from normal. That year, amid celebrations for the tenth anniversary of the founding of Red China, hundreds of millions of people went hungry.VII For the first time since the communist victory, it was no longer a matter of pockets of starvation: in every part of the country, millions of peasants – the very people whom the revolution was supposed to serve – were slowly starving to death.248

*


At this point relations with the Soviet Union – still, despite mutual tensions, China's only major ally – took an abrupt turn for the worse. The Tibetan revolt that spring, and the subsequent flight of the Dalai Lama, had caused friction with India. In August, less than ten days after the end of the Lushan plenum, a border clash occurred in which an Indian soldier was killed. Khrushchev, to Mao's fury, adopted an attitude of neutrality. A month later, after returning from a triumphal visit to the United States, which consecrated the policies of peaceful coexistence that China so detested, he flew to Beijing, ostensibly to attend the tenth-anniversary celebrations, but in fact to make one last attempt to get the relationship back on a normal footing. It was doomed from the outset. The Russian leader's decision to abrogate the nuclear co-operation accord; his wooing of American imperialism; his insistence in recent months that Taiwan be recovered only by peaceful means; not to mention the Indian dispute – were all, in Mao's view, so many acts of deliberate betrayal.

For three days, the two sides argued. Nothing was resolved.

The suspicion that had begun to form in Mao's mind in 1956, that the Soviet leadership was abandoning ‘the sword of Leninism’, now crystallised into certainty. Just as in Stalin's day, he decided, Russia would always put its own interests first and those of China, second: it was time to make the conflict public.249 For Khrushchev, too, the visit marked a parting of the ways. Mao, he concluded, was bellicose, duplicitous and nationalistic. The basis for a fraternal relationship simply no longer existed.

In February 1960, at a Warsaw Pact meeting in Moscow, the two sides aired their differences over peaceful coexistence before the east European members of the bloc.250 In April, in an article to mark the ninetieth anniversary of Lenin's birth, which Mao himself revised, the People's Daily set out the ideological basis for China's stance. As long as imperialism existed, it said, wars would occur; peaceful competition was a fraud, perpetrated by ‘the old revisionists and their modern counterparts’. Both sides began canvassing support among other communist parties. Inevitably, an open clash followed. At the Romanian Party Congress in June, Khrushchev, for the first time, denounced Mao by name as ‘an ultra-Leftist, an ultradogmatist and a left revisionist’ who, like Stalin, had become ‘oblivious of any interests but his own, spinning theories detached from the realities of the modern world’. Peng Zhen, representing China, responded in kind. Khrushchev, he said, was behaving in a ‘patriarchal, arbitrary and tyrannical’ manner in order to impose non-Marxist views.

Bizarrely, Mao and his colleagues remained convinced that this inter-Party struggle could be confined to the ideological plane without affecting state-to-state relations. The chances of a complete rupture, the Politburo decided, were ‘relatively small’.251

That proved not to be the case.

Three weeks later, the Soviet leadership informed China that, with immediate effect, all Russian experts were being withdrawn and all Russian aid was being terminated. Factories were left half-built; blueprints torn up; research projects abandoned. Nearly 1,400 Soviet specialists and their families boarded special trains to Moscow.

If Khrushchev's intention had been to force Mao to back down, as his aides asserted, he had miscalculated grievously. Even those Chinese leaders who harboured private doubts about the communes and Mao's Great Leap Forward strategy now rallied to their defence. Russia's treachery proved that Mao's insistence on China finding its own independent path to communism had been amply justified. Never again would it allow itself to become reliant on a foreign power.

The break with Moscow, while damaging, had little direct impact on the famine. None of the cancelled projects was agricultural.252 Indirectly, however, it did play a role. It distracted Mao's attention from the grain crisis, and he insisted that, for reasons of face, China should repay its debts to Moscow ahead of schedule. Roughly 650 million roubles (equivalent to 5 billion US dollars in today's terms) were reimbursed in four years. To generate those sums, the peasants had to be squeezed still more harshly to produce exportable foodstuffs while starvation was rampant. For the same reason, Chinese foreign aid to Third World countries was maintained throughout this period, averaging 500 million RMB (equivalent to 1.6 billion US dollars) a year.253 Those decisions exacerbated the famine. But the root cause was the Great Leap itself and Mao's continuing refusal to take effective action to remedy its terrible effects.


By July it was clear that the 1960 harvest would be even worse than the previous year's. This time the weather did play a role.254 One hundred million acres, more than a third of all cultivated land, were in the grip of the worst drought for a century. In Shandong, eight of the twelve main rivers were bone-dry. Even the Yellow River fell to a point where men could wade across its lower reaches, something not seen within living memory. Then came floods. Another 50 million acres were devastated. After a winter of hunger, the peasantry had neither the strength to fight back, nor – more crucially – the means to do so because of the disruption caused by the frenzy of the Leap. ‘The people are too hungry to work, and pigs are too hungry to stand up,’ one young soldier complained. ‘The commune members are asking: “Is Chairman Mao going to let us starve?”’ That year, China did starve. All the grain that could be gathered amounted to a paltry 143 million tons. Even on the outskirts of Beijing, people ate bark and weeds. The death-rate in the capital, the best-supplied city in China, rose two-and-a-half times. In parts of Anhui, Henan and Sichuan, where Leftist provincial secretaries had promoted the Leap most strongly, a quarter of the population perished. Altogether more than 20 million people died in the famine in 1960, far more than in any other year.255

The campaign against right-opportunism launched after the Lushan conference had made a bad situation infinitely worse. A year later Mao would acknowledge:

What was the nature of our error? … We should not have transmitted the resolution against Peng [Dehuai and the others] below the county level … Below that level, only … the measures against leftism should have been disseminated … Carrying it further resulted in a large number of people being accused as right-deviating opportunists. Now we can see that that was a mistake, and that good people who spoke the truth were labelled as [rightists] or even as counter-revolutionaries.256

It was a lame excuse. The problem was not that the movement against rightism had been enlarged: the problem was that Mao had launched it in the first place. Even if it had been less extensively publicised, grass-roots cadres would have learned that Mao was once more on the warpath against rightists. Every campaign since 1949 – the land reform; the suppression of counter-revolutionaries; the cultural campaigns against The Life of Wu Xun and The Secret History of the Qing Court; the campaign against Hu Feng; the anti-Rightist movement; the repudiation of those who opposed ‘rash advance’; and now the campaign against right-opportunism – all, in one way or another, had targeted ‘rightists’. To find a time when Mao had opposed leftism, it was necessary to go back to the civil war, when he had opposed excessive rigour in the land reform, if not to the 1930s, when the Party was split over the Li Lisan line.

At the end of the 1950s, Mao was at the summit of an imperial system, reinforced by a Leninist organisational structure, in which all power and privilege flowed from the top down. He himself spoke of ‘combining Marx with Qin Shihuang’ – legalist despotism with a totalitarian base.257 In such a system, one Chinese historian wrote: ‘Each official wore two faces: before his superiors, he was a slave, and before his subordinates, a tyrant.’258

Those who wanted a retreat from the Great Leap, as the Central Committee had urged in the spring, knew that if they spoke out they risked being purged as followers of Peng Dehuai. Acknowledging food shortages, overwork or starvation – a word whose use was forbidden; officials spoke instead of ‘an epidemic’ (of what was left unsaid) – was viewed as right deviationism, to be struggled against and crushed.

At the most basic level, in the communes, in the production brigades and teams and in the work groups, the cadres resorted to coercion of medieval barbarity: villagers suspected of stealing food were branded on the face with red-hot irons, forced to eat excrement, drenched in urine, beaten to death or buried alive. Starving children who stole food risked the same fate.

There were exceptions. In some areas, local officials turned a blind eye to the peasants’ attempts to feed themselves and allowed what were called ‘salvation fields’, where they could grow their own crops. But most tried to protect their own backs by mercilessly squeezing those under their authority.

As in famines throughout Chinese history, men sold their wives, if there were buyers – and women were pleased to be bought, because purchase meant survival. Banditry reappeared. Cannibalism was rife. Bodies were exhumed and eaten. During the winters of 1959 and 1960, when the ground was too hard for burials, corpses littered the roadsides and river banks. Scavengers cut off the flesh and cooked it. There were cases of parents killing and eating their own children, and elder brothers and sisters eating younger siblings. That, too, was not new. In the north China famine of the 1870s, when a third of the population of Shanxi died, missionaries who travelled to the area found children being boiled and eaten.VIII

At every level, officials tried to prevent their superiors discovering the true state of affairs in order to save their own skins. In Guizhou, when a county Party committee learned that inspectors were about to arrive, ‘sick villagers and neglected children were locked up by the militia, while tell-tale trees without bark [which starving villagers had eaten] were torn out, roots and all’. In another incident, in Anhui, 3000 villagers suffering from oedema were rounded up and kept out of sight.259 Militiamen manned checkpoints to prevent travel out of famine-stricken areas. Letters which mentioned the famine were intercepted and destroyed and the writers arrested. Provincial leaders, in turn, sent reassuring reports to the central leadership. When later the truth emerged, they claimed, falsely, that they had been duped by their subordinates. For some this murderous charade was a cynical means of winning advancement. But most acted out of fear: to tell those in power that Mao's policies were failing was a risk few wished to take.

None the less, by October 1960, after the campaign against right opportunism had been raging for more than a year, the death toll was beyond the power of even the provincial leadership to conceal. That month two of Mao's cousins came to see him from Shaoshan. ‘Chairman brother,’ said Mao Zerong, ‘You live in Beijing, as remote as the Emperors of old, and you don't know what's happening. Now all is in chaos and people are starving. You need to do something!’260 Shortly afterwards, Mao received a report on the situation in Xinyang prefecture, in Henan, where more than a million people, an eighth of the population, had starved to death.261 At an emergency meeting of the State Council, summoned to discuss the situation, Zhou Enlai insisted: ‘Not a single person reported [this] to us. The central government knew nothing about it.’ That was a barefaced lie. Eight months earlier, a senior official in the Central Committee's internal affairs department had minuted that 200,000 to 300,000 people had died in Xinyang, but Tan Zhenlin, the vice-premier in charge of agriculture, had had the report suppressed. Tan had also objected to a second report, which spoke of 400,000 deaths. Later Liu Shaoqi shelved a report stating that there were 600,000 dead.262 From February to October, while the state granaries were bulging with grain, most of Mao's colleagues were well aware of the extent of the starvation, yet did nothing. Had they acted to open the grain reserves in order to feed the starving, more than ten million lives might have been saved. They did not because they were unwilling to commit themselves until the Chairman had spoken.

The Xinyang Incident, as it was called, forced a change of policy. In one third of the country, Mao now conceded, ‘the situation is very bad … Scoundrels have taken power, people have been beaten to death, food production has dropped, people are going hungry.’263 In January 1961, the Central Committee finally approved a wholesale retreat, disguised as ‘adjustment, consolidation, replenishment and enhancement’. Relief grain was sent to the worst-affected areas.264 But the leaders, from Mao on down, refused to admit their own responsibility. Wang Renzhong, then second secretary of the South Central Bureau, told the Henan provincial Standing Committee that winter that the errors had been at the local level:

To see the masses dying, yet keep the grain locked in storerooms and refuse to distribute it; to watch the communal kitchens close down and yet not allow the masses to light stoves in their own homes; to refuse to let the masses harvest wild herbs or flee the famine; to deny walking sticks to those crippled with starvation; to treat people worse than oxen or horses, arbitrarily beating and even killing them, lacking even a shred of human feelings – if these were not the enemy, what were they? … These people, for the sake of their own self-preservation, slaughtered our class brothers, and we just kill them with equal ruthlessness.265

Who were ‘these people’ who had acted so shamefully? To Mao they were ‘class enemies’ – ‘landlords and local despots, henchmen of feudalism, bandits, reactionary secret societies and secret agents’ – who had survived the ‘new democratic revolution’ which had accompanied the communist victory and had then managed to usurp positions of power in the countryside. Their actions were an attempt at ‘counter revolutionary class restoration’.266

It was singularly unconvincing. Indeed, one may wonder whether even Mao believed it, for none of these supposed ‘class enemies’ was executed and, after undergoing ‘study sessions’, most were allowed to keep their posts. The majority of the provincial leaders also escaped unscathed, and the smaller fry who had been purged as right opportunists were rehabilitated. In the end the only ones to be punished were Peng Dehuai and his colleagues – the group which had had the courage to tell Mao to his face that his plans were misconceived and would lead to nationwide disaster, as indeed they had.

There was, none the less, a grain of truth in the leadership's explanation. A Central Committee Special Investigation Group reported that local cadres had adopted ‘the tactics of the landlords and the Guomindang’. As often in revolutions, those charged with enforcing the new order had embraced the brutal and discredited methods of those they had overthrown.

But the roots of the catastrophe lay elsewhere. Officials at the county and provincial level, let alone on the communes and production brigades, could never have wrought the havoc that they did had Mao not established a system where no one, not even his closest colleagues, could question his decisions, and none of those around him could move to alleviate the tragedy that was unfolding until Mao himself allowed them to do so.

Throughout the period of the Great Leap and for decades after, the extent of the disaster was a closely guarded secret. In each province only five people had access to demographic statistics: the Party first secretary and his deputy; the governor and his deputy; and the head of the Public Security Bureau. At the national level, even the Politburo was kept in the dark: only members of the Standing Committee were informed, and not all of them. In 1961, the Food Minister, Chen Guodong, and two other senior officials were directed to compile detailed records from each province. They estimated that the population loss throughout the country was in the tens of millions. Their report was sent only to Mao and Zhou Enlai. After Zhou had read it, he ordered that all copies be destroyed.267

Twenty years later, in June 1980, Hu Yaobang, who was then about to succeed Hua Guofeng as Party Chairman, became the first Chinese leader publicly to acknowledge the magnitude of the tragedy. He told a group of Yugoslav journalists that 20 million people had died. That figure was not reported within China, however. Subsequently the leadership approved a figure of just under 17 million, which remains the official death toll today. Yang Jisheng, who has made the most careful study of the population figures thus far, has concluded that a total of 36 million deaths ‘approaches the reality but is still too low’, and that in addition there was a shortfall of 40 million births, because women stopped menstruating and couples were too weak to procreate. That is probably as close as we shall ever come to a definitive figure.268 It is, in all conscience, enough.

As Mao contemplated the ruins that his delusions had brought about, he began gloomily to implement his long-delayed promise to retire to the ‘second front’. The Great Leap had ended in an apocalyptic failure. His grandiose dream of universal plenty had metamorphosed into an epic of pure horror. At the end of 1960, he set aside once and for all the idea of making China a great economic power, never to concern himself with it again.




I It is sobering to reflect that those predictions, which at the time were dismissed in the West as pure fantasy, have since been borne out. China overtook the United States in steel production in 1993, and twenty years later was producing more than 800 million tons a year, almost ten times the American figure. Despite slowing growth, the Chinese economy is on track to become the world's largest by 2025 or earlier (as Mao envisaged in 1955, when he told the 6th Plenum of the 7th Central Committee that China would catch up with the United States in 50 to 75 years: see Lin Yunhui, Wutuobang yundong: Cong dayuejin dao dajihuang, 1958–1961, Xianggang zhongwen daxue chubanshe, Hong Kong, 2008, p. 9).

II Following the communist victory in 1949, Chiang Kai-shek's regime on Taiwan, with the support of the United States, continued to occupy China's UN seat. On Stalin's orders, the Soviet Union boycotted meetings of the Security Council from January to October, 1950, ostensibly in protest against the nationalists’ presence. The result was to perpetuate the exclusion of the People's Republic, in keeping with Stalin's aim of maximising Chinese dependence on, and subjection to, Moscow. After China's entry into the Korean War, Beijing's debarment was ratified by annual votes of the General Assembly until 1971, when Taiwan, in its turn, was excluded. Although Eisenhower agreed to ambassadorial talks with China in August 1955, first in Geneva and then in Warsaw, they marked time until 1970 when Kissinger visited Beijing.

III This was less far-fetched than it might sound. In 1955, an airliner that was to have taken Zhou Enlai to Indonesia was blown up in mid-air by a bomb which had been placed aboard by a nationalist agent in Hong Kong. Zhou changed his travel plans after Chinese intelligence got wind of the plot. Several other members of the Chinese delegation, who were allowed to go ahead with the trip, lost their lives when it crashed.

IV A few weeks after writing ‘The Immortals’, Mao invited Chen Yuying, the maidservant who had worked for Kaihui and himself in Changsha, to visit him in Beijing. They talked for two hours, and before she left, he told her: ‘Seeing you today, it seems as if I have seen Kaihui again.’

V Mao's more controversial – and contentious – statements during this period, notably his remarks in Shanghai in March 1959, which some recent writers have claimed as evidence that he was indifferent to the prospect of mass starvation, are discussed in the afterword of this book, Mao: Western Judgements.

VI Mao was replying here to an earlier remark of Peng's, in which the Marshal had referred to criticisms to which he had been subjected (apparently related to the Hundred Regiments Campaign) before the Seventh Congress in 1945. ‘You fucked my mother at Yan'an for forty days,’ Peng had said. ‘I've been fucking your mother in Lushan for only eighteen days and you've already come out to stop me!’

VII To mark the anniversary, a major building programme was undertaken in Beijing, including the enlargement of Tiananmen Square, the construction of the Great Hall of the People, the National History Museum, the Diaoyutai state guest house and seven other large complexes. Despite the onset of the famine, it was completed as scheduled. The following year, in Mao's birthplace, Shaoshan, where 30,000 people would die of starvation, a luxurious presidential guest house was built for him. While the famine was at its height, similar residences for the use of Politburo Standing Committee members were built in many other cities.

VIII The Welsh missionary, Timothy Richard, recorded in his diary while taking famine relief to Shanxi: ‘That people pull down their houses, sell their wives and daughters, eat roots and carrion, clay and leaves, is news which nobody wonders at … The sight of men and women lying helpless on the roadside, or if dead, torn by hungry dogs and magpies [and] of children being boiled and eaten up is so fearful as to make one shudder’ (cited in Thompson, Larry Clinton, William Scott Ament and the Boxer rebellion, McFarland, North Carolina, 2009, p. 21). Frank Dikötter, who relies mainly on official accounts in Chinese archives, concludes that there were few cases of peasants killing and eating family members and suggests that the issue has been sensationalised (Mao's Great Famine, pp. 320–3). Where cannibalism did occur, he says, it may have been encouraged by the spectacle of ‘state sponsored violence’. The prevalence of such practices in earlier famines gives the lie to that. Yang Jisheng, who treats the issue at much greater length, writes that both cannibalism and necrophagy were practised in every area where severe starvation occurred, and that in the worst-hit provinces, like Anhui, ‘there was not a single commune where cannibalism was not discovered’ (Tombstone, pp. 40–6, 141–4, 278–9, 289–90 and 302–4).


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Musings on Immortality




It would take five years to restore even a semblance of normality after the haemorrhaging away of wealth and population that Mao's stupendous folly had caused.

The first year of recovery was taken up with a desperate scramble to find whatever stopgap measures might serve to keep the People's Republic from falling apart. In Sichuan, and in three other western provinces, as well as Tibet, the PLA had to be called out to suppress armed rebellions, launched by starving peasants.1 In Henan, the militia, which had been created to give the communes a means of self-defence, went on the rampage, committing armed robberies, rapes and murders. The peasants referred to the militiamen as ‘bandit kings’, ‘tiger bands’ and ‘beating-up gangs’. There and in Shandong, another of the provinces where the excesses of the Leap had been most stark, government authority in many districts disintegrated altogether.2 Liu Shaoqi warned that China was facing a descent into anarchy, similar to that which the Soviet Union had experienced during the civil war in the early 1920s.3

To reduce the pressure on urban food supplies, 28 million city-dwellers were forced to move to the countryside – a feat that Mao described admiringly as ‘equivalent to deporting the population of a medium-sized country like Belgium’ (his arithmetic was faulty: it was three times the population of Belgium). Even then, massive grain imports were needed to feed those who remained.I In 1961, nearly six million tons of wheat were purchased abroad, mostly from Australia and Canada, some even from the United States, its origin disguised as being from Europe.4 Imports would remain at that level into the 1970s.

Alongside these practical measures, Liu and his colleagues began to re-examine the false assumptions on which the Great Leap had rested.

The difficulty, as always, was Mao.

His retirement to the ‘second front’ had not meant relinquishing power, merely exercising it in a different manner. Whereas before, the Chairman had set the pace and everyone else had followed, now he expected the other members of the Politburo Standing Committee to take the lead – but only in ways that were consonant with his own thinking. Peng Dehuai had learned to his cost that Mao alone was permitted to question the policies he had framed. Now Liu and Deng Xiaoping, in their turn, discovered the perils of being on the ‘first front’. ‘Which emperor took this decision?’ Mao demanded in March 1961, after Deng had proposed (without first securing his agreement) that agricultural policy should be handled differently in the north and the south.5

The result was extreme caution. Rethinking the ‘newborn things’ of the Great Leap Forward – the communes, the collective kitchens, the system of free supply – was resolutely avoided until it became clear which way the Chairman's own mind was working. Thus, in March 1961, the Central Committee strongly reaffirmed the value of communal eating arrangements.6 But when, a month later, Mao endorsed a report stating that communal dining halls had become ‘an impediment to developing production and a cancer in relations between the Party and the masses’, his colleagues instantly changed course.7 Within days, the Chairman's new line was being echoed by Liu Shaoqi, then making an inspection tour of Hunan; by Zhou Enlai, visiting Hebei; followed in quick succession by Deng Xiaoping, Peng Zhen and Zhu De.8 The repercussions were even felt in the labour camps, where China's prison population was set to making aluminium kitchen utensils, to replace the iron ones smelted down in the backyard steel campaign, so that peasant households might once more have the means to cook for themselves now that collective catering was at an end.9

In May, the supply system was abandoned as well. The amount of land that could be allocated for private plots was increased. The principle of ‘more pay for more work’ was restored, along with the Leninist slogan, ‘He who does not work shall not eat’ – a grim warning indeed at a time of mass starvation. Rural fairs and markets, which had been banned during the Leap, were authorised again, and pedlars and street-traders reappeared. That month, at a Central Committee work conference, Liu charged for the first time that the problems had not been caused by natural disasters, as the government had been claiming, but by ‘deficiencies and errors’ by leaders at every level.10 He went on:

In feudal society, the landlord used to squeeze peasants out of their grain ration. Today it turns out that we, too, have been squeezing peasants out of their grain ration … The problem in the last few years was caused by unrealistic grain-collecting quotas, unrealistic estimates, unrealistic procurement figures and unrealistic workloads … In Hunan people say that three tenths was natural calamity and seven tenths man-made … I don't think we can use [the analogy of] one finger [out of ten] to describe our setbacks. We must be honest … The Central Committee must take the main responsibility.11

The reference to ‘one finger out of 10’ – a formula which Mao regularly used to dismiss setbacks as minor – came dangerously close to a direct criticism of the Chairman. But Liu was careful to emphasize that the policies of the Great Leap had been ‘completely correct’ – the problem lay in the way they had been implemented ? and Mao let the charge pass, even acknowledging a measure of responsibility. His understanding of how to build socialism in China had not been profound enough, he said.

Finally, in September 1961, the Chairman made one last concession.

During the summer, with the leadership's approval, many communes had been subdivided to about a half, or a third, of their original size, in an attempt to make them less unwieldy. Now Mao informed his colleagues that he had decided that the basic management unit, which assigned each household its labour and shared out the fruits of the harvest, should also be made smaller, reverting from the ‘brigade’, grouping several villages, to the ‘production team’, equivalent to the original one-village co-operatives set up five or six years before. The aim was to restore the peasants’ motivation by linking their rewards directly to their own efforts and those of their neighbours, rather than making them pool their resources with families from other communities.12

It was a far cry from the principles Mao had set out in 1958. Then he had proclaimed that the superiority of the communes was that they were ‘first, big; and second, publicly owned’. Now the best he could hope for was that the concept of the commune might be preserved against the onslaughts of famine and nationwide demoralisation.

Once again, however, the Chairman's pre-emptive retreat turned out not to go far enough.

Part of the problem was that there had been so many twists and turns in the recent past that local cadres were reluctant to change course, even if the Politburo ordered them to, lest the wind shift yet again and they find themselves being denounced as Rightists.

Others – not only at the local level but including Politburo radicals like Kang Sheng; Ke Qingshi in Shanghai; and the Sichuan leader, Li Jingquan – were so closely identified with Leftist policies that any overt repudiation of the Great Leap would leave them politically exposed. Accordingly, they dragged their feet – Li Jingquan even to the point of defending communal eating after Mao himself had condemned it.

Both groups, moreover, noted that the Chairman remained deeply ambivalent about the change in direction that events had imposed. Not only did he refuse to admit that the previous policies had been mistaken – the furthest he would go was to say that no one was immune from error – but the plans which were worked out that year to revive commerce and industry, and to encourage new efforts in science, education, literature and the arts, all contained inherent ambiguities (and had to, in order to obtain Mao's approval), allowing them to be given either a radical or a moderate interpretation, depending on the prevailing political wind. Zhou Enlai summed up the unstable compromise on which the new policies were based by urging officials ‘on the one hand to wage class struggle, on the other to consolidate the united front’ – a squaring of the ideological circle which he knew quite well was impossible.13

In these circumstances, Mao's colleagues continued to adhere rigorously to the parameters the Chairman had laid down.

The steel and coal targets were cut back to levels which, for the first time since 1957, had some connection with reality. Industrial workers were permitted bonuses again, and factory managers given back their old powers. Deng, Liu and the Foreign Minister, Chen Yi (though not the ever-prudent Zhou Enlai) all elaborated on Mao's tacit admission that mistakes had been made – with both Deng and Liu quoting the peasants in areas they had visited as saying the famine was due ‘30 per cent to natural calamities, 70 per cent to human failings’.14 But no one said what the mistakes were, and still less who had made them.

The impasse, therefore, continued.

For the rest of the autumn, Mao, as befitted his new role on the ‘second front’, remained silent. His colleagues urged greater realism, but in such equivocal terms that no one was convinced. Lower-level officials held their fire, awaiting clearer signals.

The result was that, by December, there was still no sign of the economy bottoming out. In Anhui and other hard-hit provinces, cadres began experimenting with so-called ‘household responsibility systems’, under which land was contracted out to families to farm individually.15 Zhu De, on a visit to his native Sichuan, found cases of peasants abandoning the communes to grow crops on their own, and asked whether, in the current extremity, such expedients should not be officially approved, since ‘even if you don't write it in, it will happen anyway’.16

To Mao, that raised the spectre of collectivisation in the countryside unravelling altogether.

Accordingly, in January 1962, he summoned a Central Committee work conference in Beijing, to be attended not just by the two or three hundred senior officials normally present at such meetings, but by more than 7,000 cadres, drawn from county and commune Party committees all over China.

The idea behind this exceptional gathering was that it should mark a turning-point. But where Mao wanted the conference to call a halt to the erosion of socialist values, Liu Shaoqi and the other ‘first front’ leaders saw it as a moment of truth, when, at long last, lessons could be drawn from past errors and the Party would make a fresh start on the basis of consensus policies which the local cadres in attendance would convey directly and convincingly to the grass roots.

Liu set the tone with a report which lavished fulsome praise on Mao's correct guidance ‘at every critical moment’ and then repeated essentially the same charges, in somewhat watered-down form, that he had made the previous May. However, in the interval, the political mood had changed. As it had become increasingly obvious that the Leap had been a disaster, lower and mid-level cadres wanted to see the blame pinned where it belonged, on the national leaders who had caused it. It was one thing for Liu to criticise the conduct of the movement before an elite audience of Central Committee members and senior officials, quite another to voice the same complaints before thousands of cadres from the provinces. This time, when he declared, as he had in May, that ‘the primary responsibility for the shortcomings and errors in our work in these past few years lies with the Party centre’, there were immediate demands from the floor that he name the leaders responsible. Neither Liu, nor anyone else, was prepared to commit himself in open session.17 But a few days later, in committee, the north China leader, Peng Zhen, was more forthright. The Party Centre, he said, included Mao, Liu Shaoqi and the rest of the Politburo Standing Committee. To the extent that they were responsible, they should share the blame. Mao himself, Peng went on, was not immune from mistakes. It was he who had spoken of making the transition to communism in ‘three or five years’, and who had been behind the setting-up of the now abandoned communal kitchens. Even if he had been ‘only one-thousandth part mistaken’, failing to criticise him would ‘leave a bad influence on our Party … From Chairman Mao to every branch secretary, each bears a share of responsibility.’18

Ten days later, Mao gave his response:

Any mistakes that the Centre has made ought to be my direct responsibility, and I also have an indirect share of the blame because I am the Chairman of the Central Committee. I don't want other people to shirk their responsibility. There are some other comrades who also bear responsibility, but the person primarily responsible should be me.19

As a ‘self-criticism’, this was perfunctory in the extreme. Not only did Mao fail to acknowledge any personal errors of judgement, but there was no hint of an apology, no expression of remorse for the millions who had died, no admission of the true extent of the calamity that his policies had brought about. Instead, he sought to minimise his role, insisting that at all levels of the leadership ‘everyone has his share of responsibility’, and urging others to face their mistakes, too.

Those of you who … are afraid of taking responsibility, who do not allow people to speak, who think you are tigers, and that nobody will dare to touch your arse – whoever has this attitude, 10 out of 10 of you will fail. People will talk anyway. You think that nobody will really dare to touch the arses of tigers like you? They damn well will!

Minimal though it was, Mao's acknowledgement of liability electrified the meeting. He did not need to say more: in a Party which had learned to regard him as infallible, it was extraordinary enough for him to admit to any failings at all.

For the next week, tiger after tiger, from Zhou Enlai and Deng Xiaoping down, ritually flagellated themselves with detailed confessions of error.20 When the meeting ended, on February 7, there was a new sense, in the Politburo and among the regional delegations, that a page had been turned, and that it would at last be possible to give effect to the moderate, pragmatic policies that had evolved over the previous year.


For Mao, the ‘7,000-cadre big conference’, as it was afterwards known, had been a thoroughly disagreeable experience. He had not enjoyed criticising himself (while recognising that it was essential in order to draw a line under the past). He had been dismayed by the hostility shown by grass-roots delegates to Great Leap Forward policies, and by demands from the hall for an explanation of why the disaster had occurred. ‘They complain all day long and watch plays at night, they eat three full meals a day – and fart; that's what Marxism-Leninism means to them,’ he grumbled.21 He had relished even less the strictures of Peng Zhen – though the changed circumstances resulting from three years of famine and economic ruin meant that he could no longer respond as he had in the case of Peng Dehuai. The meeting had produced, too, a worrying undertow of support for the disgraced marshal's rehabilitation, now that his critique of the Leap had proved so well justified. Liu Shaoqi, who knew his own position would be at risk if Peng were vindicated, had vigorously squashed any suggestion that he be allowed to return, but in such a way as to let the audience understand that Peng's criticisms had been correct – his errors had been ‘colluding with Russia’ and ‘plotting against the Party leadership’.22

More than any of this, however, the Chairman was concerned that the meeting had done nothing to reassert basic socialist truths. ‘If our country does not establish a socialist economy,’ he had warned the delegates, ‘we shall become … like Yugoslavia, which is actually a bourgeois country.’23 There had been no response. Amid economic collapse, preserving socialist shibboleths was not uppermost in most delegates’ minds.

Accordingly, when the meeting ended, Mao withdrew to Hangzhou, where he spent the spring and early summer, leaving, for the first time, the triumvirate of Liu Shaoqi, Zhou Enlai and Deng Xiaoping in sole charge of Party and state affairs.24

In part, Mao was sulking: he had no wish to be involved in policies of which, deep down, he disapproved. In part, he was testing the waters: putting his colleagues in control on their own would show what stuff they were made of. But there was also a parallel with Mao's behaviour much earlier in his political career, when in the 1920s and 1930s, at critical moments, he had withdrawn, voluntarily or involuntarily, to await more propitious circumstances in which to effect his return.

He did not have to wait long.

In March, he sent his personal secretary, Tian Jiaying, to his home village of Shaoshan to see at first hand how the peasants were faring. Tian was astonished to find that all they wanted to talk about was the ‘household responsibility system’, of which both he and Mao strongly disapproved.25 Since collectivisation in 1955, they explained, the harvest had declined in each successive year. By farming on their own, they could reverse that trend. By May, Tian had been converted: family farming might be politically incorrect, but, in the desperate straits in which China found itself, it was the best way to increase production and it was what the peasants wanted.26 Chen Yun and Liu Shaoqi concurred. At a meeting of the Secretariat in June, Deng Xiaoping quoted a Sichuanese proverb: ‘It doesn't matter if the cat is yellow or black; so long as it catches the mouse, it is a good cat.’27 Deng Zihui, the agricultural supremo who had clashed with Mao over the setting-up of co-operatives, drew up a national programme for putting the ‘responsibility system’ into effect. In many areas, the peasants had already gone ahead anyway. That summer, 20 per cent of China's fields were being farmed on an individual basis.28

When Tian informed Mao of his findings, the Chairman's response echoed his words to Deng Zihui, seven years earlier: ‘The peasants want freedom; but we want socialism.’ There were times, he told Tian drily, when ‘we cannot completely heed the masses’, and this was one of them.29

For a few weeks longer, Mao held his fire. The situation in the countryside was still too critical for even him to risk rocking the boat. But at the beginning of July, when it became clear that the summer harvest would be better than in either of the previous two years30 – and that, therefore, agriculture was recovering without the ideological compromises that ‘responsibility systems’ would entail – he intervened decisively. Without bothering to inform the ‘first front’ leaders on the Politburo Standing Committee, he returned to Beijing, where he ordered Chen Boda, his former political secretary in Yan'an, now a Politburo alternate and a leading radical, to draw up a Central Committee resolution on strengthening the collective economy.31 As word leaked out that the Chairman was back, and on the warpath again, his colleagues ran for cover.

Deng Xiaoping issued a panicky instruction for the ‘black cat, yellow cat’ phrase to be deleted from the written texts of his speeches. Chen Yun left on sick leave, where he would languish on and off for the next fifteen years, returning to assume major responsibilities only after Mao's death. Liu Shaoqi got away with criticising himself for failing to prevent the other leaders’ mistakes. Even the ultra-cautious Zhou Enlai was upbraided for falling prey to pessimism. ‘We've been discussing difficulties and darkness for two years now,’ Mao fumed. ‘It's become a crime to look on the bright side.’32

Private farming, however, was not the Chairman's only grievance. He was also unhappy with the conciliatory stance Liu had adopted towards the United States and the Soviet Union. This had been prompted by a paper drawn up by Wang Jiaxiang, the Returned Student who, in the late 1930s, had helped to convince Stalin of Mao's claims to the leadership, and now headed the Party's International Liaison Department. At a time of acute internal strain, Wang had argued, China should try as much as possible to avoid international complications. Liu and Deng agreed. The spring brought faint signs of an easing of tension with India and the Soviet Union, and in June an understanding was reached with the Americans to avoid renewed conflict over Taiwan.33

To Mao, all this oozed betrayal.

On the very first occasion that he had ceded control to the men he had hand-picked to lead China when he himself passed on, they had shown themselves, on two crucial issues – opposing imperialism and ‘its running dog, revisionism’, abroad; and preventing capitalism at home – at best, capable of massive misjudgements; at worst, guilty of unprincipled compromises for short-term practical ends.

The Chairman launched his counter-attack at the annual summer work conference at Beidaihe. The ‘responsibility systems’, he declared, were incompatible with the collective economy. The Party, therefore, faced a stark choice: ‘Are we going to take the socialist road or the capitalist road? Do we want rural collectivisation or don't we?’ It was the same tactic that he had employed at Lushan, when he had confronted the Central Committee with an equally Manichaean choice between Peng Dehuai and himself. With Mao, there was never a middle path.

Having thus transferred the question of farming practices from the economic to the political arena, Mao raised again, as he had in January, the example of Yugoslavia as a country which had ‘changed colour’ by abandoning its socialist economy. Class struggle, he reminded his audience, continued under socialism, and, as developments in the Soviet Union had shown, ‘the capitalist class can be reborn’. The same thing, he implied, might one day happen in China.

A month later, at the Central Committee's Tenth Plenum, Mao reverted to those themes:

In our country, we must … admit the possibility of the restoration of reactionary classes. We must raise our vigilance and properly educate our youth … Otherwise, a country like ours may yet move towards its opposite. Therefore, from now on, we must talk about this every year, every month, every day … so that we have a more enlightened Marxist-Leninist line on the problem.34

Mao added, reassuringly, that there was to be no repetition of what had happened at Lushan, when ‘all [Peng Dehuai's] mother-fucking messed up the conference and practical work was affected’.35 This time, after tens of millions of famine deaths, not even he was willing to put class struggle in a position where it might again abort economic recovery. None the less, he declared, right-opportunism, or ‘Chinese revisionism’, as he now called it, existed ‘within the country and within the Party’, and had to be combated.36

So ended Liu Shaoqi's brief effort to put Chinese policy on a more rational basis, guided not by class struggle but by economic imperatives.

No one in the Politburo attempted to rein in Mao's pyromaniac ideological urges, any more than they had tried to curb his powers at the moment of his greatest weakness, at the ‘7,000-cadre big conference’, the previous January. As a result, the notion that a bourgeoisie might emerge within the Party, which Mao had first raised at Lushan in August 1959, was once again placed centre stage, now explicitly linked to a rejection of degenerate Soviet communism in a simple, four-character slogan: Fan xiu, fang xiu – ‘Oppose revisionism (abroad), prevent revisionism (at home)’.37 That fatal nexus would inform Mao's thinking, and dominate the politics of China, for the last fourteen years of his life.


The first outward sign of the new Leftist spin that Mao had so effortlessly imparted to Chinese policy-making in the autumn of 1962 came in the Himalayas. Armed clashes had broken out in July after Indian troops began establishing checkpoints along the disputed border between Tibet and India's North-east Frontier Agency. In October, after Nehru had spoken incautiously of ‘freeing occupied Indian territory’, Mao decided the time had come to teach ‘that representative of the reactionary national bourgeoisie’ a lesson. In a series of engagements, involving some 30,000 Chinese troops, Indian units were decisively defeated, and by the time the Chinese declared a unilateral ceasefire, on November 21, Nehru had been compelled to make a humiliating appeal for help to the West.

In the early stages of the conflict, Khrushchev had been more supportive than in China's last spat with India, in 1959. But he was then embroiled in a crisis of his own, in Cuba, where the CIA was about to discover the emplacement of Soviet missiles, and he needed Chinese support. Once the Cuban debacle was behind him, the Soviet leader reverted to his more usual, pro-Indian stance – causing Mao's disgust to redouble, not only at Khrushchev's betrayal of socialist solidarity but at the ill-judged mixture of adventurism and capitulation with which he had affronted the Americans. Within days, Sino-Soviet polemics, which had been muted since the Russians had excommunicated Albania at the end of 1961, resumed in full flood, culminating, a year later, in a series of nine immensely long open letters – known as ‘The Polemic on the General Line of the International Communist Movement’ – in which, for the first time, the Chinese attacked the Soviet Party by name (and the Russians responded in kind).38 By then Mao had decided that there was no longer any hope of persuading Khrushchev to change his views and that Beijing would need to assume the movement's leadership, even if it split as a result.39

Renewed militancy abroad was matched by militancy at home.

The decision to ban private farming led, in the winter of 1962, to a number of provincial initiatives which were soon afterwards brought together, with Mao's personal imprimatur, under the name, the Socialist Education Movement. Its raison d'être was simple. If the peasantry, and the local cadres who led them, were still hankering after capitalism in the form of ‘responsibility systems’, they needed to relearn the virtues of the collective economy and the superiority of socialism.

In its initial form, the movement was directed against cadre corruption, and such anti-socialist behaviour as arranged marriages, geomancy, sorcery, Buddhist and Daoist rites, and ancestor-worship. Meetings were held at which older commune members were encouraged to ‘speak bitterness’, dilating on the miseries of the old society in order to persuade younger peasants that, even in times of famine, life under the communists was preferable. Party propagandists created a new role model, a PLA soldier named Lei Feng, who had spent his military career washing his comrades’ bedding, helping the cooks to clean cabbages and old ladies to cross roads, under the motto, ‘It's glorious to be a nameless hero’, before dying selflessly for the good of the revolutionary cause. Lei was the quintessential rustless screw, whose devotion, unswerving loyalty and obedience to Mao and to the Party was catalogued in a diary of nauseating servility:

I felt particularly happy this morning when I got up, because last night I had dreamed of our great leader, Chairman Mao. And it so happens that today is the Party's 40th anniversary. Today I have so much to tell the Party, so much gratitude to the Party … I am like a toddler, and the Party is like my mother who helps me, leads me, and teaches me to walk … My beloved Party, my loving mother, I am always your loyal son.40

But the movement had to have a harder edge than merely ‘speaking bitterness’ and emulating Lei Feng. At a Central Committee work conference in February 1963, Mao asserted that the only way to prevent revisionism was by class struggle. ‘Once [this] has been grasped,’ he declared, ‘everything will be solved.’ Accordingly it was agreed that a nationwide campaign should be launched to carry out ‘Four Clean-ups’ in the countryside (to check production team accounts, granaries, housing, and the allocation of work-points), and ‘Five Antis’ in the towns (against embezzlement, graft, speculation, extravagance and red tape).41 Three months later, another work conference at Hangzhou drew up a formal programme for the movement, in which Mao depicted in apocalyptic terms what was at stake if the slide towards revisionism were not stopped:

If things were allowed to go on this way, the day would not be too far off – a few years, over 10 years, or a few decades at the most – when the resurgence of a nationwide counter-revolution becomes inevitable. It would then be a certainty that the Party of Marxism-Leninism would turn into a party of revisionism, of fascism. The whole of China would then change colour … The Socialist Education Movement is … a struggle that calls for the re-education of man … [and] for a confrontation with the forces of feudalism and capitalism that are now feverishly attacking us. We must nip their counter-revolution in the bud!42

After this call to arms, Mao once more retired to the sidelines to see how the ‘first front’ leaders would cope with the new mission he had entrusted to them.

It was a delicate assignment. Rural capitalism was to be suppressed, but rural markets and private plots, judged essential for economic recovery, encouraged. Mass criticism, to purge corrupt cadres, was to be promoted, but without any deleterious effect on production.

As the movement progressed, those issues paled into insignificance against the sheer scale of the task the Party leaders found they faced. Initially Mao had employed his usual rule of thumb to suggest that perhaps 5 per cent of the rural population had ‘problems’ that needed correcting. By the spring of 1964, both he and Liu Shaoqi were talking in terms of a third of rural production teams being controlled by hostile forces. An investigation group headed by Liu's wife, Wang Guangmei, which spent five months at Taoyuan, in Hebei, reported that the Party branch there was imposing ‘a counterrevolutionary double-faced regime’ and the branch secretary was a ‘Guomindang element’ who had sneaked into the Party. Not only was cadre corruption almost universal, but so many grass-roots officials had been purged in one political campaign or another in the course of the preceding ten years that there were no more ‘clean’ local leaders to draw on. Outside cadres, seconded to oversee the movement, found themselves having to replace one group of flawed officials with another equally dubious group because no one else was available.

To deal with that situation, Liu Shaoqi unleashed, in September 1964, the most sweeping purge of rural Party organisations ever undertaken in China.

One-and-a-half million cadres were mobilised, organised into work teams of 10,000 people or, in some cases, several tens of thousands, and despatched to selected counties for a minimum of six months, to act like a human wave, cleansing leadership groups from the village level up. The targets of the campaign were expanded to include ideology, politics and organisation, as well as economic offences. Violence was universal. Even in the initial moderate stages, 2,000 people died in one trial group of counties in Hubei, while in Guangdong, 500 committed suicide. Later, in the words of one lowly Party cadre, ‘all hell broke loose’. Wang Renzhong, one of Mao's favourite provincial leaders, who had been appointed First Secretary of Hubei, urged a ‘violent revolutionary storm’, in which most lower-level Party branches would collapse and power would be temporarily ceded to poor peasant associations. Liu Shaoqi himself spoke of the upheaval lasting five or six years.43

It was a prospect which should have entranced Mao, as an apostle of class violence. As 1964 drew to a close, he and Liu seemed closer in their thinking than at almost any time since the younger man had become Mao's heir apparent. But, as so often, appearances were misleading.


Mao's original plan to withdraw to the ‘second front’, first mooted in the early 1950s, had been designed partly to allow him to escape the routine duties of Head of State, which he detested, and to concentrate on strategic issues; and partly to give his putative successors experience in running the Party and state while he was still there to guide them. Events in the Soviet Union soon made this second reason primary. Malenkov, Mao said later, had failed to endure because Stalin had never allowed him to exercise real power in his lifetime. For that reason, he explained, ‘I wanted [Liu Shaoqi and the others] to have their prestige established before I died.’44

The Soviet Union's bad example did not end there. Khrushchev, in Mao's eyes, turned out to be an even less worthy candidate to continue the revolutionary cause, discarding not only ‘the sword of Stalin’ but ‘the sword of Lenin’ as well. Under his leadership, the Soviet Union became a revisionist state, practising capitalism. The inheritance of Marx and Lenin had been squandered – all because of Stalin's failure to groom revolutionary successors to carry on his cause.

Until 1961, Mao seems to have been in no doubt that Liu Shaoqi was the right choice to act as steward of his own revolutionary legacy. Liu was organisation personified, a remote, intimidating man, with no real friends, no outside interests and little sense of humour, whose phenomenal energy was channelled in its entirety into the service of the Party – which in practice meant making possible whatever it was that Mao wanted to happen. He was exacting with himself and his family; eschewed privilege of any kind; and cultivated a puritanical public persona which spoke of eighteen-hour workdays and a code of conduct so absolute that when he found out he was being paid an extra one yuan (at the time, about 30 pence) a day because he worked after midnight, he insisted on reimbursing every last penny through deductions from his salary.

When, in September of that year, Mao told Field Marshal Montgomery that Liu was his designated successor,45 it was made known widely among the upper echelons of the Party, apparently to prepare the ground for his withdrawal, at the next Party Congress, to become honorary Party Chairman, as foreshadowed by the 1958 constitution.

Each May Day and National Day, Liu's portrait was printed in the People's Daily, side by side with Mao's, and of equal size. His writings were studied alongside Mao's (as they had been during the Yan'an Rectification Campaign twenty years before), and at the Chairman's suggestion, work started on preparing an edition of his ‘Selected Works’, an honour up until then accorded only to Mao himself. One of Liu's essays from the 1930s, entitled ‘How to be a Good Communist’, was reissued as a pamphlet in an edition of 18 million copies.46

This did not mean there were no frictions between them. Unlike the pliant Zhou Enlai, who made a religion of loyalty to Mao, or the sycophantic Lin Biao, Liu had a mind of his own (which was what had led the Chairman to choose him as his deputy in the first place). At times – as in 1947, when Mao reproached him for excessive Leftism in the land reform movement; or in 1953, when he sought to use Gao Gang to curb Liu's independence – Liu's tendency to go his own way irritated him. But there was nothing to suggest that a breach was in the offing.

That began to change in the spring of 1962.

Liu's criticisms of the Great Leap Forward at the ‘7,000-cadre big conference’ were one factor. Far more important was what Mao saw as his lack of steadiness in the five months during which he withdrew to Hangzhou. At a series of Standing Committee meetings and a Central Committee work conference, Liu had warned that the situation was far worse than the Party had yet admitted and that further retrenchment was necessary.47 If Liu lost his nerve so easily when the economy failed to respond – authorising emergency measures that amounted to a sell-out of fundamental communist values – how could he be trusted to defend Mao's policies when the Chairman was no longer around? It was as though, by withdrawing, he had given Liu enough rope to hang himself, and his heir apparent had promptly obliged. In a revealing exchange after he returned to Beijing in July, Mao railed at the younger man: ‘Can't you hold the line? Why can't you keep things under control? … The [basic principles of our policy] have been refuted, the land has been divided up, and you did nothing! What will happen after I die?’. Uncharacteristically, Liu blurted out: ‘History will record the role you and I played in the starvation of so many people, and the cannibalism will also be memorialised!’48

The rift was papered over. For the next two years, Mao would reserve judgement, but his faith in Liu had been shaken.

The plan for him to retire as Honorary Party Chairman was not heard of again.49 Instead in a poem the following January, as he entered his seventieth year, he celebrated anew his implacable determination to move China along his chosen path:


So many deeds cry out to be done,
And always urgently;
The world rolls on,
Time presses.
Ten thousand years are too long,
Seize the day, seize the hour!
The Four Seas are rising, clouds and waters raging,
The Five Continents are rocking, wind and thunder roaring,
Away with all pests!
Our force is irresistible.50


The ‘pests’ were the Khrushchevite revisionists, with perhaps just a sideways glance at revisionists nearer home. But the subtext was Mao's realisation that he would have to lead from the front himself, because he could rely on no one else to do so in his place.

Mao's doubts about Liu showed up in other ways, too.

Starting from the summer of 1962, he began to develop alternative instruments of power, to act as a counterweight to the Party machine, controlled by Liu, as first Party Vice-Chairman; Deng Xiaoping, as General Secretary; and Deng's deputy, Peng Zhen.

That year, his wife, Jiang Qing, who had been kept away from the limelight since their marriage in Yan'an, twenty-five years before, began for the first time to play a public role.51 In September, her picture appeared on the front page of the People's Daily when Mao received President Sukarno of Indonesia. Three months later, when the Chairman triggered another onslaught against one of his favourite targets, China's intellectuals – this time on the pretext of eliminating revisionism from the nation's cultural life – Jiang Qing was ready and waiting to take up the cudgels on his behalf. Their personal relationship had ended long before. But politically she was his to command; her loyalty was beyond question; and she wanted nothing more in life than to prove her usefulness to him. As she put it, many years later: ‘I was Chairman Mao's dog. Whoever he told me to bite, I bit.’52 From April 1963 onwards, with Mao's encouragement and discreet help from Zhou Enlai, she began to nip the heels of Liu's cultural commissars and of the playwrights and film-makers, historians and philosophers, poets and painters that they favoured, until the whole of China's intellectual life took on the same, monotonous Maoist coloration as the ‘revolutionary model operas’ which she eagerly promoted.

Zhou Enlai himself, ever anxious to defend his corner of the Chairman's affections against Liu's depredations, became another indispensable part of Mao's new inner circle. The Shanghai Party leaders, under Ke Qingshi and his protégé, Zhang Chunqiao, served as a radical ginger group to promote policies of which the more conservative Beijing leaders disapproved. Mao's amanuensis, Chen Boda, took on a higher profile. So did Kang Sheng, who became the Chairman's informant in Deng Xiaoping's Secretariat.53 He soon showed that he had not forgotten his old tradecraft as secret police chief in Yan'an by setting up a ‘Special Case Group’ to investigate what he claimed was a covert attempt to promote the rehabilitation of Gao Gang. In a chilling foretaste of the tactics Kang would use against Mao's enemies in the great upheavals that lay ahead, thousands of people were interrogated and a senior vice-premier purged on the sole evidence of an unpublished historical novel, set in Gao Gang's old base area in Shaanxi,II one of whose leading characters was said to resemble him.


But the most important of Mao's placemen was Lin Biao, who, since his appointment in 1959, had worked single-mindedly to transform the PLA into a redoubt of ideological rectitude, the incarnation of Mao's view that men were more important than weapons, where politics was always ‘the supreme commander, the soul and guarantor of all work’, and Mao Zedong Thought was ‘the highest peak in today's world … [and] the apex of contemporary thought’.54 It was Lin who published the main article in the People's Daily, eulogising the fourth volume of Mao's Selected Works, when it appeared in 1960; Lin who offered the stoutest defence of the Great Leap at the ‘7,000-cadre big conference’; and Lin, a year later, who suggested that a handy compendium of the Chairman's aphorisms be compiled for soldiers to learn by heart, a proposal which led, in 1964, to the appearance of the ‘Little Red Book’ – the future bible of Chinese youth, talisman and touchstone of Mao's personality cult. Soon afterwards, in an attempt to revive the egalitarian simplicity of the early days of the Red Army, ranks and insignia were abolished; officers could be distinguished from other ranks only by the four pockets on their jackets, where ordinary soldiers had two. By then, the PLA was being held up as a model for the entire nation, exemplifying boundless loyalty, devotion and self-sacrifice.

None of Mao's moves up to the spring of 1964 indicated any definite conclusion about Liu's fitness as a successor.55 He continued to bracket Liu's name with his own as the two principal representatives of ‘Chinese Marxism-Leninism’.56

But the following summer, his doubts hardened.

One factor was evidently the realisation that, despite their apparent unity of views, Liu's aims in the Socialist Education Movement were different from his own. Deng Xiaoping told a Sri Lankan diplomat in February 1964 that he hoped Mao would not notice what they were doing because if he did he would surely disapprove.57 Liu wanted to use the movement to make the Party in the rural areas a reliable, disciplined instrument to enforce orthodox Marxist-Leninist economic policies. Mao wanted to combat revisionism by unleashing the energies of the masses.

As Mao took stock of this divergence, he was reminded of Liu's behaviour in the first half of 1962, and began to reflect anew on some of the things his heir apparent had said at that time, including a remark to the ‘7,000-cadre big conference’ about Mao's ‘three Red Banners’ – the Party's general line; the Great Leap Forward; and the communes.58 ‘We will continue the struggle to uphold the three Banners,’ Liu had affirmed, ‘but there are still some issues that are not clear. We will sum up experience again in five or ten years’ time. Then we may be able to resolve them.’59 A few months later, after Mao's return from Hangzhou, Liu had warned him: ‘History will judge what you and I have done.’ Xie Fuzhi had told him that Liu had once instructed him to draw up a report on the atrocities committed during the Leap by rural cadres against the peasants. ‘If we don't uncover it while living,’ Liu had said, ‘it will be uncovered by the next generation after we are dead.’60 At a time when Mao was deeply involved in the Chinese Party's polemic with Moscow, it was a small step to start wondering whether Liu's words were not an implicit threat to reverse China's policies after his death, as Khrushchev had done after Stalin.

Others stoked Mao's concerns. After reading Wang Guangmei's report on Taoyuan, Jiang Qing told him: ‘After Stalin died, Khrushchev made a secret report, and now you aren?t even dead and someone is making an open report.’61 Kang Sheng argued that Stalin had erred, not by repressing ‘counter-revolutionaries’ too harshly but by not repressing them harshly enough. It was his failure to ‘dig out’ people like Khrushchev that had allowed them to discredit him.62 The question was posed: would Mao make the same mistake?

By July 1964, these ideas had crystallised to a point where Mao approved a passage, in the ninth and last of the Chinese ‘open letters’ to the Soviet Party, which referred specifically to the issue of succession:

In the final analysis, the question of training successors for the revolutionary cause of the proletariat is one of whether or not … the leadership of our Party and state will remain in the hands of proletarian revolutionaries, whether or not our descendants will continue to march along the correct road laid down by Marxism-Leninism, or, in other words, whether or not we can successfully prevent the emergence of Khrushchev's revisionism in China … It is an extremely important question, a matter of life and death for our Party and our country.63

In retrospect, those lines offer a startling insight into the way Mao's mind was working. At the time, however, none of his colleagues saw anything untoward. Nor, apparently, did they pay attention to a subsequent paragraph, which spoke of successors being formed through mass struggle and tempered in ‘great revolutionary storms’.

Then, in October, Khrushchev was overthrown, accused by his successors of ruling by personal whim and imposing ‘hare-brained schemes’ on the long-suffering Russian people. Whether Mao drew a conscious parallel between his old adversary's comeuppance and the charges that could be made regarding his own style of rule is unclear. But, given the differences he now discerned between Liu Shaoqi's aims and his own, it must at the very least have made him feel vulnerable. A month later, Khrushchev's successors rebuffed a Chinese attempt to renew the dialogue between them, providing final confirmation that the Sino-Soviet schism was irrevocable and the world communist movement shattered into two unequal and irreconcilable halves.

Mao's claim to revolutionary immortality would now rest, more than ever, on the forging of a distinctive Chinese way from which true revolutionaries everywhere would draw their inspiration. This had been implicit in the nine ‘open letters’, which had been written on the basis that the fount of revolutionary knowledge – ‘Mekka’, as Sneevliet had called it, forty years earlier – had been transferred from Moscow to Beijing. As 1964 drew to a close, it became, for Mao, explicit – the ultimate goal to which he would devote the final years of his life.

His aim was no longer to make China rich. That was Liu Shaoqi's logic.

Revolutionary zeal was in inverse proportion to affluence. ‘Asia is more progressive politically than Britain and the United States, because Asia's living standards are much lower,’ he had written some years earlier. ‘Those who are poor want revolution … [In future] we countries in the East will become rich. When the [Western countries’] living standards fall, their people will become progressive.’64 The unstated corollary was that if China became prosperous it would cease to be revolutionary. It was politically impossible to say so outright – few Chinese would willingly embrace continued penury in pursuit of abstract ideological goals – but in practice, in the choice between affluence and revolution, Mao came down on revolution's side.

To make China a realm of ‘Red virtue’, in which class struggle would transmute human consciousness, generating a revolutionary continuum that would shine out like a beacon to the peoples of the world, Liu, and those who thought like him, together with the orthodoxy they represented, would have to be swept aside.

Other factors were no doubt also involved. The fact that Liu and Deng were attempting to carry out policies with which he did not agree may well have made Mao feel that power was slipping from his grasp. In fact his powers were undiminished. But, having withdrawn to the ‘second front’, he refused to descend from his eminence and involve himself in day-to-day policy, all the more since the last time he had done so, to launch the Great Leap Forward, it had ended in disaster. That failure still rankled, not so much for the millions who had died but because he had been proved wrong. The same was true, to a lesser extent, of the Hundred Flowers campaign, which had backfired and forced him to launch the anti-Rightist movement. This time he wanted to transform intellectual and economic life permanently; to find scapegoats for his earlier failures, for which he refused to acknowledge his errors, among those of his colleagues whose reservations had proved, to his great resentment, justified; and to settle once and for all the issue of his succession. But his overriding goal was to ensure that his revolutionary legacy would continue.

In this illuminated frame of mind, Mao attended a series of top-level leadership meetings in late November and December 1964, during which his behaviour was even more wilful and eccentric than usual.

On November 26, while discussing long-term defence planning, he suddenly expostulated: ‘you [Liu] are first deputy chairman, but something unexpected could happen at any time. Otherwise, once I die, you may not succeed. So let's change over now. You be Chairman. You be the First Emperor.’65 Liu cautiously declined, unfazed by Mao's grumbling that he no longer had the strength for the job and no one listened to him any more. Two weeks later, the Chairman spoke blackly of a capitalist class emerging within the Party and ‘drinking the blood of the workers’. On that occasion, the phrase, ‘leaders taking the capitalist road’, was used for the first time.66 Then, on December 20, he again spoke of Liu, rather than himself, being in charge. This time he argued that the Socialist Education Movement would have to be refocused – no longer aimed at corrupt cadres and peculating peasants, but at extirpating from the Party hierarchy, through the cleansing fire of mass struggle, all trace of revisionist thought. The ‘wolves’, the ‘power-holders’, would have to be dealt with first, Mao warned menacingly; the ‘foxes’ – the petty offenders – could be handled later.67

Unusually, Liu held his ground. He agreed with Mao that some provincial Party committees had become ‘rotten’, and that the ‘backstage Party bosses’ of corrupt officials should be targeted as a priority. But he made clear that he felt this should be done within the context of a movement whose principal focus remained the elimination of corrupt practices, rather than an ideological onslaught against ‘revisionism’.

Mao showed his displeasure at a banquet in the Great Hall of the People to celebrate his seventy-first birthday, on December 26, when, without naming names, he charged that Liu's views were non-Marxist, and that Deng was running the Party Secretariat as an ‘independent kingdom’. The following month, in a still more extraordinary outburst – reminiscent of his threat, five years earlier, to go to the hills and found a new Red Army if his colleagues sided with Peng Dehuai – he held up a copy of the Party constitution, and after stating icily that he had as much right to express an opinion as any other Party member, accused Deng of trying to stop him attending leadership meetings and Liu of endeavouring to prevent him from speaking. No less ominously, he recalled the dispute he had had with Liu and the rest of the Standing Committee in 1962 over ‘responsibility systems’. That had been ‘a kind of class struggle’, Mao declared. Now, a new struggle was looming, whose main task would be ‘to rectify the power holders within the Party taking the capitalist road’.

That incendiary phrase was included in new guidelines for the movement issued in January. There was one slight change of wording: instead of ‘power-holders’, the term, ‘persons in authority’, was used. In the original draft it was explicitly specified that such renegade communists might be found even in the Central Committee. But Zhou Enlai, who evidently had a shrewd idea of how the Chairman's mind was working, managed to get that modified to ‘Central Committee departments’.68

Liu Shaoqi himself, and most of the rest of the leadership, put down his remarks as the rumblings of a cantankerous old man, an ageing megalith, still capable of striking sparks, but increasingly imprisoned by the revolutionary dreams of his past. The crisis seemed to blow over. But Liu's fate had been sealed.69 All that remained was for Mao to find an appropriate means to dispose of him.




I In October 1960, when the extent of the famine became clear, Mao announced that he would adopt a vegetarian diet and this was widely publicised. It later emerged, however, that he continued to eat fish and seafood, as well as meat substitutes made from soybeans.

II Vice-Premier Xi Zhongxun was removed for endorsing a fictionalised biography of Liu Zhidan, who, together with Gao Gang, headed the Shaanxi base area when Mao reached Bao'an at the end of the Long March in 1935. He was rehabilitated after Mao's death and played a key role in the setting up of Special Economic Zones in Guangdong province, one of Deng Xiaoping's earliest initiatives to transform China's economy. Xi Jinping is his son.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Cataclysm




In February 1965, the Chairman despatched Jiang Qing to Shanghai. Her mission was to lay the ideological powder-trail which, at the opportune moment, he would light, triggering the tortuous events that would plunge China into the fiery chaos of the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution.1

The device which Mao chose to provoke the coming storm had originated six years earlier in his call to Party members to emulate the Ming bureaucrat, Hai Rui.2 Peng Dehuai had taken him too literally, and was purged for his pains. But the movement continued, and in 1959 and 1960 a number of works were written to illustrate Mao's theme, including an opera by a well-known scholar named Wu Han. Some of Mao's inner circle, including Jiang Qing, had argued that Wu's opera, which was entitled The Dismissal of Hai Rui, was an allegorical defence of Peng.3 Mao, who liked Wu's work, at first discounted the charge. But his attitude changed after he read an essay by Wu, accusing Zhu Yuanzhang, the founding emperor of the Ming dynasty, of murdering those he suspected of disloyalty in order to consolidate his political power.4 Mao liked to compare himself to the Ming emperor. The criticism was too close to home. By the beginning of 1965, he had decided that Wu's opera might have its uses after all.

Wu Han was not simply a historian. He was also a deputy mayor of Beijing and, as such, a protégé of Peng Zhen. Peng was both First Secretary of the municipal Party committee in the capital and deputy head of the Central Committee Secretariat, the core of the CCP's national machine. Like many of the top leaders, he was a remote, rather solitary figure, whose isolation made him vulnerable.

An attack on Wu, Mao realised, could serve as the thin end of a political wedge to split open Peng Zhen's empire. And behind Peng stood Liu Shaoqi.

In Shanghai, Jiang Qing enrolled the services of a radical left-wing journalist named Yao Wenyuan, who had first come to Mao's notice as a hammer of bourgeois intellectuals during the anti-Rightist Campaign. In conditions of extraordinary secrecy – Yao pretended to be ill, and retired to a sanatorium to work – she commissioned from him a 10,000-word diatribe denouncing Wu's work as a ‘poisonous weed’.5

The writing took all summer. The article went through ten drafts, three of which Mao worked on himself.6 They were couriered back and forth from Shanghai hidden in boxes containing recordings of revolutionary operas.7 Even after it was finalised in August, the Chairman waited another three months, during which he took the additional precaution of sending the disgraced Peng Dehuai, who had been under house arrest in the capital since 1959, to work in a minor defence post in Sichuan.

On November 10, 1965, when both Peng Zhen and Wu Han were travelling outside Beijing, Yao's essay was published in the Shanghai newspaper, Wenhuibao. On Mao's instructions, it contained no direct reference to the Peng Dehuai affair. That was kept in reserve. Instead, Yao accused Wu Han of having portrayed Hai Rui's support of the peasantry in such a manner as to generate sympathy for the idea of private farming (which was, of course, the issue that had fuelled Mao's dispute with Liu Shaoqi). The opera, he declared, should therefore be viewed as part of ‘the struggle of the capitalist class against the dictatorship of the proletariat … Its influence is great and its poison widespread. If we do not clean it up, it will harm the people's cause.’

In the Beijing Party committee, Yao's broadside caused consternation.

Ad hominem attacks were supposed to have been forbidden under guidelines laid down by the Propaganda Department earlier in the year. It was impossible to discover who had authorised it, and Peng Zhen, on his return, ordered the Beijing press, including the People's Daily, not to reprint it. A few days later he refused to permit its distribution in pamphlet form, leading Mao to complain retrospectively that Peng's control of Beijing was so tight that ‘not even a needle could slip through or a drop of water penetrate’.8

The Chairman could perfectly well, at that stage, have simply ordered the article to be republished. But he was still unwilling to reveal his hand. Instead, therefore, he brought into play his conciliator, Zhou Enlai. On November 28, Zhou summoned a meeting in Beijing, at which, after listening to the objections of Peng's colleagues that Yao had resorted to ‘abuse and blackmail’, he laid down that the correct approach, in literary matters of this kind, was ‘to allow the freedom of criticism and counter-criticism’.9 Two days later, accompanied by an editorial note to that effect, which Zhou himself approved, Yao's article finally appeared in the literary section of the People's Daily.

The needle had been slipped in.

On the same day that Yao Wenyuan's article was published in Shanghai, Mao announced to the Politburo Standing Committee the dismissal of Yang Shangkun, the Zunyi veteran who headed the CC's General Office. No reason was given at the time, but some months later Mao's colleagues were informed that Yang had authorised the bugging of his train in 1961.10 However, Mao had been aware of that for four years without taking any action. If he moved now it was because the General Office was the Party's communications centre, and he needed to ensure that it was in reliable hands. Yang was replaced by Wang Dongxing, the pudgy commander of the Central Guards Division, known as the 8341 Unit, responsible for the leaders’ security. Wang had been a member of the Chairman's entourage for more than twenty years, and his devotion to Mao was unquestioned.

Four weeks later, another high official was purged. Luo Ruiqing's career stretched back to the 1930s in Jiangxi. When Lin Biao had become Defence Minister, Mao had appointed Luo to serve as his Chief of Staff. But the two men had fallen out over the issue of whether the PLA should be primarily a professional or a political force, and Luo had unwisely suggested that Lin should ‘spend more time resting’ in order to conserve his health.When the issue was discussed by an enlarged meeting of the Standing Committee, several leaders expressed scepticism about Lin's claims that Luo had tried to push him aside. But instead of quashing the move outright, they agreed to set up an ‘investigating group’ under Zhou Enlai, Deng Xiaoping and Peng Zhen. Soon afterwards Luo resigned.11

Thus, by mid-December 1965, Mao's senior colleagues were struggling to make sense of a succession of inexplicable events. The Chairman had fired one Party veteran, Yang Shangkun, supposedly for errors committed several years before. He had acquiesced in, if he had not initiated, the purge of another, Luo Ruiqing, apparently to please Lin Biao. And he was encouraging an obscure literary campaign, which might, or might not, presage a full-scale attack against the Beijing Party organisation.

Liu Shaoqi, for one, was taking no chances. From the end of November on, with that fine instinct for self-preservation which all Mao's subordinates shared, he distanced himself from Peng Zhen, determined that whatever political fallout might come, it should not fall on him.12

In this tense climate, Mao made his second move.

Just before Christmas, in Hangzhou, he told Chen Boda and a small group of radicals from the Party journal, Red Flag, that Yao Wenyuan's article (in which he still admitted playing no part) had missed the point. The real problem with Wu Han's play lay in the last three words of its title: ‘Hai Rui dismissed from office’. ‘The Jiaqing Emperor dismissed Hai Rui from office,’ Mao said. ‘We dismissed Peng Dehuai from office. Peng Dehuai is indeed Hai Rui.’13 The importance of this statement was that it meant that Wu Han's case would in future be regarded as a political rather than a literary issue.

January was marked by a stalemate. Mao's remarks had not been publicised, even within the Politburo, and when one of Chen Boda's staff wrote an article, detailing for the first time (without identifying the source) the Chairman's explosive allegation that Wu had sought Peng Dehuai's rehabilitation, Peng Zhen got his allies in the Propaganda Department to block publication. But he was unable to halt the attacks on Wu altogether. February brought more bad news. Jiang Qing, with Lin Biao's encouragement, had begun working with the PLA's Cultural Affairs Department to promote a new movement against feudal and capitalist thinking.14 The implication was that the campaign against Wu Han was about to move into higher gear.

At this point the Beijing leader made a desperate, if belated, attempt to regain the initiative.

For the previous eighteen months, he had headed a Central Committee body known as the ‘Group of Five’,15 which Mao had set up to combat revisionism in the arts. At Peng's suggestion, its members now approved new guidelines for dealing with ideological disputes. The ‘February Outline’, as it became known, affirmed that a ‘gigantic struggle’ was under way ‘between Mao Zedong Thought, on the one hand, and bourgeois ideas on the other’, and acknowledged that Wu Han had committed political errors. But it also maintained that, as Zhou Enlai had laid down in November, academic quarrels should be resolved by scholarly, not political, means.16

On February 8, Peng and the rest of the group flew to Wuhan, where they reported to Mao. The Chairman did not explicitly endorse the ‘Outline’, but neither did he voice any objection. He asked Peng Zhen whether he thought Wu Han was an ‘anti-Party element’, and again expressed concern about the significance of ‘dismissed from office’. But he added that if there were no evidence of organisational links between Wu and Peng Dehuai, the historian might continue to serve as deputy mayor.17

Peng returned to Beijing, believing that he had weathered the storm.

Luo Ruiqing had not. In March, after weeks of struggle meetings, he attempted to commit suicide by jumping from the top of a three-storey building. When his colleagues heard the news, they reacted with derision. Liu Shaoqi sneered: ‘If you're going to commit suicide, you have to have some technique, that is, heavy head and light feet. But he landed feet first and his head was not touched.’ Deng joined in: ‘He jumped like a woman diver, [feet first], looking like a lollipop.’ Mao said simply: ‘How pathetic!’.18

That month Peng's case marked time. The Chairman groused to Zhou and Deng that he was running Beijing as an ‘independent kingdom’ and that the People's Daily had become a ‘semi-Marxist newspaper’.19

More worrying, had Peng known about it, was Mao's approval of a programmatic document, drawn up after the cultural forum held by Jiang Qing and the PLA, which stated that, since 1949, ‘we have been under the dictatorship of a black anti-Party, anti-socialist line which is diametrically opposed to Chairman Mao's thought’.20 Since Peng had been in charge of culture since July 1964, he was implicated; so was the Propaganda Department, run by an alternate member of the Politburo, Lu Dingyi; so, too, more generally, was the entire post-1949 cultural establishment. Here, for the first time, clearly stated, was the prospect of a wholesale rejection of existing cultural values.

Before making his next move, Mao waited until the end of March, when Liu Shaoqi had left the country on a month-long tour of Asia. He then let it be known that he wanted to see the ‘February Outline’ repudiated on the grounds that it ‘obscured class lines’. Wu Han and like-minded intellectuals were ‘scholar tyrants’, he declared, protected by a ‘Party tyrant’, Peng Zhen. He threatened to dissolve not only Peng's ‘Group of Five’ but the Central Committee Propaganda Department, which he referred to as ‘the palace of the King of Hell’, and even the Beijing Party committee itself.21

Mao's views were formally conveyed by Kang Sheng to a meeting of the Secretariat, presided over by Deng Xiaoping, on April 9.

Kang listed Peng's ‘mistakes’ in handing the Wu Han affair; Chen Boda listed his ‘crimes’ in matters of political line going back to the 1930s. It was decided to refer the case upward to the Standing Committee for decision.22 In the meantime, the ‘February Outline’ was annulled and Peng's ally, Lu Dingyi, was entrapped by a grotesque episode in which his wife was found to have been sending poison pen letters to Lin Biao's wife, Ye Qun, accusing her of being a loose woman and Lin a cuckold. The next time the Politburo met, each member found on his chair a handwritten note from Lin insisting that Ye had been ‘a pure virgin’ when they married.23 Such was Chinese politics at the highest levels of the leadership on the eve of the Cultural Revolution.

Ten days later, when Liu Shaoqi returned from Burma, the last stop on his Asian tour, he found a summons awaiting him to proceed straight to Hangzhou, where Mao had called a Standing Committee meeting to pronounce on Peng Zhen's fate. There the Chairman informed him that Peng and his alleged associates were to be purged, and that Liu himself was to deliver the verdict at an enlarged Politburo meeting to be held, in Mao's absence, in Beijing the following month.

This gathering began on May 4 and lasted more than three weeks.

Kang Sheng, seconded by Chen Boda and the Shanghai radical, Zhang Chunqiao, again acted as prosecutor. The existence of the ‘Peng Zhen-Lu Dingyi-Luo Ruiqing-Yang Shangkun anti-Party clique’, he asserted, proved that revisionism had emerged within the Central Committee, just as Mao had predicted during the debates over the Socialist Education Movement sixteen months before. Its members must be publicly criticised and removed from all their posts.24 Zhou Enlai accused the four of ‘taking the capitalist road’.25 Lin Biao spoke melodramatically of ‘the smell of gunpowder’ and ‘the decided possibility of a coup involving killings, seizure of power and restoration of the capitalist class’.26 Whether Mao himself believed that is another matter, but it was a useful means of stoking political tension.27 After the ‘clique’ had been purged, security in the capital was stepped up. If nothing else, it was a sensible precaution against the day when revolutionary turmoil would start in earnest.

On May 16, the meeting approved a Central Committee circular, ostensibly issued to replace the now discredited ‘February Outline’, but actually the first official salvo of what was to become known (in Chinese) as the ‘Great Revolution [to establish] Proletarian Culture’ – the Cultural Revolution. It had been a month in gestation, and Mao himself had revised it no fewer than seven times. The central political issue, the circular declared, was ‘whether to carry out or to resist Comrade Mao Zedong's line on the Cultural Revolution’. Peng Zhen and his allies were not the only traitors. There were other ‘people in authority taking the capitalist road’ who must also be cleared out:

These representatives of the bourgeoisie who have sneaked into our Party … are actually a bunch of counter-revolutionary revisionists. When the time is right, they will try to seize power, turning the dictatorship of the proletariat into a dictatorship of the capitalist class. Some of these people have already been exposed by us; others have not. Some are still trusted by us, and are being groomed as our successors, people of a Khrushchev type who are nestling right beside us. Party cadres at all levels must pay special attention to this point.28

The circular announced the replacement of Peng Zhen's ‘Group of Five’ by a new body, the Central Cultural Revolution Small Group, headed by Chen Boda, with Jiang Qing, Zhang Chunqiao and two others as his deputies, and Kang Sheng as adviser. Peng and his cohorts were cast into outer darkness – imprisonment in some cases, house arrest in others – and a Central Case Examination Group set up to investigate their ‘anti-Party conduct’.29

Thus, by mid-May 1966, Mao had signalled to the Party at large the broad aim of the great upheaval that he was so painstakingly preparing: the removal from power of ‘capitalist-roaders’ who were planning to betray the socialist cause. He had put in place a headquarters to direct it, which bypassed the Politburo and the mainstream Party chain of command and whose membership replicated precisely the quincunx of radical influence that he had begun assembling in 1962, apart from Lin Biao, for whom he had other plans. But it was far from clear, even to those closest to him, why he had set about it in the way he had, and still less what the final outcome would be. Men like Zhang Chunqiao and Kang Sheng would admit later that they never remotely imagined that when Mao spoke of ‘people of a Khrushchev type who are nestling right beside us’, he was pointing at Liu Shaoqi.30 If that escaped Mao's inner circle, how could Liu himself be expected to see it?

One consideration which had led Mao to act in so devious and convoluted a manner was deniability.

Had the initial attack on Wu Han gone awry, he could have blamed it on the excessive zeal of Jiang Qing, whose public role in cultural affairs would have made her a credible scapegoat. He was equally prudent in making Liu Shaoqi deliver the coup de grâce to Peng Zhen, while he himself stayed away. The rest of the leadership could hardly turn round and complain that Peng had been treated unfairly when they themselves had done the dirty work.

But there was also a more fundamental reason.

At the time of the last leadership clash, in 1959, the Chairman had been able to swing the rest of the Politburo behind him by turning it into a vote of confidence in himself. His adversary, Peng Dehuai, was an irascible, pig-headed old soldier, whose sharp tongue had made more enemies than friends. It had been relatively simple for Mao to depict him as a threat to Party stability. This time, the grounds for his action were, by any objective criterion, not just flimsy but totally non-existent. Mao wished to purge Liu Shaoqi, whose prestige was second only to his own, and the General Secretary, Deng Xiaoping, neither of whom had presented any overt challenge to his policies, and who both had the support of most of the older generation of the leadership. There was no conceivable basis on which, in a straightforward debate, Mao could have persuaded his colleagues that Liu and Deng should go.

Since a frontal assault was out of the question, the Chairman fell back on the guerrilla tactics he knew best. ‘War is politics’, he had written. ‘Politics is war by other means.’ It evidently never entered Liu's head that Mao's actions might be the prelude to a larger conflict. He saw only that the Chairman was bent on launching a new movement to revolutionise culture, and that Peng Zhen had got in the way.

Had the rest of the leadership joined together at that point to stop him, they might conceivably have averted the disaster bearing down on them. But to do so would have required them to confront Mao face to face, in the Politburo Standing Committee. None had the stomach for that kind of fight.

The same mixture of cowardice and self-interest that had made possible Peng Dehuai's fall at Lushan was still more pronounced in 1966. The sanctification of Mao and his writings, promoted assiduously by Lin Biao, had by then reached such undreamed of heights that to oppose him directly had become unthinkable. In any case, Mao left nothing to chance. Liu Shaoqi's absence until the eve of the Hangzhou meeting meant that there was no time to organise resistance, even had anyone wished to. The subsequent Politburo session in Beijing was enlarged, on Mao's instructions, to include sixty of his hand-picked supporters. Although they could not vote, their presence made reasoned discussion impossible.

Yet there were warning signs that should have told the leadership that this latest movement would be unlike any Mao had launched before.

The May 16 Circular had referred to ‘a revisionist line’ within the Party – a term which harked back to the epic struggles of the Party's early days, against men like Li Lisan and Wang Ming – and had predicted ‘a great revolution, more profound, more complex and more arduous’ than any undertaken in the past. Zhou Enlai had warned that it would ‘target the centre rather than the localities, … higher levels rather than lower levels’.31 The language of the polemics was more extreme, more emotionally charged – geared to whipping up a mob to frenzy rather than making a political case. Personal and political motives were from the start inextricably mixed. Mao's use of Jiang Qing, and of a coterie of personal trusties, and Lin's reliance on Ye Qun, reinforced this trend.

One other development in May might have alerted Liu Shaoqi to the plot that Mao was brewing.

Yao Wenyuan published a new polemic, this time attacking not only Wu Han but two of his collaborators – Deng Tuo, the one-time People's Daily editor whom Mao had excoriated in 1957 for failing to publicise the ‘Hundred Flowers’; and a novelist named Liao Mosha – who had worked with him in the early 1960s on a weekly satirical column entitled ‘Notes from a Three-family Village’. The column, Yao now claimed, had used Aesopian language to attack Mao by innuendo in the time-honoured Chinese tradition of ‘pointing at the locust tree in order to revile the mulberry’.32

The charge was almost certainly unfounded. Although, with hindsight, pieces with titles like ‘The Royal Way and the Tyrant's Way’ and ‘Amnesia’ (describing a mental disorder for which the only cure was ‘complete rest’) seemed written in such a manner that they could only apply to Mao – no one in China made that connection at the time, any more than anyone at the time had seen ‘Hai Rui Dismissed from Office’ as a defence of Peng Dehuai. Instead the essays were read as witty caricatures of lower-level officials whose stupidities had contributed to what were euphemistically called the ‘three years of natural disaster’ – which was no doubt all they were.

But the point of Yao's article lay elsewhere.

If a Politburo member, Peng Zhen, had been able to install a ‘black anti-Party, anti-socialist line’ opposing the Chairman's cultural policies; and if a group of Party writers had been able, for four years, to lampoon him with impunity in the public prints of the capital – why had the man Mao had placed in charge of the Party, Liu Shaoqi, done nothing to stop it?

There were only two possible answers. Either Liu was incompetent, or he was in league with Mao's opponents.

*

Having completed his preliminary dispositions, Mao set in motion the next stage of his infernal machination.

On May 14, Kang Sheng sent his wife, Cao Yiou, to Beijing University to make contact with the Party Secretary of the Philosophy Department, a radical firebrand named Nie Yuanzi.33 Ten days later, after Cao had given Nie assurances of high-level backing, she and a group of supporters wrote a wall-poster accusing the university president, Lu Ping, of having suppressed Mao's directives on the Cultural Revolution, and pasted it up on the same wall, outside the university canteen, where the ‘Hundred Flowers’ movement had blossomed, nine years earlier. It urged students and lecturers ‘resolutely, thoroughly, cleanly and completely to eliminate all demons and monsters, and all Khrushchev-type counter-revolutionary revisionists, and to carry the socialist revolution through to the end’.34

The University Party Committee, which Lu Ping chaired, went into overdrive. By next morning, hundreds more posters had appeared, most of them condemning Nie's group.

On June 1, the promised ‘high-level backing’ arrived.

Mao in person endorsed Nie's poster, and ordered it broadcast by radio stations throughout China. The People's Daily, which had been taken over two days before by Chen Boda, denounced the university as ‘a stubborn anti-Party and anti-socialist bastion’ and Lu Ping as the leader of a ‘black gang’.35 Nie became an instant celebrity. Telegrams of support poured in from all over the country. Students from other Beijing colleges flocked to the university to see her, and to seek guidance on how to deal with recalcitrant Party committees at their own institutes of higher learning.

Secondary-school pupils in the capital, led by the offspring of the elite (who heard from their parents of the political convulsions under way), moved even faster.

At the end of May, an enterprising, forever nameless pupil at the Qinghua University Middle School had coined the term hongweibing – ‘Red Guard’.36 The movement to which this gave rise spread through Beijing's schools like wildfire, fuelled by a campaign to adulate Mao that became more extravagant and outlandish with every passing day. Lin Biao had started it with a speech to the Politburo on May 18, when he asserted: ‘Chairman Mao is a genius … One single sentence of his surpasses 10,000 of ours.’37 The People's Daily then took up the cry: ‘Chairman Mao is the red sun in our hearts. Mao Zedong Thought is the source of our life … Whosoever dares to oppose him shall be hunted down and obliterated.’ Mao's works, it said, were ‘more precious than gold’; ‘every sentence is a war drum, every utterance a truth’.38

On June 3, two days after Mao endorsed Nie Yuanzi's poster, a new Beijing Party Committee was appointed to replace Peng Zhen and his ousted ‘black hands’, prompting ritualistic demonstrations of support in which enthusiasm was tempered by puzzlement, as the reasons for Peng's dismissal remained secret. Ten days later the government decreed that all schools and universities (and even kindergartens) should ‘temporarily’ close so that the students and staff could devote themselves full-time to class struggle.

Liu and Deng watched these developments with dismay and growing bafflement.

Already during the spring, there had been a foretaste of the ruthlessness with which the anti-revisionist witch-hunt would be pursued. The crippled Luo Ruiqing was brought in to struggle meetings in a wicker frame of the kind normally used to carry vegetables to market.39 After the publication of Yao Wenyuan's article, Deng Tuo committed suicide. Less than a week later, it was the turn of Mao's secretary, Tian Jiaying. Accused of obstructing the campaign against Wu Han, he, too, killed himself.40 Suicides had long been a common feature of political movements in China, but there had been no case of a senior Party official taking his own life since Gao Gang, in 1954. The deaths of Deng Tuo and Tian Jiaying were widely seen as the traditional Chinese scholar's way of protesting against injustice.

To these grim events within the political establishment was now added spiralling turmoil in colleges and schools.

Liu and Deng knew full well – having witnessed the effects nine years earlier, during the ‘Hundred Flowers’, not to mention their own youthful experience as student agitators – how quickly campus disorders, once ignited, could set the whole country aflame. This time, moreover, Chen Boda, evidently with Mao's approval, was publishing incendiary editorials which stoked the fire still higher. The usual recourse in such circumstances was to send in outside work teams, which carried out rectification and reorganised defective Party committees. This had already been done, as a stop-gap measure, at Beijing University. But was it what the Chairman wanted?

Liu and the other ‘first front’ leaders were out of their depth.

Mao was still in Hangzhou. He had not set foot in the capital since the previous November. Liu telephoned to ask him to return and take charge of the movement himself. Mao replied that he would remain in the south a little longer, and they should deal with the situation as they thought best. A few days later, Liu and Deng flew down to seek instructions directly. Mao gave the same response. This time he did vouchsafe that the use of work teams was not excluded, only ‘whether they should be sent or not sent, they must not be sent in hastily’.41 The phrase was ambiguous, and designedly so.

None the less, on that basis, teams of Party cadres and Youth League members were despatched to all institutions of higher learning in the capital and other large cities, under instructions to restore order and bring the movement under their control.42

This orthodox, top-down approach sat ill with the fiery exhortations being pumped out by the People's Daily and other newspapers. It also failed to acknowledge the students’ genuine grievances. At Chinese universities, on the eve of the Cultural Revolution, the problems which the ‘Rightists’ had raised during the ‘Hundred Flowers’ had not only not gone away; they were now, in most cases, far worse. Mao's charges that Party bureaucrats at the universities behaved like ‘scholar tyrants’ resonated among those who had had to suffer their arbitrary whims. Incompetent staff members were protected; originality was repressed; cronyism and nepotism were rampant. The preferred method of teaching was still ‘duck-stuffing’ – as it had been in the 1930s – since rote-learning carried less political risk. Party and Youth League members got the plum job assignments; and, because the economy was still floundering, there were far fewer of those to go round.

Within days, conflicts developed. The work teams treated the student rebels as ‘anti-Party and anti-socialist elements’. The radicals held that Liu's men were ‘black gangsters’ in league with the ousted Party committees. By late June, nearly forty teams had been manhandled out of the campuses. In response, Liu branded thousands of students as ‘Rightists’ and struggle sessions were organised against their leaders. Faculty members who supported them were detained as counter-revolutionaries.43

In retrospect, it is hard to understand how Liu and Deng could have misjudged so fundamentally Mao's intentions.

At the time, however, the enormity of what the Chairman was contemplating was beyond the comprehension not only of his adversaries but even of his allies. That he had decided to unleash the masses against the Party itself was too far-fetched for any in the Politburo to believe. When radicals at Beijing University staged a struggle meeting at which Lu Ping and sixty other ‘black gang elements’ were forced to kneel, wearing dunce's caps, their faces blackened, clothes ripped, and wall-posters plastered all over their bodies, for students to pummel and kick, to yank their hair and bind them with ropes, before parading them through the streets, not only Liu Shaoqi but also Chen Boda and Kang Sheng declared it to be a ‘counter-revolutionary incident’ whose authors must be severely punished.44

While Mao concealed his hand, each tried to make sense in his own way of the events that were unfolding. To Liu and Deng, it was a sinister re-run of the ‘Hundred Flowers’, to ‘lure the snake out of its hole’ and expose those who retailed capitalist ideas, while at the same time teaching a lesson to youths who were hoodwinked by them. Chen Boda and Kang Sheng were beginning to understand that Mao was out to curb the power of Liu Shaoqi, but saw it as part of a renewed effort to radicalise policy, not as the start of an onslaught aimed at demolishing the Party system.

The time was fast approaching when they would all be disabused.

On July 8 Mao wrote to Jiang Qing from Wuhan:

Great disorder under heaven yields to great order. And after seven or eight years, great disorder starts all over again. Monsters and demons leap out. Given their class nature, they cannot do otherwise … I am confident, even though I doubt myself a bit. I always feel that when there are no tigers on the mountain, the monkey becomes king. That's how I became such a king … I am part tiger (that is the main part) and part monkey (that is secondary). I've already quoted [to you] a few sentences from the letter which Lu Gu of the Han dynasty wrote to Huang Zhong: ‘Whatever is tall bends easily. Whatever is white is easily soiled. The more difficult the song, the fewer are able to sing it. When a man is famous, it is hard for him to live up to his fame.’ Those last two sentences sum up my situation exactly … Things always go to the opposite extreme … The black band is trying to overthrow the Party and to overthrow me … Our present task is to overthrow the rightists (at least partially, for to do so completely is impossible) … In seven or eight years another movement will have to be launched to wipe out the monsters and demons, and that will be repeated many times in the future.45

Mao's trap was about to be sprung. Having spent the years since the Great Leap biding his time with the cunning of the monkey, it was time to become a tiger again.46 As he had told Kang Sheng, in Yan'an, a quarter of a century before: ‘Melons ripen. Don't pick them when they are not yet ripe. When they are ready, they will just drop off.’

*

On July 16, Mao swam for over an hour in the Yangtse near Wuhan, drifting nine miles downstream with the current. It was a demonstration of vigour, a metaphor for throwing himself back into the fray. Photographs of the 72-year-old Chairman's exploit were printed in all Chinese newspapers, and newsreels shown at cinemas.47

Two days later, without informing Liu Shaoqi, he flew back to Beijing.

That night, in a further snub, Mao, closeted with Chen Boda and Kang Sheng, refused to receive the Head of State.

Soon afterwards he told Liu that sending the work teams had been a mistake. Jiang Qing went to Beijing University, where she told radical students: ‘Whoever does not join us in rebellion, let him stand aside! Those who want revolution, stand with us!’ Chen Boda declared that the mass struggle session against Lu Ping had, after all, been a revolutionary, not a counter-revolutionary, event. On the 24th, Mao called for the work teams to be withdrawn altogether, describing Liu's policy as ‘an error of orientation’. Two days later, the members of the Cultural Revolution Small Group went to Beijing Normal University where, at a mass rally, they called on the students to ‘overcome all obstacles, liberate their thinking and carry out a thorough-going revolution’.48

At a rally of 10,000 teachers and students in the Great Hall of the People on July 29, Liu criticised himself for the work teams’ errors. But now there was an edge of resentment to his words, a dawning realisation that Mao had set him up. ‘You ask us how this [cultural] revolution should be run,’ he told them. ‘I tell you frankly, we don't know ourselves. I believe that many comrades of the Party Centre and many members of the work groups do not know.’ The result, he added pointedly, was that ‘even when you have made no mistakes, someone else says you have’. Deng and Zhou Enlai, who spoke before him, had explained the errors of the previous month as ‘old revolutionaries encountering new problems’ with which, as Zhou put it, ‘we were not familiar’. At that, Mao, who, unknown to them, was listening in a room nearby, snorted, according to his doctor: ‘Old revolutionaries! Old counter-revolutionaries is more like it!’ As the rally ended, Mao strode onto the stage to wild applause from the audience, ostentatiously ignoring both Deng and Liu.49

On August 1, the Chairman convened a Central Committee plenum – the first for almost four years – to approve the political and ideological basis on which the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution should be conducted.50 In his political report, Liu again acknowledged mistakes in the work teams’ approach. But, as before, he suggested that these resulted more from a lack of clarity (on the part, he implied, of Mao) than from any fundamental error in line. The debate that followed made clear that there was a good deal of sympathy for his views.

Accordingly, three days later, Mao convened an enlarged meeting of the Politburo Standing Committee, where he likened the sending of the work teams to the suppression of student movements by the northern warlords and Chiang Kai-shek's Guomindang. Without naming them, he accused Liu and Deng of carrying out ‘an act of suppression and terror ’, and added menacingly: ‘There are “monsters and demons” among people present here.’ When Liu retorted that he was ready to assume responsibility, since he had been in charge in the capital at the time, Mao sneered: ‘You were exercising dictatorship in Beijing. You did a fine job!’.51

This inflammatory statement was immediately circulated as a conference document. Like his speech at Lushan, condemning Peng Dehuai, seven years before, Mao's anger left the plenum transfixed. That night Liu received a student work team at Zhongnanhai and told them: ‘I've made mistakes. You may expose them. You may expel me from the Party, you may remove me from office … It is right to bombard the headquarters’.52

The following day, Mao appropriated that phrase for a document he entitled, ‘Bombard the Headquarters! – my big-character poster’, which was distributed to the plenum on August 7. Since mid-June, Mao asserted, certain ‘central leading comrades’, who had opposed him on two previous occasions – in 1962 (over private farming) and in 1964 (over the Socialist Education Movement) – had been resisting the Cultural Revolution and trying to install a bourgeois dictatorship: ‘They have inverted right and wrong, and confused black and white. They have encircled and suppressed revolutionaries, and stifled opinions different from their own. They have practised White terror, glorifying capitalism and denigrating the proletariat. How venomous!’ The poster's title reinforced the attack by implying that the unnamed ‘leading comrades’ had formed a bourgeois headquarters within the Party.53

Mao's poster confirmed what Liu had begun dimly to apprehend some days earlier: the Chairman had decided to get rid of him.

With Liu's days numbered, his allies in the Politburo, led by Deng Xiaoping, and his supporters in the Central Committee, waited for the axe to fall on them too. It did not. Mao was still taking no chances. On his instructions, Chen Boda, Kang Sheng, the Public Security Minister, Xie Fuzhi, and other radical spokesmen concentrated all their fire on the Head of State. Few of those present understood what Liu was supposed to have done wrong. But nor did anyone try to defend him. For thirty-two years, since the start of the Long March, no one had picked a fight with Mao and won. August 1966, with the Chairman stirring up mayhem in the leadership and the country at large, did not seem the best time to start.

The previous day, Mao had sent a plane to fetch Lin Biao from Dalian, where he had gone with his family to escape the summer heat. Zhou Enlai met him at the airport and, as they drove into Beijing, briefed him on what was going on. Then the Chairman himself received him, and informed him that he was to become deputy leader of the Party in Liu's place. Lin, who was only too well aware of the danger of such a dizzying promotion, tried to refuse, pleading poor health. But Mao's mind was made up.54

On August 8, the CC meekly passed – by unanimous vote – a document, to which Mao himself had put the finishing touches, known as the ‘Sixteen Points’. It was the blueprint for the daluan, the ‘great chaos’, that would engulf China for the next three years.

The Cultural Revolution, it declared, was ‘a great revolution that touches people to their very souls’, an ‘irresistible general trend’, which would vanquish bourgeois and feudal ideology, and instil a ‘proletarian world outlook’, exemplified by ‘the great Red banner of Mao Zedong Thought’. It was a revolution from the bottom up, in which the masses would liberate themselves and oppose ‘old ideas, culture, customs and habits’. ‘Trust the masses,’ Mao exhorted the Party, ‘rely on them, and respect their initiative, cast out fear and don't be afraid of disturbances.’ He had said much the same in 1957. But this time his shock troops were ‘revolutionary young people’, ‘daring and courageous path-breakers’. Their task was different, too, from that of the bourgeois intellectuals he had unleashed during the ‘Hundred Flowers’. The target now was not the sloth and arrogance of bureaucratic cadres, but ‘all those people in authority who are taking the capitalist road’.55

Mao was not quite ready to say openly that Liu Shaoqi was their chief. But when the plenum elected a new Politburo Standing Committee – on the basis of a list drawn up, not, as the rules required, by the Party's Organisation Department, but by Jiang Qing, in accordance with Mao's private wishes – Liu slipped from second to eighth place in the rank order. The ‘first’ and ‘second’ fronts disappeared. Lin Biao became Mao's sole deputy, with the title of Vice-Chairman. Premier Zhou Enlai, as before, ranked third, but, like the ailing Chen Yun and Zhu De, was now merely a Standing Committee member. They were joined by Mao's radical allies, Chen Boda and Kang Sheng, and by the Guangdong leader, Tao Zhu, who had replaced Peng Zhen in the Secretariat. Deng Xiaoping found himself promoted – despite his association with Liu – from seventh to sixth place in the hierarchy.56 His case was merely postponed.

On the day the plenum opened, August 1, Mao had written a letter expressing ‘warm support’ for the Red Guards at Qinghua University Middle School, where the movement had been launched. ‘You say it is right to rebel against reactionaries,’ he told them. ‘I enthusiastically support you.’57 It was the signal for Red Guard organisations, which until then had been confined to the capital, to spread all over China.

Two weeks later, a million Red Guards, some from as far away as Sichuan and Guangdong, converged on the capital for the first of ten gigantic rallies in Tiananmen Square. At midnight on August 17, detachments of schoolchildren and college students, singing revolutionary songs and carrying red silken banners and portraits of the Chairman, began marching down Changan dajie, the Avenue of Eternal Peace, to take up their positions. Mao's appearance was timed to coincide with the first rays of the rising sun. Shortly after 5 a.m., he walked out from the Forbidden City and mingled briefly with the crowd, before retiring to the pavilion above the gate to meet Red Guard representatives.58

To underscore the mood of militancy, the Chairman, like the rest of the Politburo, wore a green PLA uniform – something he had not done since the despatch of Chinese forces to Korea in 1950.

The meeting opened with the playing of the Maoist anthem, ‘The East is Red’. Chen Boda and Lin Biao whipped up the fervour of the crowd, praising Mao as the ‘Great leader, Great teacher, Great helmsman and Great commander’. Then a girl student from a Beijing middle school – who was also the daughter of a veteran Red Army general59 – pinned a Red Guard armband to Mao's sleeve, triggering scenes of delirium among the young people crammed into the square below. Mao himself said nothing. He did not need to.

Let me tell you the great news – news greater than heaven [ran one typical letter home] … I saw our most, most, most, most, dearly beloved leader, Chairman Mao! Comrades, I have seen Chairman Mao! Today I am so happy my heart is about to burst … We're jumping! We're singing! After seeing the Red Sun in Our Hearts, I just ran around like crazy all over Beijing … I could see him ever so clearly, and he was so impressive … Comrades, how can I possibly describe to you what that moment was like? … How can I possibly go to sleep tonight! I have decided to make today my birthday. Today, I started a new life!!!60

An orgasm of devotional enthusiasm swept feverishly through the streets. A few independent spirits saw through the divine charade, like the student who wrote a few weeks later: ‘The Great Cultural Revolution is not a mass movement, but one man moving the masses with the barrel of a gun.’61 But the vast majority did not. Mao had found his new guerrilla army to assault the political heights. A whole generation of young Chinese was ready to die, and to kill, for him, with unquestioning obedience.

And kill they did.

`It began within days of the August 18 rally. One of the first victims was the eminent writer, Lao She, author of Rickshaw Boy and Teahouse. With some thirty other cultural figures, he was taken to the courtyard of the former Confucian Temple in Beijing. There they were given yin-yang haircuts (with one half of the head shaven, the other left uncut); black ink was poured over their faces; and signs labelling them as ‘ox demons and snake spirits’ hung around their necks. Then they were made to kneel as the Red Guards beat them with stakes and leather belts. Lao She, who was sixty-seven, lost consciousness. When he was sent home, in the early hours of next morning, his clothes were so thick with congealed blood that his wife had to cut them from his body. Next day he drowned himself in a shallow lake, not far from the Forbidden City.62

Thousands of lesser victims met similar fates. There was scarcely a housing block in Beijing where the Red Guards did not beat at least one person to death. Over four days at the end of August, in one small suburban area, 325 people were killed, ranging from a six-week-old baby (the child of a ‘reactionary family’) to an old man in his eighties.63

The rapidity with which peaceable, idealistic young students were transformed into avenging furies astounded older people. Perhaps it should not have done. The generation which had grown up after 1949, unable to remember the civil war and the hardships it had entailed, was markedly different from its forebears (as were its counterparts elsewhere, whose energy fuelled the civil rights and anti-war movements in the United States, May 1968 in France and ‘communism with a human face’ in Prague). What they had in common was frustration with the values of their parents and revolutionary zeal to overthrow the systems they represented.64 In January 1965, Peng Zhen had warned his Politburo colleagues that in the schools which their own children were attending, violence festered beneath the surface and risked exploding into ‘indiscriminate struggle’.65 This was the energy that Mao harnessed to drive the Cultural Revolution. The Chairman saw it as a sign of the Chinese people's ‘fighting spirit’.66 How many times before, from the May Fourth movement in 1919, to the ‘Hundred Flowers’ forty years later, had apparently tranquil campuses erupted in a matter of hours to become seething cauldrons of political agitation? This time, the most powerful man in the land, Mao himself, had personally pointed the way, recalling (in the ‘Sixteen Points’) that revolution was ‘an act of violence whereby one class overthrows the power of another’.67 Lin Biao urged them to ‘smash the Four Olds; – ‘old thought, old culture, old customs and old practices’ – and the Security Minister, Xie Fuzhi, ordered the police not to interfere:

Should Red Guards who kill people be punished? My view is that if people are killed, they are killed; it's no business of ours … If the masses hate bad people so much that we cannot stop them, then let us not insist .… The people's police should stand on the side of the Red Guards, liaise with them, sympathise with them and provide them with information, especially about the five black categories – the landlords, rich peasants, counter-revolutionaries, bad elements and Rightists.68

It was rarely put that bluntly. However, a central directive, approved by Mao on August 22, laid down that ‘mobilising the police to suppress the student movement is strictly prohibited’,69 and Xie went little further than Mao himself had done, when he had declared, shortly before the communist victory in 1949, he had declared: ‘the state apparatus, including … the police and the courts … is the instrument by which one class oppresses another. It is an instrument … [of] violence.’70

Violence, revolution and power were the trinity by which Mao had struggled to realise his political vision all through his long career.

In the 1960s, violence served the same purpose as it had in the Hunan peasant movement in 1926, in the ‘land investigation movement’ in Jiangxi in the 1930s, and during the land reform of the 1940s and 1950s. The Red Guards who tortured and killed in the Chairman's name – like the peasants who beat to death their landlords – were committing themselves to the Maoist cause irrevocably. Ken Ling, a Red Guard in Fujian, described his own initiation as a sixteen-year-old middle-school student:


Teacher Chen, over 60 years old and suffering from high blood-pressure, was … dragged up to the second floor of a classroom building and … beaten with fists and broomsticks … He passed out several times, but was brought back to consciousness … with cold water being splashed on to his face. He could hardly move his body; his feet were cut by glass and thorns. He shouted, ‘Why don't you kill me? Kill me!’ This lasted for six hours, until he lost control of his excrement. They tried to force a stick into his rectum. He collapsed for the last time. They poured cold water on him again. It was too late … People began to run away, one after the other. The killers were a little frightened. They … summoned the school doctor, [who] … finally wrote on the death certificate: ‘Death due to a sudden attack of high blood pressure … ’ When [his wife] rushed to the scene, she was forced to confirm this cause of death before being allowed to take the body …

After a night filled with dreadful nightmares, I mustered enough courage to go to school the next day to witness more of this torture … After 10 days or so, I became used to it; a blood-smeared body or a shriek no longer made me feel uneasy.71



Teachers with bourgeois connections; members of the ‘democratic parties’; those from the ‘five black categories’ (later enlarged to seven to include traitors and spies; and finally to nine, by the addition of capitalists and ‘stinking intellectuals’) – in short, the ‘usual suspects’ – were among the first to be targeted, often with the tacit encouragement of Party committees, which sought in this way to draw the Red Guards’ fire away from themselves. Very soon, with support from the police and from sympathisers in the military, the killings became systematic. After the Cultural Revolution, another teacher, crippled by his students, described what that had meant:

On the athletic field, every few days, several teachers would be taken out and shot in public … Some teachers were buried alive. On the roof of that building over there, four teachers were ordered to sit on a pack of explosives and [forced] to light them themselves. [There was] a tremendous sound, and nobody could be seen – only legs and arms were in the trees and [scattered] over the roof … [Altogether] about one hundred [school officials] were killed.72

To adolescents, there could be no more potent symbol of the overthrow of the old order than the physical destruction of those set in authority above them. Mao's injunction, ‘it is right to rebel’, dating from December, 1939, when he was encouraging writers like Ding Ling and Wang Shiwei to shake things up inside the Party, was now emblazoned across the front page of the People's Daily, and the Red Guards made it their own.73 By publicly humiliating their victims, when they did not actually kill them, they ensured that none could remain indifferent to the extraordinary changes that Mao was bringing about. Like the ‘people-beating meetings’ staged in certain Beijing theatres and in the city's parks,74 the Red Guards’ terror had an educational, as well as a punitive, role.

Before long, the revolution began to devour its offspring.

The rebels split first on class lines, between the children of workers, peasants and soldiers, and those from less desirable backgrounds; then through factional cleavages, as rival groups were manipulated by competing political and military forces at provincial and national level. The violence turned inwards. By mid-autumn, many Red Guard units had set up ‘reformatories’ and ‘detention centres’, where wayward members were disciplined and enemies punished. Fifteen-year-old Gao Yuan recalled finding some of his friends after their schoolmates had tortured them:

Some lay on the floor bound with ropes. Some were strung from beams … The discovery of Songying [a seventeen-year-old girl] was the biggest shock. She lay unconscious on the floor in a pool of blood. Her pants had been stripped off. Her blouse was torn, revealing her breasts. She had been beaten so badly that her whole body was purple … Her tormentors had pushed dirty socks and twigs into her vagina, causing heavy bleeding …

Another boy, Zongwei, lay dying on a bed. Gao rushed to get the school doctor:

As she slit open [his] trouser legs with scissors, she flinched. When I looked at Zongwei's bare legs, I knew why. They were riddled with holes the diameter of a pencil, surrounded by strings of loose flesh the consistency of shredded pork. Blood and pus oozed from the wounds. ‘What in hell did they use on him,’ Dr Yang muttered. Looking round the room, I found the answer to her question: the pokers used to tend the stove.75

Among the many thousands who died that autumn was the young man who had written so ecstatically of seeing Mao in Tiananmen Square. Less than three weeks afterwards, he was savagely beaten and committed suicide.76

The Cultural Revolution Small Group made half-hearted attempts to stop the Red Guards’ internecine killings. Mao showed little concern; excesses were inevitable.

The Red Guard leaders were doing no more than he himself had done, when he had ordered the purge of the AB-tuan and the ‘suppression of counter-revolutionaries’ at Futian. It was not the best way of dealing with opponents or with renegades, but it was a necessary, perhaps, to a degree, even a desirable part of the ‘great revolutionary storm’ by which the ‘young Generals’ were to be tempered as successors, just as Mao's generation had been, thirty years before.

The parallel with the early stages of the Chinese revolution was deliberate. Both for Mao and for his young followers, the Cultural Revolution was in part an attempt to recreate the glory days of his own struggle for power.

At the end of August, the Chairman had endorsed a nationwide ‘networking movement’, inspired by the Long March, under which Red Guards were given free train passes to travel all over the country, spreading the gospel of the Cultural Revolution, while provincial youths came to the capital to be fired by the Red Guard rallies at which Mao presided.77 In the process, millions of young Chinese visited his birthplace at Shaoshan; the first Red base area on the Jinggangshan; and other revolutionary sites, often making the journey on foot to relive the experiences of their revolutionary forebears.78

Similarly the campaign against the ‘Four Olds’ emulated the iconoclasm of the decade that had ended in the May Fourth movement.

Where Mao and his student friends had sheared off Manchu pigtails, the Red Guards declared war on ‘Hong Kong-style haircuts, Hong Kong-style clothing, cowboy trousers, winkle-pickers and high-heeled shoes’, in order, as one group put it, ‘to stop up every orifice leading to capitalism, and [to] smash every incubator of revisionism’. Correction stations were set up at street corners to shave offending heads. Where, half a century before, Chen Duxiu's ‘new culture movement’ had ushered in a change of language, from the classical to the vernacular, now there was a ‘movement’ to change names: old ‘feudal’ shop signs were discarded in favour of terms like Weidong (Defend Mao Zedong), Hanbiao (Defend Lin Biao), Yongge (Permanent Revolution) and so on. Children changed their given names to Hongrong (Red Glory) or Xiangdong (Face the East). The road outside the Soviet Embassy became ‘Anti-Revisionism Street’; the Beijing Union Hospital, established in 1921 by the Rockefeller Foundation, the ‘Anti-Imperialism Hospital’. The Red Guards even changed the traffic lights, so that red became the signal for ‘go’, until Zhou Enlai told them that red got people's attention better and therefore should remain ‘stop’. It was Zhou, too, who sent troops to guard the Forbidden City, when Red Guards came with pickaxes to smash its ancient sculptures. Other historic sites were less fortunate. All over China, city gates and temples were demolished, tombs desecrated, bronze statues and artefacts melted down, mosques and monasteries vandalised, paintings and sutras destroyed, monks and nuns defrocked. Confucius's birthplace at Qufu, in Shandong, which Mao had admired as a student on his way back to Changsha from Beijing, suffered particularly severe destruction: more than a thousand stone steles were broken and 2,000 graves vandalised.79

But where Mao's generation had contented itself with ransacking public places of worship (and Mao himself had opposed even that, arguing that the people would take action themselves when they judged the time was right),80 the Red Guards ransacked private homes. Between a quarter and a third of all dwellings in Beijing were subjected to Red Guard searches in the autumn of 1966. Antiques; calligraphy; foreign currency; gold and silver; jewellery; musical instruments; paintings; porcelain; old photographs; the manuscripts of famous writers; scientific notebooks – all were suspect, liable to be confiscated, stolen or smashed on the spot. In Shanghai, such searches yielded 32 tons of gold; 150 tons of pearls and jade; 450 tons of gold and silver jewellery; and more than six million US dollars in cash. Serious offenders, usually from one of the ‘black classes’, had their homes sequestered and were driven out of the city; minor culprits merely lost their possessions. Even such diversions as cultivating pot plants, keeping cagebirds and pet dogs and cats, which Mao had criticised, were condemned as legacies of feudalism.81

Books were a special target. As a student, Mao had proposed that ‘all the anthologies of prose and poetry published since the Tang and Song dynasties [should] be burned’ (including presumably, his personal favourites, like The Dream of the Red Chamber and Water Margin), on the grounds that ‘the past oppresses the present’ and the essence of revolution was ‘replacing the old with the new’.82

But, in 1917, Mao had merely proposed. In 1966, the Red Guards acted.

In cities all over China, the accumulated haul from the sacking of temples and libraries, bookshops and private homes, was piled up in main squares. Ken Ling remembered the scene in Amoy at the beginning of September:

The piles contained many different things: wooden ancestor tablets, old Guomindang paper currency, brightly coloured Chinese-style dresses … mahjong tiles, playing cards, foreign cigarettes … But most of all, idols and books. All the books that had been removed from the city libraries … were there – the yellow, the black, and poisonous books. Most of them were old hand-sewn volumes. The Golden Lotus … The Romance of the Three Kingdoms, Strange Tales from a Chinese Studio – all awaited burning. Shortly after 6 p.m., 50 kilograms of kerosene were poured on the piles, which were then set afire. The flames leapt three stories high … [They] burned for three days and nights.83

Later on, old books were sent to be pulped. In this way, many unique copies of Song and Ming dynasty texts were lost for ever.

The greatest difference, however, between the iconoclasm of Mao's youth and that of his Red Guard successors, half a century on, was that his generation had rebelled to liberate itself from the straitjacket of Confucian orthodoxy, triggering an explosion of free thinking in which every new idea, every fashion, every social doctrine, was permitted.

The Red Guards curtailed even the vestigial freedoms that then existed, imposing a new, Maoist orthodoxy more rigid than any that had gone before. Their object was to expunge the old, to ‘burn the books and bury the scholars alive’, as the Emperor Qin Shihuang had done, 2,000 years before, so that China would become, in Mao's phrase, ‘a blank sheet of paper’, ready to be inscribed with the holy writ of Marxism-Leninism-Mao Zedong Thought.

To fill the vacuum left by the ‘Four Olds’, the ‘Four News’ were devised – ‘new ideology, new culture, new customs, new habits’.84 In practice, that meant the exaltation of Mao and his ideas to the exclusion of everything else. He was no longer venerated; he was worshipped.

At workplaces each morning, people stood in formation and bowed three times before Mao's portrait, silently ‘asking instructions’ for the tasks of the day ahead. They repeated the same ritual each evening, to report on what they had accomplished. Red Guards told their victims to pray to Mao for forgiveness. Thanks was offered to Mao before meals. At city railway stations, passengers had to carry out a ‘loyalty dance’ on the platform before they were allowed to board the train. In country districts there were ‘loyalty pigs’, branded with the character zhong (loyalty) to show that even dumb beasts could recognise Mao's genius. Mao's works were referred to as ‘treasure books’, and special ceremonies were held whenever a consignment went on sale. Activists learned Mao's essays by heart, and festooned themselves with Mao Zedong lapel badges. Switchboard operators greeted callers with the words, ‘Mao zhuxi wansui!’ (‘Long live Chairman Mao!’). Business letters opened with quotations from Mao's writings, printed in bold type. The ‘Little Red Book’ of his aphorisms was ascribed the power to work miracles. Chinese newspapers reported how medical workers armed with it had cured the blind and the deaf; how a paralytic, relying on Mao Zedong Thought, had recovered the use of his limbs; how, on another occasion, Mao Zedong Thought had raised a man from the dead.85

None of this was wholly new to China. Mao himself, as a schoolboy, had bowed before a portrait of Confucius each morning. In the 1920s, Guomindang members had started their meetings by bowing to a portrait of Sun Yat-sen. Chiang Kai-shek had tried, unsuccessfully, to introduce a similar cult of himself. Loyalty dances had been performed at the Tang Court, 1200 years before. As a sign of reverence, the Emperor's words were always placed higher, and in larger characters, than those of any other man (a cause, in the nineteenth century, of endless diplomatic bickering with the Powers).

But the irony was that to bring into existence his new world, the Chairman had reached back to his roots, to the bedrock of his thought, to the days when China was ruled by a Son of Heaven – the ‘Red Sun in Our Hearts’ – to forge an emperor-system whose limitless power, once harnessed to revolutionary goals, could build the Red utopia to which he pinned his dreams.

As 1966 drew to a close, the whole of China seemed to be marching to Mao's step.

His imperial status, his deification, the fanaticism of the Red Guards, created a climate of militancy and menace so overpowering that no one could oppose him. The Chairman was elated. At his seventy-third birthday party, he proposed a toast to ‘the unfolding of an all-round nationwide civil war’.86 Zhou Enlai summed up the new guiding principle by which all Party leaders must act: ‘Whatever accords with Mao Zedong Thought is right, while whatever does not accord with Mao Zedong Thought is wrong.’87

Within the Central Committee, as within the Party at large, radicals were in the minority. Most officials were appalled by the prospect of yet another upheaval that would imperil their positions. The Chairman himself had no illusions on that score. ‘When you are told to kindle a fire to burn yourselves, will you do it?’ he had asked sceptically back in July. ‘After all, you yourselves will be burned.’88 Hence his decision to enrol the young as his new revolutionary vanguard.

By late September 1966, the focus of the terror spread by the Red Guards was shifting from their teachers to higher-level education officials and Party committees. Where most of the violence and destruction in the first months had been the work of secondary-school children, university students were now encouraged to pursue more political targets. Officially Liu and Deng Xiaoping retained their leading posts. But on National Day, when Liu, as Head of State, stood next to Mao, wearing a green military uniform and waving to the crowd, Sidney Rittenberg, who was on the platform with them, saw his eyes were ‘beady with fear’.89 At a Central Committee work conference, which opened shortly afterwards, both men made self-criticisms. But where Deng was willing to abase himself by acknowledging that he had followed what Mao was now calling a ‘bourgeois reactionary line’, Liu admitted only to ‘errors in principle and errors in line’, a seemingly arcane distinction which left him open to the charge of refusing to confess his crimes. Deng, unlike Liu, also praised the Cultural Revolution as a movement which would prevent China ever sinking into ‘revisionism and capitalist restoration’.90

As was often the case when he felt he was winning, Mao wished to appear conciliatory. In a remarkable closing speech to the work conference, he even offered an apology for the mayhem he had caused:

No wonder [you] old comrades did not understand too much. The time was so short and the events so violent. I myself had not foreseen that the whole country would be thrown into turmoil … Since it was I who caused the havoc, it is understandable if you have some bitter words for me … [But] what's come has come … Undoubtedly you have made some mistakes … but they can be corrected and that will be that! Whoever wants to overthrow you? I don't, and I don't think the Red Guards do either … You find it difficult to cross this pass, and I don't find it easy. You are anxious and so am I. I cannot blame you, comrades.91

Liu and Deng, he said, were not in the same category as Peng Zhen, for they had acted openly. ‘If they have made mistakes, they can change … Once they have changed it will be all right.’92 But the Chairman's magnanimity was strained. Wallposters had already appeared in the centre of Beijing, denouncing Liu as ‘China's Khrushchev’ and accusing Deng of being his close follower. In November the texts of their self-criticisms were distributed nationwide.93

By then Mao had recognised that the Red Guards alone lacked the strength to achieve the decisive shift in the balance of political forces that he wanted. In August he had spoken confidently of ‘a few months of disorder’ being enough to bring about the downfall of almost all the provincial Party leaders.94 Now it was clear that it was going to take much longer.

The Red Guards were instructed to broaden their class base. The early Red Guard slogan, ‘If the father is a hero, the son is courageous; if the father is reactionary, the son is a bastard’, was denounced as ‘historical idealism’, no better than feudalism.95 Millions of youths, who had previously been excluded from the movement and had little love for the traditional ‘Red classes’ of the Party hierarchy, now rallied to the radicals’ cause.

Leaders whose ardour in pursuing ‘capitalist-roaders’ was judged to be insufficient were purged as a warning to others to show more enthusiasm. Wang Renzhong, the left-wing Hubei Party chief, whom Mao had personally chosen as one of the deputy heads of the Cultural Revolution Small Group, went first – accused of suppressing ‘exchanges of experience’ among Red Guards. Then Tao Zhu, who ranked fourth in the hierarchy – behind Mao, Lin Biao and Zhou Enlai – was charged with being a ‘faithful follower of the Liu–Deng line’. He had adopted what Mao considered too restrictive a view of the Cultural Revolution and had tried to defend Liu and Deng. To the Red Guards, that made him an ‘uncompromising emperor-protector’ and a ‘high-level two-faced rogue’. Marshal He Long, also a Politburo member, was accused of being in league with Peng Zhen. Even eighty-year-old Zhu De was denounced in wall-posters as ‘an old swine’ and a ‘black commander’ who had consistently opposed Mao's proletarian line.96 At a slightly lower level, about a score of Central Committee members working in the capital were brought before Red Guard struggle meetings, where they were made to wear dunce's capsI and endured verbal and physical abuse.97

Finally, in December, Mao allowed the Cultural Revolution Group to bring back Peng Dehuai from Sichuan. He was held at a military barracks for questioning about his links with Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping.

The choice of victims was determined partly by personal factors (Chen Boda had a long-standing grudge against Tao Zhu; Wang Renzhong had offended Jiang Qing; He Long's wife and Lin Biao's wife, Ye Qun, had loathed each other since Yan'an) and partly by political self-interest – Lin regarded fellow veterans like He and Zhu De as an impediment to achieving complete control of the PLA himself. Mao rarely initiated arrests (which allowed him, if he wished, to disavow them later), but instead let the radicals act as they thought fit. In almost every case, the underlying motive was the same. The Shanghai radical, Zhang Chunqiao, explained:

This Cultural Revolution is precisely to pull down all of these old fellows, sparing no one. Zhu De, Chen Yi, He Long – there's not a single good egg among them! … Zhu De is a big warlord; Chen Yi is an old careerist … He Long is a bandit … Which one is worth keeping? Not one of them should be kept.98

All represented the ‘old thinking’ which the Cultural Revolution was pledged to destroy.

That winter, Mao added one more crucial weapon to the radicals’ armoury.

As the Red Guard movement was enlarged, militant factory and office workers, in many cases fired by personal grievances against the Party Committees of their work units, had begun forming rebel detachments. At the beginning of November, a young textile worker in Shanghai, 31-year-old Wang Hongwen, set up the ‘Workers’ Revolutionary General Headquarters’ to coordinate radical workers’ groups in the city. When the municipal authorities refused to recognise the new body, Wang despatched a delegation to Beijing. The Shanghai Party Committee had the train on which they were travelling stopped before it could leave the city, whereupon the workers lay across the tracks – blocking rail movement for more than 30 hours. Zhang Chunqiao, who was sent in as a trouble-shooter, immediately endorsed the General Headquarters’ demands and instructed the city's acting First Secretary, Cao Diqiu, to make a public self-criticism. Mao approved his initiative and, on December 9, proclaimed that workers in all commercial, industrial and government offices had the right to establish mass organisations. A week later, this was extended to poor and lower-middle peasants in the countryside. In theory this meant that almost everyone in China had the right to form rebel groups, to exchange experience with those from other areas, and to attack the veteran cadres – and each other – in big character posters and at struggle meetings.99

His dispositions now complete, Mao instructed the Cultural Revolution Small Group to intensify the movement against Liu and Deng. On December 18, Zhang Chunqiao passed on the Chairman's instructions to the Qinghua University Red Guard leader, Kuai Dafu. ‘Those two at the Party Centre … still won't surrender,’ he explained. ‘Go after them! Make them odious! Don't do it half-way.’100

The following weekend, thousands of students, preceded by loudspeaker vans, marched to the main shopping area in Beijing, where they plastered the walls with slogans, urging the two men's overthrow. Jiang Qing persuaded the Head of State's daughter by a previous marriage, Liu Tao, who was also studying at Qinghua, to join the campaign – warning that if she refused it would show her lack of ‘revolutionary sincerity’. On January 3, 1967, a poster signed by the girl and her brother, entitled, ‘Witness the Despicable Soul of Liu Shaoqi’, was put up inside the walls of Zhongnanhai. Red Guard organisations made copies and sent it all over the country. The same day, some thirty members of a rebel group called the ‘Red Flag Regiment’, which had been formed, with Mao's encouragement, by young staff members and bodyguards from the Central Committee offices, burst into the Head of State's house, where they berated him for three-quarters of an hour and made him recite quotations from the ‘Little Red Book’. Deng and Tao Zhu and their families underwent similar ordeals. Even Zhu De was dragged out of his home and humiliated, until Mao ordered that attacks on him cease – as he had done earlier for certain non-communist personalities, including Sun Yat-sen's widow, Soong Ching-ling.

Three days later, the Red Guards struck again. This time a hoax telephone call sent Liu's wife, Wang Guangmei, rushing to a Beijing hospital, where she had been told that another daughter, Pingping, was awaiting surgery after a traffic accident. On arrival, she found no injured child, but a crowd of Qinghua rebels, who took her to their campus and staged a struggle meeting against her.

Meanwhile, with Mao's authorisation, the Central Case Examination Group, which had been set up seven months earlier to investigate Peng Zhen and his colleagues, formed a special team to examine Wang Guangmei's past. She came from a wealthy family and had been educated at an American mission school. To Kang Sheng, whom Mao had asked to resume responsibility for political security matters, that immediately raised the possibility that she could be shown to be an American spy. Later, another ‘Special Case Group’ was formed to try to prove that Liu had betrayed the communist cause while working as an underground leader in the White areas in the 1920s.

A week after the hospital incident, Mao invited Liu for the last time to the Study of Chrysanthemum Fragrance.

Mao enjoyed his triumphs; he liked to savour them.

He enquired solicitously after Pingping's health (knowing full well that the ‘accident’ had been a fabrication), and reminisced about old times. Liu asked Mao to allow him to resign all his official positions and return with his family to Yan'an, or to his native village in Hunan, to work on a commune as a peasant. The Chairman did not answer. He sat silently, chain-smoking, and when Liu got up to leave said merely: ‘Study well. Take good care of yourself.’ Five days later, on January 18, the special telephone line linking Liu with other members of the Politburo, including Mao and Premier Zhou, was cut. His isolation was complete.

Deng and Liu, however, were spared the fate that awaited other top-level leaders, who were publicly struggled against at mass rallies in sports stadiums and gymnasiums all over Beijing. Newsreel film from the time shows Peng Zhen and his former colleagues in the Beijing Municipal Committee, standing or kneeling on the icy ground with placards around their necks bearing the words ‘Counter-revolutionary revisionist’, while guards yanked back their hair, forcing them to bow as the crowd, 100,000-strong screamed its hatred. That year Peng Zhen was struggled against fifty-three times. Peng Dehuai, who had been brought back from Sichuan in December to be questioned about his links with Liu and Deng, was driven through the city in an open truck, plastered with slogans, like a criminal being taken for execution. When he and Zhang Wentian reached Tiananmen Square, they were surrounded by Red Guards, shackled into a jetplane position, beaten and cursed. Similar meetings targeted leaders in provincial cities, often still more violently.101

The workers’ groups whose establishment Mao had authorised soon split, like the students before them, into rival factions – ‘revolutionary rebels’, who sought the overthrow of all existing power structures, and ‘proletarian revolutionaries’, who wanted to preserve Party leadership, albeit in a more radical form.

In Shanghai, the Workers’ General Headquarters, backed by the Cultural Revolution Small Group in Beijing, engaged in an increasingly violent power struggle with its conservative rival, the Scarlet Guards, tacitly supported by the city Party committee. On December 30, tens of thousands of workers fought running street battles outside the Party committee's offices. Strikes broke out. The port was paralysed, with more than a hundred foreign ships waiting to be unloaded. Rail transport came to a halt as tens of thousands of Scarlet Guards blocked the main north–south trunk line, demanding the right to present their case in Beijing. Workers who had been sent to the countryside during the famine after the Great Leap Forward began demanding the right to return. Starting on January 3, 1967 – the day that the campaign against Liu Shaoqi and his wife went into high gear in Beijing – Wang Hongwen's rebels seized control of Shanghai's main newspapers, first the Wenhuibao, then two days afterward, the Party paper, Jiefang ribao.

At that point, Mao himself intervened, sending Zhang Chunqiao and Yao Wenyuan to the city with instructions to establish ‘a new political authority’ in place of the Shanghai Party Committee – whereupon the balance tilted definitively in the rebels’ favour. Two days later, on January 6, 100,000 people gathered in the central square for a rally at which the General Headquarters announced that ‘revolutionary rebels’ in the city government would assume responsibility for day-to-day affairs.

The ‘seizure of power’ in Shanghai became a model for the rest of the country. Mao called it a ‘great revolution’ of ‘one class overthrowing another’. He cited an old proverb: ‘Don't think that because Butcher Zhang dies, we will have to eat pork with the bristles still on it.’102 The sense was that the country could keep going even if the provincial committees did fall. Over the next three weeks, rebel groups seized power in seven other provinces and cities, including Beijing itself, Anhui, Guangdong and Heilongjiang.

There was a problem, however. The unseating of Party committees was one thing; what to put in their place was quite another.

Neither Mao, nor the rebel groups themselves, had really thought this question through. Zhang Chunqiao was initially preoccupied with warding off challenges from rival Red Guard groups and revolutionary factions, and it was not until February 5, 1967, that, with backing from local Red Guards and PLA units, he felt sufficiently in control of the situation to be able to proclaim the establishment of the Shanghai People's Commune.103

In taking this step, Zhang was convinced he had Mao's full support. A few days earlier, Chen Boda had telephoned to say that the Chairman was about to approve the setting-up of a Beijing Commune, and that Shanghai should do the same.104 The ‘Sixteen Points’ had called explicitly for ‘a system of general elections, like that of the Paris Commune’,105 to establish local organs of power to serve as a bridge between the Party and the masses. As the most important of all the ‘newborn things’ produced during the Great Leap Forward, the communes symbolised the originality of the Chinese revolution. Mao himself, in 1958, had looked forward to the day when ‘everything will be called a commune … [including] cities and villages’.106

Unexpectedly, however, the Chairman changed his mind. Other cities and provinces were told not to follow Shanghai's example, and Zhang and Yao Wenyuan were summoned to Beijing to hear Mao's explanation.

A series of problems arises, and I wonder whether you have thought about them [he said]. If the whole of China sets up people's communes, should the ‘People's Republic of China’ change its name to ‘People's Commune of China’? Would others recognise us? Maybe the Soviet Union would not recognise us, whereas Britain and France would. And what would we do about our ambassadors in various countries? And so on.107

The reasoning was spurious – and Mao knew it. A name-change would make no difference whatever to China's international relations. None the less, this was what was broadcast by the Red Guards, and soon came to be generally accepted as the reason for the ‘commune’ form of organisation being rejected. It implied force majeure: whatever Mao's own preferences might be, external constraints ruled it out.

The reality was rather different. The Shanghai leaders’ move had forced Mao to look into the abyss – and he did not like what he saw.

A system based on the Paris Commune, with free elections and unrestricted political activity, meant allowing the masses to rule themselves. This was the logic of his injunction to ‘trust the masses and rely on them’ – the logic, in fact, on which the entire Cultural Revolution had been based. But where would that leave the Party? As he put it to Zhang Chunqiao: ‘There must be a Party somehow! There must be a nucleus, no matter what we call it.’108 Truly free elections were a utopian dream. Doing away with leaders and ‘overthrowing everything’ might look progressive, but in fact it was reactionary and would lead to ‘extreme anarchism’.109

In one view, Mao lost his nerve, just as he had, ten years earlier, when he had clamped down on the ‘Hundred Flowers’, only to acknowledge afterwards that he had been ‘confused by false appearances’ and might have acted prematurely.110

Another way of putting it would be that he demonstrated, once again, the skills of a consummate politician. Age had done nothing to dull the acuteness of the Chairman's political antennae. The Cultural Revolution might appear to be a descent into madness, but Mao had moved at each stage with circumspection. He had made clear from the outset that destruction would have to be followed by rebuilding – that ‘the great disorder’, as he had put it in July 1966, would eventually have to yield to ‘great peace’.111 That was why he had stayed in the background, letting others do the dirty work, while he kept clean hands – ready to rally, and to rehabilitate, the survivors when the time came to build a new Party on the ashes of the old. It was a pretence to which even his victims, like He Long and Peng Dehuai, subscribed, for they knew that Mao alone had the power, if he wished, to save them; it was in their interests, as well as his, to believe that he was innocent of the horrors perpetrated in his name.

Whether from prudence or fear, or a judicious mixture of both, the outcome was that the visionary ideology of the Shanghai Commune was abandoned.

The Cultural Revolution had reached its Rubicon, the moment at which it lost its compass, when the ideals which had inspired it, no matter how misbegotten they were, became irredeemably tainted. Faced with a choice, Mao had preferred a flawed instrument of rule to no instrument at all. On his proposal, Zhang Chunqiao announced the establishment of a new organ of power, to be known as the Shanghai Revolutionary Committee, formed from a ‘three-in-one alliance’ of representatives of mass organisations, PLA officers and veteran cadres. The same name had been used for the provisional communist administrations set up in towns and villages after the Autumn Harvest Uprising, forty years before.

Despite Mao's sleight of hand in attributing the change of course to diplomatic pressures, not everyone was fooled. As the revolutionary committees multiplied, ultra-Leftists among the Red Guards spoke darkly of ‘capitalist restoration’.112 To most Chinese, it did not seem like that. But, from February 1967 onward, the Chairman was in ideological retreat, the struggle against the ‘capitalist-roaders’ became increasingly focused on issues of raw power and steps were taken to try to insulate the economy and national security from excessive radical disruption.



Notwithstanding the long-term implications for Mao's dream of a ‘realm of Red virtue’, the immediate and visible effect of the power seizure in Shanghai was to give a potent, new impetus to the spiral of revolutionary violence.

In the provinces, Red Guards and revolutionary workers redoubled their efforts to topple provincial committees. The first secretaries of Shanxi and Yunnan committed suicide, and the Anhui leader, Li Baohua, was brought to Beijing to be struggled against.113 A new directive from the Chairman was published, urging ‘proletarian revolution groups’ to seize power. Crowds gathered outside the West Gate of Zhongnanhai to demand that Liu, Deng Xiaoping and other Central leaders be dragged out. The Coal Minister, Zhang Linzhi, was forced by Red Guards to wear an iron hat weighing 60 kilograms and afterwards beaten to death.114

At the same time, the PLA, which until then had been largely insulated from the disorders, began to be sucked into the morass.115 In January, Mao had approved the dismissal of Liu Zhijian, the head of the PLA's Cultural Revolution Group, signalling the start of a short-lived drive to ferret out military supporters of Liu Shaoqi's ‘bourgeois reactionary line’. His case illustrated a dilemma which the Chairman would wrestle with for the next eight months. Should the army be permitted to engage in the Cultural Revolution on the same basis as civilian groups? Or was there an overriding need to maintain war preparedness and military discipline?

Liu's crime, for which he paid with seven years in prison, was to have tried to dissuade cadets from the country's military training colleges from harassing regional army commanders. In this, he had had the support of Ye Jianying, who was in day-to-day charge of the Military Commission, and of three other PLA marshals – Chen Yi, Nie Rongzhen and Xu Xiangqian. To Jiang Qing and Chen Boda, Liu and, by implication, the marshals, as well, were ‘obstructing the Cultural Revolution’.

Mao equivocated. On the one hand he called on the army ‘actively to support … genuine proletarian Leftists when [they] ask for help’. On the other he approved a Central directive prohibiting ‘any person or organisation from attacking the organs of the PLA’, the ‘arbitrary ransacking of homes’ and attempts to use armed force to resolve ‘contradictions among the people’. It was ambiguous, but it reassured the military region commanders, many of them Mao's companions since the days of the Long March, who risked becoming seriously disaffected. Earlier that month, the Nanjing military region chief, General Xu Shiyou, had threatened to order his men to open fire if the Red Guards made any more trouble. One of his colleagues, Fu Chongbi, spoke darkly of going up into the mountains and waging war against them. Mao's call for radical restraint was seized on by PLA officers everywhere as providing authority to restore order, while the other part of his message – to ‘support the Left’ – was passed over in silence.

In Xinjiang a regimental PLA commander sent troops to subdue radicals in the town of Shihezi, leaving several hundred people wounded. In Sichuan, where the Military Region headquarters had been besieged for a week by Red Guards and workers, 100,000 ‘rebels’ were arrested and held in harsh conditions in cramped cells for several months. In the remote province of Qinghai, bordering on Tibet, the military district commander despatched soldiers to surround the offices of the local Party newspaper where radicals had ‘seized power’ and beaten to death a number of journalists. When they refused to surrender, he ordered an assault in which more than 170 people were killed and a similar number wounded. In Wuhan, after another dispute involving a ‘power seizure’ at a Party newspaper, a thousand radicals were detained, some of whom were imprisoned, others released after making public confessions. Similar incidents occurred in seven other provinces.

Parallel to the ‘February Crackdown’, as these events came to be known, a ‘February Adverse Current’ developed. Mao himself inadvertently lit the fuse, by lashing out at Jiang Qing and Chen Boda for their role in the purge of Tao Zhu. He had approved of Tao's removal. But he objected to their having taken the initiative without consulting him first. Chen was ‘an opportunist’, he fumed. Jiang Qing was ‘ambitious but incompetent’. Even Lin Biao, who had initially tried to protect Tao, was accused of failing to keep the Chairman informed. The conservatives in the Politburo (the four marshals and several vice-premiers), already deeply unhappy over the purge of senior cadres, took this as a signal – wrongly, as it turned out – that Mao was losing patience with the radicals’ excesses. At a Military Commission meeting in January, when that subject had been broached, Ye Jianying had banged the table so hard that he broke a bone in his hand. Now, at a meeting of the Central CaucusII chaired by Zhou Enlai on February 11, Ye warned again, supported by Xu Xiangqian and Chen Yi, of the danger of anarchy. Did the proclamation of the Shanghai Commune, he asked, mean that the Party and the army were redundant? No one answered.116

Five days later, when the Caucus reconvened, Vice-Premier Tan Zhenlin, one of Mao's oldest associates, who had headed the first Workers’ and Peasants’ Soviet at the Jinggangshan base area in 1927, picked a quarrel with Zhang Chunqiao.

‘Masses this and masses that!’ Tan raged. ‘You don't want the leadership of the Party. You insist on the masses liberating themselves, people teaching themselves and conducting revolution themselves. What is that but metaphysics?’ He went on: ‘Forty-year veterans of the revolution have had their homes burst into and dear ones dispersed … This is the cruellest instance of struggle in Party history.’117 Chen Yi added fuel to the flames, asserting that Liu, Deng and Peng Zhen had been Mao's strongest supporters at Yan'an and that those to whom the Chairman was now giving power would inevitably one day betray him, just as Khrushchev had betrayed Stalin.118 Tan declared furiously: ‘If I had known it would come to this, I would never have joined the revolution … I should never have followed Chairman Mao!’ The next day, he poured out his bitterness towards Chen Boda, Jiang Qing and the rest of the Cultural Revolution Small Group in a letter to Lin Biao:

They are completely ruthless; one word and a life can be snuffed out … Our Party is ugly beyond repair … They will push you over the edge, even for a minor offence. And yet … can they take over? I doubt it … The Premier is big-hearted … He can wait it out. But how long are we to wait? Until all of the old cadres are downed? No, no, ten thousand times no! I will rebel!119

Mao's first impulse was to dismiss these strictures as ‘old soldiers sounding off’. But when he learned of Chen Yi's diatribe, he decided otherwise.120 Of the twenty-one members of the Politburo appointed six months before, four had been overthrown (Liu, Deng, Tao Zhu and He Long), and four were inactive or neutral (Chen Yun, Dong Biwu, Liu Bocheng and Zhu De). Over the previous few days, seven of the remaining thirteen had come out against Cultural Revolution policies.

At midnight on February 18, Mao summoned Ye Jianying and two of the other critics – Li Xiannian, who was in charge of finance; and Li Fuchun, the Planning Minister – along with Zhou Enlai and two leading radicals.

‘What kind of Party leadership do you want?’ he asked with an old man's petulance. Why didn't they bring back Wang Ming? Or let the Americans and the Russians run China? If they wished to restore Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping, he fumed, he would go back to the Jinggangshan to start another guerrilla war. It was the same threat that Mao had made eight years earlier at Lushan. But, this time, even though he was furious – Kang Sheng said afterwards he had never seen him so angry – there was an element of play-acting. After delivering his ultimatum, he stormed out in a huff.121

In fact, on the three basic questions at issue – the role of the Party; of the army; and of the veteran cadres – the Chairman had considerable sympathy for the arguments that Ye and his colleagues had raised. Two weeks earlier, he had condemned the Shanghai rebels for putting forward the principle of ‘suspecting everyone and overthrowing everyone’.122 He had laid down that veteran cadres, meaning those veteran cadres who had ‘passed the test’ of the Cultural Revolution, were to be included in the ‘three-in-one alliances’ on which the new revolutionary committees were to be based – and what was true of the provinces was no less true for the Centre. He knew, too, that there was a limit beyond which it would not be prudent to test the loyalty of the military commanders. For all these reasons, he was disinclined to press the marshals too hard. Even Tan Zhenlin, who had infuriated Jiang Qing by comparing her with the Empress Wu, a Tang dynasty consort regarded as one of the most evil women in Chinese history, was eventually forgiven.

Over the next month, the old guard were made to attend all-night study meetings at which their errors were condemned by members of the Cultural Revolution Group. In the streets outside, Red Guard posters called for their overthrow. But, unlike Tao Zhu and He Long, they were not purged. At the end of April, Mao summoned all of them to a ‘unity meeting’ at which he noted that they had not ‘plotted secretly’, and tried to soothe ruffled feelings.123

None the less, their action had important repercussions.

After February 1967, the Politburo, which for the previous six months had existed little more than in name, ceased to function altogether. Mao was not willing to take the risk of a majority uniting against him.124

At the same time the wall-poster campaign against the veterans put the traditional military hierarchy on the defensive and encouraged a fresh upsurge of leftist militancy. Mao himself became convinced that the military leaders’ efforts to restore stability in the ‘February Crackdown’ had been excessive. Officers who had shown special zeal in repressing radical assaults – including the Qinghai commander – were denounced as ultra-Rightists and court-martialled. Lin Biao, who until then had supported the regional commanders’ efforts to limit radical disruption, now began to warn of ‘an armed Liu–Deng line’.125 On April 1, Mao approved a directive condemning the ‘arbitrary stigmatising of mass organisations’. Military units, which previously had been permitted to open fire to suppress ‘reactionaries’ – a catch-all term which was applied to almost any rebellious group – or as a last resort in self-defence, were now prohibited from using their weapons against radicals in any circumstances.126

Factional violence rapidly escalated. Large quantities of weapons were stolen, including arms consignments being sent by rail to Vietnam. At Yibin, on the Upper Yangtse, pitched battles broke out involving tens of thousands of people. At Chongqing, rival groups used anti-aircraft guns to bombard each other's positions. In Changsha, they used missiles. Thirteen-year-old Liang Heng found himself in the middle of one such firefight:


I went out to buy kerosene to use when there were shortages of electricity … Then suddenly, too suddenly, 50 or 60 men carrying machine-guns ran past the gate of the Hunan Daily [building] toward me. A short man in black carried the flag with the words, ‘Young People's Bodyguard Squad’ on it, the name of one of the groups in the [radical] Xiang River Wind and Thunder faction … When the men were almost abreast of me they opened fire, aiming off down the road into the distance …

The enemy was out of sight, but it responded with force … The flagman fell in front of me and rolled over and over like a lead ball. The flag never touched the ground. Someone caught it and raised it, hardly breaking stride. Then he crumpled and rolled, and someone else seized it and carried it forward …

At last … they retreated to the nearest shelter … [where] other ‘Bodyguard Squad’ members were waiting with trucks and stretchers … Those still unharmed reloaded madly, breaking open huge wooden crates and spilling the long pointed bullets in random hillocks on the ground …
In the meantime, three shining black cannon had been taken off the trucks and the Rebels were trying to get the soldiers to show them how to use them. The soldiers were refusing … Finally [they] decided to go ahead [anyway]. They shot three times, but each time the shell went wildly astray … At the time, I found this vaguely amusing, but later … a worker … told me how he had shot and killed his best friend at a distance of two feet because he did not know how to use a machine-gun …

Someone they called Commander Tang [then arrived], a distraught young man with two guns in his belt and a small contingent of bodyguards. ‘Quickly, quickly,’ he was saying furiously. ‘Retreat, retreat …’ They piled into the trucks, a bloody collection of bandages and filth, the motors roared, and they were gone …

The city shook the whole day, and that evening the sky glowed a queer orange … The next day we learned that members of the [radical] ‘Changsha Youth’ organisation had levelled anti-aircraft missiles at the Xiang Embroidery Building on May First Square in an attack on the [conservative] Workers’ Alliance. The entire block-long four-storey building had burned to the ground.127



The ‘all-round nationwide civil war’ which Mao had toasted the previous winter had become a reality.

At that point Lin Biao, with Mao's tacit support, concluded that the threat to military stability – the ultimate guarantor of communist power – had gone too far. To put down a marker, he intervened in an episode which in any other circumstances would have seemed surreal. On May 13, a performance by the arts troupe of the Air Force, several of whose girl dancers were frequent visitors to Mao's bed, was violently disrupted by radicals linked to Jiang Qing. Two days later, Lin sent a group of senior officers to show solidarity with the injured. In the coded language of the time, Lin and the military commanders were telling the Cultural Revolution Small Group to back off. The incident left scars. Beneath a veneer of shared devotion to the Cultural Revolution, Lin's military faction and Jiang Qing's civilian radicals were beginning to grapple for power.128

At the beginning of the summer, the Chairman left for a two-month-long tour of the provinces, to see for himself how the Cultural Revolution was progressing. His first stop was in Wuhan, where armed clashes had been occurring between a conservative workers’ group, known as the ‘Million Heroes’, which was supported by the regional military commander, Chen Zaidao, and the radical ‘Workers’ General Headquarters’, whose leaders had been in prison since the ‘February Crackdown’. In the worst incident, in June, more than a hundred people had been killed and some 3,000 wounded.

Mao's presence was kept secret, and exceptional security was in force. The entire staff of the East Lake state guest-house, where he stayed, was changed on the eve of his arrival in case it had been infiltrated by counter-revolutionaries.

On Monday, July 18, after two days of talks with local leaders, Mao concluded that Chen had committed errors and must make a public self-criticism, while retaining his command; the ‘Workers’ Headquarters’ should be regarded as the core group of the Left; and the ‘Million Heroes’ should be encouraged to unite with them. They were, after all, workers, he said, and there should be no fundamental conflict of interest.129 This was announced that night by Wang Li, the Cultural Revolution Group's propaganda chief, and a summary of his remarks, in which he described the ‘Million Heroes’ as a conservative group, was broadcast over the city's street loudspeaker system. Next day, the Security Minister, Xie Fuzhi, gave a more detailed account to the Military Region Party Committee.

Chen Zaidao accepted Mao's verdict. The ‘Million Heroes’, unaware that it came from the Chairman, did not.

The following night, thousands of the group's followers commandeered army lorries and fire trucks and drove in convoy to the Military Region headquarters, demanding that Wang Li come out and talk to them. When he failed to appear, they went to the East Lake guest-house and stormed the building where he was staying – having no idea that Mao was less than a hundred yards away. Supported by uniformed troops from a local regiment, they broke into Wang's room, dragged him out into a car and took him to a struggle meeting, where he was severely beaten and one of his legs was broken. For the next three days and nights, several hundred thousand people – members of the ‘Million Heroes’ and their supporters, including large numbers of fully armed soldiers – paraded through the city in a show of strength, calling for the dismissal of Wang Li and Xie Fuzhi, and the overthrow of the Cultural Revolution Group radicals.

Mao was never in any danger. Even if he had been, it probably would not have bothered him greatly. Three months earlier he had horrified his staff by insisting that the masses must be allowed to storm Zhongnanhai if they wished.130

But for the radicals, it was a heaven-sent opportunity to press for a nationwide campaign to root out conservative resistance in the army once and for all.

Jiang Qing portrayed the Wuhan events as a full-scale mutiny. Mao himself, who was flown out to Shanghai in the early hours of Thursday morning – breaking, for the first and last time in his life, the rule imposed by the Politburo in 1959, forbidding him to travel by air for fear of an accident – pooh-poohed that idea, pointing out that if Chen Zaidao had wanted to stage a rebellion he would not have been permitted to leave. None the less, the fact that he had been pressured into a precipitate departure as a result of military unrest irritated him greatly.

Wang Li was released next day, and flew back with Xie Fuzhi to Beijing, where the two men were given a heroes’ welcome. Lin Biao, hedging his bets, presided over a rally of a million people in Tiananmen Square, attended by the whole leadership (except the marshals, who were pointedly not invited), to denounce the Wuhan military region for ‘daring to use barbaric, fascist methods to besiege, kidnap and beat up the Centre's representatives’.

Chen Zaidao was summoned to the capital and stripped of his command. But, on Mao's instructions, he was not designated a counter-revolutionary; and when thousands of cadets tried to drag him out for a struggle meeting, the Beijing garrison commander, Fu Chongbi, hid him for two hours in a lift, immobilised between two floors of the guest-house where he was staying, until they had dispersed. The defeated ‘Million Heroes’ were less fortunate. Their radical opponents from the ‘Workers’ Headquarters’ launched a pogrom which, in Wuhan alone, left 600 workers dead. In the province as a whole, an astounding 184,000 people were seized, beaten and maimed, or killed.131

Mao was torn. On the one hand, the military weakness of the left worried him. On the other, he understood that he could not push the military leadership too far.

Even before the Wuhan events, he had proposed to Zhou Enlai that workers and students should be armed. ‘Why can't we arm [them]?’ he had asked. ‘I say we should.’132 Zhou prudently took no action. Then, after Mao reached Shanghai, he urged Lin Biao to ‘drag out that small handful [of capitalist roaders] within the armed forces’ – an expression used a few days earlier by Lin's son, Lin Liguo, in an article in the People's Daily on Wang Li's triumphal return to Beijing.133 Later that month, Jiang Qing publicised the slogan ‘Attack by reasoning, defend by force’, which was seized on by radical groups to justify armed struggle.134 Then, on August 4, in a private letter to Jiang Qing – which she read out to a meeting of the Central Caucus – Mao went further. It was imperative to arm the Left, he wrote, because the great majority of the army was backing conservative workers’ groups. The stealing of arms by workers was ‘not a serious problem’. The masses should be encouraged to take the law into their own hands.135

In this febrile climate, the Party journal, Red Flag, published an editorial to mark the fortieth anniversary of the founding of the Red Army on August 1, which made clear that the struggle against capitalist-roaders in the army was the next major national task.136

When Mao read it, he changed his mind.

Just as he had after the proclamation of the Shanghai Commune, he now decided, for the second time, that the Cultural Revolution had reached a Rubicon. For the second time, he ordered a retreat.

Mao himself liked to explain such reversals in terms of dialectics: when a thing reaches its extreme, it turns into its opposite. Thus, in February 1967, he had moved to preserve the principle of Party rule against the day when he would want to rebuild it. Now, six months later, with the Party hierarchy virtually destroyed, he recognised an overriding imperative to preserve the one instrument of power that remained: the army. This time, it was not the fear of anarchy that had given him pause, but the politician's instinct for the possible. In the trade-off between radical activism and military stability that he had been juggling with since the winter, he had pushed the radicals’ cause to the limit. The moment had come for the pendulum to swing decisively back the other way.

On August 11, he sent word to Beijing that the policy of ‘dragging out a small handful [of capitalist roaders] in the army’ was ‘tactically inappropriate’. That was enough for Lin Biao and Jiang Qing to drop it like a hot brick. Soon afterwards, Mao returned the Red Flag editorial with the fateful words, ‘poisonous weed’, scrawled on it.137 It had been written by the editor of Red Flag, Lin Jie, and another Cultural Revolution Small Group propagandist named Guan Feng, and approved by Chen Boda. Ten days later, on August 22, in retaliation for the arrests of communist journalists by the authorities in Hong Kong, Red Guards from the Foreign Languages Institute, which was under Foreign Ministry jurisdiction, sacked the British Legation in Beijing. Zhou Enlai, who had been working round the clock, had suffered a minor heart attack that week. ‘Where will it all end, if this is allowed to go on?’ he asked Yang Chengwu, the acting Chief of Staff, whom he sent to Shanghai to brief Mao. Zhou thought the sacking of the legations reflected the influence of Guan Feng as well as of Wang Li and another member of the Cultural Revolution Group, Qi Benyu. Some weeks earlier Wang had given a speech at the Foreign Ministry urging rebels there to take a firmer stand against the old guard and specifically against the Foreign Minister, Chen Yi, whom he denounced by name. Guan and Qi had criticised the ministry's ‘timidity’.

Mao was not pleased. The burning of the British mission, following earlier incidents involving the Burmese, Indian and Indonesian embassies, showed that China was failing to meet its international obligations. Wang Li's speech at the ministry, he said, was ‘a big, big, big poisonous weed’. He and Guan Feng were ‘wrecking the Cultural Revolution’ and must be arrested at once – one of the very rare cases in which Mao is known to have given such an order himself. Qi Benyu, a talented polemicist whose historical writings Mao admired, was to be spared for the moment to see how he behaved.138

The combination of the Wuhan incident, the aborted campaign against capitalist roaders in the military and the leftist takeover of the Foreign Ministry, all in rapid succession, convinced him that the army's role as a disciplined force must be preserved at all costs.

In February, the Chairman had justified the retreat from the Shanghai Commune on a diplomatic pretext. In the autumn, to protect the army, a different device was employed.

The radicals’ ‘excesses’ were blamed on a shadowy ultra-leftist organisation called the ‘May 16 Group’. It was not wholly fictitious: a Red Guard groupuscule of that name, with about forty members, had been formed that spring at the Beijing Iron and Steel Institute, and had distinguished itself by making wall-poster attacks on Premier Zhou Enlai as the ‘backstage boss’ of the ‘February Adverse Current’.139 Other radical groups were making similar accusations at that time, tacitly encouraged by followers of Jiang Qing, who already saw Zhou as an impediment to her political ambitions.140 For some weeks Mao had left Zhou to face the onslaught unaided before ordering Chen Boda to state publicly that the Premier was a member of the Chairman's ‘proletarian headquarters’, at which point the agitation stopped. By August, the ‘May 16 Group’ had ceased to exist – and, in any case, it had no connection with Wang Li and Guan Feng, or any of the other senior figures who were later named as its leaders. But that was of no importance. What mattered was the concept it represented. From September 1967 onwards, when Mao personally branded it a ‘conspiratorial counter-revolutionary clique’ with ‘unspeakably evil purposes’,141 ‘May 16’ became a catch-all weapon for wiping out any manifestation, suspected or real, of political dissent.

By then the Chairman had reversed himself on ‘arming the left’ as well.142

A directive was issued forbidding weapons seizures by the rebels and authorising troops to fire in self-defence. On Mao's instructions, Jiang Qing delivered a speech, condemning armed struggle and denouncing the idea of ‘seizing a small handful in the army’ as ‘a trap’ set by right-wingers in order to ensnare the left. ‘We must not paint the PLA black,’ she went on. ‘They are our own boys.’ The army commanders’ problems were not over. But the threat that had hung over the military since the beginning of the year had finally been lifted.143

The repudiation of the ‘February Adverse Current’ in the spring of 1967 had not only triggered an upsurge of radical attacks against the army. It had also signalled the start of a new stage in the criticism of Liu Shaoqi and of the bourgeois ideology he was held to represent.

It had begun on April 1, 1967, with a long article in the People's Daily, written by Qi Benyu, which broke new ground by attacking Liu directly (though still not by name) as ‘the top Party person in power taking the capitalist road’. The article, entitled ‘Patriotism or National Betrayal’, had been revised by Mao himself. Like many Cultural Revolution polemics, the topic was extremely obscure – a film made in 1950, set in the time of the Emperor Guangxu, which Mao had once denounced as treasonous because it denigrated the Boxer Revolt but which Liu was said to have approved.144 The burden of the article was that the Boxers, like the Red Guards, were revolutionary, and that Liu's support of the film was a paradigm for his many other acts of betrayal. On April 6, the ‘Red Regiment’ at Zhongnanhai staged another raid on Liu's home – the first since January – and questioned him about Qi Benyu's charges. Next day, the Head of State put up a wall-poster outside his house, denying any traitorous intent. It was torn down after a few hours, and on the 10th his wife, Wang Guangmei, was taken to a struggle meeting before thousands of Red Guards at Qinghua University, where she was humiliated by being made to put on a silk dress, silk stockings and high-heeled shoes (which she had worn during a State Visit to Indonesia), as well as a necklace made of ping-pong balls, to symbolise her supposed bourgeois tastes.145

The media barrage continued. In May, Liu's book, How to be a Good Communist, was denounced as ‘a big anti-Marxist-Leninist and anti-Mao-Zedong-Thought poisonous weed’. The Chairman himself described it as ‘a deceitful work, a form of idealism, opposed to Marxism-Leninism’.146

The climax came in July. On the eve of Mao's departure for Wuhan, Red Guards from the Beijing Institute of Aeronautical Engineering, backed by the Cultural Revolution Group, set up a ‘Collar Liu Shaoqi Frontline Command Post’ outside the West Gate of Zhongnanhai. Dozens of loudspeaker vans blared out Maoist slogans day and night. By July 18, several hundred thousand people had gathered in the streets outside, vowing to fast until Liu was ‘dragged out’. This was not done, because Mao had expressly forbidden it. But that evening the ‘Red Regiment’ held an ‘accusation meeting’ within the leadership compound, at which Liu and his wife were made to stand silently for two hours, bowing from the waist, while their accusers harangued them. Mao's doctor saw them being beaten and kicked, while soldiers of the Central Guard Unit stood by and watched: Liu's shirt had been torn open, and people were jerking him around by the hair. Two-and-a-half weeks later, the process was repeated. This time the couple had to stand in the Red Guards’ ‘jetplane’ position, bending forward with their arms stretched back behind them, while Liu was interrogated anew about his alleged ‘national betrayals’. Deng Xiaoping and Tao Zhu and their wives were subjected to similar indignities.

It was mild stuff compared to the treatment meted out to lesser officials. None the less, Liu was seventy years old. He was forced to kneel before Red Guard posters, with rebels pulling his hair and pushing his head to the ground. His left leg was injured, and afterwards, as he was frog-marched back to his residence, his face was swollen and a bluish, ashen colour.147

On August 7, he wrote to Mao, resigning as Head of State.

He received no reply. Soon afterwards he was separated from his family. Wang Guangmei was imprisoned. Their children were sent to work as peasants in the countryside. The accusation meetings ceased. From then on Liu was held in solitary confinement at his home, while the Central Case Examination Group continued to assemble ‘evidence’ of treachery that would justify his formal dismissal.

This body took on growing importance as the swirl of movements that constituted the Cultural Revolution became ever more complex. It was chaired by Zhou Enlai and answerable directly to Mao. But in practice it became the personal empire of Kang Sheng. Alongside the Red Guards and the rebel worker detachments, who were the revolution's foot soldiers, and the PLA, whose ‘support for the Left’ made up for the radicals’ numerical weakness – Kang's political police provided the edge of cold steel which ensured that, in all circumstances, ‘proletarian dictatorship’ would triumph.

From the spring of 1967 onwards, the Examination Group's remit, initially limited to the investigation of Peng Zhen and his associates, and then of Liu and Wang Guangmei, was dramatically enlarged.

One of the first new cases Kang devised was that of the so-called ‘61 Renegades’. This involved a group of senior Party officials, including the former Finance Minister, Bo Yibo, and the Organisation Department head, An Ziwen, who had been imprisoned in the 1930s in Beijing. With the agreement of the then Party leader, Zhang Wentian, and of the rest of the Politburo (including Mao), Liu Shaoqi, as head of the North China Bureau, had authorised them to renounce their Party membership as a means of winning release. The matter had been reviewed at the Seventh Party Congress in 1945, and it had been agreed that Liu had acted correctly.

When Kang initially suggested that the case should be reopened, Mao demurred. But, by February 1967, he had overcome his scruples.148 A month later, the Cultural Revolution Group approved a directive, labelling the sixty-one officials ‘a clique of traitors’, and accusing them of having ‘betrayed the Party’ as the price of their freedom.149 Mao, Zhou Enlai, Kang himself and the rest of the leadership all knew perfectly well that the charge was a complete fabrication. But it was useful, both to discredit Liu among the Party rank and file, and as a means of removing some of his principal supporters.

Unlike Stalin, Mao appears to have taken no interest in the sordid details of his victims’ treatment. Kang had a free hand, employing a mixture of Red Guard violence and the subtler tortures of trained professional interrogators. Bo Yibo kept a record of his torment, written on scraps of newspaper that he scattered in his cell, guessing correctly that his persecutors would preserve them – and that, one day, when the political wind changed, they would become a part of the indictment against them:

I received another round of severe beatings today [he wrote]. I am now covered in wounds and injuries, and my clothes are all in tatters. At one point, because I became dizzy and moved my body a couple of times, I was hit … and kicked over and over again … [Another time] my two arms were held behind my back, twisted, and when they put me on the ‘jetplane’, they forced me to keep my legs wide apart, while pressing my back down as far as it would go but keeping my head up and at attention. Then they took turns pulling my hair while kicking and beating me … I can no longer hold a pen steadily. How can I write a confession?150

Two more ‘Special Case Groups’ were formed to deal with Peng Dehuai and He Long. In July 1967, Peng was beaten so severely, in an attempt to make him confess that he had plotted against Mao, that the interrogators broke four of his ribs. He Long died of diabetic complications after being denied medical treatment.151

Other investigations followed into the Party's underground networks in the 1920s and 1930s. In east Hebei, 84,000 people were arrested, of whom 2,955 were executed, tortured to death or committed suicide. In Guangdong, 7,200 people were interrogated, and 85, including a provincial vice-governor, beaten to death. In Shanghai, 6,000 people were detained. Most were accused of working for the nationalists (an easy enough charge to make about a period when the CCP and the Guomindang had formed a united front), and about half were labelled traitors. Another small ‘renegade clique’, similar to Bo Yibo's, was unearthed in Xinjiang. In the north-east, an even more fantastic story was concocted, in which it was claimed that a group of senior army officers were ‘remnant followers’ of the Manchurian leader, Zhang Xueliang, and had plotted against Lin Biao: they, too, were purged. In Yunnan, 14,000 Party cadres were executed in an investigation to ‘ferret out traitors’. But the most extraordinary case of all was in Inner Mongolia. There 350,000 people were arrested; 80,000 people were beaten so badly they were permanently maimed, and more than 16,000 died, in an effort to prove that the veteran provincial leader, Ulanfu, a Politburo alternate, had established a rival ‘black party’ to compete with the CCP for power.152

None of these cases had any basis in fact. All were based on confessions, extracted by torture, and on the weaving together of isolated incidents, taken out of context, to produce a web of paranoid suspicion. In Mao's new ‘all-round nationwide civil war’, he had reverted to the logic, and the methods, of the old – to the practices of the 1930s during the frenzied blood-purges in the beleaguered Red base areas. Terror was again the means by which Red China would be cleansed, ready for the creation of the new utopia.

By the autumn of 1967, the first, firestorm year of the Cultural Revolution was drawing to a close. Liu Shaoqi had been vanquished. His allies had been purged, and Kang Sheng's ever-widening net was sweeping up their supporters, imagined or real. The Red Guards and rebel worker detachments had broken the hold of veteran Party officials in the provinces.

In the triad of ‘struggle, criticism, transformation’, on which all Mao's political movements were based, the time for struggle was over; criticism would continue; but the priority was now transformation – replacing the old with the new.

Amid the chaos of a country, all of whose main institutions except the army, the secret police and the economic ministries, had been effectively destroyed, this was easier said than done. In September 1967, during his tour of the provinces, Mao issued a new directive, requiring rival Red Guard and workers’ factions to unite and form ‘grand alliances’.153 In Beijing and Shanghai, this was done fairly quickly – though violent factional strife continued among university Red Guards. In other provinces, the army was instructed to maintain a policy of neutrality while rival Red Guard organisations despatched delegations to the capital, where, under the watchful eyes of the Cultural Revolution Group, they were ordered to negotiate until they resolved their differences.

To promote unity, the opposing factions were no longer described as ‘radicals’ and ‘conservatives’. Instead, local names were used. Thus, from Anhui there was the ‘good’ faction (hao pai) and the ‘fart faction’ (pi pai) – so-called because the radicals had said the power seizure in the province was ‘good’, while the conservatives said it was ‘as good as a fart’. But even with that encouragement, and the personal intervention of leaders as highly placed as Jiang Qing and Kang Sheng, it took fourteen months before the Anhui groups reached agreement. Up to the autumn of 1967, only seven provinces had been able to establish Revolutionary Committees. Everywhere else the Red Guards and other mass organisations were still arguing about which of them should take part and which of the former provincial leaders qualified as ‘revolutionary cadres’ whom they could therefore support.154

Meanwhile, to put steel into the Chairman's call to order, the campaign against the ultra-Leftist ‘May 16’ group was vastly expanded. That winter, Qi Benyu was arrested, joining his former colleagues, Wang Li and Guan Feng, as one of the three ‘black hands’ who had supposedly acted as the group's backstage bosses. Over the next four years, 10 million people would fall under suspicion as ‘May 16’ elements, and more than three million people would be persecuted – one in twenty-five of the adult urban population.155 At the Foreign Ministry, where Wang Li's influence was alleged to have been strongest, more than half of the 2,000 diplomats and officials were purged under the ‘May 16’ banner.156 The sheer scale of the movement meant that the main investigative role had to be taken by the army, which also had the leading role in a parallel campaign, launched at the same time, for ‘cleansing the class ranks’, whose purpose was to allow the leaders of the nascent revolutionary committees to crush those they regarded as politically hostile. Often such cases overlapped with those initiated by Kang Sheng's Central Case Examination Group, notably in Inner Mongolia – where so many people were killed that the Chairman and First Vice-Chairman of the Revolutionary Committee were both arrested for excessive zeal – and in Hebei and Yunnan. The best estimate is that, during the two years the campaign lasted, at least 36 million people were investigated; between 750,000 and 1.5 million were killed, many by what was termed ‘enforced suicide’; and an approximately equal number were permanently maimed. The commonest accusations were of being ‘spies’, ‘bad elements’ or ‘newly emerged counter-revolutionaries’.157

Others, whose offences were linked directly to Cultural Revolution activities, were detained under new public security regulations which made it a counter-revolutionary crime to criticise Mao, Lin Biao, or, by extension, any of the other radical leaders. The regulations had been promulgated in January 1967, but were not applied until efforts to restore order began in earnest at the end of that year.

Despite this battery of repressive weaponry, the Chairman did not have it all his own way. The campaign against the ultra-Leftist ‘May 16’ group encouraged conservatives to question certain aspects of the Cultural Revolution Small Group's policies. Ninety-one Chinese ambassadors and other senior diplomats signed a wall-poster supporting the Politburo moderates who had been denounced during the ‘February Adverse Current’. A Red Guard group did the same. Xie Fuzhi, whom Mao had named to head the Beijing Revolutionary Committee, was accused of extreme Leftism. Similar attacks were made on radical leaders in Shanghai and Sichuan.158

Mao's counter-offensive, when it came, was from an unexpected quarter. On March 21, 1968, Jiang Qing and Kang Sheng made speeches, claiming that 'certain people' were trying to 'reverse the verdict' on the February Adverse Current.159 The following day it was announced that three top generals had committed 'serious mistakes' and had been dismissed.

Yang Chengwu, the acting Chief of Staff whom he had appointed two years earlier to succeed the disgraced Luo Ruiqing, was one of the outstanding heroes of the Long March. As a young battalion commander, he had been responsible for two of the feats which had passed into PLA legend: the crossing of the Dadu River, and the storming of Lazikou Pass. The others were Fu Chongbi, the Beijing garrison commander, who had protected Chen Zaidao after the Wuhan incident, and Yu Lijin, the Political Commissar of the PLA air force. Why these three were singled out is unclear. There is evidence that Yang and Fu had offended Jiang Qing and, in Yang's case, Mao as well. Lin Biao also had grounds for wanting to see two of them removed. At a time when he was steadily strengthening his control over the military, Yang was too independent-minded for his liking, while Yu was at odds with one of his key allies, the air force commander, Wu Faxian. Yang would be replaced by another of Lin's protégés, Huang Yongsheng, the Commander of the Canton Military Region. Like Wu Faxian; Li Zuopeng, the Political Commissar of the Navy; and Qiu Huizuo, the head of the General Logistical Department, Huang had served under Lin since before the Long March.

Whatever the precise mechanism of the purge, Mao's motives were clear enough: he needed scapegoats to justify a new campaign against the Right, both to rebut the accusations of the Foreign Ministry conservatives and their supporters and to provide cover for the Left during the vast military clampdown that he was about to launch to end the violence of the Red Guards and the worker-rebel detachments. Ever since Mao had decided the previous August that the PLA should remain aloof from the political struggle, his colleagues had been waiting for the other shoe to drop. The purge of the three generals for fomenting a ‘rightist wind of reversing correct verdicts’ signalled that the moment had come.

That summer, Mao moved decisively to restore order in Shaanxi then in the grip of full-scale civil war, and in Guangxi, where heavy weaponry had been looted from shipments bound for Vietnam and factional fighting had reduced parts of the provincial capital, Nanning, to rubble.160 Troops were sent in to separate the warring parties. On July 3, the Chairman issued a directive, calling for an immediate end to the violence. In Nanning, it would take another five weeks before the army was able to declare victory, by which time the city streets were literally awash with blood. Two thousand, three hundred captured rebels were publicly executed. Military Control Commissions were installed in the worst-affected counties to punish those who resisted. They found indiscriminate slaughter and, in some areas of Guangxi, political cannibalism: alleged traitors were killed and parts of their bodies eaten, in the same way as forty years earlier, Peng Pai's followers in Hailufeng, further up the coast, had killed and eaten their adversaries at ‘banquets of human flesh’ – with those who refused to take part being branded as ‘false comrades’.161 Finally, on August 20, a revolutionary committee was established, headed by the former First Secretary, Wei Guoqing.

The army was also entrusted with re-establishing discipline in the country's schools and universities, where ‘workers’ propaganda teams’ were sent to prepare for the resumption of classes, suspended for the previous two years while students rebelled.

This gave rise to another bizarre incident, less gruesome but in inspiration no less atavistic than the events in Guangxi.

At the end of July, Mao despatched 30,000 workers and PLA men to Qinghua and other campuses in Beijing where radical Red Guards were refusing to lay down their arms. The Qinghua students resisted. Five members of the work team were killed and more than a hundred wounded. As a token of support, Mao sent them a gift of mangoes, which he had received a few days earlier from a visiting Pakistani delegation. These were treated with all the reverence prescribed in the Liji, the Book of Rites dating from the fifth century BC, a period of China's antiquity whose precepts the Cultural Revolution was supposed to have swept away. Like holy relics – a tooth of the Buddha, or a nail from the Cross – the mangoes were venerated, and eventually, when they were half rotten, preserved by being coated in wax, while ‘replicas’ were distributed to other organisations.162

The fighting at Qinghua was a last hurrah. The following day Mao summoned the five principal Beijing Red Guard leaders to a meeting at the Great Hall of the People, where he told them that a ‘black hand’ was trying to suppress them. The ‘black hand’, he then added, was himself. Their violence had alienated too many people, he said. Now they faced a choice: either to submit to military control or voluntarily to disperse.163

The reopening of the schools helped to restore civil peace, but it did nothing to resolve the problem of the millions of youths who should have graduated during the previous two years and instead had spent their time roaming the country as Red Guards.

Even before the Cultural Revolution, youth unemployment in the cities had necessitated a voluntary rustication programme for school-leavers.164 The political turmoil since had made jobs still harder to find. Industrial output had fallen nearly 14 per cent in 1967, and would decline by a further 5 per cent the following year.165

In the autumn of 1968, therefore, the rustication programme was revived on an expanded basis – but this time it was compulsory. Over the next two years, five million young people would be sent to the countryside.166 In a parallel programme, several million cadres and intellectuals were ordered out of the cities to live in rural ‘May 7 Cadre Schools’ – so-called because Mao had put forward the idea of work-study among the peasants in a letter to Lin Biao on May 7, 1966.167 That most peasants wanted nothing to do with the new arrivals, regarding them as yet another unwelcome burden, was beside the point. To Mao, it was a neat solution: ideologically, it fulfilled his cherished ideal of breaking down barriers between town and country; politically, it forced the bureaucracy, the ‘new class’ which he believed had degenerated because of the softness of urban life,168 to seek renewal through manual labour; and socially, it removed from the cities both the former Red Guards and many of their former victims.

Here, too, the military played a key role.

Many of the rusticated youths wound up working on army-run farms in the border regions. Army officers oversaw the ‘cleansing of class ranks’ at the cadre schools. Military work teams were installed in every government department and ministry, in factories and newspaper offices.

But the full extent of the PLA's dominance was shown most clearly in the provincial administration. Half the members of the new revolutionary committees were PLA officers, as against less than a third from Red Guard and rebel worker detachments, and only 20 per cent, veteran cadres. In the standing committees – which served as the provincial governments – almost three-quarters of the members were army men.169 At the grass roots, the proportion was still more striking: in a run-of-the-mill province like Hubei, where disruption had not been out of the ordinary, an astounding 98 per cent of county-level revolutionary committees were chaired by PLA officers.170 In practice, most of China was under military rule.

That, however, was the price of ending the descent into anarchy. The devastation of the social tissue had been too deep to admit of any other solution.

At the beginning of September 1968, it was announced that the last of the twenty-nine provincial revolutionary committees – in Tibet and Xinjiang – had been established. The Cultural Revolution Group proclaimed that ‘the entire country is Red’ and, at a mass rally two days later, Zhou Enlai declared: ‘We have finally smashed the plot of the handful of Party persons in power, taking the capitalist road.’171 The stage was at last set for the political denouement which Mao had begun preparing nearly four years before.

On October 13, 1968, the Central Committee, or what was left of it, gathered in Beijing to begin its Twelfth Plenum. More than two-thirds of its original membership had been purged, and of those that remained, only forty full members were present – too few to constitute a quorum. To remedy that, ten of the nineteen alternates present were promoted to full membership and the meeting was enlarged to include seventy-four PLA officers and leaders from the newly formed revolutionary committees, who – in violation of Party statutes – were also given voting rights.

The plenum had three main tasks: to ratify the overthrow of Liu Shaoqi; to confirm the designation of Lin Biao as Mao's new successor – a state of affairs that had been implicit since August 1966, when Lin had become sole Vice-Chairman, and which Mao had explicitly acknowledged in November 1967; and to condemn the ‘February Adverse Current’ and its sequel, the ‘Right-deviationist wind’ of March 1968.

Of these, by far the most important was the resolution damning Liu. Jiang Qing, who had taken personal charge of the ‘Special Case Group’ carrying out the investigation, had compiled three large volumes of evidence – based entirely on confessions obtained through torture – which purported to show that he had betrayed the Party to the Guomindang on at least three occasions: in Changsha in 1925; in Wuhan in 1927; and in Shenyang in 1929. To obtain even those flimsy charges of treachery four decades before, Kang Sheng's investigators had had to interrogate 28,000 people, most of whom were later imprisoned as counter-revolutionaries, and to pore over four million files. One key witness, Meng Yongqian, who had been arrested with Liu in 1929, was questioned continuously for seven days and nights to force him to admit that he and Liu had turned traitor while in captivity. When he recovered, he retracted his ‘confession’ – but this was concealed.

Jiang Qing herself evidently recognised that these were slim pickings, and in her report she listed other, more recent, examples of Liu's perfidy – including collusion with ‘the US secret agent, Wang Guangmei’; sending ‘valuable information’ to the CIA in Hong Kong; and opposing ‘Chairman Mao's proletarian revolutionary line’. Evidence to back up these charges would be published later, she said, though in fact it never was.

None the less, the plenum voted ‘to expel Liu Shaoqi from the Party, once and for all’; to dismiss him from all his posts as ‘a renegade, traitor and scab … [and] a lackey of imperialism, modern revisionism and the Guomindang reactionaries’; and ‘to continue to settle accounts with him and his accomplices’. It was not quite a unanimous vote. Zhou Enlai, Chen Yi, Ye Jianying and the other veteran leaders all raised their hands obediently to condemn their erstwhile colleague.172 But one elderly woman CC member refused to go along with the charade and abstained. She was purged afterwards too.

Lin Biao's nomination as Mao's successor was also approved – without dissent.173

The one issue on which serious differences did arise was the treatment of the Politburo moderates. Zhou Enlai, not for the first and not for the last time during the Cultural Revolution, was cast as Mao's attack dog – lambasting not only the marshals but also his own State Council allies, Chen Yun, Li Xiannian and Li Fuchun, for careerism and opposing Mao's line. It was the opening scene of the kind of political theatre at which Mao excelled. Jiang Qing and Kang Sheng, both determined to see the role of the moderate leaders reduced, then played the role that Mao expected of them and, with Lin Biao's agreement, instructed their supporters to launch concerted attacks on the old guard when the plenum broke into group discussions. Zhu De was accused to his face of being ‘an old right-wing opportunist’, who had opposed Mao's leadership since their days on the Jinggangshan; Chen Yun was said to have resisted the Great Leap Forward; the four marshals, by instigating the ‘February Adverse Current’, had sought to reverse the verdict on Liu Shaoqi, Deng Xiaoping and Tao Zhu.

With the stage thus set, Mao could afford to be conciliatory. The veterans, he insisted, had merely exercised their right to express their opinions. Even Deng Xiaoping, he added, was not in the same category as Liu Shaoqi.174

In Deng's case, Mao had held this view since the start of the Cultural Revolution. At one point in 1967, he had toyed with the idea of bringing him back into the leadership. The same year he rejected a proposal from Kang Sheng to establish a separate ‘Special Case Group’ to investigate Deng's past, agreeing only that the team investigating He Long – a relatively minor inquiry – might set up a subgroup for that purpose. Now he dismissed the Cultural Revolution Small Group's suggestion that Deng, as well as Liu, should be expelled from the Party. It was an insurance policy. ‘That little man … has a great future ahead of him’, he had once told a foreign visitor. Deng was never officially attacked by name during the Cultural Revolution. Mao preferred to keep him in reserve, in case he should need his talents again.175

Six months later, when the Ninth Congress met to bring the Cultural Revolution to a triumphal close, the Chairman was equally prudent.176

The leaders who had taken part in the ‘February Adverse Current’, all except Tan Zhenlin (who had been blackballed by Lin Biao), retained their positions as Central Committee members, and two of them, Ye Jianying and Li Xiannian, were reappointed to the Politburo which gradually resumed its normal functions. Three other veterans – Zhu De; the ‘One-eyed Dragon’, Marshal Liu Bocheng, now totally blind; and Dong Biwu, who, besides Mao, was the only surviving founder member of the Party – also kept their Politburo seats, and two younger professional soldiers – Xu Shiyou and Chen Xilian, the Military Region commanders in Nanjing and Shenyang – joined that body for the first time.

In one sense, these seven were political ballast.

Power lay with the Standing Committee, whose membership had not changed since it suspended work in 1966 – Mao; Lin Biao, now officially described as the Chairman's ‘closest comrade in arms’; Zhou Enlai; Chen Boda and Kang Sheng – and with the two radical clans within the leadership, led by Lin and Jiang Qing. Jiang had the support of the Shanghai leaders, Zhang Chunqiao and Yao Wenyuan, and the Security Minister, Xie Fuzhi – all of whom became full Politburo members. Lin's group comprised his wife, Ye Qun; and the four generals – Huang Yongsheng, Wu Faxian, Li Zuopeng and Qiu Huizuo – who were similarly promoted. The Central Caucus ceased to function and the Cultural Revolution Small Group was disbanded five months later.

Politburo sessions after the Ninth Congress often took the form of what were called ‘occasional work meetings’, from which the old guard were excluded. Yet the Chairman's decision to make a place for the moderates was important. It was not simply a gesture of magnanimity. Rather Mao was attempting – as he had at the Seventh Congress in 1945 – to fashion a coalition representing the different interest groups that made up the communist polity. He was lucid enough to know that, even at a time of radical dominance, men like Zhu De and Liu Bocheng (and still more, Zhou Enlai) had a political constituency which Lin Biao and his followers could not reach. Fifty years of political infighting had taught Mao not to put all his eggs in one basket.

There was a more fundamental, reason, too.

Officially the Cultural Revolution had been an outstanding success. Mao was credited with raising Marxism-Leninism ‘to a higher and completely new stage’, creating a guiding philosophy for ‘the era when imperialism is heading for total collapse and socialism towards worldwide victory’. His aphorisms had become so rooted in the nation's consciousness that, in everyday conversation, they had acquired the status given to quotations from the Confucian Classics in the speech of earlier generations. The Ninth Congress had affirmed class struggle as the Party's ‘basic line throughout the period of socialism’, and had laid down that future generations should conduct policy under the rubric of ‘continuing the revolution under the dictatorship of the proletariat’.

But, after three years, of turmoil, how much had actually been achieved?

Liu Shaoqi had been definitively purged. Deng Xiaoping was under house arrest. Peng Dehuai was in prison. He Long had died in captivity that summer, after Mao had told the 12th Plenum in 1968 that he could ‘no longer be protected’, which his doctors took as a signal to hasten his demise by intentionally giving him the wrong medication.177 Tao Zhu died a few months later. Hundreds of thousands of lesser figures at all levels of the Party hierarchy had been removed from power. Many of them, too, were in jail. One million people had been killed – a figure which would more than double as the purge of ‘May 16’ elements and ‘cleansing the class ranks’ unearthed fresh ‘counter-revolutionaries’ and sent them to their deaths.178 All outward manifestations of bourgeois thought and behaviour had been crushed.

In Liu's place, Mao had put Lin Biao. In one respect, he was a better choice of successor; he was almost ten years younger. But he was chronically sick, to the point where even Mao referred to him contemptuously by the soubriquet, ‘Forever Healthy’.179 Lin suffered from a nervous disorder – akin to Mao's neurasthenia – which caused him to sweat profusely. Unlike Mao, he was also a hypochondriac. He hated meeting people, and the ordeal of having to receive a foreign delegation left him drenched in perspiration. While undergoing medical treatment in the Soviet Union in the early 1940s, he had become addicted to morphine, and had never entirely quit the habit. He developed an aversion to sunlight. In his office the blinds were perpetually drawn. He refused to go out in the wind. Indoors, the temperature had to be maintained at a constant 21 degrees centigrade, summer and winter alike.

Even by the standards of a leadership where personal friendships were the exception, Lin's behaviour was irrationally antisocial. He lived in semi-seclusion in a heavily guarded mansion at Maojiawan, in the north-western quarter of Beijing. Visitors were discouraged, and he never visited others, often declining to see even his own military subordinates. He refused to read documents himself, instead getting his secretaries to give him an oral summary, which was not allowed to take up more than thirty minutes a day.

None of these eccentricities disqualified Lin from becoming Mao's successor. The role of Party Chairman was not executive but strategic. In Mao's eyes, Lin's supreme merit was that, ever since they had met on the Jinggangshan in 1928, he had been a totally loyal follower. He had an impressive intellect. Alone among Mao's subordinates, he peppered his major speeches with apt historical allusions (which he employed a team of researchers to find for him), and when he was not wallowing in panegyrics on the Chairman, he was capable of articulating Mao's views with a cogency and clarity that none of the others could equal. Politically, he had the prestige that came from being the most brilliant of the communists’ civil war commanders. Ideologically, he adhered religiously to the precepts of Mao Zedong Thought.

But Lin was not a charismatic leader, and it must have been clear to Mao that he would need to be well seconded.

Therein lay the difficulty. When the Chairman looked around the auditorium in the Great Hall of the People where the Ninth Congress was being held, he could hardly fail to notice that more than a quarter of the 1,500 delegates were wearing green PLA uniforms.180 A third of the new Central Committee was from the army. Fewer than a fifth were veteran cadres. The newcomers might be politically and ideologically sound, but very few were of the calibre of the first-generation leaders they had replaced.

In the country at large, the success of the Cultural Revolution was even more problematic. ‘Cleansing the class ranks’ had caused an explosion of violence in the countryside, as local cadres seized the opportunity to purge and kill real or suspected enemies. But the Cultural Revolution itself had been essentially an urban phenomenon. Many of China's 600 million peasants, far from being ‘touched to their very souls’ – as revolutionary propaganda had it – heard only distant rumours of the tumult in the cities.

Outwardly, China had become a sea of collectively owned grey buildings, of collectively farmed fields, of uniform blue cotton clothes – where the only colour came from the red flags on buildings and the bright jackets and leggings of small children. Ornament of any kind was forbidden. Culture had been reduced to Jiang Qing's eight revolutionary model operas. There were no markets, no street stalls, no pedlars. Every bicycle was black.

But to eradicate the individualism of the spirit – to achieve a ‘proletarian revolution of the mind’, as Mao put it181 – was a much more uncertain undertaking.

In 1966, he had written that cultural revolutions would have to be unleashed ‘every seven or eight years’ to renew the nation's revolutionary élan and halt the onset of bourgeois degeneration. Now, in April 1969, he repeated that the task had not yet been completed, and ‘after a few years’ it might have to be done all over again.182

Mao never admitted, then or later, that the Cultural Revolution had fallen short of his original design. None the less, it is hard to believe that a man of his questioning, dialectical bent could not see that the new ‘realm of Red virtue’ whose birth pangs had been marked by such terror, cruelty and pain, was of stultifying shallowness. If he did, he did not let it show. The Cultural Revolution had provoked a collective demonstration of the worst instincts of a nation; even Lin Biao, in private, dismissed it as a ‘Cultureless Revolution’.183 But Mao had other concerns. Revolution, he was fond of saying, was not a dinner-party. The overriding priority was the perennity of class struggle.

In the service of that cause, China had become a vast prison of the mind. The old world had been smashed. Mao had nothing to put in its place but empty, Red rhetoric.

In the end, the void was filled with unwitting help from Moscow.

On the night of August 20, 1968, Soviet troops invaded Czechoslovakia to crush the ‘Prague Spring’ and overthrow the reforming communist government there.184 To justify their action, the Russians argued that all Soviet-bloc states had a duty to defend the socialist system wherever it was threatened. This ‘Brezhnev doctrine’, as it was called, was formally limited to Europe. But to Mao, it provided a basis for a possible Russian attack on China.

The following spring, he decided to pre-empt that.

Minor incidents had been occurring haphazardly along the Sino-Soviet border for several years. The clash that took place on March 2, 1969 was premeditated, however. Three hundred Chinese troops, wearing white camouflage outfits, advanced under cover of darkness across the ice of the Ussuri River on to Zhenbao (Damansky) Island, a disputed speck of territory on the river frontier 150 miles south of the Siberian city of Khabarovsk. There they dug foxholes in the snow, and lay in ambush. Next morning, a Chinese decoy party moved ostentatiously on to the island. When a Russian patrol arrived to intercept them, the Chinese opened fire. The Soviets then brought up reinforcements and succeeded in driving the Chinese back, losing more than thirty men dead and wounded. Another, bigger battle in the same area two weeks later ended with sixty Russian and several hundred Chinese casualties. In a third battle, on March 17, not made public at the time, the Russians brought in tanks and artillery.185

Mao's plan was of breathtaking simplicity. If the Soviet Union had become China's main enemy, then the United States, on the principle that ‘my enemy's enemy is my friend’, had become a potential ally – even if it was engaged in a brutal and destructive war on China's southern frontiers against another of Beijing's allies, Vietnam.186

The fighting on Zhenbao Island was the beginning of a prolonged Chinese effort to convince the newly elected US President, Richard Nixon, that Beijing's foreign policy priorities had undergone a fundamental change. The Russians, unaware of Mao's objectives, unintentionally strengthened his case by stepping up military pressure to try to force China to negotiate. All through the spring and summer, border incidents multiplied – accompanied by heavy hints from Moscow of Warsaw Pact intervention and the possible use of nuclear weapons (just as the Americans had brandished the nuclear threat during the Taiwan Straits crisis in 1958). The Kremlin began a massive build-up of Soviet forces in Mongolia. China approved a 30 per cent increase in military spending. In August a civil defence programme was launched in Beijing and other large cities, in which millions of people were mobilised to dig air-raid shelters for use against nuclear attack.

Having made his political point, Mao agreed, after a suitable show of reluctance, to a meeting in September between Zhou Enlai and the Soviet Premier, Andrei Kosygin – held symbolically at Beijing airport to underline that the Middle Kingdom was still determined to keep the barbarians at the gate. They reached an understanding to maintain the status quo along the frontier; to resume border negotiations; and to avoid further military clashes.

With that, the crisis was defused.

While it lasted, it created an appropriately militant backdrop for the holding of the Ninth Congress. Four hundred million people, half of China's population, were said to have taken part in demonstrations against the ‘new tsars’. In the longer term, the escalating rhetoric aimed at ‘Soviet social-imperialism’ provided a new political focus for the nation's energies (just as, twenty years earlier, anti-American rhetoric had galvanised China at the time of the Korean War).

It also allowed Mao to tie up loose ends. In mid-October, Lin Biao ordered a ‘red alert’, in which a million troops were mobilised for a possible Soviet attack.187 This was not totally far-fetched. Although the border crisis had eased, China had just carried out its first successful underground nuclear test, sparking concerns that the Russians might launch a surgical strike against Chinese nuclear facilities. Whether the Chairman really believed, as was claimed later, that they might also stage a punitive bombing raid on Beijing is another matter. But it provided him with a pretext for dispersing the veteran Party leaders to the provinces, as part of a general leadership evacuation from Beijing, and at the same time removing from the capital – three years after their fall – Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping.

Deng was sent with his wife to Jiangxi, where he lived under guard in an army barracks and spent his days working part-time in a nearby tractor repair plant. That year his eldest son, Deng Pufang, became a lifelong cripple after jumping from a third-storey window to escape his Red Guard tormentors.III But Deng himself was under Mao's protection. The head of the CC General Office, Wang Dongxing, was instructed to ensure that the family's conditions were acceptable and Deng's children, including Pufang, were later permitted to join him.188

Liu had been bedridden since the summer of 1968, when he had contracted pneumonia. When he was told that he had been expelled from the Party, he ‘broke out into a sweat, became short of breath [and] began to vomit’. He never spoke again. He became covered in bed sores and had to be fed intravenously. His thinning hair, which had turned white, had not been cut for two years and was a foot in length. On Mao's instructions, he was taken out of Zhongnanhai on a stretcher on October 17 and flown to Kaifeng, the capital of Anhui. There he was held in the basement of an empty unheated building at the Municipal Party Committee headquarters. He developed pneumonia again, but permission to treat him in hospital was denied. After a cruel and long drawn-out agony, he died an abject death, his bed sheets covered in vomit and excrement, on November 12, four years almost to the day after Mao had launched the campaign against him. His corpse was put in the back of a jeep and taken to be cremated under a false name.189

The Chairman did not give a direct order for Liu's death, any more than he ordered the deaths of He Long or Tao Zhu, or of Peng Dehuai who also died later in prison.

But he did not raise a finger to prevent them.






I The use of dunce's hats, like other Red Guard practices, was part of a much older tradition. Mao wrote of it in his account of the peasant movement in Hunan in 1927. Ten years later a Chinese journalist described the fate of suspected collaborators at Taiyuan during the war against Japan: ‘Each collaborator was wearing a high paper hat, on which was written clearly each one's name, personal details and his treacherous behaviour. They were placed in a vehicle and taken through the streets, and the squad used a really big drum, beating it as they went along …. The streets were full of people watching those collaborators, and all of them with one voice yelled and cursed them.’ The treatment meted out to Mao's opponents in the 1960s was exactly the same.

II This was an ad hoc body, created the previous August to do the work of the Politburo Standing Committee which no longer met.

III Years later Deng Pufang recalled in an interview with the author: ‘Some [radicals] detained me and held me in a kind of prison. I felt I had no future whatever. They beat me up – physical persecution was a very common thing at that time – until finally I felt my life simply wasn't important any more. I thought it would be better if I just ended it all. So I jumped deliberately from [the top of] the building [where I was being held]. At that moment … whether I was disabled or not was a matter of complete indifference.’



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Things Fall Apart




Six weeks after Liu Shaoqi's death, Mao celebrated his seventy-sixth birthday. He was a heavy smoker and suffered from respiratory problems. But, that apart, his health was good. His doctor, returning after a year's absence, found that he was still waited on by a harem of young women, and would sometimes invite ‘three, four, even five of them simultaneously’ to share his great bed.1

With age, he had grown increasingly capricious and unpredictable. He had always expected his subordinates to stay in tune with his thinking – if not to anticipate him, at least not to get out of line. All the major victims of the previous two decades, Gao Gang, Peng Dehuai, Liu, Deng and Tao Zhu, had fallen because they failed that test. But now it was growing even harder to fathom the Chairman's true intentions. Not only would he push a policy to its extreme and then abruptly reverse it – as he had with the Shanghai Commune, and with the purge of ‘capitalist-roaders’ in the army in 1967 – which invariably left his supporters wrong-footed; but, more often than in the past, he would deliberately conceal his real views, or cloak them in utterances of Delphic ambiguity, in order to see how others would react.

A whiff of paranoia began to emanate from the Study of Chrysanthemum Fragrance. ‘In his later years’, one Politburo radical wrote, ‘almost nobody trusted him. We very seldom saw him, and … when we [did], we were terrified of saying something wrong in case he took it as an error.’2

The result was that all Mao's colleagues assumed the role, and the habits, of courtiers.

Zhou Enlai was best at it. It was he who, in March 1969, realising that the Chairman's ruling to exclude Jiang Qing from the new Politburo was merely to avoid the appearance of nepotism, put her name (and that of Ye Qun) on the list anyway. It was Zhou, too, who, in his speech to the Ninth Congress, spoke of Mao having developed Marxism-Leninism ‘creatively’ and ‘with genius’, terms which the Chairman had deleted from the new Party constitution. Again, he judged correctly. What Mao found unacceptable in the CCP's public statutes was one thing; what might please him in a speech confined to the Party faithful was quite another.3

But good judgement alone was not enough. Mao's suspiciousness required that he be constantly reassured of the loyalty of his inner circle.

Zhou survived because he would betray anyone he thought necessary to maintain the Chairman's trust. When his adopted daughter was tortured by Red Guards and then thrown into prison, where she eventually died from maltreatment, Zhou was informed – but refused to take any action to protect her. To do otherwise, he reasoned, would expose him to charges of putting family before politics. The most vicious attack on Deng Xiaoping by any leader during the Cultural Revolution was contained in a minute appended to a ‘Special Case Group’ report, not by Jiang Qing or Kang Sheng – but by Zhou.4 In statements to the Cultural Revolution Small Group, he denounced exceptionally harshly the failings of the veteran cadres.5 Even his chief bodyguard, a close companion of many years’ standing, was abandoned the moment Jiang Qing, on a whim, took against him; Zhou's wife, Deng Yingchao, urged that the man be arrested because ‘we don't want to show any favouritism towards him’.6

The Cultural Revolution Small Group, in the late 1960s, was even more a nest of vipers than the Politburo a decade before.

This was partly due to the amoral nature of the movement itself, which sapped whatever vestiges of probity might have remained. But the presence of Jiang Qing certainly did not help. In middle age, she had become shallow, vindictive and totally self-centred. Many of those who had been kind to her early in her career were now hunted down and imprisoned to ensure that they could not divulge details of her actress past.7 When she learned that Chen Boda had contemplated suicide after Mao had criticised him, she laughed in his face, telling him, ‘Go ahead! Go ahead! Do you have the courage to kill yourself?’8 Kang Sheng, whose own career had profited from his early support of her liaison with Mao, viewed her as dangerous and unreliable. Lin Biao could not abide her, and became so enraged during one meeting at Maojiawan that he told Ye Qun (out of Jiang's hearing, however): ‘Get that woman out of here!’9 Even Mao lost patience with her. But, like Zhou, she was useful to him. And, because she was a conduit to Mao, she was useful to others. The Shanghai radicals clung to her with limpet-like devotion, acting as front men in her unremitting efforts to undermine Zhou Enlai. So, to a lesser extent, did Kang Sheng and Xie Fuzhi, although in Kang's case that would change.

Before 1969, these personal animosities were subsumed into the larger struggle to eliminate ‘capitalist-roaders’ and promote the radical cause.

At the Ninth Congress they began to spill over into policy. In his report, Lin had wanted to put the emphasis on promoting production and raising living standards. Mao had insisted that the main message be the need to continue the Cultural Revolution. He had rejected Chen Boda's draft, which had been based on Lin's ideas, and instructed Zhang Chunqiao to draw up an alternative. When Lin received it, he put it to one side and reportedly refused to sign the text. Zhang's allies would later accuse him of deliberately reading it out at the Congress in a perfunctory fashion to indicate that he disapproved of its contents.10

Within the Politburo, Jiang Qing and Lin Biao had roughly equal support. In theory, Lin was stronger. He controlled the army, which in turn controlled China. However, Jiang Qing had a privileged relationship with Mao, who controlled everything. In Lin's eyes, that was an uncertain advantage. The Chairman did not always take his wife's side.

Since they had few overt policy differences – whatever Lin may really have felt about the Cultural Revolution, he was too canny to let it show – the only ground for their rivalry was power. They fought their battles by palace conspiracies, whose sole and unique purpose was to win the Chairman's favour. Thus was the basis established for a succession of events which, over the next two years, would blow apart all Mao's carefully laid plans to ensure that his policies survived him.


It began simply enough. Liu Shaoqi's disgrace and death had created a vacancy for the post of Head of State. In March 1970, as part of the general rebuilding of the Chinese polity after the Cultural Revolution, Mao set out guidelines for a revised state constitution, under which that office would be abolished and the ceremonial functions attached to it would devolve to the Standing Committee of the National People's Congress, the Chinese parliament. This was approved by the Politburo and, soon afterwards, by a Central Committee work conference.

Lin rarely attended Politburo meetings, and was therefore absent when these decisions were taken. Five weeks later, however, on April 11, he sent a message to Mao, urging him to reconsider and take back the post himself on the grounds that otherwise ‘it would not be in accordance with the psychology of the people’ – in other words, as the incarnation of the Chinese revolution, the Chairman should be surrounded by the full panoply of state honours. Next day, Mao turned him down. ‘I cannot do this job again,’ he told the Politburo. ‘The suggestion is inappropriate.’ Later that month he reiterated that the post did not interest him.11

None the less, Mao was intrigued.12

That Lin should have made such a suggestion was wholly out of character. Where Zhou Enlai made a religion of loyalty, Lin's fetish was passivity. ‘Be passive, passive and again passive,’ he had told his friend, Tao Zhu, who came to him for advice shortly before his fall.13 He was so cautious that he had actually formulated as a personal guideline the principle, ‘Don't make constructive suggestions’ – on the grounds that anyone who did so would be held responsible for the results. ‘At any given time, in all important questions,’ he told the Ninth Congress, ‘Chairman Mao always charts the course. In our work we do no more than follow in his wake.’

Mao's political antennae were humming for other reasons, too. Since Lin had become his ‘closest comrade-in-arms and successor’, the reclusive Marshal had become more confident – ‘self-important’, in the view of one of his secretaries. Mao had noticed. ‘When [he] farts,’ he said angrily to his staff, ‘[it's] like announcing an imperial edict.’14 Lin's decision to put the army on ‘red alert’ during the crisis with the Russians the previous October had worried him. If nothing else, it had shown how easily control of the PLA could slip from his grasp.15 He had been struck, too, during his travels in the provinces by the number of military uniforms everywhere. ‘Why do we have so many soldiers around?’ he kept grumbling. He knew the reason, of course: it had been his own decision to use the PLA to restore order. But that did not make him like it. Then there was the puzzle of Lin's relationship with the fourth-ranking member of the leadership, Chen Boda. Just before the Ninth Congress, Chen had fallen out with his erstwhile colleagues in the Cultural Revolution Small Group and had transferred his allegiance to Lin and Ye Qun. Mao instinctively mistrusted such alliances.16

Accordingly the Chairman blurred his signals. Instead of issuing a categorical ruling which would have ended the discussion once and for all – as he very easily could have done – he allowed a measure of doubt to subsist.17 That had always been one of Mao's favourite techniques: he placed his colleagues before a situation where they had to make a choice, and then stood back and waited to see which way they would jump.
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Plate 33 Members of the Politburo Standing Committee in a rare, unposed shot at the ‘7,000-cadre big conference’ in January 1962. From left: Zhou Enlai, Chen Yun, Liu Shaoqi, Mao and Deng Xiaoping.
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Plate 34 Swimming in the Yangtse.
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Plate 35 Jiang Qing (centre), appearing with Mao in public for the first time in September 1962 to greet the wife of Indonesia’s President Sukarno.
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Plate 36 Mao’s propagandist, Yao Wenyuan.
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Plate 37 From left: Mao, with Lin Biao, Liu Shaoqi, Zhu De and Dong Biwu during the 1966 National Day celebrations.





[image: fig-38]

Plate 38 In Tiananmen Square, reviewing Red Guards at one of the ten gigantic rallies held at the outset of the Cultural Revolution to encourage China’s youth to rebel.
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Plate 39 Magic talisman: the ‘Little Red Book’.
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Plate 40 Red Guards giving the yin-yang haircut to the Governor of Heilongjiang at a struggle meeting in September 1966. The placard around his neck labels him ‘a member of the reactionary gang’.
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Plate 41 Smashing ancient stone carvings at the Confucian Temple in Qufu, during the campaign against the ‘Four Olds’.
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Plate 42 and 43 Top, from left: Lin Biao with Edgar Snow and Mao on Tiananmen during the 1970 National Day celebrations. Eighteen months later, US–China relations had progressed to a point where (below, from right) Henry Kissinger and President Richard Nixon would meet Mao, with interpreter Nancy Tang and Zhou Enlai, at the Chairman’s residence in Zhongnanhai.
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Plate 44 The Chairman’s inner sanctum, dominated by his vast bed, in the Study of Chrysanthemum Fragrance.
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Plate 45 Mao with his last companion, Zhang Yufeng, nine months before his death, in December 1975.
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Plate 46 and 47 The memorial meeting for Mao in Tiananmen Square on September 18, 1976. Above, from left: Marshal Ye Jianying; Hua Guofeng (reading the eulogy); Wang Hongwen; Zhang Chunqiao and Jiang Qing.




Lin persisted. With his backing, the issue of the state chairmanship was raised again in May, and in July, after which Mao disowned the idea for a fourth time.18

By then, it had become enmeshed in the rivalry between Lin's and Jiang Qing's supporters in the Politburo. In August, this took on a new dimension. Wu Faxian, backed by Chen Boda, proposed writing into the state constitution a reference to Mao having developed Marxism-Leninism ‘with genius, creatively and comprehensively’. Lin had used these terms in his preface to the Little Red Book but the Chairman had forbidden their inclusion in the Party statutes. Wu now argued that it would be wrong to use Mao's dislike of boastfulness in order to minimise the importance of his theoretical contributions. Kang Sheng and Zhang Chunqiao, who had initially objected, were evidently intimidated by this tortured argument and next day the proposal was passed.19

Mao kept his own counsel. The cult of his personality had been an invaluable tool to mobilise the country against Liu Shaoqi. But now that Liu had fallen, it had lost its usefulness. So why was Lin determined to prolong it? To the Chairman's mistrustful mind, the Defence Minister's emphasis on his theoretical ‘genius’ and on Mao Zedong Thought – and his insistence of dignifying him with the title of Head of State – began to look suspiciously like an attempt to kick him upstairs.

There was some basis for this. The original succession plan, under which Mao was to become Honorary Chairman of the Party, had been swept aside when Liu Shaoqi fell. The idea that he should retreat into an elder statesman role, in an honorific capacity as Head of State, must have seemed to Lin a sensible alternative.

It was not something the Defence Minister could propose directly: he knew Mao well enough to realise that any such suggestion, unless it came from the Chairman himself, would be anathema. But Mao's blurred signals made him believe that the concept of an exalted office, to highlight Mao's unique status in China, might in the end prove acceptable – if, indeed, it was not what he had wanted all along. After all, Zhou Enlai had shown that it was sometimes best not to rely on what the Chairman said, but to intuit the way his mind was working and carry on accordingly.

What Lin failed to realise was that Mao had been so badly burned by his first experience of retiring to the ‘second front’ that any hint of a repetition was totally unacceptable.

The result was a massive political misjudgement.

On August 23, 1970, the Defence Minister delivered the keynote speech at a Central Committee plenum at Lushan, the same ill-fated mountain resort where the career of his predecessor, Peng Dehuai, had ended eleven years before.

Mao had approved in advance an outline of what Lin had to say, which included a conventional paean of praise to the Chairman's greatness and a proposal that the new state constitution find an appropriate way of honouring his unique position.20 If he was unhappy that Lin, in his oral remarks, had again used the word ‘genius’, he did not show it. With his agreement, the text was distributed as a conference document.21

Next day, when the plenum divided for group discussions, all Lin's followers made the ‘genius’ issue the main theme of their speeches.

The bombshell, however, was dropped by Chen Boda, who launched into an excited attack on ‘a certain person’, who, he charged, was opposing the use of the term ‘genius’, in a covert attempt to disparage Mao Zedong Thought as the nation's guiding ideology. When other members of the group demanded that he name the guilty party, he indicated that he was referring to Zhang Chunqiao.

From a man of Chen's seniority – with Mao, Lin, Zhou and Kang Sheng, he was one of the five members of the Standing Committee – this was a very serious charge indeed. He then stoked the flames still higher by asserting that ‘certain counter-revolutionaries’ were ‘overjoyed’ at the idea that Mao might refuse the state chairmanship. That caused pandemonium. Chen's group drafted a bulletin, urging Mao to become Head of State with Lin as his deputy, and warning against the activities of ‘swindlers in the Party’ (a reference to Zhang). Such people, it went on, were ‘power-hungry conspirators, reactionaries in the extreme and authentic counter-revolutionary revisionists.’

At one level, this was merely a courtiers’ squabble. Jiang Qing described it later as ‘a literati quarrel’.22 To Mao, however, it had much weightier implications. Chen had rashly launched a factional attack to try to bring down a man whom Mao regarded not merely as his wife's ally but as a key member of his own political camp. Why? And who might be behind it? As delegate after delegate praised Chen's intervention for ‘enhancing their understanding of Vice-Chairman Lin's speech’, it was all too easy to make the connection. Lin's behaviour over the head of state issue had already aroused Mao's suspicions. Now Chen's attack suggested that a conspiracy was afoot.

In fact Chen's diatribe was as much personal as political. He had not forgiven Zhang for Mao's rejection of his draft of Lin's report to the Ninth Congress a year earlier, and had seized on the ‘genius’ issue as a way to get back at his rival. The other members of Lin's group – Wu Faxian, Huang Yongsheng, Li Zuopeng and Qiu Huizuo – had piled in, seeing it as a heaven-sent opportunity to weaken Jiang Qing and her cohorts. However, many of those who joined them, like Wang Dongxing, were Mao loyalists. Yang Dezhi, the Jinan Military Region commander, who had been with the Chairman since the Autumn Harvest Uprising in 1927, wrote later:

Everyone hated Zhang Chunqiao, so we criticised him severely. Zhang Chunqiao was so nervous and frustrated that he smoked one cigarette after another. Every day the ashtray in front of him was filled with cigarette butts. Watching him in such an awkward plight, we were extremely delighted. For the first time since the Cultural Revolution began, we finally got a chance to vent the anger in our hearts.23

That, in Mao's view, was the worst part of all. Lushan in 1970 was turning into a re-edition of Lushan in 1959. Then Peng Dehuai and his supporters had opposed the excesses of the Great Leap Forward. Eleven years later, Chen's attack had shown that many of the delegates to the plenum felt the same way about the Cultural Revolution. Nearly half the members of the Central Committee were military men. The old adage that ‘the Party controls the gun’ was being called into question. Jiang Qing, Zhang Chunqiao and their followers, whatever their failings, could be relied upon to uphold Cultural Revolution policies. With Lin, Mao was no longer quite so sure.24

On the afternoon of August 25, he called an enlarged Standing Committee meeting, at which he accused Chen of violating Party unity. He ordered that discussion of Lin's speech, which had served as the springboard for Chen's action, be terminated. Finally, after six months of uncertainty, he quashed once and for all the idea that he would ever agree to be state chairman.25 A week later, addressing the Politburo, he denounced Chen, who had been at his side since 1937 and had played a pivotal role in promoting his ideas, as a ‘political fraud’ who had ‘launched a surprise attack’, ‘tried to blast Lushan to pieces’ and used ‘rumour-mongering and sophistry’ instead of Marxism-Leninism.26 On Mao's orders, Chen was incarcerated in the Qincheng high security prison, outside Beijing. Two months later, a campaign was launched within the Party, accusing him of being an ‘anti-Party element, sham Marxist, careerist and plotter’.27

In formal terms, Lin emerged unscathed.

Yet the doubts that had been sown in Mao's mind would grow to poison Lin's relationship with the Chairman as insidiously and just as surely as if he had challenged him head on. Mao had no special desire to see his succession plans fall through a second time. He therefore stayed his hand – ‘shielding’ Lin, as he put it later28 – in the hope that the Defence Minister would find a way to retrieve the situation. That was still possible. Lin could have made a self-criticism for promoting the ‘genius’ and ‘Head of State’ issues, while blaming Chen Boda (and, perhaps, Ye Qun) for the factional attack on Zhang Chunqiao. That is what Zhou Enlai would have done and it was certainly what Mao expected. But, whether because he was too confident in his new status as the Chairman's successor, or because of the climate of generalised mistrust existing within the leadership, he did not.

That would turn out to be his second major misjudgement.

In October, when Mao read the written self-criticisms submitted by Ye Qun and Wu Faxian, his attitude hardened. Both had made pro-forma admissions of error, but blamed it on their ‘low level of understanding’. The Chairman vented his irritation in angry marginal comments. Ye Qun, he wrote, ‘refuses to do as I say, but dances immediately when Chen Boda blows his trumpet’; Wu Faxian ‘lacks an open and upright character’.29

At this point Mao began whittling down Lin's power. He described his strategy as ‘mixing in sand, throwing stones and digging up the cornerstone of the wall’.

In November, he added two new members to the Working Group of the CPC Military Commission, which was headed by Wu Faxian (‘mixing in sand’).30 The following month, the Beijing Military Region party committee held a work conference, chaired by Zhou Enlai, at which Chen Boda was labelled a ‘traitor, spy and careerist’ (‘throwing stones’), and the regional commander and political commissar, accused of being Chen's allies, were replaced (‘digging up the cornerstone of the wall’).

However, Mao's misgivings persisted. When, in March, Ye Qun and Wu Faxian produced further self-criticisms, he found them as unsatisfactory as the first. Those eventually submitted by the other three generals, Huang Yongsheng, Liu Zuopeng and Qiu Huizuo, were no better. They had ‘boarded the pirate ship of Chen Boda for so long’, he fulminated, that it had taken them six months to begin to tell the truth.31

In another revealing decision that winter, he dismissed his young partners from the PLA dance troupes, lest they turn out to be Lin's spies.32

Beyond the inner circle, not the slightest hint was allowed to seep out that anything untoward was afoot. Even those closest to Mao, like Zhou Enlai and Jiang Qing, were uncertain how seriously the Chairman was taking Lin's problem.33 Not only to the country at large, but to members of the Central Committee, the Defence Minister was as much his ‘successor and close comrade-in-arms’ as he had ever been.34 Nor did anyone outside the Politburo know that the four generals were in trouble. They retained their posts, and went about their normal duties.

Lin himself seems to have had the keenest intuition of what might lie ahead. By March 1971, he had become morbidly depressed. That month, his 25-year-old son, Lin Liguo, who had a senior post in the air force, began holding secret discussions with a small group of fellow officers on ways of safeguarding Lin's position. The Defence Minister was apparently unaware of these meetings. However, one of the documents the group drew up included a devastatingly accurate assessment of Mao's political tactics which clearly reflected Lin's views:

Today he uses this force to attack that force; tomorrow he uses that force to attack this force. Today he uses sweet words and honeyed talk to those whom he entices, and tomorrow he puts them to death for some fabricated crimes. Those who are his guests today will be his prisoners tomorrow. Looking back at the history of the past few decades, is there anyone he supported initially who has not finally been handed a political death sentence? … His former secretaries have either committed suicide or been arrested. His few close comrades-in-arms or trusted aides have also been sent to prison …35

The group referred to Mao as B52 because, like the US long-range bombers then being used against North Vietnam, he set off explosions from a great height.

Lin Liguo and his colleagues concluded that the Defence Minister's position was not yet under threat, and that the likeliest eventuality was still an orderly succession when Mao died. They examined the possibility of Lin seizing power beforehand, and drew up a rough contingency plan for that purpose, called Project 571 (a homonym for ‘military uprising’). However, the consensus was that this was to be avoided if at all possible because, even if it succeeded, politically there would be ‘a very high price’ to pay.36

None the less, the fact that such discussions were being held at all – even if without Lin Biao's knowledge – testified to a deep malaise within the Defence Minister's camp.

At the end of April 1971, events took a more ominous turn. With Mao's authorisation, Zhou told the four generals and Ye Qun that they were suspected of factional activities and ‘mistakes of political line’.37 Panels bearing Lin's calligraphy in the Great Hall of the People were quietly removed.38 At the same time Mao created a new power base for Jiang Qing and her allies, who were given control of the two key Central Committee departments responsible for propaganda and personnel matters.39

As the year advanced, Lin became more and more withdrawn. He ceased to work and his behaviour was increasingly erratic. On May Day, he pleaded ill-health as an excuse not to attend the celebrations. Zhou persuaded him to change his mind, but when finally he arrived – contrary to protocol, after Mao – the Chairman, irritated by his lateness, ignored him.40 Later that month Mao ordered Zhou to take all the members of the Military Commission Working Group to Beidaihe, where Lin had retired to his seaside villa, to report to him on recent developments. Lin made only one comment: ‘One often harvests what one did not sow’. It is not clear whether Zhou told Mao about that remark: there is some evidence that he tried to protect Lin by claiming that, during the meeting, Lin had criticised the four generals. In any event, soon afterwards, Mao summoned a Central Committee work conference, expecting that Lin would now also make a self-criticism, which might have defused the situation. But the Defense Minister remained obstinately silent.41

At that point, Mao decided that a confrontation could no longer be avoided.

In July he told Zhou Enlai: ‘The [generals’] self-criticisms are nothing but fake. What happened at Lushan is not over, the basic problem is not at all solved. There is a sinister scheme. They have someone behind them.’42 The next month he set off aboard his special train for Wuhan, where he held the first of a series of meetings to canvass support from political and military leaders in the provinces. Everywhere he went, his message was the same: at Lushan, there had been a full-fledged line struggle, in essence identical to the struggles against Liu Shaoqi, Peng Dehuai and Wang Ming. ‘A certain person’, he said, ‘was anxious to become state chairman, to split the Party and to seize power.’ What, therefore, should be done? ‘Comrade Lin Biao’, Mao answered his own question, would have to bear ‘some responsibility’. Some of his group might be able to reform; others would not. Past experience had shown, the Chairman noted drily, that ‘those who have taken the lead in committing major errors of principle, of line and of direction, will find it difficult to reform’.43

It was a measure of how few real allies Lin had in the regional military commands that not until the night of Monday, September 6 – a full three weeks after Mao started his tour – did word reach Beidaihe of what the Chairman had been saying.44

The following six days were utterly surreal.45

Lin himself spent much of his time discussing his children's marriage plans. During the Cultural Revolution, he had asked Xie Fuzhi to organise a search in Beijing and Shanghai for good-looking high-school girls as candidates to wed Lin Liguo – just as, under the Empire, young women of good family had been sought as imperial concubines. Several hundred girls were interviewed, but in the end Liguo had taken as his fiancée a young woman from a PLA dance troupe. A similar search had been undertaken to find a husband for Lin Liheng, Lin Biao's daughter, but Ye Qun had disapproved of her choice and she had tried to kill herself. She, too, was now about to become engaged.

As the Vice-Chairman's political career slipped away from him, it was these family matters that absorbed his attention.

On the afternoon of September 7, Lin Liguo told his sister that Mao was planning to purge their father. ‘It is better for us … to wage a struggle than to wait for our doom’, he said. Liheng was appalled. ‘[Mao] can make the heavens clear and then make them dark again,’ she retorted. ‘He purges whoever he wants to and no one dares struggle against him.’ In response to her questions, her brother said he had not broached any of this with Lin himself, but he thought one possibility was for his father to go to Canton and set up a rival government there. Over the next four days, Liheng repeatedly alerted Lin's security staff that her mother and brother were plotting behind her father's back, but the relationships within the family were so dysfunctional – it was well known that Liheng and her mother hated each other – that no one believed her. On September 8, Liguo returned to Beijing and showed his ‘sworn brothers’ – the small group of fellow officers with whom he had been discussing Project 571 – a note which he said Lin had written that day, enjoining his supporters to ‘act according to the orders of Comrades Liguo and Yuchi’ – a reference to his colleague, Zhou Yuchi. Whether the note was authentic, or whether Liguo forged his handwriting, is not known. But even if Lin did write it, it was so vague that it could have meant anything.

On the basis of Lin's alleged instruction, Liguo and his fellow officers began discussing ways to assassinate Mao. They agreed that the best prospect was to attack his special train.

Various plans were considered – most of them so juvenile they might have come from a child's comic strip: flame-throwers were to be used; or an anti-aircraft gun, aimed to shoot horizontally; an oil depot near the tracks would be blown up; an assassin armed with a pistol would shoot him. Not only was no attempt made to carry out any of these hare-brained schemes, but the conspirators never even reached the stage of making serious preparations.

Appearances notwithstanding, Lin Biao had never been plotting against Mao. Mao was closing in on Lin.

Within hours of Liguo's arrival in Beijing, the Chairman received word of unusual activity at the PLA air-force headquarters. His personal security was reinforced. Soon afterwards, he left Hangzhou for Shanghai. But instead of spending several days there, as had been planned, he received the Nanjing commander, Xu Shiyou, on Saturday morning, and then set out immediately for Beijing, not stopping until his train reached Fengtai, a suburban station on the southern outskirts of the capital, on the afternoon of Sunday, September 12. There he spent two hours with the newly appointed Beijing Military Region Commander, Li Desheng, whom he briefed on much the same lines as he had the provincial commanders in the south.

While Mao was at Fengtai, Lin Biao and a tearful Ye Qun were attending their daughter's engagement party at their residence in Beidaihe.

Lin Liguo, on learning of Mao's precipitate return, held a panic16-stricken meeting with his colleagues, at which they agreed that the best option was for his father to move the following day to Canton. Immediately afterwards he commandeered an air-force Trident to fly to Beidaihe, where he arrived at about 8.15 p.m. just as Mao was returning to Zhongnanhai.

The Defence Minister and his family were to have spent the evening watching films with the newly engaged couple and their friends.

Instead, Lin Biao retired to his room. Liguo told his sister that they were going to have to leave for ‘Dalian or Canton or Hongkong: anywhere depending on the situation’. Soon after, one of Lin's orderlies told her that he had overheard Ye Qun trying to convince Lin to move to Canton, but ‘Lin had remained silent’. Convinced that her mother and brother were trying to manipulate her father, she slipped away to warn the head of the guard unit charged with Lin's security, who this time agreed to report to Beijing. When she returned, Lin had already gone to bed.

By then Zhou Enlai had been called out of a meeting in the Great Hall of the People to take an urgent telephone call. He was told that an air-force jet was at Beidaihe without authorisation, and that, according to Lin Biao's daughter, the Defence Minister was to be taken to an unknown destination, possibly against his will.

Zhou immediately telephoned Wu Faxian and told him to have the plane grounded.

When this news reached Beidaihe. Lin Liguo and Ye Qun realised that the game was up. It may have been then that they decided to make straight for the nearest border – which meant heading north, towards Mongolia and Russia. Whether Lin himself was aware of the new plan is not known: he was under strong medication and in any case had already taken his sleeping pills. In an attempt to disarm suspicion, Ye Qun telephoned the Premier to inform him that they were planning to move next day to Dalian. At midnight, Lin Biao's armoured limousine pulled away from their residence, sped past a cordon of guards and headed for the airport. On the way Lin's chief bodyguard leapt from the moving vehicle and was shot and wounded.46

Despite Zhou's order, the Trident had been refuelled. Lin, Ye Qun, Lin Liguo, another air-force officer and their driver clambered aboard, and at 12.32 a.m. on Monday, September 13, with its navigation lights turned off and the airport in total darkness, the aircraft took off.

Zhou ordered a total ban on aircraft movements throughout China, which remained in force for the next two days. He then reported to Mao.

One of the many unresolved questions surrounding Lin Biao's flight is why the central Guard Unit, which answered to Wang Dongxing, made no attempt to stop them. Lin Liheng told the unit's Beidaihe commander, Zhang Hong, at about 9.15 p.m. that her mother and brother were forcing Lin to make a precipitate departure. For the next three hours, the unit – apparently on instructions from Beijing – refused to intervene. At one point, Zhang told Liheng that ‘the Centre’, which she took to mean Mao, wanted her to accompany Lin and the rest of the family when they left. She never found out why. Another mystery concerns Mao's role during the crucial hour between Zhou Enlai informing him, probably some time after 11pm, of the events at Beidaihe, and the aircraft's departure just after 12.30 a.m. Nothing is known of his reactions until after the plane had taken off, when Wu Faxian telephoned Zhou in his presence to say that it was heading for Mongolia and to ask whether it should be shot down. Mao was said to have responded philosophically: ‘The skies will rain; widows will remarry; these things are unstoppable. Let them go.’47

At 1.50 a.m. the aircraft left Chinese airspace.I

Mao moved, for security reasons, to the Great Hall of the People, where, at 3 a.m., the Politburo convened, to be informed of his return to the capital and the sensational news of Lin's flight.

Thirty hours later, Zhou was awakened to be handed a message from China's Ambassador in Ulan Bator. The Mongolian Foreign Ministry had issued an official protest because a Chinese air-force Trident had violated Mongolian airspace in the early hours of Monday morning, and had crashed near the settlement of Undur Khan. All nine people on board had been killed. The bodies were identified by Soviet forensic experts and buried nearby.

An examination of the site showed that the plane had overturned and caught fire while trying to make an emergency landing in the steppe. Flying at low altitude, it probably ran out of fuel. Yet here, too, one final mystery remains. Shortly before the aircraft had taken off, Wu Faxian had telephoned the control tower at Shanhaiguan and had given the pilot, Pan Jingyin, a direct order not to fly under any circumstances. Pan assured him that he would not. Minutes later, the plane left, flying at a height of 300 metres to try to avoid radar and observing radio silence. That would normally make Pan an accomplice in Lin's betrayal. Yet he was posthumously decorated as a revolutionary martyr. Could he have been in some way responsible for the crash, and hence for foiling Lin's escape, and if so, could Beijing have learned what he had done? There is no answer.

Of all the Chinese leaders Mao purged during his years of power, only Lin Biao attempted to resist. Peng Dehuai and Liu Shaoqi had gone meekly to their fates, maintaining to the last their unswerving devotion to the Party. Neither had attempted to defend himself; neither tried to hit back. Even Gao Gang, who made a kind of protest by committing suicide, had first confessed his errors.

Lin was different. He had employed what Mao called the ‘last and best’ of the ‘36 stratagems’ from the military manuals of Chinese antiquity: to run away. He had not abased himself. Nor had he submitted to Mao's will.

The Chairman was shattered.

His doctor, who was present when Zhou broke the news of Lin's flight, remembered years later how his face collapsed in shock.48 Once the initial crisis had passed, and the Defence Minister's allies – including the four unfortunate generals, Wu Faxian, Lin Zuopeng, Qiu Huizuo and Huang Yongsheng, who had been as much in the dark as everyone else – had been placed under arrest, Mao took to his bed, suffering from deep depression. He remained there for nearly two months, with high blood pressure and a lung infection. As ever, it was psychosomatic. But this time, he did not bounce back. In November, when he emerged to meet the North Vietnamese Premier, Pham Van Dong, Chinese who saw the television pictures were shocked at how much he had aged. His shoulders were stooped, and he walked with an old man's shuffle. People said his legs looked like wobbly, wooden sticks.

In January 1972, Chen Yi died. Two hours before the funeral, Mao decided that he would attend, disregarding the entreaties of his aides who feared that the subzero weather would be too much for his frail health. They were right. After standing through the ceremony, Mao's legs were trembling so badly he could barely walk.

It was widely rumoured afterwards that that month he had a stroke. In fact he suffered from congestive heart failure, which he made worse by refusing medical treatment.49 But the root of the problem remained political. Although Mao had been preparing, in August and early September, for a confrontation with Lin Biao, he had not decided exactly how the problem should be resolved: whether simply to demote him within the Politburo; to criticise him inside the Party, but allow him to remain a nominal member of the leadership, like Peng Dehuai in 1959; or to purge him altogether – a possibility, given careful preparation, but the least desirable option because of its effect on public opinion. By fleeing, Lin Biao had taken the initiative out of the Chairman's hands.50

In one sense, his task was made easier by the discovery of the activities of Lin Liguo.

Although Mao had sensed a security risk, and had taken precautions accordingly, details of the young air-force officers’ plotting had emerged only after Lin's flight. Juvenile though the conspiracy was, it enabled Mao to paint the Defence Minister as a traitor, who had attempted to stage a coup d'état.

This was the line pursued in briefings to Party officials which began in mid-October, to be followed by meetings in factories and work units to inform the population at large.51

It was not an easy story to sell. Even the credulity of the long-suffering Chinese was strained by the revelation that yet another of Mao's closest colleagues had proved to be a villain. What did it say about the Chairman's judgement if Liu Shaoqi (a ‘scab and renegade’), Chen Boda (a ‘sham Marxist’) and Lin Biao (a ‘counter-revolutionary careerist’), all of whom had been at Mao's side for decades, were suddenly, one after the other, unmasked as hidden enemies? The ‘Hundred Flowers’ and the anti-Rightist Campaign had cost Mao the trust of China's intellectuals. The chaos and terror of the Cultural Revolution had destroyed the faith of the Party hierarchy and tens of millions of ordinary citizens. Lin Biao's fall was the last straw. After 1971, general cynicism prevailed. Only the young (and not all of them), and those who had profited from the radical upsurge, still believed in Mao's revolutionary new world.

The combined effects of illness and political failure brought the Chairman close to despair. For the first time since the autumn of 1945, when Stalin had betrayed him in the confrontation with Chiang Kai-shek, he felt like giving up. One afternoon in January 1972 he told an appalled Zhou Enlai, whom he had placed in charge of the day-to-day work of the Central Committee, that he could no longer carry on and Zhou should take over.52 In 1945 it had had been an American, Harry Truman, who had lifted Mao's depression by launching the Marshall mission to mediate in the Chinese civil war. This time, too, an American would get him out of his black hole. For Mao, and for the Chinese people, the fate of Lin Biao was soon to be eclipsed by an even more astonishing and unthinkable event: after twenty years of unblinking hostility, the US President, Richard Nixon, was to pay an official visit to Beijing.


The clashes on Zhenbao Island in March 1969, and the tension between Beijing and Moscow the following spring and summer, had certainly got Washington's attention. Even beforehand, some US leaders had begun to think aloud about a more productive relationship with Beijing. A year or so earlier, Nixon had written of the need to wean China from its ‘angry isolation’, a phrase which he had repeated in his inaugural address. There had been talk of trying to move towards a triangular relationship. But until the border conflict raised the spectre of a Sino-Soviet war, no one could see how that might be done.53

The first hesitant signals began in July that year. The United States modified its ban on American citizens travelling to China. Three days later, China released two American yachtsmen who had strayed into Chinese waters. In August, the Secretary of State, William Rogers, stated publicly that the US was ‘seeking to open up channels of communication’. Romania and Pakistan were asked to relay private messages. In October, as Sino-Soviet tensions eased, Nixon made a more substantial gesture: the Chinese were informed that two US destroyers, which had been making symbolic patrols in the Taiwan Straits since the Korean War, were to be withdrawn.

So began what Kissinger called an ‘intricate minuet’, which twenty-one months later would make him the first US official to travel to Beijing since 1949.

Along the way there was farce: when Walter Stoessel, the US Ambassador in Warsaw, approached his Chinese counterpart at a reception to express interest in talks, he watched his interlocutor back away and run down a staircase, terrified of a contact for which he had no instructions. There was tragedy: an American businessman, who had spent fifteen years in Chinese prisons as a spy, committed suicide shortly before he was to have been released as a gesture of goodwill. There were setbacks: contacts virtually stopped for six months in 1970 because of the US offensive in Cambodia. And there was bafflement: on National Day in Beijing that year, Zhou Enlai brought Edgar Snow and his wife, who were then visiting China, to be photographed with Mao on Tiananmen. It was an unprecedented gesture: no foreigner had ever been so honoured. ‘Unfortunately,’ Kissinger confessed later, ‘what they conveyed was so oblique that our crude Occidental minds completely missed the point.’ Only long afterwards did he realise that Mao was signalling that the dialogue with America had his personal support.

Mao's elliptical way of doing things soon defeated his purposes a second time. In an interview with Snow in December, he alluded to Nixon's remark, two months earlier, that ‘if there is anything I want to do before I die, it is to go to China’. Mao told Snow: ‘I would be happy to talk with him, either as a tourist or as President.’ Afterwards, Snow was given the official Chinese transcript of the conversation, but asked to delay publication for several months. Mao's assumption was that Snow would send a copy of the transcript to the White House. He did not – and again the Chairman's message did not get through.54

The following spring, therefore, Mao made a gesture which even the obtuse Americans could not fail to understand.

In March 1971, a Chinese table-tennis team participated in the World Championships in Nagoya, Japan. They were the first Chinese sportsmen to travel abroad for years. On April 4, one of the US team taking part, a nineteen-year-old Californian, mentioned casually to a Chinese player that he would love to visit Beijing. This was reported back to Zhou Enlai, who raised it with Mao next day. They agreed not to pursue it. But that night, after taking his sleeping pills, Mao called his head nurse and told her drowsily, just before he fell asleep, to telephone the Foreign Ministry with instructions to invite the American players at once.II

Ping-pong diplomacy, as it was called, took the world by storm.

The US players were given a dazzling welcome. Zhou himself received them in the Great Hall of the People, and declared that they had opened a new chapter in the two countries’ relations which marked a ‘recommencement of our friendship’.

Three months later, Kissinger followed. His journey was kept secret – thanks to a subterfuge about a stomach upset which supposedly confined him to bed in Pakistan. On his return, an exuberant Nixon announced on American television that a high-level dialogue with China was under way and he himself would go there next spring. To flesh out the details, Kissinger returned to Beijing in October – this time in the full glare of publicity – and agreed the basis for the Shanghai communiqué, which was to be the crowning achievement of the presidential visit, fixing the pattern of Chinese–US relations for the rest of the century and beyond.

Mao was preoccupied with the Lin Biao affair during Kissinger's first trip, and bedridden, suffering from depression, during the second. None the less, it was his caustic instruction that the two sides avoid ‘the sort of banality that the Soviets would sign, but neither mean nor observe’ that gave the communiqué its force. Differences were stated ‘explicitly, sometimes brutally’, which underlined their common interest in opposing Soviet hegemony.55 Only the crucial issue of Taiwan remained wrapped in ambiguity.

The United States acknowledges that all Chinese on either side of the Taiwan Strait maintain there is but one China, and that Taiwan is a part of China. The United States does not challenge that position. It reaffirms its interest in a peaceful settlement of the Taiwan question by the Chinese themselves.56

As Kissinger left for home at the end of this second visit, the United Nations General Assembly voted to expel Taiwan and seat the People's Republic in its place. An era in post-war politics was over.

By January 1972, the diplomatic preparations for Nixon's trip had been completed.

But the central personage of the drama was missing. Mao's physical condition was deteriorating, and he was still refusing to allow his doctors to treat him. On February 1 – three weeks before Nixon was due to arrive – he relented, only to collapse, unconscious, next day after choking on phlegm from his infected lungs. A combination of antibiotics and the prospect of meeting China's ‘most respected enemy’ pulled him back from the brink. However, his throat remained swollen, making it difficult for him to talk, and his body was so bloated from the build-up of fluid that a new suit and shoes had to be made. In the week before Nixon arrived, his staff helped him to practise sitting down, getting up and walking about in his room, to exercise his muscles again after the months he had spent confined to his bed.57

When the great day came, Mao was on tenterhooks. He sat by the telephone listening to minute-by-minute reports of the President's progress from the airport, where he had been greeted by Zhou Enlai; through the empty streets of Beijing, cleared of traffic for the occasion; to the state guest-house at Diaoyutai. No meeting with Mao was on the schedule. But he now sent word that he wanted to see the President at once. At Zhou's insistence, Nixon was allowed to rest and have lunch. But then he and Kissinger were swept off in a cavalcade of Red Flag limousines to Zhongnanhai, where Mao was impatiently waiting. In his memoirs, Kissinger gave an awed description of the scene that met them:

[In] Mao's study … manuscripts lined bookshelves along every wall; books covered the table and the floor; it looked more the retreat of a scholar than the audience room of the all-powerful leader of the world's most populous nation … Except for the suddenness of the summons, there was no ceremony. Mao just stood there … I have met no one, with the possible exception of Charles de Gaulle, who so distilled raw, concentrated will power. He was planted there with a female attendant close by to help steady him … He dominated the room – not by the pomp that in most states confers a degree of majesty on the leaders, but by exuding in almost tangible form the overwhelming drive to prevail.

Nixon's account was more matter-of-fact. But he, too, was bowled over by what Kissinger called, in words almost identical to those Sidney Rittenberg had used at Yan'an, thirty years earlier, ‘our encounter with history’.

Mao took Nixon's hand in both his own and held it for almost a minute.

One of them presided over the citadel of international capitalism, backed by the strongest economy and military forces in the world; the other was uncontested patriarch of a revolutionary communist state of 800 million people, whose ideology called for the overthrow of capitalism wherever it might appear.

The photograph in the People's Daily next day told China, and the world, that the global balance of power had been transformed.

Their talks lasted over an hour, far longer than the brief courtesy call that had initially been planned. Mao startled Nixon by telling him that he preferred dealing with right-wing leaders because they were more predictable. Nixon emphasised that the biggest threat they both faced came not from each other but from Russia. Kissinger, ever the diplomatist, was struck by Mao's deceptively casual conversation, embedding his thoughts in tangential phrases which ‘communicated a meaning while evading a commitment … [like] passing shadows on a wall’. Zhou worried about Mao getting tired. Nixon had been told that the Chairman was recovering from bronchitis, and after Zhou had looked at his watch several times, the President brought the meeting to a close.

After that, everything else was anticlimax. Nixon and Zhou laboured over the nuts and bolts of the Chinese–American relationship. But the tone had already been set.

To Mao, Nixon's visit was a triumph. Others, whose nations’ historical role in China was not less, would soon follow: Kakuei Tanaka, to establish diplomatic relations with Japan; the British Prime Minister, Edward Heath. But nothing would ever again in Mao's life equal the moment when the leader of the Western world came to the Forbidden City bearing in tribute a shared concern about a common enemy. In 1949, Mao had argued that China should not be in too much of a hurry to establish ties with the Western powers – that it should complete its ‘house-cleaning’ first, and then determine, at a time of its own choosing, which countries it wished to admit. For years, as Western leaders sought to isolate Red China, that had seemed a hollow excuse. But now the first among them had come to Beijing, seeking co-operation on a basis of equality. China had indeed stood up. It was a moment to savour.

Yet it also marked a massive retreat.

Nixon had put his finger on it in an article he wrote a year before his election. The United States, he said, needed to engage with China, ‘but as a great and progressing nation, not as the epicentre of world revolution’.58 That was indeed what happened. In opening the door to America, Mao had responded to geopolitical necessity – the need for a common front to contain the expansionist impulses of Russia. There were moments of doubt. Mao fretted that the Americans,59 ‘whether purposely or not’, might stand aside while the Russians attacked China: ‘Let them get bogged down … And then you can poke your finger at the Soviet back.’ But the bottom line was, as he put it: ‘We can work together to deal in common with a bastard.’ The price of that cooperation was the abandonment of his vision of a new Red ‘Middle Kingdom’ from which the world's revolutionaries would draw hope and inspiration. In its place came cold-eyed balance-of-power politics aimed at guaranteeing not revolution but survival.

At his meeting with Nixon, Mao acknowledged this himself. ‘People like me sound like a lot of big cannons,’ he said. ‘For example, [we say] things like “the whole world should unite and defeat imperialism …”’ – at which point he and Zhou laughed uproariously.60

Mao could rationalise such statements by his usual argument that all progress stemmed from contradictions, and that there could be no advance without retreat. None the less, retreat it was. Another of his favourite themes of the 1960s – the notion that China, by the force of its example, would spur a worldwide revolutionary upsurge – had been irredeemably compromised.

The collapse of Mao's plans for his succession and the eclipse of revolutionary by geopolitical concerns were not the only holes being punched into the Cultural Revolution and its policies.

In the autumn of 1971, when Mao toured central China to rally support among the provincial military commanders, he had complained that veteran cadres who had been unjustly purged had still not been rehabilitated.61 The following November, two months after Lin Biao's death, he said the denunciation of the marshals and others involved in the ‘February Adverse Current’ had been wrong; they had merely been ‘opposing Lin Biao and Chen Boda’. At Chen Yi's funeral in January 1972, he gave further signs of distancing himself from the attacks on the old guard. Later that year he condemned the persecution of He Long as ‘a false case’.62

Encouraged by these developments, Zhou Enlai began a full-scale effort to rebuild the administration and restore economic production.

He was in a stronger position than he had been for many years. The factional clashes which had disrupted transport and industry had finally been brought to an end. Of the five members of the Standing Committee, Lin was dead; Chen Boda was in prison; and Kang Sheng had cancer. That left just him and Mao. In one sense this was dangerous: Mao had a record of turning against those who got too close to him. Zhou was well aware of the risk that such proximity entailed.63 Shortly after Lin Biao's demise, Ji Dengkui, finding him deeply depressed, had tried to lift his spirits. ‘You don't understand,’ Zhou had burst out. ‘It's not finished!’ Somewhere down the road, the struggle for Mao's succession would have to start all over again.III For the moment, however, even disregarding the Chairman's anguished outburst from his sickbed, asking him to take over, the tide was running vigorously in the Premier's favour. The disgrace of Lin Biao had put Jiang Qing and her fellow radicals on the defensive. China's admission to the United Nations and the Nixon visit had shown that pragmatic policies brought results. Zhou's discovery, during a routine medical check-up in May, that he, too, was suffering from cancer, simply made him more determined.64 He knew now that this was the last chance he would have to place his own seal on China's progress – to nudge the country on to a path of orderly, balanced development that would assure its people a better and happier future.

The Premier's strategy was to use the movement against Lin Biao – officially known as the ‘campaign to criticise revisionism and rectify working style’ – for an all-out offensive against ultra-Leftist policies and ideas. In April, the People's Daily fired the opening salvo, describing veteran cadres as ‘the Party's most treasured possession’ and urging that they be rehabilitated and given appropriate positions.65 Chen Yun, the doyen of old-guard economists, reappeared in public (although, prudently, he pleaded that his poor health would not permit him to resume work).66 Expertise was emphasised again. A Beijing radio station began broadcasting English-language lessons. For the first time since 1966, China sent students abroad.67 Zhou criticised the Foreign Ministry for failing to change its Leftist ways, using the ingenious argument that unless ultra-Leftism were denounced, Rightism would surely re-emerge.68

But even a thicket of straws in the wind could not hide the fact that Mao had conspicuously refrained from giving Zhou public support.69 Pragmatism abroad was one thing. Demolishing Cultural Revolution policies at home was another. In December 1972, the Chairman decided that the pendulum had swung too far.

The trigger was a page of articles which had appeared in the People's Daily two months earlier condemning anarchism. The themes it raised were familiar: the persecution of veteran cadres, the trashing of the role of the Party, the waste and destruction of the ‘great chaos’ – which the newspaper blamed on ultra-Leftism. But cumulatively the articles called into question all that the Cultural Revolution stood for. Zhou's supporters on the paper then proposed a campaign on the theme that ‘the right is bound to return unless we thoroughly denounce the Left’. At that, Mao put his foot down. On December 17, he ruled that Lin's errors, while ‘Left in form’, were ‘right in essence’, and that Lin himself had been an ultra-Rightist, who had plotted conspiracies, splits and betrayal. Criticising ultra-Leftism was ‘not a good idea’.

Two days later Zhou Enlai showed the stuff of which he was made.

He repudiated his previous statements, echoed Mao's revised view of Lin, and cast his unfortunate allies at the People's Daily to the wolves.70

From then on, the campaign underwent a sea change. Where Zhou had tried to use it as a lever to undo Cultural Revolution policies, the radicals made Lin a scapegoat for the movement's excesses. The new line was spelt out in a New Year's Day editorial, which commended the Cultural Revolution as ‘much needed and very timely for consolidating the proletarian dictatorship, preventing capitalist restoration and building socialism’.71

However, the Chairman was not about to reverse himself completely.

The pendulum might have swung too far. But there was a limit to the extent it would be allowed to swing back. At Mao's insistence, the rehabilitation of veteran cadres continued. The last four years of his life would be taken up with an effort, so inherently contradictory that it was almost schizophrenic, to maintain an unstable balance between his radical yearnings and the country's all too evident need for a more predictable, less tortured future.

The conflict played out, as Zhou had anticipated it would, over the succession.

In 1972, when Mao contemplated the ruins left by Lin Biao's defection, he had few options. Zhou Enlai – moments of panic apart – was too old, too moderate and, in the final analysis, too weak, to be considered a possible heir, and in any case he adamantly rejected the idea. Moreover, as Wang Ruoshui, the scholarly People's Daily editor who had been responsible for the October articles, concluded after the December 17 decision, deep down Mao did not like Zhou. Jiang Qing was a loyal radical but, as Mao well knew, she was almost universally detested – greedy for power, haughty, vain and incompetent. Yao Wenyuan was a propagandist, no more able to command others than a man like Chen Boda. Among the younger Politburo members, the only possible candidate was Zhang Chunqiao. He was fifty-five years, old. His fidelity to the Cultural Revolution was unquestioned. He had proven qualities of leadership. Mao had even once mentioned him as a potential successor to Lin.

But Mao did not choose Zhang Chunqiao.

Instead, in September 1972, he summoned from Shanghai one of Zhang's deputies, Wang Hongwen, whose Workers’ General Headquarters had engineered the Cultural Revolution's first ‘seizure of power’ almost six years before.

Wang, now a Central Committee member, was a tall, well-built man, who, at the age of thirty-nine, retained some of the earnestness of youth. He came from a poor peasant family; had fought in the Korean War; and afterwards had been assigned to a textile mill. To Mao, that meant he combined the three most desirable social backgrounds – peasant, worker and soldier. He was not told why he had been brought to the capital, and was mystified when the Chairman in person received him and plied him with questions about his life and views. Evidently he passed with flying colours, for Mao set him to studying the complete works of Marx, Engels and Lenin – a task far beyond his meagre educational accomplishments and which he found excruciatingly boring. He also found it hard to adjust to Mao's night-owl work habits and made homesick phonecalls to his Shanghai friends, complaining how tedious life was.72 None the less, at the end of December, two days after Mao's seventy-ninth birthday, Zhou Enlai and Ye Jianying introduced him at a conference of the Beijing Military Region Party Committee as ‘a young man the Chairman has noticed’, adding that it was Mao's intention to promote people of his generation to vice-chairmanships in the Central Committee and the Military Commission.73

This was not mere caprice on Mao's part. Liu Shaoqi and Lin Biao had both had the stature to carry the whole Party with them. Zhang Chunqiao did not. He was too deeply involved in radical factionalism (and perceived as being too close to Jiang Qing) to command the loyalty of the Party mainstream, and too sectarian in his attitudes to work together with moderate leaders who could.

Wang was an outsider, a dark horse, who, because he had been far from the capital, was not tarred with the same factional brush.

In May 1973, he began the next stage of his apprenticeship in power when, on Mao's instructions, he started attending Politburo meetings. So did two other neophytes: Hua Guofeng and Wu De. Hua had first caught Mao's eye in the 1950s as Party Secretary of the Chairman's home county of Xiangtan. After the Cultural Revolution he had been appointed First Secretary of the Hunan Provincial Party Committee before moving to Beijing as a member of the commission investigating the Lin Biao affair. Wu De had succeeded Xie Fuzhi as First Secretary of the Beijing Party Committee following Xie's death from cancer. Both were older than Wang: Hua was fifty-one; Wu, sixty. Like him, both had been beneficiaries of the Cultural Revolution yet were sufficiently middle-of-the-road to build support across factional lines. They were there as a backstop, in case Mao's primary strategy should miscarry.

That left just one more piece of the puzzle for the Chairman to put into place.

On April 12, a short, stocky man with a bullet head and slightly greying hair attended a banquet for the Cambodian Head of State, Prince Sihanouk, in the Great Hall of the People, looking as though he had never been away. Deng Xiaoping, the ‘number-two Party person in authority taking the capitalist road’, had been quietly rehabilitated a month earlier to resume work as a vice-premier.74

Deng was then nearly sixty-nine years old, almost twice Wang Hongwen's age. His return had been prompted partly by Zhou's cancer, which had made it urgent to find an understudy, and partly by a shrewdly worded appeal, which he had sent the Chairman the previous August, praising the Cultural Revolution as ‘an immense monster-revealing mirror’ that had exposed swindlers like Lin Biao and Chen Boda (and mentioning, in passing, that he would like to get back to work himself). Astutely he had also given undertakings never to ‘reverse verdicts’ on the Cultural Revolution, and never to attack Jiang Qing.75 But the fundamental reason for Deng's reinstatement was Mao's awareness that Wang would not be able to assume the succession without help. The Chairman's grand design was that they should work together, Wang heading the Party and Deng the government, until the younger man acquired the knowledge and experience, ten or fifteen years down the road, to run China on his own. Deng had the prestige to keep the army in check; Wang, Mao knew very well, did not. Deng had the ability to keep the administration turning; Wang, again, did not. But if Wang could be established before Mao died as the inheritor of his Party mantle, his youth and commitment to Cultural Revolution values looked like being the Chairman's best hope of ensuring that his ideological legacy would outlive him.

With this aim in view, Wang was given a starring role at the Tenth Party Congress, an oddly abbreviated, ritualistic gathering, held in total secrecy in the Great Hall of the People from August 24 to 28.IV He chaired the Election Committee, with Zhou Enlai and Jiang Qing as his deputies; he introduced the new, revised Party constitution (eliminating the reference to Lin Biao as Mao's successor); he placed Mao's ballot in the voting urn, when the Chairman was too frail to do so himself – a symbolism which was not lost on those present; and, in the new Politburo, to the astonishment of Party and non-Party members alike, he took third place in the hierarchy, behind Mao himself and Zhou, with the rank of Vice-Chairman.76

Deng was restored to the Central Committee – though not, at that stage, to the Politburo. For the moment he was on probation: the Chairman wanted to see how he would behave before promoting him further.

The Congress also put flesh on the bones of Mao's new formula of having a mix of radicals and veteran cadres to rule China after his death. In the Politburo and the Standing Committee, there was an approximate balance between Jiang Qing's group, on one side, and the old guard, headed by Zhou Enlai and Ye Jianying, on the other. As well as Deng, a number of other prominent veterans were re-elected to CC membership, including Tan Zhenlin, who had fallen foul of Jiang Qing at the time of the ‘February Adverse Current’; the Inner Mongolian leader, Ulanfu, who had survived a regional purge in which tens of thousands of his followers had been killed and injured; and Wang Jiaxiang, Mao's early supporter at Zunyi, who had fallen foul of the Chairman by advocating moderation towards the United States and Russia in the early 1960s.77

That autumn, Mao sent Deng and Wang Hongwen on a tour of the provinces to see how they could work together. On their return, Deng told him, with characteristic bluntness, that he saw a risk of warlordism. Twenty-two out of the twenty-nine provincial Party committees were headed by serving army officers.78

Mao had reached the same conclusion. At the 10th Congress the number of military men in the Central Committee had been halved. Now, in December 1973, he ordered a reshuffle of the commanders of China's eight military regions. He told the Politburo and the Military Commission that in future there must be a clearer division of responsibilities between military and political work, and that Deng, whom he described as ‘a man of rare talent’, should from now on participate in meetings of both bodies, while also assuming the duties of Chief of the General Staff.79

The following April, Mao chose Deng to lead the Chinese delegation to the United Nations, where he unveiled the Chairman's latest thoughts on international affairs, the so-called ‘Three Worlds’ theory, under which the two superpowers, the United States and the Soviet Union, were viewed as the ‘first world’; the other industrialised nations, communist and capitalist alike, as the ‘second world’; and the developing countries as the ‘third world’.80

Two months later, when a very sick Zhou Enlai entered hospital for long-term cancer treatment, Mao designated Wang Hongwen to take day-to-day charge of the work of the Politburo and Deng to head the work of the government.

Thus, by June 1974, the Chairman had put in place the political partnership that he hoped would continue his work after him. It was all still highly provisional. Deng had returned to the Politburo just six months earlier. Wang existed politically only because Mao had created him. Yet it seemed that a consensus, however fragile, was finally being established for the orderly succession which had eluded Mao twice before.

Once again it would turn out to be a house of cards.

The fatal flaw in the logic of Mao's arrangements came from the tension inspired by his contradictory impulses towards radicalism and reason. As long as he himself had the whiphand – as he did in 1973 and 1974 – the rival halves of the leadership that mirrored this ideological conflict could be made to work together in an uneasy coalition. But as his strength ebbed away, his physical weakness meant that he was less often present to impose his authority and the two groups grew into warring factions.

Instead of dominating this struggle, as Mao had hoped, Wang and Deng were both sucked into it.

As so often, it was Mao himself who chose the terrain. In May 1973, he had proposed to a Central Committee work conference a campaign to criticise Confucius (who had, of course, died 2,500 years earlier). The pretext was that Lin Liguo had likened Mao to Qin Shihuang, the First Emperor of Qin, who had ‘burned the [Confucian] books and buried the scholars alive’. Mao generally welcomed that comparison. In a poem that autumn, he had assumed the mantle of Qin Shihuang's successor:


The business of burning and burying requires discussion;
Although the ancient dragon is dead, his empire lives on,
While the lofty frame of Confucianism is but chaff.81


Lin Biao and his followers, he charged – since they opposed Qin Shihuang – were supporters of Confucius, and therefore of the feudal landlord system that the Sage had extolled in his writings. But the campaign had more than one layer of meaning. By associating Confucius with Lin Biao, Mao was playing the old game of ‘pointing at the locust tree in order to revile the mulberry’. The true target of the new movement was neither Confucius nor Lin Biao, but Zhou Enlai, whose efforts to repair the damage caused by the Cultural Revolution were causing the Chairman growing concern. At the Tenth Congress, the Revolution's shortcomings, which by his usual rule of thumb Mao had estimated at 30 per cent, were all but forgotten. The emphasis was on preserving the 70 per cent of achievements.82 The Party constitution which the Congress approved stated that new Cultural Revolutions ‘will have to be carried out many times in the future’ and quoted Mao's warning that ‘every seven or eight years monsters and demons will jump out [again]’.

The connection between Confucius and Zhou was never openly admitted. However, Mao had dropped a broad hint at a meeting with Wang Hongwen and Zhang Chunqiao that summer, when he reiterated the need to criticise Confucius while, almost in the same breath, grumbling that the Foreign Ministry was not discussing ‘important matters’ with him, and that if this continued, ‘revisionism is bound to occur’. The Ministry was Zhou's responsibility. It was there, a year earlier, that the Premier had spoken out against ultra-Leftism. Mao had not forgotten. From June onwards, both the radicals and Mao himself kept up a drumbeat of criticism of Zhou's handling of foreign affairs.83

Their attacks, coming on top of the Premier's illness, sapped his strength. When Kissinger came to Beijing, on his sixth visit to China in November 1973, he found Zhou ‘uncharacteristically tentative’. The old bite and sparkle were missing. During their discussions on Taiwan, Kissinger wrote later, he sensed, for the first time, a willingness to envisage the normalisation of US–Chinese relations without a formal rupture between Washington and Taibei (an impression which he felt was confirmed when he met Mao the following day).84 In fact, Kissinger was mistaken. Mao's message, elliptical as ever, was that while the Soviet Union might accept that kind of arrangement, China would not.85 Zhou did, however, indicate that a peaceful settlement with Taiwan was not ruled out, and there was also discussion of the possibility of setting up a hotline between Washington and Beijing to give early warning of any future Soviet missile attack against China. None of that was especially contentious but, for whatever reason, the Chairman seized on it as a pretext to step up the pressure on Zhou. He may have been irritated that Zhou had discussed closer military cooperation with the United States without first seeking his approval; he may have found Zhou's remarks on Taiwan too conciliatory; or he may simply have been looking for new grounds to voice the dissatisfaction that had been festering since Zhou's campaign against ultra-leftism a year earlier. It is possible, too, that jealousy played a part. Mao was unhappy that foreigners gave Zhou most of the credit for the Nixon visit and the Sino-American rapprochement which had followed.

The day Kissinger left, the Chairman ordered Zhou to convene a Politburo meeting and explain himself. Jiang Qing accused the Premier of ‘right-deviationist capitulationism’, a charge which he rejected. He did admit, however, to ‘not having done enough’ in the negotiations with Kissinger and to errors of ‘revisionist thinking’. For the next three weeks Zhou was subjected to daily criticism at enlarged meetings of the Politburo which lasted well into December. Mao himself orchestrated the proceedings and ensured that not only the radicals but Zhou's ostensible allies, including Deng Xiaoping, took part in the assault. The Premier was accused of creating an ‘independent kingdom’ in the Foreign Ministry, of betraying the country and even of being willing to serve as a ‘puppet emperor’ if the Soviet Union invaded. He was ‘too impatient to wait to replace Chairman Mao’, Jiang claimed – a singularly absurd allegation against a man in an advanced stage of cancer – and a full scale line struggle should be waged against him, similar to those against Liu Shaoqi and Lin Biao.

At that point, Mao intervened, telling Zhou and Wang Hongwen that the only person impatient to replace him was Jiang Qing herself. Zhou had made errors, he said, but he would be allowed to make a self-criticism. Mao had suggested that if he spoke for ‘40 or 50 minutes’, that would be enough. Zhou proceeded to make a grovelling penance which lasted seven hours.86

Soon afterwards the Premier relinquished responsibility for foreign affairs (which passed to Deng Xiaoping),87 and in January 1974 the campaign to ‘criticise Lin Biao and Confucius’, which until then had been confined to academic discussions among Party theorists, was launched as a full-fledged national movement. To Mao, its purpose was to combat revisionism and protect the Cultural Revolution's achievements. To Jiang Qing and her radical allies, it was a means of undermining the Premier – and thus of strengthening their chance to play a major role in the leadership after Mao's death.88

The campaign itself was a welter of far-fetched historical allegory and innuendo, accompanied by petty attacks on Zhou's policies – based on symbolic incidents, such as a student handing in a blank examination paper to protest against the new emphasis on academic standards – under the rubric of ‘going against the tide’. The aim was to foment a new surge of unrest, in the same way as Mao's statement, ‘It is right to rebel’, had mobilised the Red Guards seven years earlier. Wang Hongwen called it, more in hope than expectation, ‘a second Cultural Revolution’, and Zhang Chunqiao, ‘a second seizure of power’.89 In fact very little power was seized and policy remained essentially unchanged. The population at large and the political rank and file were already weary of the radicals’ incessant and incomprehensible political campaigns. But armed clashes broke out in some areas; parts of the railway system was paralysed by factional struggles; and most worrying of all, at a time of military tension between China and Vietnam, the work of the army command was severely disrupted.90 Mao had hoped to use the campaign not only to humiliate Zhou but to reassert civilian leadership over the military, which was at last being persuaded to return to barracks and to let the Party run the country again. A subsidiary, and related, goal was to complete the elimination of real or supposed followers of Lin Biao. But Jiang Qing, as usual, pushed the envelope too far. On March 20 he wrote to her reproachfully:

For years I have advised you about various things, but you have ignored most of it. So what use is it for us to see each other? … I am 80 years old and seriously ill, but you show hardly any concern. You now enjoy many privileges, but after my death, what are you going to do? … Think about it.91

Mao's reference to his poor health was an uncharacteristic admission of his decline since Nixon's visit, two years earlier. He had lost more than two stone; his clothes hung off his thin shoulders and his whole body sagged. The least physical effort tired him. When he attended the Tenth Congress, oxygen tanks had to be installed in the car which took him on the three-minute drive to the Great Hall of the People; in his rooms there; and even at the podium in case he decided to speak (in the event, he did not). He drooled uncontrollably. His voice had become low and guttural, and his speech was almost incomprehensible even to those who knew him well.92

Kissinger remembered the struggle it cost him to emit each thought: ‘Words seemed to leave his bulk as if with great reluctance; they were ejected from his vocal cords in gusts, each of which seemed to require a new rallying of physical force until enough strength had been assembled to tear forth another round of pungent declarations.’93

Then Mao's eyes began to fail. Cataracts were diagnosed. By the summer of 1974 he was almost blind, barely able to distinguish a finger held up in front of his face until an operation on his right eye restored partial sight a year later.94

His ailments made him increasingly reclusive. Three years earlier he had taken as his personal assistant an intelligent, somewhat haughty young woman named Zhang Yufeng, with whom he had begun a liaison while she was working as an eighteen-year-old attendant on his special train in the early 1960s. She now became his confidential secretary, acquiring considerable influence. After Mao's sight failed, she read Politburo documents aloud to him. Because no one else could understand what he said, she passed on his instructions. When he could no longer eat solid food, she fed him. She helped to wash and bathe him.95

Yet, even in his physical decay, Mao wielded untrammelled power, as he showed dramatically over the next few months in his treatment of Deng Xiaoping and Wang Hongwen.

To Mao's disgust and annoyance, his young Shanghai protégé, instead of establishing himself as an independent force in the leadership, had foolishly (if predictably, given his background) aligned himself with Jiang Qing and the rest of the radical group.

At a Politburo meeting on July 17, 1974, the Chairman reiterated his dissatisfaction with his wife. After seating Zhou and Ye Jianying on either side of him, and at one point taking their hands in his, he told the radicals: ‘You cannot conduct this kind of criticism again’. Jiang Qing, he said, ‘does not speak for me, she only speaks for herself’, Then addressing her directly he went on: ‘Stop running those two factories, one the iron and steel factory and the other the hat factory, stop slapping big hats on others at will …. Others have opinions about you.’ Finally he warned Wang and the other radicals against forming ‘a small faction of four people’, an appellation later to become familiar as the ‘Gang of Four’.96

Immediately afterwards Mao left Beijing for Wuhan, Changsha and Hangzhou, where he spent the following autumn and winter.

By now his doctors had discovered that in addition to all his other maladies – which included bedsores, a lung infection, a diseased heart and anoxia (insufficient oxygen in the blood) – Mao was suffering from Lou Gehrig's disease, a rare, incurable, nervous disorder which causes paralysis of the throat and respiratory system. The medical team estimated that he had, at most, two years to live.97

Mao was not told of their prognosis. But his growing enfeeblement must have made clear to him that if he were going to make further adjustments to the succession arrangements, it had better be done sooner rather than later.

Once that decision had been taken, events moved swiftly.98

The following month, August, he confirmed what was already implicit in his statement to the Politburo in July: the movement to criticise Lin Biao and Confucius should be wound down. The rectification of the army was proceeding satisfactorily. ‘From now on,’ Mao declared, ‘emphasize unity and stability. It's time to move on. The Cultural Revolution has already lasted eight years … The entire Party and the army should unite.’

Deng Xiaoping's probation was over. As Mao had hoped, he had supported the anti-Confucius campaign with every appearance of enthusiasm – whatever his real feelings might have been – castigating former colleagues for their supposed revisionism; he had kept Zhou Enlai at arm's length, not visiting him even once since his hospitalisation in June; and he had established a good relationship with Wang Hongwen and Jiang Qing, to the point that Jiang, declaring that Deng had been ‘so kind to me’, backed Mao's decision on October 4 to name him First Deputy Premier, making him effectively Zhou's successor.

Two weeks later, however, a row blew up over Chinese imports of foreign technology, a policy which Mao had approved to complement the basic doctrine of self-reliance. On October 14, Jiang Qing circulated to the Politburo a document attacking the Communications Ministry and thus, indirectly, Zhou, for supporting the purchase of foreign-made ships. Expecting Deng to support her, she pressed him to state his position. It was, as Mao said later, a battle of ‘two steel factories’: neither would give way. After first sitting, then standing through Jiang's diatribe, Deng finally told her that if she continued to behave like this the Politburo would be unable to function and walked out. Next day Wang Hongwen flew to Changsha, where he informed Mao that he had come secretly on behalf of Jiang Qing, Zhang Chunqiao and Yao Wenyuan, without telling the rest of the Politburo, because they were concerned about the activities of Deng and Zhou Enlai. Zhang Chunqiao, they felt, was better qualified to lead the government than Deng; and Zhou, while claiming to be ill, was plotting secretly with other veteran leaders, creating an atmosphere of usurping power, like that at Lushan in 1970.

If the Chairman's putative successor had set out to show that he was a fool, he could hardly have done better. Wang was sent away with a stinging rebuke, and a warning not to be misled by Jiang Qing in future.

Over the next two-and-a-half months, Mao's wife attempted on three more occasions to persuade him that Deng was a liability and that he should promote her supporters instead. The only effect was to make the Chairman more determined. As well as naming Deng senior Vice-Premier, he decided that he should also have the posts of Vice-Chairman of the Party and the Military Commission, and be confirmed as Chief of Staff. Jiang Qing, he minuted, had ‘wild ambitions’ and wanted to be Party Chairman herself. ‘Don't organise a cabinet from behind the screen,’ he told her. ‘You have provoked too much enmity.’ In contrast, he praised Deng as ‘a person of extraordinary ability with a firm ideological standpoint.’99

At the beginning of January 1975, Mao's decisions were ratified by a Central Committee plenum, at which, for the last time, Zhou Enlai presided.100 It marked a watershed. Subsequent leadership meetings would be conducted not by Zhou or Wang Hongwen but by Deng.101

By now Mao had become seriously disenchanted with Wang.

He had not abandoned the idea of a leadership coalition. But the young Shanghai radical was not fit to play the principal role: he was not astute enough and not a forceful enough personality. ‘Deng Xiaoping is stronger than you in politics and ideology,’ he told Wang that winter. Jiang Qing was out of the question, too. In a self-criticism she had sent to the Chairman in November, she had written: ‘I am muddle-headed and unable to handle correctly and realistically objective situations.’102 Mao agreed. She was loyal, but a loose cannon: abrasive, overweening, incompetent – and exasperating. He had once told a perplexed Henry Kissinger that China was a very poor country but ‘what we have in excess is women’. If America liked to import some, he would be delighted; then they could create some disasters over there and leave China in peace.103 In January 1975, Mao had no illusions that Jiang Qing would be the kiss of death for any succession arrangement in which she was given a part.104

That left only Zhang Chunqiao. It was Mao's doubts about Zhang that had caused him to promote Wang Hongwen in the first place. However, someone had to be found to act as a counterweight to Deng. ‘The Centre only has these people: they must unite’, he had grumbled in December.105 So Zhang was appointed Second Vice-Premier and head of the PLA General Political Department.

The formation of the new government and the restoration of the offices of state,V five years after the Ninth Congress had brought the active phase of the Cultural Revolution to a close, directed Mao's thoughts to the economy, which had suffered from the disruption of the anti-Confucius campaign. In the process, he reflected anew on the dangers of revisionism, quoting Lenin's dictum that ‘small-scale production engenders capitalism … continuously, daily, hourly’.106 That triggered a fresh crackdown on peasants’ private plots and rural markets. None the less, Mao made clear that the priority was ‘unity, stability and development’. With his support, Zhou Enlai presented to the National People's Congress a programme, drawn up by Deng, for ‘modernising agriculture, industry, defence and science and technology before the end of the century, so that our national economy will be … in the world's front ranks’.107 In February the new First Vice-Premier took over from Zhou as de facto head of government. He was backed by Li Xiannian and Ye Jianying, who in February was put in charge of a reconstituted Standing Committee of the Party's Military Affairs Commission, and by several middle-of-the-road figures, including Hua Guofeng. Together they would spend the next ten months working to put Zhou's blueprint into practice.108

Yet the fundamental contradiction between Mao's desire to correct the excesses of the Cultural Revolution – the 30 per cent of mistakes – while affirming the movement's essential correctness and strengthening its legacy, proved insurmountable. The Politburo was separating into clearly defined, opposing camps, led respectively by Deng, who had the support of the old guard (and some of the middle-of-the-roaders) and by Jiang Qing, who was untouchable because she was Mao's wife. That winter the Chairman launched yet another ideological campaign, ‘studying the theory of the dictatorship of the proletariat’, to offset the new emphasis on economic development.109 To Deng it was an opportunity to deepen the reform of the army, which Mao had accused of ‘bloating, laxity, conceit, extravagance and inertia’. To the radicals it was another chance to undermine Zhou Enlai. This time they focused on Zhou's alleged ‘empiricism’, a supposed rightist deviation for which Mao had criticised him at Yan'an, thirty-five years before.110 Yao Wenyuan declared that this was now ‘the main danger’; Zhang Chunqiao described it as the ‘key link’ of the new campaign. In the first ten days of April, Jiang gave a series of speeches calling empiricism ‘the great enemy of the present time’. Then she demanded that the issue be taken up by the Politburo as a whole.111 To Mao, that was going too far. As in the dispute over importing foreign technology, six months earlier, his wife's actions were threatening to split the leadership. On April 23, he declared that dogmatism was just as bad as empiricism, and that the real problem, revisionism, included both. ‘Not many [people] truly understand Marxism-Leninism,’ he added. ‘Some people think they do, but in fact they don't.’112

On May 3, 1975, shortly after his return from Hangzhou to Beijing, he reiterated this before the Politburo, which he now chaired for the last time. He upbraided the radicals again, in the presence of their colleagues, for forming a ‘Gang of Four’, and drew a parallel between their conduct and that of his old adversary, Wang Ming. Ominously, he repeated the warning he had given at Lushan, before the purge of Chen Boda: ‘Practice Marxism, not revisionism; unite and don't split; be open and above-board, don't intrigue and conspire.’113

That summer marked the nadir of the radicals’ fortunes.

In late May and throughout June, Jiang Qing and her three allies, on Mao's orders, all made repeated self-criticisms before the Politburo.114 At about this time, Mao learned that Roxane Witke, an American feminist and sinologist, was preparing a book about Jiang on the basis of interviews which she had given, without his authorisation, three years earlier. That drove him into another fury. ‘She is ignorant and ill-informed,’ he railed. ‘Drive her out of the Politburo immediately! We'll separate and go our different ways.’115 Kang Sheng, on his deathbed with cancer, took Mao literally, and in August wrote the Chairman a letter in which he claimed to have discovered proof that Jiang and Zhang Chunqiao had both been GMD agents in Shanghai in the 1930s. But no one dared to deliver it; Kang died shortly afterwards and Mao was never told.116

Jiang Qing, however, was nothing if not persistent. She knew, as did Mao, that she and her fellow radicals were the only ones he could trust to keep alive the Cultural Revolutionary flame after he died. Curse her though he might, he needed her.

In August, the radicals seized on a chance remark by Mao to try to show that Deng's modernisation effort ran counter to the ‘proletarian line’. That summer, the Chairman had spent several weeks listening to readings from one of his favourite novels, Water Margin. The story relates the exploits of a group of bandits, the ‘108 heroes of Liangshanpo’, whose leader, Song Jiang, eventually betrayed his patron, Chao Gai, and accepted an amnesty from the Emperor. Mao had commented that Song Jiang was a revisionist, and that the value of the book lay in its description of capitulationism.117

That became the pretext for a flood of abstruse scholarly articles implying that Deng's efforts to restore economic order were a capitulation to capitalism and a betrayal of the Cultural Revolution. The climax was reached when Jiang Qing told a conference a month later: ‘Song Jiang made Chao Gai a figurehead. Are there people making Chairman Mao a figurehead? I believe there are!’118

The Chairman scrawled on the text of her speech, ‘Shit! Wide of the mark!’, and forbade its distribution.119

Neither Deng nor Zhou Enlai nor most of their colleagues would figure out what the new campaign really meant until much later in the year.120 Zhou assumed that he was the main target, since he had been attacked for capitulationism after his talks with Kissinger, nine months earlier. Deng thought it was just another blast against restoring capitalism and told his colleagues there was no reason to think that ‘things might go wrong’. But none of them knew for sure. At this late stage in his life, the Chairman had become so exceedingly difficult to read that even those closest to him were often unable to divine his intentions.

With hindsight, it appears that after Mao's criticisms of the radicals earlier in the year, which had effectively silenced them for most of the summer, Deng had grown overconfident. Imperceptibly the tide was beginning to turn.121

There had been a number of straws in the wind.

Rumours had been spreading that Jiang Qing was in disgrace: whether or not Deng was responsible for them, they had started on his watch. He had also taken the initiative to forward her September speech to Mao. Although the Chairman dismissed it as Jiang's ‘farting’, the two things, taken together, showed that Deng and Jiang were squabbling again, ignoring his demands for unity.122

But the crucial input came from Mao's nephew, 34-year-old Mao Yuanxin, the son of his brother, Zemin, whom the Chairman had brought up in his household after Anying's death in Korea. Yuanxin had prospered during the Cultural Revolution, becoming a rebel leader in the north-eastern province of Liaoning and later Political Commissar of the Shenyang Military Region. When he met Mao on September 27, he let rip with a litany of complaints against Deng's policies. Deng was bent on integrating China into the world capitalist system, promoting exports despite shortages at home; he was emphasising economic development in place of the anti-revisionist struggle; and purging Party radicals whom the Cultural Revolution had brought to prominence in the provinces. More generally, Yuanxin told his uncle, Deng ‘hardly mentions the Cultural Revolution's achievements or criticizes Liu Shaoqi's revisionist line’. Mao listened but did not take a position. Two weeks later, however, he appointed Yuanxin to act as his liaison officer to relay instructions to the Politburo, a necessary role as Mao's health continued to deteriorate.123

By then Deng began to sense that the political mood was changing. He told a group of senior cadres: ‘Some say [we represent] … the old order … Let them say whatever they like … The worst that could happen is you could be overthrown a second time. Don't be afraid. If you've done a good job it's worth being overthrown for it!’124

At that point a dispute blew up at Qinghua University, where the Party secretary, an ally of Jiang Qing, had been under attack from moderates who, citing Mao's desire to correct the 30 per cent of Cultural Revolution mistakes, sought to restore elements of pre-Cultural Revolution educational practices. Education was one of the fields in which Mao took special interest and Qinghua was a radical model. Unwisely, Deng had agreed to forward to Mao two letters from the moderates seeking the Chairman's support. On October 19, the Chairman rendered his verdict. ‘The motives behind the letters are impure,’ he wrote. There was a struggle between two lines and ‘the spearhead … is pointed at me.’ Deng, he added ominously, was taking the moderates’ side.

The harshness of Mao's reaction took everybody by surprise. There was still no suggestion that Deng was in serious trouble. Mao said his aim was merely to ‘correct mistakes and restore party unity’. Yet there were hints that something more was at work. That month, his staff noticed, the Chairman was restless and irritable.125

The root of the problem was that Mao was beginning to doubt Deng's willingness to maintain Cultural Revolution policies. Yet the last thing he wanted was to have to address the succession issue again. He was too old, too ill, and had too little time left.

Through November, Deng's position gradually unravelled. When Mao Yuanxin, at the Chairman's request, held a private meeting with him to try to persuade him to admit his errors, he refused. Two weeks later, Mao instructed the Politburo to draw up a formal resolution, setting out the Cultural Revolution's achievements and failings, and proposed that Deng be in charge of drafting it. Again he refused.126

Why he did so is unclear. He must have realised that Mao was offering him a way out. Perhaps he felt that the political risks involved in having to stand in judgement on every contorted incident in that tumultuous upheaval outweighed any possible benefit. Or, more plausibly, with Mao's life ebbing away, he was reluctant publicly to endorse a movement to which he had been viscerally opposed: it was, after all, one thing to promise not to criticise the Cultural Revolution, quite another to proclaim that it had been correct.

Deng phrased his refusal as delicately as he could, declaring: ‘[I] was living in the peach blossom grove and did not know of the Han dynasty, let alone the Wei and Jin’ – a reference to a well-known story by the fifth-century poet, Tao Yuanming, which Mao himself had quoted a week earlier to defend the failure of old cadres to understand the current situation. The analogy was to survivors of the Qin dynasty, who in the third century BC retreated into an isolated grove, where they and their descendants lived for centuries cut off from the outside world. Deng's meaning was that, during the Cultural Revolution, he had been out of the loop. Mao did not press the point. But afterwards he told his nephew: ‘[Among] some senior comrades … I discern two attitudes to the Cultural Revolution: one is discontent; the other is … denial.’127

From there, it was a small step for Mao to endorse the radicals’ claims that ‘the capitalist-roaders are still on the capitalist road’.128 In December, after Deng made two rather tepid self-criticisms before the Politburo, Mao rejected his request for a meeting. They would not see each other again. While insisting that Deng's problem was ‘not antagonistic’, which meant that he might still redeem himself, the Chairman had become convinced – rightly, as events turned out – that Deng could not be relied upon to preserve his legacy. ‘There are some people’, he informed the Politburo, ‘who are not satisfied with the Cultural Revolution [and who] … want to settle accounts with it and to reverse the verdict’.129 It was the signal for a new campaign against ‘the Right deviationist wind of reversing correct verdicts’, with Deng as the principal target.130

By the end of the year hints of the new line were beginning to appear in the press, and for all practical purposes Deng had been stripped of most of his responsibilities.131 Yet again, Mao's succession strategy had foundered. Wang Hongwen was a broken reed, and Deng, left to his own devices, had proved untrustworthy.

At this juncture, Zhou Enlai died.

Like many long-expected events, when it came it had profound and immediate consequences. Politically, the choice of a new premier could be delayed no longer. Emotionally, the mass outpouring of grief that the news of his passing provoked – as though the flood walls of cynicism, which, since the Cultural Revolution, had held back genuine popular feeling, had abruptly sundered – signalled an attachment to Zhou personally, to the values he was thought to represent and to the policies he had promoted, which the regime would ignore at its peril. From January 9, 1976, when his death was announced on radio and television, the people of Beijing took wreaths and white paper flowers to the Monument to the People's Heroes in Tiananmen Square in a spontaneous gesture of respect. Two days later, when the cortège carried his body to be cremated, a million people lined the streets to bid him a last farewell.

Mao had never felt any personal affection for Zhou, and shed no tears at his death. The staff in Zhongnanhai were forbidden to wear black mourning armbands and attempts were made to discourage them in the country at large. There was no official lying-in-state. Foreign countries were told not to send representatives. Press coverage was kept to a minimum, and factories and work units were discouraged from holding memorial meetings.132

At the funeral ceremony, in the Great Hall of the People, on January 15, Deng was allowed to give the eulogy, but it was to be his last public appearance that year. Mao sent a wreath but refused to attend. ‘There is no way to bridge the gap between me and the Premier’, he told his nephew, adding that the mourning activities were merely ‘a cover for [capitalist] restoration’, a message that he asked to be conveyed to the Politburo.133

The next step was to name Zhou's successor. The population at large, along with the rest of the world, unaware that a new campaign was brewing, confidently expected Deng to be appointed. The radicals, better informed, pinned their hopes on Zhang Chunqiao.

Mao named neither man.

Instead, on January 21, he informed his nephew that he intended to appoint Hua Guofeng.134

This was not quite as astonishing a move as it was made out to be at the time. Mao had tapped Hua as a possible successor – should Wang Hongwen fail to come up to his expectations – in the spring of 1971. Two years later Hua had joined the Politburo, and in January 1975, Mao had named him one of China's twelve vice-premiers. He was an amiable, phlegmatic man, who had shown himself a capable government administrator, and had the talent – rare in the upper ranks of the CCP hierarchy – of getting on well with his colleagues. No less important, as Mao had recognised when he had asked him to chair one of the meetings at which Deng had been criticised the previous November, he was neutral. Unlike Wang and Deng, Hua might prove capable of remaining above the factional strife.

Nevertheless, the Chairman proceeded cautiously. When the public announcement of Hua's promotion was made on February 3, it was only on an acting basis. Deng was still officially First Deputy-Premier. Although a full-scale movement was under way to criticise him as an ‘unrepentant capitalist-roader’, he had not been publicly identified by name as its target – and Mao had made clear repeatedly that he viewed his case as fundamentally different from those of Lin Biao and Liu Shaoqi.135 Hua, Deng and the radicals all remained part of the succession equation. Deng would probably now be confined at best to a supporting role. But in the opening months of 1976, Mao had still not decided exactly how the pieces would fit together.136

To Deng, that spring, there was a curious air of déjà vu. Ten years earlier, in the opening months of the Cultural Revolution, he had been in a very similar situation – nominally still a member of the Politburo Standing Committee, yet under fierce radical attack, while Mao, inscrutable and sardonic, held his fate in his hands. This time, however, there was a crucial difference. In 1966, Mao had been still vigorous, masterminding an immense upheaval which would change China for ever. In 1976, he was dying.

The Chairman's mind was clear. But his health deteriorated sharply again in February. He could no longer stand unaided; his right side was partly paralysed, and he could barely speak.

Nixon, who visited him that month, wrote that ‘it was painful to see him’ as he uttered ‘a series of monosyllabic grunts and groans’.137 Zhang Yufeng had learned to lip-read. But on bad days even that was no help, and Mao had to scribble his thoughts on a notepad before she could grasp his meaning.138 She afterwards wrote a moving description of how they celebrated his last Chinese New Year:

There were no visitors, no family members. Chairman Mao spent his last Spring Festival with those who served him. I had to feed him his New Year's Eve dinner with a spoon, since he could not use his hands. It was hard for him even to open his mouth and swallow. I helped him from the bed to the sofa in his study. For a long time, he rested his head on the chairback without uttering a word … Suddenly, from somewhere in the distance, we heard firecrackers. In a low, hoarse voice, Mao asked me to explode some for him … A faint smile crept over his old and weary face when he heard the firecrackers in the courtyard.139

The realisation that Mao's death could only be months away convinced Deng to stand firm. Where, in the autumn of 1966, he had admitted his errors and made a full self-criticism, he now showed his accusers his contempt. At a Politburo meeting called in March to criticise him, he turned off his hearing aid and refused to answer, claiming that he could not hear what they were saying.140

The stalemate was finally broken by those whom Mao had always claimed were the true heroes moving history forward, but whose wishes he had so often ignored – the people. They were no longer quite the same people as they had been before the Cultural Revolution. The constant injunctions ‘to rebel’ and ‘to go against the tide’ had finally succeeded in undermining the tradition of blind faith in authority that had characterised earlier generations of Chinese.

At a time of mind-numbing propaganda campaigns, effete political movements and unreadable newspapers, Zhou Enlai had been, for many, an authentic popular hero, the more cherished precisely because he had not been imposed by the regime but had won a place in their hearts by his own perceived merit. In the spring of 1976, there was widespread anger in China at the cursory treatment given to his funeral in the press and the brevity of the official mourning. The result was a spontaneous movement, beginning in late March, to honour Zhou's memory at Qingming, the Festival of the Dead, which falls in early April.141 As a precautionary measure, the radicals ordered the closure of the cemetery where he had been cremated, and commemorative activities were officially discouraged.

The flame to ignite this tinderbox was supplied on March 25 by the Shanghai newspaper, Wenhui bao, which published a front-page article that was interpreted as accusing Zhou of having been a capitalist-roader.142

That provoked demonstrations in several Yangtse Valley cities, including Nanjing, where hundreds of students pasted up slogans attacking Zhang Chunqiao and honouring the memory of Mao's first wife, Yang Kaihui, in a none too subtle jibe at Jiang Qing. They were quickly covered up and the perpetrators accused of ‘counter-revolutionary restoration’. The official media were forbidden to mention the incident. But the students had daubed slogans on railway carriages and long-distance buses. On March 31, news of their action reached Beijing, where unofficial memorial rites were already in full swing in Tiananmen Square. From then on the eulogies and poems became increasingly hostile, attacking not only the ‘mad empress’, Jiang Qing, and the ‘wolves and jackals’ who were her allies, but also, indirectly, Mao himself. The city authorities announced a ban on wreath-laying. It was ignored. By Sunday, April 4, the day of the Qingming festival itself, so many thousands of wreaths had been laid in memory of Zhou that they formed a vast mound, burying the base of the Monument to the People's Heroes and reaching 60 feet up its sides. That day an estimated two million people visited the square.

In the evening, the Politburo met.

For the first time since 1949, the Party – and its leader, Mao – were being challenged by the masses. Deng was present but apparently remained silent. The Mayor of Beijing, Wu De, proposed letting matters rest until the festival was over and then transferring the wreaths to the Babaoshan military cemetery. Jiang Qing erupted furiously, accusing him of having been infected by ‘Deng Xiaoping's poison’. With Hua's reluctant agreement, the meeting declared the public mourning ‘a counter-revolutionary incident [prepared] by Deng Xiaoping’ and ordered the square cleared. Mao was not consulted – a measure of his physical decline. But early next morning, after being briefed by his nephew, who insisted that Deng was directly responsible – a charge which Mao refused to believe – the Chairman set out guidelines for handling the crisis. It was indeed, he said, a ‘counter-revolutionary incident’; force, but not firearms, should be used to subdue it; and Deng's role should be further investigated.

By then a sullen, mutinous crowd, numbering several tens of thousands, had gathered outside the Great Hall of the People, to demand that the wreaths be returned. As the day wore on, the mood grew uglier. A police van was overturned, and several jeeps and other vehicles set on fire. A building which the police were using as a command post was also burned down. At 6.30 p.m., Wu De broadcast an appeal over the loudspeaker system, urging people to disperse. Many did. But about a thousand irreductibles remained. Three hours later, the floodlights were suddenly turned on, and as martial music played over the loudspeakers, police and troops moved in, making a number of arrests.143

Two days later, Mao handed down his decision.

The rioting was condemned as ‘a reactionary event’. Deng was stripped of all his posts. But Mao rejected Jiang Qing's demand that he be expelled from the Party. Deng should be allowed to keep his Party membership, the Chairman said, ‘to see how he will behave’.144 He instructed Wang Dongxing to move him to a secure residence in the old Legation Quarter of Beijing, where he spent the next three months in enforced isolation but safe from the radicals and their supporters who were unable to locate him.145 Mao had evidently not entirely abandoned hope that Deng might one day play a useful role again.

But the most important decision was that Hua Guofeng was confirmed as Premier and appointed First Vice-Chairman of the Party. Mao's mind was finally made up. Hua would be his fourth, and last, choice as successor.

Three weeks later, on April 30, 1976, the Chairman sanctified the new arrangement with a scribbled six-character phrase, which Hua would afterwards cite as his legitimation: Ni banshi, wo fanxin – ‘With you in charge, I am at ease’.146

The next four months were a death-watch.

On May 12, after a brief meeting with the Singapore Prime Minister, Lee Kuan Yew, Mao suffered a minor heart attack. He recovered, and two weeks later received Pakistan's Premier, Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, for a few minutes. But he looked exhausted, his face expressionless, with half-closed eyes. Afterwards, he decided there should be no more meetings with foreign leaders.147

Sometime that summer, probably in June, he summoned Hua, Jiang Qing and several other members of the Politburo to his bedside. There he told them, as if delivering a last testament:

In my life, I have done two things. First I fought Chiang Kai-shek for several decades, and drove him to a few small islands … We fought our way to Beijing, and at last to the Forbidden City. There are not many people who do not recognise those achievements … The second thing I have done you all know. It was to launch the Cultural Revolution, which now has the support of few and is opposed by many. But this matter is not ended yet. It is a legacy which must be handed down to the next generation. How should it be handed down? If not in peace, then in turmoil. If this is not properly handled, there will be bloodshed. Heaven alone knows what you will do.148

At the end of June, he had a much more serious heart attack, which left him semi-conscious for much of the time, drifting in and out of a coma. From then on he was unable to play any political role. On July 6, Zhu De died, at the age of eighty-nine. Three weeks later came the great earthquake at Tangshan, in which a quarter-of-a-million people perished. Beijing was shaken. Apparently unaware of what was going on around him, Mao was moved to a more modern building nearby which was said to be earthquake-proof.

As his life drew to a close, Mao had few illusions that the legacy of the Cultural Revolution would survive intact. With his heart, he hoped. But his head told him that, even if something were salvaged, the essence of his vision would perish with him.

Jiang Qing, in her arrogance and stupidity, helped to ensure that happened.

Mao had dealt the radicals what could have been a strong hand. Their main rival, Deng Xiaoping, had been removed. Deng's highest-ranking ally, Ye Jianying, while still Defence Minister, had lost day-to-day control of the Military Commission. The radicals occupied two of the four seats on the Politburo Standing Committee and had substantial, perhaps even majority, support in the Central Committee. There was in theory a sufficient community of interest between Hua and themselves for at least a temporary modus vivendi at the old guard's expense.

But Jiang Qing and Zhang Chunqiao, pumped up with their own power and importance, had no interest in a tactical alliance. Jiang saw herself as Party Chairperson, a Red Empress to succeed Mao just as Empress Lu of the Han dynasty, 2,000 years earlier, had succeeded the Han founder, Liu Bang. Zhang would be her Prime Minister and Wang Hongwen the Head of State.149 Hua, ‘a nice gentleman of Malenkov's ilk’, as she called him witheringly,150 was an obstacle to these plans. Throughout the summer – with Mao too ill to know what she was doing, let alone control her – she worked relentlessly to undermine him.

That drove Hua into the arms of her opponents. In July, after Jiang Qing had accused ‘Han traitors’ and ‘slaves of foreigners’ of ‘selling out the country’ and Zhang had spoken darkly of a ‘bourgeois class’ within the Politburo, Hua discussed with Wang Dongxing, who as head of the Central Guards Regiment was responsible for the leaders’ security, what steps might be taken to deal with her and her chief allies. Ye Jianying was involved in similar exchanges with Marshal Nie Rongzhen and a group of senior generals.

Independently they reached the same conclusion. As Ye put it: ‘Spare the rats because of the precious dish.’ Nothing could be done as long as Mao was alive.151

On September 2, the Chairman had another massive heart attack.152 On the evening of the 8th, the members of the Politburo came in groups and filed slowly past Mao's bed. As Ye Jianying was about to leave the room, Zhang Yufeng called him back. Mao's eyes were open, he grasped Ye's hand and tried to speak. But only a hoarse sound came.153 Three hours later, just after midnight, in the early morning of September 9, the imperious will faltered. The line being traced by the electrocardiograph became flat. It was over.




I The plane initially flew west from Shanhaiguan before turning north towards the border, which might indicate that the pilot was told to head for Mongolia only after the group learned that Zhou Enlai had ordered Chinese airspace closed. On the other hand, Lin's chief bodyguard reportedly testified that Lin had asked on the way to the airport how long it would take to reach Irkutsk. But that evidence may have been manipulated. Whenever the decision was made, it enabled Mao to claim later that Lin had been trying to defect to Russia because he was opposed to an improvement in relations with America. No evidence has ever been produced to support this allegation. Lin normally avoided foreign policy, which was the province of Mao and Zhou Enlai, although ironically one of the few subjects which did interest him was the forthcoming visit of President Nixon, which had been announced in July.

II It emerged later that Zhou had been in favour of inviting the US team all along but had decided that the best way to win Mao's approval would be to submit a recommendation from the Foreign Ministry that the approach be rejected as premature. Mao, he calculated, would bridle at such bureaucratic caution and rebuff the advice. He did.

III To try to assure Mao of his loyalty and his refusal to consider himself a candidate for the succession, Zhou made a lengthy self-criticism that summer in which he acknowledged ‘serious mistakes’ in previous line struggles and declared that in the event of ‘more serious transgressions’ he should be dismissed from all his posts. ‘I cannot be at the helm,’ he added. ‘I can only be an assistant.’

IV To avoid attracting attention, the 1249 delegates, who had been summoned at very short notice, were brought to the Great Hall of the People through the underground tunnel network which links the building to Zhongnanhai. Such was the last-minute nature of the arrangements, that at the Central Committee plenum which followed, five members from Shanghai, who had been omitted from the list of delegates, had to be awakened during the night and put on a plane to Beijing. One of them, whose only pair of trousers was being washed when the summons arrived, would be nicknamed by his colleagues, ‘Mr Wet Pants’.

V The only exception was the State Chairmanship, which, under the new constitution, was abolished. Instead, the functions of Head of State devolved to the Chairman of the National People's Congress, who, from January 1975 until his death, eighteen months later, was Zhu De.


Epilogue




When the news was broadcast by Beijing Radio, it caused shock and apprehension, but not grief. There was none of the outpouring of emotion that marked the disappearance of Zhou Enlai. The extinction of a titan brings no personal sense of loss.

However, history rarely wraps up its work neatly. Mao had left unfinished business.

On the night of Wednesday, October 6, exactly four weeks after his death, Hua Guofeng summoned Wang Hongwen, Zhang Chunqiao and Yao Wenyuan to an enlarged Standing Committee meeting in the Great Hall of the People.1

Wang arrived first, to find Hua and Ye Jianying waiting. As he entered, four soldiers from Wang Dongxing's Central Guards Regiment sprang out from behind a screen and seized him. Hua read out a brief statement: ‘You have entered into an anti-Party and anti-socialist alliance … in a vain attempt to usurp the leadership of the Party and to seize power. Your offence is serious. The Centre has decided that you shall be taken into custody for a full examination.’ Zhang Chunqiao and Yao Wenyuan were afterwards detained in the same manner. An hour later, Jiang Qing was arrested at Zhongnanhai, where she had moved back with her staff shortly before Mao died. As she was being taken away, popular legend has it that one of her servants spat at her.

The purge had been decided almost four weeks earlier. On September 12, three days after Mao's death, Hua had discovered that, without his knowledge, provincial leaders had been told to channel all future communications to the Party Centre through a newly established ‘duty office’, controlled by Wang Hongwen. He had concluded, understandably, that it was the opening move in an attempt by the radicals to seize power. At the end of that month, Hua, Li Xiannian, Wang Dongxing, Wu De and Ye Jianying – the five prime movers in the events that followed – decided that it would be too risky to try to dismiss the radicals from their posts by a vote in the Central Committee and that force would have to be used. Ye initially intended to move against them on October 10, but rumours – unfounded as it turned out – that they might try to launch a pre-emptive strike earlier led to the date being moved forward.2

None of the four attempted to resist. There were no disturbances after their arrests. Less than a month after his passing, Mao?s great experiment was at an end.

It was a prospect that already haunted him in the early 1960s, when he first began to have doubts about Liu Shaoqi. But at that time he was still convinced that, whatever the setbacks along the way, the ultimate triumph of communism was ineluctable. ‘If our children's generation go in for revisionism,’ he told the Central Committee, ‘so that although they still nominally have socialism, it is in fact capitalism, then our grandsons will certainly rise up in revolt and overthrow their fathers, because [otherwise] the masses will not be satisfied.’3 Four years later, in 1966, he was less sanguine. If the Rightists came to power after his death, he wrote then, their regime would ‘very probably’ be short-lived. ‘The Rightists may prevail for some time by using my words, but the Leftists may also use my words to overthrow them.’4 In his last years, even that confidence slipped away.

At one level, Mao's prescience was uncanny. For two years after his death, there was indeed a ‘war of words’, in which the Cultural Revolution's beneficiaries, led by Hua and Wang Dongxing, used Mao's writings to fight off efforts by the old guard to win control of the Chairman's ideological legacy. Deng, whose rehabilitation Hua delayed but was unable to prevent, did establish a regime which, while ‘nominally socialist’, was capitalist in every other respect. Mao had been right about Deng Xiaoping: improbable though it had seemed at the time, he was a ‘capitalist-roader’ all along – and the moment he was in a position to do so, he began dismantling the socialist system the Chairman had built and putting what Mao would have considered a bourgeois dictatorship in its place. There was indeed a ‘bourgeois class’ within the Communist Party and the country did indeed ‘change its political colour’.

The only point on which Mao was wrong was the reaction of the masses. Far from rebelling against capitalism, the overwhelming majority of China's people responded to Deng's new policies with unconcealed delight.

Stripped of pejorative jargon, the ‘capitalist road’ for China meant putting prosperity first and ideology last. The result was an unparalleled surge of economic development, creating a professional and business elite whose aspirations and way of life – from cellular telephones to Porsches – became increasingly indistinguishable from those of its counterparts in Hong Kong, Singapore and Taiwan. The new wealth trickled down, generating inequalities along with opportunities. Corruption and crime sky-rocketed, along with drug use, Aids and prostitution. In an amazingly short space of time, China acquired most of the problems, and many of the joys and freedoms, which normal countries have.

Deng Xiaoping might order the slaughter of hundreds of students in and around Tiananmen Square, shattering the illusions of Western liberals, but Chinese who compared his rule with the mindless terror that had preceded it had no doubt which they preferred.

The losers in political struggles no longer disappeared into oblivion. Hua and Wang Dongxing, despite their conflicts with Deng, went into honourable retirement. Jiang Qing, after her trial, was allowed to spend long periods in hospital before she committed suicide in 1991. Her ally, Yao Wenyuan, was released after serving a fifteen-year sentence and allowed to return to his old home in Shanghai. So were Chen Boda and other Cultural Revolution luminaries, including the alleged leaders of the ‘May 16’ group. China had not become a democracy. But it was a livelier, more tolerant place. The curtain of fear that stifled even the tiniest freedoms in Mao's day had at least been partly lifted.

In these circumstances, where so much that Mao had done was being reversed and implicitly condemned, his successors did not find it easy to make a judgement on his historical role. After interminable discussions, the CCP Central Committee declared that ‘his merits are primary and his errors secondary’ in the proportion of seven to three, the same rule of thumb that Mao himself had applied to Stalin. Chen Yun's judgement was more poignant: ‘Had Mao died in 1956, his achievements would have been immortal,’ he said. ‘Had he died in 1966, he would still have been a great man. But he died in 1976. Alas, what can one say?’5 None the less, the ‘seven/three’ formula suited the Party's needs. It allowed Deng and the old guard to repudiate whichever of Mao's policies they disliked without inviting a challenge to the legitimacy of Communist Party rule.

*

Political constraints aside, to evaluate the juggernaut who wrenched China from its medieval torpor and forced it into the contours of a modern nation state is a formidable task.

The achievements of Mao's great contemporaries, Roosevelt, Churchill and De Gaulle, are measured against those of their peers. Even Stalin built on Lenin's accomplishments. Mao's life was played out on an altogether vaster canvas. He was unquestioned leader of almost a quarter of mankind, inhabiting an area the size of Europe as far as the Urals. He wielded powers equalled only by the most awesome of Chinese emperors in an era when China's history was so compressed that changes which, in the West, had taken centuries to accomplish, occurred in a single generation. In Mao's lifetime, China made the leap from semi-colony to Great Power; from millennial autarky to socialist state; from despoiled victim of imperialist plunder to Permanent Member of the UN Security Council, complete with H-bombs, surveillance satellites and ICBMS.

Mao had an extraordinary mix of talents: he was visionary, statesman, political and military strategist of genius, philosopher and poet. Foreigners might sniff. In a memorable put-down, Arthur Waley, the great translator of Tang dynasty poetry, described Mao's poems as ‘not as bad as Hitler's paintings, but not as good as Churchill's’. In the judgement of another Western art historian, his calligraphy, while ‘strikingly original, betraying a flamboyant egotism, to the point of arrogance, if not extravagance … [and] a total disregard for the formal discipline of the brush’, was ‘essentially inarticulate’.6 Most Chinese scholars disagree. Mao's poems, like his brushwork, seized the tormented, restless spirit of his age.

To these gifts, he brought a subtle, dogged mind, awe-inspiring charisma and fiendish cleverness.

The philippic penned by Lin Biao's son – ‘Today he uses sweet words and honeyed talk to those whom he entices; tomorrow he puts them to death for fabricated crimes’ – unconsciously echoed the judgement of the historian Sima Qian, written 2,000 years earlier about the greatest of China's founding emperors: ‘The King of Qin is [like] a bird of prey … There is no beneficence in him, and he has the heart of a tiger or a wolf. When he is in difficulties, he finds it easy to humble himself. But when he has achieved his aim, he finds it just as easy to devour human beings … If [he] realises his ambitions concerning the Empire, all men will be his slaves.’7

Mao knew by heart the lessons of the dynastic histories. It was not chance that led him to choose, among all his imperial predecessors, the First Emperor of Qin – who throughout Chinese history had been feared and reviled as the epitome of harsh rule – as the man against whom he wished to measure himself. ‘You accuse us of acting like Qin Shihuangdi,’ he once told a group of liberal intellectuals. ‘You are wrong. We surpass him a hundred times. When you berate us for imitating his despotism, we are happy to agree! Your mistake was that you did not say so enough.’8

To Mao, the killing of opponents – or simply of those who disagreed with his political aims – was an unavoidable, indeed a necessary, ingredient of broader political campaigns.

He rarely gave direct instructions for their physical elimination.* But his rule brought about the deaths of more of his own people than any other leader in world history.9

The victims of the land reform, of his political campaigns – the ‘movement to suppress counter-revolutionaries’; the ‘Three Antis’; the ‘Five Antis’; the anti-Rightist Campaign; the movement against ‘Right opportunism’; the Socialist Education Movement; the Cultural Revolution; the campaign against ‘May 16’ elements; and the ‘cleansing of class ranks’, to mention but the most important – and of the famines triggered by the Great Leap Forward – have been exceeded only once, by all the dead of the Second World War.

By comparison, Stalin's liquidation of the kulaks and his destruction of the Russian intelligentsia in the labour camps, claimed 12 to 15 million lives; Hitler's holocaust, half that number.

Those parallels, while persuasive, are in one important sense false. Stalin set out deliberately to encompass the physical extermination of all who stood in his way. During the Great Purge, he and Molotov personally signed NKVD lists containing the names of thousands of high officials for arrest and execution. Hitler's ‘final solution’ was designed to extirpate in the gas chambers an entire racial group – the Jews – whose genetic stock was held to besmirch his new Aryan world order.

The overwhelming majority of those whom Mao's policies killed were the victims of an unintended famine. The others – some six to seven million people – were the human scourings, the detritus, of his epic struggle to transform China.

That was cold comfort for his victims; nor did it diminish in any way the egregious misery that Mao's colossal effort of social engineering caused. But it put him in a different category from other twentieth-century tyrants. Just as, in law, there is a capital distinction between murder, manslaughter, and death caused by negligence, so in politics there are gradations of responsibility, related to motivation and intent, for leaders who bring massive suffering to their peoples.

Stalin cared about what his subjects did (or might do); Hitler, about who they were. Mao cared about what they thought.

China's landlords were eliminated as a class (and many of them were killed in the process); but they were not exterminated as a people, as the Jews were in Germany. Even as his policies caused the deaths of millions, Mao never entirely lost his belief in the efficacy of thought reform and the possibility of redemption. ‘Heads are not like chives’, he said. ‘They do not grow back again.’10

What was achieved at the cost of such bloodshed and pain?

Mao's own judgement, that his two major accomplishments were his victory over Chiang Kai-shek and the launching of the Cultural Revolution, offers a partial answer, though not quite in the sense he had intended. The one reunified China after a century of division and restored its sovereignty; the other gave the Chinese people such an overdose of ideological fervour as to immunise them for generations to come. Mao's tragedy and his grandeur were that he remained to the end in thrall to his own revolutionary dreams. Where Confucius had taught harmony – the doctrine of the mean – Mao preached endless class struggle, until it became a cage from which neither he nor the Chinese people could escape. He freed China from the straitjacket of its Confucian past. But the bright Red future he promised turned out to be a sterile purgatory.

So culminated a process of national disillusionment that had begun at the time of Mao's birth, when nineteenth-century reformers, responding to the clash with the West, for the first time challenged the beliefs that had kept the Chinese system frozen in immobility for the previous 2,000 years.

After Mao, there was no new emperor – merely a succession of fallible leaders, not better and not worse than in any other country. Blind faith and ideology died. People began thinking for themselves. The old world had been smashed; the new had been found wanting. After a century of turmoil, China was ready to make a fresh start.

Revolution has more to do with tearing down the old than with painstakingly constructing the new. Mao's legacy was to clear the way for less visionary, more practical men to build the shining future that he could never achieve.

Twice before in Chinese history, radical despotisms have ushered in long periods of peace and prosperity. The First Emperor of Qin unified the feudal princedoms in the third century bc but his dynasty survived for only fifteen years. He paved the way for the Han, the first Golden Age of Chinese antiquity, which endured four centuries. In the sixth and early seventh centuries ad, the Sui, who reunified China after a time of division and instability known as the Six Dynasties and the Three Kingdoms, ruled for thirty-nine years. They were followed by the Tang, the second Golden Age, which lasted for three centuries.

Mao ruled for twenty-seven years. If the past, as he believed, is indeed a mirror for the present, will the twenty-first century see a third Chinese golden age, for which the Maoist dictatorship will have opened the way?

Or will it be his fate to be remembered as a flawed colossus, who brought fundamental change to China on a scale that only a handful of others have achieved in the past several millennia, but at a terrible price, and then failed to follow through?

History is laid down slowly in China. One day, perhaps, Mao's shadow will loom less large. His name will recede into a more distant, less threatening past, to join the shades of other founding statesmen: Peter the Great, the tyrant who laid the foundations of modern Russia; George Washington, slave-owner and humanist; Napoleon, ‘the greatest criminal in French history’, as one French intellectual put it; Oliver Cromwell, iconoclast and regicide; a handful of others. But the regime Mao founded may well last longer than most Westerners wish to think. In Asia, elements of a market economy have coexisted for thousands of years with authoritarian rule. Certainly China will change, but not necessarily as the rest of the world expects.




* Mao's direct involvement in the hunting down and execution of presumed opponents was limited to the period from 1930–1 in the Jiangxi base area. In the Yan'an Rectification Campaign, he gave instructions that ‘no cadre is to be killed’, but, in practice, allowed Kang Sheng to drive Party dissidents to suicide. This pattern was repeated throughout his leadership of the People's Republic.


AFTERWORD

Mao – Western Judgements




For the first decade after Mao's death, the China which he had bequeathed to his successors and hence, by implication, his own record, were on the whole viewed favourably in the West. Under Deng Xiaoping, the country began tentatively to embrace a liberal economic system and, although political control remained tight – in 1979, the ‘Democracy Wall’ movement was crushed and Wei Jingsheng and other dissidents were sentenced to long terms of imprisonment – there was a broad, if misplaced, Western consensus that in the foreseeable future China would become a more democratic state.

Misplaced but not entirely wrong. For the last forty years, the Chinese people have had more freedom and more possibilities for fulfilment than at any time in the country's history. After Deng Xiaoping opened the country's doors to foreign tourism, Westerners visited China in their millions and for the most part were entranced by what they saw. But, as so often, Western governments and public opinion placed the bar too high. The idea that China, which had never, in its 5,000 years of recorded history, experienced anything remotely resembling a democratic system, would suddenly, in the space of a few decades, leap through changes which in Europe had taken many centuries to achieve, required a suspension of disbelief, even in the age of globalisation and the internet. The ancient dictum, ‘Win and become a high official, lose and be boiled alive’ still guides political struggle at the summit of the Chinese Party and State – as witness the recent cases of Bo Xilai and Zhou Yongkang – though thankfully today it applies metaphorically, not literally.

On June 4, 1989, reality returned. On Deng's orders, the Chinese army crushed a student-led insurrection, with hundreds or thousands of deaths in or near Tiananmen Square (the details are in dispute; the massacre is not). The West reacted with shock and dismay, but by then China was too important to ostracise for long. Two years later, Deng ramped up the movement towards a market economy and Western governments breathed a collective sigh of relief: if China was adopting a free-market system, which according to Marx would eventually engender a bourgeois middle class and bourgeois political institutions – in other words, democracy – it was a country the West could legitimately do business with.

However, that was not how things worked out. A Chinese middle class emerged, but bourgeois institutions did not. Instead, the Communist Party maintained iron control over political life and ideas. A decade after Tiananmen, when another challenge arose to the Communist Party's monopoly of power – this time in the shape of a group calling itself Falun Gong, a traditional secret society dressed up as a religious sect – it, too, was ruthlessly repressed.

Small wonder that by the middle of the first decade of the twenty-first century, Western opinion – particularly in the United States – was becoming disabused. The extent of the change was brought home to me when, during a visit to New York in the spring of 2005, Peter Jennings, then the anchor of ABC's nightly news, told me he wanted to make a film about China. He intended to call it ‘The Enemy’, he said. I winced. Surely, I suggested, ‘The Challenger’ or ‘The Rival’ would be more appropriate? No, Peter insisted: ‘The Enemy’ was how Americans were beginning to view China. He was right. That year, an opinion poll found that 35 per cent of Americans regarded China as a potentially hostile power. Ten years later the figure was 54 per cent. John Pomfret, who studied in China and spent five years as Beijing correspondent of the Washington Post, watched American attitudes sour and become increasingly hard-boiled. ‘The bloom’, he wrote, ‘was clearly off the Chinese rose.’1 The Chinese noticed too. Colonel Liu Mingfu, a PLA hawk, whose 2010 book, The China Dream, provided Xi Jinping with the catchphrase for his leadership, responded: ‘Washington sees 1.3 billion people as enemies. Washington sees China as an adversary, and as a result that will push China to become an enemy of the United States.’2 Six years later, Francesco Sisci, a veteran Italian commentator on Chinese affairs who lectures at Renmin Daxue in Beijing, wrote: ‘There is a change of mood in Beijing… 30 years ago, [China's] leaders believed the US had an interest in helping China as a piece of its grand anti-Soviet strategy; now many of those leaders think the US has an interest in stopping or slowing down China's growth as this could challenge American “world dominance”. [This] feeds, and is fed by, self-fulfilling rhetoric that moves back and forth on both sides of the Pacific.’3 President Obama's ‘pivot to Asia’ in 2012 reflected this new mood. The moment could have been better chosen, coinciding as it did with the resurgence of Russia and the rise of Islamic fundamentalism in the Middle East, but in the long term there is no doubt that the continuation, or not, of America's post-World War II role as global hegemon will be determined primarily in Asia, above all by its future relationship with China.

It is a truism that the writing of history is influenced by the social and political context of the time in which it takes place.

In the early post-war period, US attitudes to China were poisoned by the McCarthyite ‘Who lost China’ debate (as though China had been America's to lose), and by the invective generated by the Korean War. The historical narrative was fashioned accordingly: Chiang Kai-shek was a good man; Mao Zedong and his colleagues were bad. Americans were forbidden to travel to China and few American historians took an interest in the communists’ rise to power. One who did was Benjamin Schwartz, whose doctoral dissertation at Harvard, published in 1951 as Chinese Communism and the Rise of Mao, argued that Mao had created a distinctive version of Marxism-Leninism relying on the peasantry rather than the proletariat. Ten years later Chalmers Johnson enlarged on those ideas in Peasant Nationalism and Communist Power. But they were the exceptions. Most research on Chinese communism in the 1950s and early 1960s was carried out in Europe, where the ideological winds of the Cold War blew less strongly. In London in 1963, another American, Stuart Schram, published the first selection of original texts of Mao's works, The Political Thought of Mao Tse-tung, followed, three years later, by a ground-breaking biography of Mao which is still being read half a century later. By then the political context was beginning to change. The Sino–Soviet split and the Cultural Revolution generated a surge of interest in ‘Red China’, which coincided throughout the West with a new intellectual climate, prompted by the coming of age of the post-war baby-boomers, whose values and aspirations were very different from those of their parents. In America the new radicalism was linked to the Vietnam War, which set the stage for an explosion of studies comparing and contrasting the war against the Vietcong with Mao's guerrilla war in the 1930s and 1940s.4 Then the deaths, a year apart, of Chiang Kai-shek and of Mao, the subsequent flood of memoir literature, the gradual unlocking of the archives and the easing of political constraints on historical research in both mainland China and Taiwan, allowed the emergence of a widely shared view, among Chinese and Western scholars alike, that Mao's rule, although deeply flawed, had been globally beneficial, laying a solid foundation for economic development and making the country once again a major player on the world stage.

Into this cosy consensus, in 2005, two British writers, Jung Chang and her husband, Jon Halliday, lobbed a depth charge. Their book, Mao: The Unknown Story, set out to debunk all previous writing on the subject.

The timing was inspired. China was no longer a distant, exotic land, a ‘flowery kingdom’ of Red Guards and mandarins, but an economic powerhouse challenging the United States for global dominance. What better moment to overturn the myth of the man who created modern China and whose legacy, albeit backhandedly, the Chinese leadership continued to uphold? ‘Our story is completely different,’ Chang told interviewers. ‘Nobody has explained Mao like us … People looked but they didn't see.’ Earlier scholars, she and Halliday argued, had failed to understand the true nature of Mao and his system of rule.

Chang had become an international celebrity as a result of her previous book, Wild Swans, an autobiographical account of the experiences of her family during the Chinese revolution. An exquisite panorama of Chinese society from the 1920s until Mao's death, it deservedly became a worldwide best seller. More perhaps than any other book since Edgar Snow's Red Star Over China in 1937, it made China instantly accessible and fascinating to a mass readership in the West. Chinese who read it were less impressed. Chang's father, they noted, had been a senior Communist Party official in the Sichuan Provincial Committee's Propaganda Department (which in the book is coyly renamed the ‘Public Affairs Department’), responsible for ensuring that the provincial media promoted Mao's policies during the Great Leap Forward, when some eight million Sichuanese peasants starved to death, the second-highest death rate in the country, and then for censoring the appalling results. Later, like many other high officials, he was severely maltreated and died during the Cultural Revolution. Jung Chang blamed Mao for his death.

The phenomenal success of Wild Swans – more than 12 million copies sold in 37 languages – served as the launch pad for Mao: The Unknown Story. Jung Chang's celebrity, combined with a bandwagon effect generated by a brilliantly orchestrated marketing campaign, which led non-specialist reviewers to outdo each other in praise, made Mao: The Unknown Story an instant triumph. Critics hailed it as ‘a bombshell of a book’, ‘the most powerful, compelling, and revealing political biography of modern times’, ‘a mesmerising portrait’ which would change forever the way the history of China would be viewed.

The superlatives were correct in one sense. The book's impact over the past decade, and the fierceness of the debate that it triggered, are hard to overstate. There has not been as vigorous a sinological controversy since the mid-nineteenth century, when the French savants, Stanislas Julien and Guillaume Pauthier, spent decades excoriating each other for ‘odiously distorting’ this or that aspect of the Chinese classics. But as a work of scholarship, Mao: The Unknown Story falls short. It is a highly significant book, but not for the reasons Jung Chang's admirers think.

George Orwell wrote in 1984 that there are times when one's first duty is ‘to say that two plus two makes four’. That is often harder than it sounds. In the case of Jung Chang and her husband, the difficulty is compounded because Wild Swans gave great pleasure to millions of people. But the virtues of one book should not mask the faults of another. Where Edgar Snow wrote Red Star Over China in 1936 to promote Mao's cause, Chang and Halliday wrote The Unknown Story to demonise him.

For a number of reasons, not limited to the renown of Jung Chang, the subject is a minefield, as others who ventured into it before me have discovered. The China Journal, one of the two leading academic journals in the field, devoted a special issue in 2007 to a scholarly (and largely negative) assessment of The Unknown Story. Gregor Benton, the leading Western historian of the Red base areas, co-edited a collection of essays in 2010 entitled Was Mao Really a Monster?, which brought together the views of specialists all over the world: they, too, were critical. Benton wrote that Jung Chang and her husband had ‘merely inverted the error of the Mao-worshippers’ – those on the far left in the 1960s and 1970s (of whom, ironically, Jon Halliday was one).5 Half a century later, the pendulum has swung back. Adulation has given place to obloquy.

In this Manichean reading of history, Mao was the incarnation of evil from the day he was born to the day he died. Jung Chang herself has written that in all her research, she found ‘not one single thing’ that was positive about him. On that basis she proceeded, as the Chinese saying has it, ‘to cut the feet to fit the shoes’.

If her book were just another of the innumerable diatribes published over the years in small editions by left- and right-wing ideologues promoting their particular take on communist China, that might not matter very much. But Mao: The Unknown Story has become for many readers in the English-speaking world the definitive account of the founder of modern China, influencing popular and, to some extent, political perceptions of one of the world's two major powers, destined to play an ever growing global role in the century ahead. Right-wingers everywhere, especially in the United States, welcomed it as proof that all revolutionary movements lead to bloody dictatorship. Soviet communism had been discredited by Khrushchev, Solzhenitsyn and finally Gorbachev; now it was the turn of the Chinese version. President George W. Bush made Jung Chang's book his bedtime reading and commented appreciatively that it had shown him ‘how brutal a tyrant Mao was … he killed millions and millions of people’ – something which apparently he had not registered before. With the Cold War now over, the threat to American power, economic this time, came from the People's Republic, the country which Mao had founded and which continues to bear his imprint today. Jung Chang's book meshed perfectly with the new narrative of a potentially hostile juggernaut emerging to challenge America's dominance in Asia.

Let there be no mistake: Mao was a tyrant – ruthless, cruel, despotic and driven by an almost superhuman will to prevail. That needs to be said. It can be said, as I hope the present volume has shown, without traducing the facts. It also needs to be said that many early Western accounts glossed over the dark side of his regime. But Mao was not just a tyrant. As Elizabeth Perry has written, ‘Were that the whole story, how do we explain Mao's remarkable ability to convince millions of his countrymen to sacrifice for his revolutionary crusade long before he possessed the coercive means to enforce compliance? And how do we account for the outpouring of nostalgia for Chairman Mao and his accomplishments so evident among many ordinary Chinese (especially the disadvantaged) even today, more than three decades after his death? Mao's charismatic appeal … is part of a larger revolutionary tradition that continues to reverberate in significant and sometimes surprising ways.’6

Looking back, ten years after Jung Chang's book appeared, it is hard to understand why the pundits who acclaimed Mao: The Unknown Story could not see any of that. One does not have to be an expert to sense that something is wrong when a book purports to know always what its subject is thinking, paints him as a villain without redeeming qualities and offers no explanation for his undeniable success. Claims that the radicalism of Mao's wife, Jiang Qing, was the result of sexual frustration, and statements such as, ‘It was, it seems, a good day if the boss waived a few million deaths’, would appear to discredit themselves without any need for specialist knowledge.7 Yet even those who acknowledged that there were problems with Jung Chang's approach hastened to say they were minor compared with the book's merits.

In fact Mao: The Unknown Story was much more deeply flawed.

Gregor Benton has described the modus operandi: ‘The concrete charges … are invented and all are in some way faulty … They try to strip him of all credit by finding errors everywhere and explaining them as the systemic product of a wrong line.’ It was a method, Benton noted, that was imported into China after the Stalinist show trials of the 1930s.8

The Roman orator, Cicero, wrote more than 2000 years ago: Ne quid falsi audeat, ne quid veri non audeat historia [‘History may admit no falsehood, nor fail to mention any truth’]. This is not the place to give a detailed account of the omissions or ‘misstatements’, to use a neutral term, in Chang and Halliday's book: most are already well-documented and in any case a catalogue would make exceedingly tedious reading. None the less, a few examples may be helpful to illustrate the problems involved.

One of the major ‘revelations’ of Mao: The Unknown Story is the claim that, during the Long March in 1935, the battle between the Red Army and Chiang Kai-shek's forces to take control of the chain bridge over the Dadu River at Luding – a critical chokepoint where Chiang hoped to wipe out the communist army once and for all – never in fact happened. According to Chang and Halliday, it was a myth cooked up by Mao ‘probably … because [it] looked a good place for heroic deeds’. Their main source was a 93-year-old woman whose family owned a bean-curd shop near the bridge. When Chang interviewed her in 1997, she could remember only sporadic firing and no real fighting. Interviews 60 years after the event are notoriously unreliable, but for what it is worth I also visited Luding, five years before Chang. While there, I recorded an interview with a man in his late sixties who described how, as a ten-year-old, he and two other boys had hidden on the embankment and watched the entire battle. I found his account convincing because, contrary to the version then current in China, he described watching the communist soldiers, not swinging hand over hand along the chains, as Edgar Snow had recounted in Red Star over China, but crawling along them, which Chinese historians now agree is what happened. Chang went on to quote a Chinese newspaper interview with the curator of the local museum in which he was reported to have denied that the nationalists had tried to set the bridge on fire. When I interviewed him, he told me the opposite. As further evidence that the battle never occurred, Chang cites an interview by the British writer, Robert Payne, with Peng Dehuai in 1946, in which, she says Peng ‘did not say one word about fighting or a burning bridge.’ In his memoirs, however, Peng wrote at length about the battle. So did Payne, in an earlier book on his travels in the communist areas, Journey to Red China, which Chang does not cite. She concludes her requisitory with the words: ‘The strongest evidence for debunking the myth … is that there were no battle casualties.’ Yet Liu Binrong's Hong yi fangmian jun jishi, an exhaustive four-volume history of the First Front Army, published in 2003, states that three members of the 22-strong communist vanguard were killed in the assault. Chang prefers instead to quote a bodyguard of Zhou Enlai who overheard that there were no deaths, a story put about at the time as propaganda for the Red Army's invincibility.

So much for the evidence that the battle never occurred. On close examination, none of it stands up. As for the evidence that it did take place, Jung Chang passes over in silence the accounts of numerous contemporaries, including Otto Braun, the Politburo's Comintern adviser – a witness hostile to Mao if ever there was one – and of Yang Chengwu, who commanded the attack. She ignores articles in nationalist newspapers, which reported on the battle shortly after it occurred; documents in the nationalist military archives; and Chiang Kai-shek's telegrams ordering that the bridge be held.

I have dwelt on the authors’ treatment of this particular event because it demonstrates a selectivity in the use of sources which is found throughout the book. Every possible piece of hostile information, whether credible or not, is ‘vacuumed up’, as Andrew Nathan of Columbia University put it; anything which might reflect well on Mao is omitted.

Chang and Halliday take the same approach to citations. Early on in their book, they quote from the marginal comments which Mao wrote as a 24-year-old student on a translation of Friedrich Paulsen's System der Ethik. From one passage Jung Chang deduces that ‘Mao shunned all constraints of responsibility and duty. [He wrote:] “People like me only have a duty to ourselves; we have no duty to other people”.’ Leaving aside the mistranslation – Mao did not write ‘people like me’; he was talking about human beings in general – the real problem is with what follows, which Chang does not quote. Mao added that a key part of ‘duty to oneself’ is helping others who are in need. He went on to explain:


If I see someone in danger and do not try to rescue him, even if not doing so would not be considered wrong, will I really think in my own mind that not helping him is right? The fact that I think it is not right is what makes it my duty to rescue him. We rescue those who are in danger to set our own minds at rest.

Does that constitute misrepresentation? The reader will judge. It is certainly straining the truth. Throughout the book, Mao's words are quoted only when they can be used to damn him or, in the words of one China scholar, when the translation can be made to serve as ‘an offensive weapon’.9 In another passage from the same text, Jung Chang quotes Mao as writing that the actions of a hero are ‘like a hurricane arising from a deep gorge, and like a sex-maniac on heat and prowling for a lover [emphasis added]’. Mao in fact wrote that they were like ‘a powerful wind arising from a deep gorge, like the irresistible sexual desire for one's lover, a force that will not stop.’ This is not a matter of differing interpretations. The terms ‘sex-maniac on heat’ and ‘prowling’ are not present in the Chinese original.10 Chang cites among her sources, in addition to the Chinese text, the first volume of Mao's Road to Power, which contains the definitive English translation of this passage by a team led by Stuart Schram. She would therefore have been aware of how the text should be rendered. Yet she chose to publish a version which served her thesis that Mao was a sexually depraved psychopath.

This is not to say that everything in Mao: The Unknown Story is invention or distortion. Andrew Nathan has described the book as a mix of ‘plastic and jade’. Buried in the text are interesting and original nuggets. The problem is how to recognise them. What are we to make, for instance, of a supposedly verbatim quotation from the diary of Mao's wife, Yang Kaihui, to which is appended a footnote stating: ‘The following words were mostly recalled from memory after reading the document in an archive and some therefore may not be exact’? An archive? We know that a cache of Yang's papers was discovered in 1972 and is conserved in the Central Archives in Beijing, where senior Party researchers have been permitted to consult it: indeed, its existence was first revealed in the West in the first edition of this book. Foreigners are not admitted to the Central Archives, let alone to the restricted section where the original is held, which is off limits even to most Chinese scholars. So where did Jung Chang see it? Or was she briefed on its contents, as I was, by one of the Party hierarchs authorised to see it? If such doubts surround Yang Kaihui's journal, how much credence should we attach to Jung Chang's quotations from the unpublished diaries of Mao's eldest son, Anying? The alarm signal here is the way Jung Chang treated the experiences of Anying's wife, Liu Songlin (whom Chang refers to by an alternative name, Si-qi). This is her account of how Songlin learned of Anying's death in the Korean War:

Nobody informed Anying's young widow [that he was dead] for over two and a half years [until] she asked Mao, who [finally] told her … During those years she had been seeing Mao constantly, spending weekends and vacations with him, and he had not shown any sadness, not even a flicker to suggest that anything was wrong. He had even cracked jokes about Anying as though he were alive.11

Mao: The Unknown Story takes that as evidence of Mao's indifference (notwithstanding the testimony of Peng Dehuai, who was with Mao when he learned of Anying's death: Peng wrote that Mao was devastated. Jung Chang disregards his account). But the issue here is not Anying but Liu Songlin. When I interviewed her in 2005, she told me essentially the same story as Jung Chang relates but gave it a totally different meaning:

Looking back, I feel very, very sorry for Chairman Mao. Why? Because he knew that Anying had been sacrificed, but … in front of me, he kept up the pretence that nothing untoward had happened, that it was all as usual. We often talked about him. He told jokes about Anying when he was small, and I shared my memories too. It must have been terribly hard for him. As an old man who had lost his son: it was so cruel … After he learnt of Anying's death, he told Li Linqiao and Ye Zilong [respectively Mao's chief bodyguard and secretary] that the news must be kept from me. He thought that I was too young and I would not be able to bear it.

In fact the explanation was no doubt simpler. Of all his surviving children, Mao had placed his greatest hopes on Anying. In grief, the first stage is often denial. After his son's death, denial appears to have become part of Mao's coping strategy: by seeking to protect his daughter-in-law he tried to control the pain he felt himself. But whatever the rationale, indifference was not part of it.

The inescapable conclusion is that little in Mao: The Unknown Story can be taken at face value. I suspect that there is more ‘jade’ in the text than is immediately apparent. But ‘jade’ and ‘plastic’ alike are daubed in such layers of vitriol that, unless each assertion is independently verified or disproved, there is no way of telling them apart.*

China studies will get over this. In fact one can make a case – and a number of academics have – that, regardless of the veracity of their work, Chang and Halliday did the field a huge favour by forcing historians to re-examine what had become, in some cases, fallacious certitudes.

Ten years later, the sinological fur is no longer flying as fast. Most China scholars have moved on. Yet perhaps they have done so too quickly. For the episode has raised important questions, one of which was posed bluntly in a short but devastating review of Was Mao Really a Monster? by Michael Schoenhals, widely regarded as being, with Roderick MacFarquhar, the leading Western historian of the Cultural Revolution. It is worth quoting at some length:

Contributor A [Andrew Nathan] shows why a depiction of a ‘regime that engaged in fifty years of mass torture, killing and destruction for no good purpose’ is ultimately a welcome ‘revelation’, even if and when, as he admits, it amounts to ‘a possible but not a plausible’ account of Mao Zedong's life based on extensive use of ‘sources that cannot be checked … [or] are openly speculative or are based on circumstantial evidence … [or in some cases] untrue’. Contributor B [David Goodman] performs an exercise in a similar vein, setting out to explain how a book can be a ‘vast compendium of information about its subject’ even though it is saturated with ‘pretension … pomposity and … poor scholarship’. Contributor C [Lowell Dittmer] critiques a book that, as he points out immediately, is ‘not a work of objective scholarship’ but a ‘vacuum-cleaner assemblage of every bit of information conceivably damaging to Mao's revolutionary reputation’; yet he comes out concluding that it paints ‘a cumulative picture [that] is convincing and in my view quite devastating – it could conceivably alter forever our historical picture of the revolutionary origins of the PRC’. And contributor D [Arthur Waldron] admits to searching in vain for certain ‘facts’ established and ‘issues’ raised in the mainstream Sinological literature, but all the same is full of admiration for a work that ‘expose[s] Mao Zedong as one of the greatest criminals in human history’.

The question which Schoenhals raised was why some of the best-known names in China studies tied themselves in knots to find worth in a book whose methods they admitted were at best untrustworthy. His answer was ‘political correctness’.

That term may cover a multitude of sins, but in the case of Chang and Halliday's book, four in particular spring to mind: a sense of guilt among mainstream sinologists that, with hindsight, they had been too soft on the undoubted horrors which accompanied Mao's revolution, and were therefore ill-placed to criticise those who (even if for the wrong reasons) were now speaking out more frankly; a reluctance to be seen defending the founder of a regime which had become associated in the public mind with dictatorship and human rights violations; a desire, common to all corporative endeavours, of which academe is one, not to get too far out of line from the emerging political and public consensus that China, and everything connected with it, should be subjected to more searching and hostile scrutiny than had been the case before; and last but not least, a desire to appear ‘fair’, particularly on the part of scholars who have written extensively about Mao, lest their criticisms be seen as the sour grapes of academics whose work could never hope for the kind of commercial success that Jung Chang's books enjoyed.12

Yet there were obviously other factors at work as well. None of the foregoing explains why Mao: The Unknown Story struck such a chord with opinion makers and with the public at large. Geremie Barmé wrote that it was ‘tailor-made for the Age of Terror’.13 Today the Bush years are behind us, but Western concerns about China's emergence as a great power, and a correspondingly jaundiced view of its political system and of the history that created it, live on.

The changing social and intellectual climate also played a part. Revisionism is in vogue. In the English-speaking world (though not in France or Germany), the term has lost its former, negative connotation and has acquired instead a brave, new positive gloss. Questioning the Holocaust is still out of bounds but that is a rare exception. Everything else is fair game. Challenging orthodoxy has become an end in itself. Anything is better than what one reviewer called ‘the tired, old, standard version’, even when that tired, old version is more credible than any other. To make his or her mark, a historian has to come up with something new. Nor is it just historians. The number of articles retracted after publication from mainstream science journals because of suspicions that data have been faked, ‘massaged’ or plagiarised has grown exponentially in recent years. Among the main reasons is ‘the pressure to publish attention-grabbing findings.’ 14

Overturning conventional wisdom is accepted all the more readily because, throughout the West, mistrust of the political and intellectual establishment encourages the belief that there is a ‘truth behind the headlines’ which the authorities wish to conceal. Arthur Waldron, writing in Commentary, appears to have had this in mind when he accused his fellow China specialists of having ‘shamefully’ suppressed the evidence of Mao's depravity ‘lest it undermine the fantasy of a humane, caring leader’.

Beyond all these elements lies a deeper problem. The British historian, Norman Davies, put it this way:

History is too complicated. The past is too big, there is too much of it. Mythology is what is created because people prefer a simple, straightforward explanation of what happened to this awful, complicated mess.

The desire for simple answers to complicated questions is hardly new. But in the second half of the twentieth century, and above all in the last two decades, it has become more pronounced. At one level that is part of the downside of what in other respects is among the more positive developments of recent times: the democratisation of knowledge. In a broader sense, it has to do with the way modern life is lived: we try to cram more into less. As in all trade-offs, there is a price to pay. Broadcasters use a simplified vocabulary, books and newspaper articles are condensed, information is conveyed by news flashes, headlines and ‘tweets’. Brevity can be a strength: think of the beauty of haiku. But today the goal is often not concision but pandering to a limited attention span. People are overwhelmed by the sheer volume of information available. It has to be boiled down to manageable proportions. To appeal to a broader public, academics are tempted to put a premium on liveliness and accessibility. That is not necessarily a bad thing: it is certainly better than jargon. But it is difficult to combine with scholarship and it is rarely conducive to nuanced writing or to the separation of fact and opinion.15

China, more than most countries, defies reduction to simple, let alone simplistic, formulae. Yet specialist publications apart, that is all too often how the recent history of China is now written: in reductionist, bite-sized mouthfuls with the depth of a cardboard cut-out.

Lest that judgement appear too abrupt, let me quote from the opening paragraph of an article in the New York Times in 2015, which asserted baldly: ‘ In 20th-century totalitarian systems, tyrants like Stalin, Hitler and Mao murdered millions in the name of outlandish ideologies.’16 The authors were not journalists: they are both well-regarded professors – Sergei Guriev from Sciences-Po in Paris and Daniel Treisman of the University of California. Jung Chang's narrative has taken root. Marxism and Nazism are different sides of the same coin. Stalin, Hitler and Mao were monsters together and that is all there is to be said.



As though by symbiosis, while Mao's image has been blackened, that of his great rival, Chiang Kai-shek, has acquired fresh lustre. By the late 1970s, when China had become America's de facto partner against the Soviet Union, Chiang's supporters in the United States had been silenced. Attempts by the so-called China Lobby to show that Chiang would have won had it not been for the perfidy of Roosevelt and Truman who ‘betrayed [him] by withholding support and material aid at critical junctures of the Civil War’ had bitten the dust, thanks in part to a best-selling book by Barbara Tuchman, Sand in the Wind: Stilwell and the American Experience in China, which was awarded the Pulitzer Prize in 1971. She argued that the nationalists had lost because they were authoritarian, inept and corrupt, had no mass base and were debilitated by their obsession with the communists. The United States, she wrote, despite heroic efforts by General ‘Vinegar Joe’ Stilwell, Roosevelt's choice for US Commander in the China theatre until 1944, had been unable to prevail because Chiang Kai-shek's army was unreformable without a wholesale change of system which the Generalissimo was unwilling to make. After two decades of Chiang's dictatorial and sometimes brutal rule on Taiwan, most American opinion-makers were inclined to agree with her.17

In Chiang's case too, however, the pendulum swung too far and needed to swing back. In the 1980s and 1990s, scholars like Thomas Rawski and Julia Strauss argued that the Generalissimo's record before the war in building the institutions of a modern state had been better than most Western writers were prepared to admit and that his administration was not uniformly corrupt.18 But the first major work to challenge systematically the prevailing consensus on Chiang was Hans van de Ven's War and Nationalism in China, 1925–1945 (Routledge Curzon, 2003). Van de Ven refuted Tuchman's thesis and effectively demolished the Stilwell myth, arguing that the American's military tactics were misguided, that he had no understanding of China or its people, and that his presence hampered rather than helped the war effort which the United States was pledged to support. Chiang, in van de Ven's view, was a better strategist than his American ally. After the Japanese attack on Shanghai in 1932, the Generalissimo had started trying to create a modern army and to build a centralised State with a disciplined bureaucracy and a solid political economy. The problem, van de Ven wrote, was that it was too little, too late. While the nationalists – not the communists – bore the brunt of the fighting against the Japanese, Chiang was hamstrung by his inability to achieve complete control over his forces, whose loyalties remained divided. Although officially they were all now part of the Guomindang, each unit was under the sway of an individual warlord. In such circumstances, van de Ven concluded, far from being incompetent, Chiang did better than expected, but he was not equipped to fight a modern war and his regime emerged from the conflict so badly weakened that by 1945, if not earlier, his chances of defeating Mao in the civil war which was to follow were seriously impaired.19

The same year that van de Ven's book appeared, Jonathan Fenby published Generalissimo: Chiang Kai-shek and the China He Lost (The Free Press, 2003), the first full-length biography of Chiang for almost thirty years and arguably the first ever to attempt a balanced judgement of his rule before 1949. While more critical than van de Ven, whose main focus was on military affairs, Fenby, too, rejected the wholly negative appraisal common to most earlier writers. Chiang, he wrote was ‘a reactionary authoritarian who set no great store by the lives of his compatriots, … a bad administrator … [who] tolerated corruption and amorality … [and] whose short-term battles with the Americans ended up by losing him the one ally who mattered.’ None the less, he had succeeded in unifying China, ‘even if that unity became the platform for his greatest adversary’; in the 1930s he had laid the foundations for modern industry, finance and communications; and he had managed to hold together a fragile coalition against the Japanese which, without him, might have sundered altogether.20

In 2009, the balance shifted still further with the publication of Jay Taylor's The Generalissimo: Chiang Kai-shek and the Struggle for Modern China (Harvard University Press). Taylor offered a carefully nuanced appreciation of Chiang's rule. His leadership after the Japanese defeat was ‘a disaster’ and on occasion he sanctioned ‘extreme actions that amounted to staggering moral blindness or turpitude’. On the other hand he was ‘a modernising neo-Confucian’ whose goal was to make China ‘a harmonious, stable and prosperous society’. Few scholars today dispute that. As Fenby put it, the stigma of the nationalists’ defeat masked the regime's genuine successes. Taylor's conclusions, however, went further. Whether consciously or not, he wrote, Chiang ‘set the stage for Taiwan's development of a vigorous democracy’; in the final analysis, ‘it is [his] vision of modern China, not Mao's, that guides the People's Republic in the 21st century’.21 The reader will search in vain for passages in his book which support such assertions. None the less, Taylor's interpretation of Chiang as a would-be democrat has taken hold. A 2014 article by Robert Kaplan in the American journal, Foreign Policy, insisted: ‘Mao Won the Battle, Chiang Kai-shek Won the War’.22

Ironically, support for the Generalissimo's rehabilitation has come from mainland China and opposition to it from Taiwan. With reunification in mind, Beijing today spins Chiang as an essentially honourable figure misled by bad advisers, ‘a nationalist and a patriot,’ in the words of one Chinese historian, ‘[who] never wavered in his determination to resist the Japanese.’23 The Chinese Party, which for decades viewed the 1949 revolution as a complete rupture with the past, now emphasises continuity. Mao's regime is depicted as having built on the reforms of the nationalists who in turn built on the reforms of the late Qing.24 In Taiwan, by contrast, where the wounds left by Chiang's repressive rule are still fresh and reunification is unpopular, his memory is played down.

The new narrative depicting Chiang Kai-shek as a progressive figure whose defeat was undeserved has been embraced not only by writers like Jung Chang and Jon Halliday but by several mainstream professional historians. Ramon Myers of the Hoover Institution has argued that had Marshall and Truman put America's full weight behind Chiang Kai-shek, instead of imposing a ceasefire in Manchuria in June 1946, the nationalists would have wiped out Lin Biao's forces and gone on to win the whole of China. Arthur Waldron concurs. Yet contemporary intelligence assessments and much of the historical evidence which has emerged since suggest otherwise. In the words of Harold Tanner, a leading scholar of the period: ‘Even if the United States had been willing to do so, extending unlimited military aid to an army that was pursuing a fundamentally flawed strategy and a government that was proving incapable of winning the political struggle is not likely to have changed failure into success’.25 As it was, Truman's policy had the merit of keeping Americans out of a foreign civil war of a kind which subsequent events (in countries such as Vietnam, Iraq and Afghanistan) have shown they are not especially good at winning.

The wheel has gone full circle. Sixty years on, the ‘Who lost China?’ debate is back. Senator McCarthy must be smiling in his grave.

Frank Dikötter, whose writings on Mao and the Chinese revolution have likewise had great influence in the past decade, espouses both theses of the revisionist paradigm: Chiang was a decent leader, unfairly maligned; Mao and the tyranny he installed were fundamentally rotten.

From the outset Dikötter nails his colours to the mast. The first of his books (in historical sequence) is entitled China before Mao: The Age of Openness; the second, The Tragedy of Liberation; and the third, Mao's Great Famine: The History of China's Most Devastating Catastrophe. The last in the series, The Cultural Revolution: A People's History, 1962–1976, appeared in 2016. Dikötter's theme is that China under Chiang Kai-shek enjoyed ‘a golden age of engagement with the world’;26 that Chiang's defeat by Mao's forces was the result of American betrayal, massive Soviet aid to the communists and only to a marginal degree the venality of his regime; and that the communist system which followed consisted solely of ‘calculated terror and systematic violence’. The first decade of Mao's rule, he writes, was ‘one of the worst tyrannies in the history of the twentieth century, sending to an early grave at least 5 million citizens and bringing misery to countless more’. The second decade, with the Great Leap Forward famine and the onset of the Cultural Revolution, was exponentially worse, culminating in a blood bath when Mao, ‘an old man settling personal scores at the end of his life’, as Dikötter puts it, plunged China into an inferno.

Dikötter avoids the pitfalls into which the authors of Mao: The Unknown Story plunge, but shares their ideas. The Tragedy of Liberation opens with a graphic account of the five-month long siege of Changchun by Lin Biao's forces in 1948, in which, Dikötter estimates, 160,000 civilians died. It was one of ghastliest incidents of the civil war, vividly described by Zhang Zhenglong, a PLA lieutenant-colonel, in Xuebai xiehong [White Snow, Red Blood] (Jiefangjun chubanshe, Beijing, 1989), one of a number of books questioning the official history of the conflict which were published in China during a brief period of openness in the late 1980s. As the siege unfolded, Lin Biao refused to allow the starving population to leave the city in order to put pressure on the besieged nationalists’ grain supplies; Chiang Kai-shek refused to allow the garrison to surrender and abandoned it to its fate. Civil wars are the most abominable of conflicts for, almost by definition, they erase the distinction between civilians and soldiers. The suffering of Changchun was instrumental in persuading Beijing and other cities to surrender without resistance. Did the lives saved there justify the horrors that befell its martyred population? Similar questions are often asked about the Allied fire-bombing of Dresden and of Tokyo during the Second World War, and the atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Did they help bring the war to an earlier conclusion? Or were they unnecessary? There is no agreement. Likewise who was most responsible for the death toll in Changchun? The nationalist generals who starved the civilian population to death in order to feed their own troops? Chiang, who forbade surrender? Or the communists, who refused to allow the civilians to escape? One might think that all sides bore a measure of responsibility.

Dikötter does not address such issues, nor does he provide context. Warfare had been raging in China since the 1920s. In the 1930s Chiang Kai-shek had caused the deaths of more than half a million civilians – three times the number killed at Changchun – and condemned millions more to starvation by deliberately breaching the dykes on the Yellow River. During the war with Japan, as many as 20 million Chinese civilians may have died, either from Japanese carpet bombing or from the ‘kill all, burn all, loot all’ policy aimed at depriving communist guerrillas of support in the countryside.27 The atrocity of Changchun was not simply, or even principally, an example of Mao's ruthlessness and indifference to human life. It was one horror among many in a chain of bloodshed which had begun a century before with the Opium Wars – waged by the Western powers to force open a marketplace which until then had closed its doors to foreign trade – or, if one wishes to take a longer view, with the civil and dynastic wars and rebellions which have punctuated all of Chinese history.

Dikötter's work is valuable primarily for his use of formerly closed provincial archives.28 These contain fascinating accounts of how local officials reacted to central directives, and also, in many cases, copies of the original directives themselves – documents which, in the Central Archives in Beijing, are still under seal. However, the extracts he quotes are usually very brief and parts of The Tragedy of Liberation and Mao's Great Famine require extremely careful reading, often to the point of parsing each sentence, in order to be sure of the sense. Most of the documents describe excesses by local officials which the Party subsequently investigated and condemned, but this is not always made clear. In The Tragedy of Liberation, for instance, he quotes a report by Deng Xiaoping on land reform in western Anhui, where the local leadership killed an ever lengthening list of landlords and their relatives whom the peasants had denounced. Only in the last sentence does it emerge – between the lines – that Deng was denouncing, not approving, the indiscriminate killing.29

There are also puzzling lapses. Describing the quotas Mao laid down during the Campaign to Suppress Counterrevolutionaries in the early 1950s, Dikötter quotes Mao as saying that ‘once a death rate of two per thousand had been achieved, people should be sentenced to life imprisonment’. The Chinese historian, Yang Kuisong, cites the same document as saying: ‘One per thousand can be surpassed but not by too much. In general, two per thousand should not be adopted as a new target. Many of these criminals can be sentenced to lifetime imprisonment [emphasis added].’30

It may be argued that these are quibbles; factual errors occur in the best of books.31 However, Dikötter's errors are strangely consistent. They all serve to strengthen his case against Mao and his fellow leaders.32

Mao's Great Famine ranks second only to Chang and Halliday's work in shaping popular perceptions of Mao and his regime. It describes in unflinching detail the horrors of mass starvation, the cruelty of the local officials who terrorised the peasants, the iron controls imposed to contain news of the catastrophe, and the disarray of a leadership which, from Mao, Liu Shaoqi and Zhou Enlai down, was utterly unprepared to deal with, when not actually in denial of, the suffering it had unleashed. Dikötter's portrait of the institutionalised ghastliness of those years is exemplary. As in his earlier books, citations are generally very brief, though that has since been partly remedied by the publication of The Great Famine in China, 1958–1962 (Yale University Press, 2012), by his principal collaborator, Zhou Xun, which provides lengthy extracts of a number of the documents he refers to.

The main problem of Mao's Great Famine is that it offers no credible explanation of why Mao and his colleagues acted as they did. Why did they believe that mass mobilisation would usher in an age of plenty? For believe it they did: Mao was convinced that so much grain would be produced that everyone would eat their fill and the country would still have a huge surplus.33 When the first reports of famine emerged, why were they not taken seriously? Why did Zhou Enlai, even after its extent became clear, do nothing to alleviate it?

To dismiss the Chinese leaders’ policies as ‘ravings … [and] visionary whims’ does not take us very far.34 Dikötter argues that they ‘glorified violence’, showed ‘a callous disregard for human life’ and adopted a logic of war, ‘regardless of the casualty figures’.35 Some of that is undoubtedly true. But the one specific example that he offers points to a rather different picture. Li Xiannian, the hard-bitten Politburo veteran whose troops had been decimated by Moslem cavalrymen at the end of the Long March, broke down and wept when taken to a district in Henan where more than a million people had died of hunger. ‘The defeat of the Western Route Army was so cruel yet I did not shed a tear,’ he cried, ‘but after seeing such horror in Guangshan even I am unable to control myself.’36

Dikötter rejects what he calls ‘the widespread view that these deaths were the unintended consequence of half-baked and poorly executed economic programmes’.37 Yet most of the archival documents he cites show precisely that.38 ‘In effect, the countryside was quarantined, as if peopled by lepers’, he writes. ‘Information was distorted all the way up to the Chairman.’39 Contemporary sources confirm both those statements. When word did get out, investigation teams were sent in by the Party centre, and eventually – although much too late – the policy was changed.

Mao's Great Famine places the blame for the tragedy squarely on a communist regime of which ‘terror and violence were the foundations’.40 But the horrors which it records, and the tortures inflicted by officials, may all be found in nineteenth-century accounts by Western missionaries, in Chinese treatises on punishment under the Empire, and in reports on the republican period. Theodore White wrote of the Henan famine of 1941–3, in which an estimated three million peasants died – roughly the same figure as perished in that province during the Great Leap Forward – that when he visited the area, local Guomindang officials offered him a banquet of ‘chicken, beef, water chestnut and three cakes with sugar frosting’. But travelling through the countryside,

The peasants as we saw them were dying. They were dying in the roads, in the mountains, by the railroad stations, in their mud huts, in the fields. And as they died, the government continued to wring from them the last possible ounce of tax … No excuses were allowed; peasants who were eating elm bark and dried leaves had to haul their last sack of seed grain to the tax collector's office.41

When a Chongqing newspaper published news of the Henan famine, the only response Chiang Kai-shek's government could think of was to close it down for three days. By the time the Japanese launched the Ichigō offensive two years later, the people of Henan had come to hate Chiang Kai-shek's regime so fiercely that they attacked the Guomindang army – which was supposed to be defending them against the foreign invader – stealing the soldiers’ weapons and grain and killing their officers. Such experiences help to explain why hundreds of millions of Chinese welcomed what Dikötter calls the ‘Tragedy of Liberation’. Compared with what had gone before, communist rule did not seem so bad. The Chinese writer, Liu Zhenyun, whose novel about the wartime famine in Henan was made into a film starring Adrien Brody and Tim Robbins, recalled asking his grandmother, who had been among the survivors, what she remembered of that time. The old lady brushed the question aside. ‘What's so special about that year?’ she asked. ‘People died of starvation all the time.’42 So much for the ‘golden age’ when Chiang Kai-shek ruled China before the communists took power.

The cadres who meted out barbaric punishments during the Great Leap Forward invented very little. Like necrophagy and cannibalism and the selling of women and children, such practices had always existed. That they continued in the 1950s and 1960s was an appalling indictment of Mao's regime, but it is sheer foolishness to pretend that the communists created them.*

Dikötter's Mao was a ruthless despot pretending to be a ‘benign leader concerned about the welfare of his subjects’ while ‘China descended into hell’.43 The smoking gun, in his account, is a comment made by the Chairman at a meeting of top leaders in Shanghai on March 25, 1959. Mao, he writes, having been assured that grain production had ‘increased hugely’ over the previous year, urged his colleagues to procure a third of this bountiful harvest, not 25 per cent as had been the case previously.44 He then went on to say: ‘When there is not enough to eat, people starve to death. It is better to let half of the people die so that the other half can eat their fill.’ Dikötter takes the phrase literally to mean that Mao was ready to let half the population of China starve to death to ensure that the Great Leap could be carried through to the end.45

Even without a complete transcript of what was said, there are good reasons to doubt that. If all the leaders were convinced there would be a bumper harvest, why would Mao or anyone else anticipate widespread famine? Secondly, the partial text published by Zhou Xun shows that Mao's comment was made not in a speech about farming, as Dikötter implies, but as a brief interjection during a discussion about industry.46 She quotes him as saying that industrial investment should be targeted and precise because ‘to distribute resources evenly will only ruin the Great Leap Forward’, before going on to draw a parallel with letting ‘half of the people die’ so that others might survive in a time of famine. Mao's mind often worked laterally. The logical explanation for what otherwise would be a complete non sequitur is that he was reaching out for a metaphor from the earlier discussion about the grain harvest to make the point that some industrial projects would have to be starved of funds so that others could proceed. We now know that was indeed his meaning. The full Chinese text, which has since become available, shows that Mao prefaced his remarks by saying, ‘If we want to fulfil the plan, then we need greatly to reduce the number of projects. We need to be resolute in further cutting the 1,078 major projects down to 500’.47 Curiously that sentence is omitted from both Dikötter's and Zhou Xun's accounts. On closer examination, Dikötter's claim that Mao ordered a massive increase in grain procurement also turns out to be unfounded.48 Every other recorded statement Mao made that winter and early spring focussed on the importance of easing the pressure on the peasants and avoiding unnecessary suffering. The previous November he had warned in strikingly similar terms that ‘half of China's population unquestionably would die’ if mass mobilisation were not reined in. He had ended his remarks on that occasion with the words: ‘Make it a principle to have no deaths’.49

It is true that Mao's comments in Shanghai – which were designated ‘top secret’ and distributed to the thirty or so conference participants in a document which was marked ‘to be returned after the meeting’ – soon leaked out and led some provincial and grass-roots leaders to argue that deaths were inevitable in any struggle and must therefore be accepted.50 It is true too that Mao engaged in massive self-deception, deluding himself that his diatribes against ‘right deviationism’ were unconnected with the excesses which followed. But that does not mean that Mao accepted, still less welcomed, the prospect of mass starvation. Every available piece of evidence, including those from the areas where people suffered most, affirms the contrary.

I have written at length about Chang and Halliday's Mao: The Unknown Story, and the works of Frank Dikötter, especially Mao's Great Famine, because of the exceptional influence their books have had. It may be argued that is unfair to lump the two together. Dikötter's writing contains much new information; Mao: The Unknown Story is essentially a polemic. What they have in common is that both set out to make the case for the prosecution, rather than providing balanced accounts of the periods they describe.

Most of the new research which has appeared since the first edition of this book was published in 1999 is more conventional: scholarly academic studies, grounded in contemporary documents, which fill in many – though not yet all – of the gaps in our knowledge of the Chinese revolution and of Mao's role in it. They do not change the overall picture but permit a vast amount of fine-tuning. Details have been provided and historical errors corrected, just as, in the restoration of an old portrait, the removal of dust and grime and of later additions turns up unsuspected lineaments but leaves the original outline untouched. In this revised edition, I have incorporated the new material wherever it casts fresh light on Mao's actions, while endeavouring not to lengthen beyond measure what is already an epic tale.

The Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution loom especially large in both Chinese and Western research over the past two decades.

On the former, Yang Jisheng's Mubei: Zhongguo liushi niandai da jihuang jishi, whether in the original two-volume Chinese edition, published in Hong Kong in 2008, or in the revised and abridged English-language version, Tombstone, four years later, is unsurpassed. Yang has justly been compared with Solzhenitsyn, for he allows his readers to glimpse what they might have had to endure had they and their families been among the millions whose lives were destroyed, often with unspeakable cruelty, by the horror which Mao unleashed. Few other writers, Chinese or Western, have come close to doing that.

Unlike Dikötter, who rather ungenerously dismisses Yang's book as ‘a hotchpotch, which simply strings together large chunks of text, [mixing] invaluable documents … with irrelevant anecdotes’,51 Yang is at pains to decipher the chain of responsibility, all the way down from Mao at the apex to the work group leaders at the grass roots, which linked the various actors who caused the tragedy, and the mixture of motives – visionary, self-serving, cynical and terrified – which led them to behave as they did. As a result we understand not only what happened but why it happened. He is not the first to do this. Frederick Teiwes and Warren Sun, in their path-breaking book, The Road to Disaster: Mao, Central Politicians, and Provincial Leaders in the Unfolding of the Great Leap Forward, 1955–1959 (M. E. Sharpe, Armonk, 1999); and Alfred Chan, in Mao's Crusade: Politics and Policy Implementation in China's Great Leap Forward (Oxford University Press, 2001), focusing on the first year of the Leap, 1958, have also explored Mao's personal responsibility relative to that of other leaders. But Yang's net is spread wider, combining political analysis with an almost unbearably vivid personal account of what the famine did to those who lived through it and to the tens of millions who died.

In certain respects, Yang's early life resembled that of Jung Chang. Both their fathers died under Mao's rule; both were initially enthusiastic supporters of the regime before becoming disabused. In Yang's case, his foster father, the uncle who had raised him from the time he was three months old, starved to death in Hubei province in April 1959.

But there the similarities end. Yang is not out for revenge. As he states in the preface to Tombstone, his aim is ‘to restore historical truth for others who [like myself] had been deceived’.52 He attributes the catastrophe first and foremost to the totalitarianism of the Chinese regime, a system in which Leninism was grafted on to imperial rule. ‘Mao Zedong was the creator of this mould,’ he writes, ‘[or] strictly speaking, he was [its] successor and developer … [But] he himself was to some extent [its] creature … Within the framework of this system, Mao's own actions were to a certain extent also beyond his control. No one had the power to resist such a system, not even Mao.’ In Yang's judgement, the ruled share part of the blame with the rulers. Locked into a millennial tradition of ‘imperial thinking’, they ‘worshipped their leaders, venerated authority and resigned themselves to adversity’. ‘In all fairness,’ he writes, we should acknowledge that ‘the people's genuine aspirations lay behind much of the folly of the Great Leap Forward’.53

Precisely because he acknowledges human frailties, misguided loyalties and the genuineness of Mao's flawed vision, his indictment of the Chinese Communist Party, its leaders and the system it established is all the more powerful. For Dikötter, Mao's China is reduced to a relentless inventory of horror, in which everyone behaves appallingly and everything is black. Yang notes that upright officials, like Wang Yongcheng, the Party secretary of a county in Shandong, one of the worst-hit provinces, were able to ensure that no one in their areas starved by deflecting orders from above and allowing the peasants to grow food themselves.54 Dikötter enumerates the victims of the famine; Yang writes of the ‘blood-drenched human dramas’ that lie behind the figures.55

Part of the explanation for this difference in approach is that Dikötter and, ironically, Jung Chang as well, write from a Western standpoint. Indeed, that may be one reason that their books have been so popular. They try to make sense of that ‘awful, complicated mess’ of history in ways that speak to the Western mind.

Yang writes as a Chinese, who lived through the abominations he describes, who understands why those caught up in them reasoned as they did, yet who rejects the self-serving official disculpations. Although his book – like Dikötter's and Jung Chang's – is banned in China, it reflects fundamentally Chinese, not Western, attitudes to past suffering.

Liu Zhenyun, the novelist whose grandmother remembered starvation under Chiang Kai-shek as an everyday occurrence, found that ‘the surviving famine victims and their descendants have relegated all their memories … to oblivion … After enduring so many hardships over the centuries, Chinese have learnt that [black] humour and a large helping of amnesia are the secrets to facing tragedy.’56 Deng Xiaoping adopted that approach in 1981 when he argued that priority should be given to building a prosperous future rather than delving into the horrors of the past. For him, it was politically expedient: better to look ahead than to start unpicking the communists’ record with unforeseeable consequences.

At this point perhaps I may be permitted an ‘irrelevant anecdote’ of my own. My son's Chinese grandmother spent the last decades of her life in a courtyard in Beijing, surrounded by neighbours who, during the Cultural Revolution, had vilified her and her children as ‘black category people’. Her husband had been designated a Rightist in 1957 and sent to the countryside to work as a peasant, remaining there until after Mao's death. Two years later, during the famine accompanying the Great Leap, her second son, then a schoolboy, was arrested for complaining of hunger and spent the next 25 years in a labour camp. In 1975 her fourth son was executed as a counter-revolutionary. She herself attempted suicide but lived. Today all those subjects are taboo: by family consensus, no one mentions them. Why reopen old wounds? In any case, similar experiences befell millions of others. What is the point of raking up what can no longer be changed? At most the former victims permit themselves a certain discreet satisfaction that, in the new China that emerged after Mao's death, they have done rather better than those who persecuted them all those years ago.

That brings us to the second major episode of Mao's years in power: the ten years of ultra-left policies, and the rather shorter period of ‘great chaos’, which he inaugurated in 1966.

Like the Great Leap, the Cultural Revolution has been the subject of much new research over the last fifteen years. In Hong Kong, Song Yongyi and his colleagues have compiled a vast database of Cultural Revolution documentation (as well as similar, though smaller, databases on the Anti-Rightist Campaign and the Great Leap Forward). In China itself, the authorities would clearly prefer that the whole period simply be forgotten: as early as 1991, the Party demanded an end to what it called ‘public reassessments’.57 Most of the new studies by mainland historians have therefore been published abroad. In the West, four books have appeared to which the much overworked word ‘seminal’ may be applied, in the sense that all future writing on the subject will have to take them into account. (Here I have limited myself to those which deal directly with Mao's role – not those, in many cases no less interesting, which explore other aspects of that great upheaval).

Mao's Last Revolution, by Roderick MacFarquhar and Michael Schoenhals (Harvard University Press, 2006), is likely to remain for the foreseeable future the definitive overview of the period. Balanced and meticulously researched, it is the fruit of many decades of observation and reflection, leavened, in Schoenhals's case, by rooting around in the Beijing and Shanghai flea markets for discarded police files and Red Guard documents. Frederick Teiwes and Warren Sun, in The End of the Maoist Era: Chinese Politics During the Twilight of the Cultural Revolution, 1972–1976 (M. E. Sharpe, Armonk, 2007), focus on the last four years of Mao's life, one of the least understood periods of his rule, when the triangular contest between the ultra-leftists led by Jiang Qing, the pragmatists under Deng, and the middle-of-the-road Cultural Revolution beneficiaries, headed by Hua Guofeng, played out under Mao's watchful eye even as his strength, though not his will, faltered. They despatch many of the myths that have grown up around that Byzantine struggle, and within the limits of the still fragmentary documentation available, make sense of an extraordinarily convoluted time. Their use of archival sources is exemplary: there could be no greater contrast to Jung Chang and Halliday or even Dikötter. Jin Qiu's The Culture of Power: The Lin Biao Incident in the Cultural Revolution (Stanford University Press, 1999) deals with an even shorter period: from the 9th Party Congress in 1969 to Lin's flight two years later. Jin is Wu Faxian's daughter and the title of her book, based on her PhD thesis, is well-chosen. Apart from giving by far the best account to date of the mysterious events that led to Lin Biao's death in September 1971, she offers an insider's insights into the personal feuds and relationships among the dozen or so families at the very summit of Chinese power. (Jean-Luc Domenach, in Mao, sa cour et ses complots [Mao, his court and its conspirations] (Fayard, Paris, 2012), also explores the role of these personal-political alliances and the conflicts they engendered, but casts his net more widely, examining relations among the several hundred high-ranking Chinese officials who made up the ruling elite at the level just below the summit from 1949 until Mao's death.)

A fourth book on the Cultural Revolution, which had a considerable impact when it appeared, Gao Wenqian's Wannian Zhou Enlai [Zhou Enlai's Later Years] (Mirror Books, Hong Kong 2003), is harder to evaluate. An English-language adaptation followed under the sardonic title, Zhou Enlai: The Last Perfect Revolutionary (Public Affairs, 2007). Gao spent fourteen years as a researcher attached to the Central Archives, ending up as Deputy Head of the Zhou Enlai Studies Small Group. Before moving to America in 1993, he smuggled out his notes on the documents he had been allowed to see. His book's importance is that it was the first to dissect in detail Zhou's elusive and enigmatic, Janus-like personality – his immense charm and utter ruthlessness; his capacity for self-abasement, which towards the end of his life became an obsession; his great qualities of leadership; and his extraordinarily complicated relationship with Mao, in which he played the role of valet to master, chief eunuch to emperor. The original Chinese edition contains a great deal of new material, but is also riddled with errors. Unfortunately the abridged English version is inserted into an overview of Zhou's early career and of the Cultural Revolution which appears to have been written for particularly dim-witted high school students. The translators’ use of American colloquial does not help. The Cultural Revolution, the reader is told, was ‘little more than a mom and pop show run by Jiang [Qing] and Mao’, and Mao himself is made to sound like Al Capone: ‘This guy [Zhang Chunqiao]’, he supposedly tells Lin Biao in 1970, ‘needs two more years of observation … After two years I'll quit and you can take over and handle the work.’58 Apart from being idiotic, this devalues a book which, as Jonathan Spence has observed, in many respects breaks new ground and of which important parts ring true.59 Gao's depiction of Zhou amending minutes of key meetings to advance his political agenda could only come from someone with intimate knowledge of the original archival texts. His account of Deng Yingchao's pregnancy, since confirmed by other sources, touches on matters known only to a very small number of people in Zhou's immediate circle,60 and the final chapter, dealing with the Premier's illness and death, is both moving and packed with detail conveying the murderous unpredictability of life at Mao's court in the final years of his reign. Yet other parts of the text – notably those dealing with the 1970 Lushan plenum and Lin Biao's demise – are muddled, contradictory or just plain wrong. Whatever the reason, Gao has been less forthright than he might have been. In private some of those in Mao's inner circle, notably Wang Dongxing, have been far more critical of Zhou's self-serving behaviour,61 which may be the true explanation of why Mao treated him as contemptuously as he did. Gao's book is intriguing but it could, and should, have been much better than it is.

The past decade has also seen three significant new biographies of Mao, all (originally at least) in languages other than English. Mao: The Real Story, by Alexander Pantsov, was first published in Russian in 2007 and subsequently translated and re-edited by Steven Levine (Simon and Schuster, 2012). It is, as the title implies, a riposte to Chang and Halliday's The Unknown Story – even the dust jacket has the same format as theirs, but with a red background instead of bilious green and a photograph of a benign looking Mao in place of a sinister caricature. The opening sentence sets the tone: ‘Historical figures merit objective biographies.’62 Apart from incorporating new Chinese research about Mao's early life, its great strength lies in Pantsov's access to the Chinese Section of the Russian State Archives, which contain documents relating to the CCP held by the Soviet Communist Party (the CPSU) and the Comintern, including voluminous personal files on Mao and other Chinese leaders. The result is an illuminating and distinctively Russian perspective – with all the pluses and minuses that that implies – on the key episodes of Mao's rise to power and on relationships within the Chinese leadership.63 Alain Roux's magisterial work, Le Singe et le Tigre: Mao, un destin chinois [The Monkey and the Tiger: Mao, a Chinese Destiny] (Larousse, Paris, 2009) is among the most balanced and comprehensive accounts of Mao's life in any Western language. Erudite and extremely readable, it offers a finely judged appreciation of Mao and the times in which he lived – constructed, in the best French sinological tradition, from a vast range of Chinese sources, official and unofficial, academic and scurrilous, which have been painstakingly collated and cross-checked to give each its proper weight. The notes alone, which take up the last 200 pages of an 1,100-page volume, make the book worthwhile. Sadly, it has not been translated into English, perhaps because of its length. Even longer and, until now, still less accessible to most Western readers is the definitive multi-volume Chinese-language biography of Mao, which runs to some 3,000 pages, published by two leading Party historians, Jin Chongji and his colleague, Pang Xianzhi, who was in charge of Mao's private library until his purge during the Cultural Revolution (Jin Chongji, Mao Zedong zhuan (1893–1949), Zhongyang wenxian chubanshe, Beijing, 1996; and Jin Chongji and Pang Xianzhi, Mao Zedong zhuan (1949–1976), from the same publisher in 2004). While constrained by the need to adhere to the official interpretation of Mao's overall role – discussed in the preface to this book – their account provides a wealth of new information, including substantial extracts from many previously unpublished documents in the Central Archives, and, despite certain omissions, they manage between the lines, if not always explicitly, to convey an extremely detailed, reliable and sometimes critical portrayal of Mao's political career. In the process they offer valuable insights into what may and may not be written about Mao in China today. Although the full text will not be translated, an abridged two-volume English version is to be published by Cambridge University Press in 2017.

Though not strictly speaking a biographical work, mention must also be made of Stuart Schram's monumental series of translations of Mao's writings before 1949, Mao's Road to Power (M. E. Sharpe, Armonk, NY), referred to earlier. When the first edition of this book was published, four volumes had appeared, covering the period 1912–34. Schram, then the doyen of Mao scholars, did not live to see the project completed. Four further volumes have followed, taking the story up to the Seventh Congress in 1945, and two more are yet to appear. The introductory articles alone, by Schram himself and other scholars including the late Stephen Averill, Lyman van Slyke and Timothy Cheek, are almost a biography in themselves. For anyone interested in the way Mao's mind worked, these texts are essential – and fascinating – reading.

Other recent monographs have cast light on specific aspects of Mao's life. Any list is bound to be subjective, but among those that stand out are Elizabeth Perry's Anyuan: Mining China's Revolutionary Tradition (University of California Press, 2013) and Stephen Averill's Revolution in the Highlands: China's Jinggangshan Base Area (Rowman and Littlefield, 2006). Between them they provide a vivid multi-faceted picture of the extraordinarily complex social and cultural world in which Mao began his political career. Perry describes the secret societies, labour racketeers, workers, traditional elites and corrupt (and progressive) bosses amid whom Mao, Li Lisan and Liu Shaoqi attempted to ‘communicate foreign concepts through familiar conduits’ by enmeshing socialist ideas with local customs, folk religion and ritual. A decade later Mao would formalise this experience as ‘the sinification of Marxism’. Averill, who spent twenty-five years studying Jinggangshan, has left a marvellous account, published posthumously by colleagues, of peasant life and social and ethnic conflicts in the remote, bandit-infested region where in 1927 Mao established the first substantial communist base area.

Yoshihiro Ishikawa, in The Formation of the Chinese Communist Party (Columbia University Press, 2013), Steven A. Smith (A Road is Made: Communism in Shanghai, 1920–27, Curzon, 2000) and Alexander Pantsov (The Bolsheviks and the Chinese Revolution, University of Hawaii Press, 2000) have filled in many gaps in our knowledge of how communist doctrines came to China and the halting and often confused efforts of Chinese intellectuals to create a communist movement. While not specifically about Mao, they help to explain the context in which his ideas about Marxism developed, and Ishikawa, in particular, throws new light on the mechanisms whereby communist texts reached China through Japan.

Relatively little new work has been done on Mao's life prior to and during the May Fourth movement, no doubt because all the eyewitnesses are long dead and most of the surviving documents are already well-known.64 Other areas remain under-explored for different reasons. Crucial documents on the Gao Gang-Rao Shushi affair remain sealed because of Deng Xiaoping's involvement. That is also the case of the Anti-Rightist Campaign, which Deng organised on Mao's behalf, and of the period between the 10th Plenum in 1962 and 1965, when Deng and Liu Shaoqi were working to repair the damage wrought by the Great Leap Forward. Certain documents relating to Mao's role in the sufan, the campaign against counter-revolutionaries in the early 1930s, are likewise off limits even to senior Chinese Party researchers. But the ‘black hole’ in Mao studies concerns the hidden struggle between Mao and Zhou in the late 1930s and the rectification campaign which followed, when the future Premier was forced to make a series of abject self-criticisms (none of which has ever been made public) and Party dissidents were brought to heel by imprisonment and torture. While well known in outline, the detailed story of this crucial period has yet to be written. The relevant documents are believed still to exist, hidden in the most restricted section of the Central Archives, but, given their sensitivity, it may be decades before they are made public, if ever.

So how should one judge Mao and the China he left behind? Stuart Schram concluded, after half a century studying the man and his ideas: ‘Mao's merits outweighed his faults, but it is not easy to put a figure on the positive and negative aspects. How does one weigh, for example, the good fortune of hundreds of millions of peasants in getting land against the execution … of millions, some of whom certainly deserved to die, but others of whom undoubtedly did not? How does one balance the achievements in economic development … during the whole twenty-seven years of Mao's leadership after 1949, against the starvation which came in the wake of the misguided enthusiasm of the Great Leap Forward, or the bloody shambles of the Cultural Revolution?’65

Another of Mao's biographers, Delia Davin, has written: ‘No honest person who has studied the Maoist record would wish to be cast as an apologist for him … But his revolution reunified China and made the country a force to be reckoned with in the world. The Chinese remember that and so should we.’66 Pankaj Mishra, in the New Yorker, wrote that ‘Mao provided a battered and proud people with a compelling national narrative of decline and redemption … Increasingly … China's middle classes accept the additional story in Maoism – the story of rising China: China was great, China was put down, China is rising again.’ Mao, he concluded, was ‘disgraced, discredited, and irreplaceable’.67

As for the conflicting visions of China's future pursued by Mao and Chiang Kai-shek, one may legitimately wonder how much difference it would really have made, in the long sweep of history, if Chiang rather than Mao had won in 1949. Rana Mitter, an Oxford don whose thinking is representative of the younger generation of China scholars, has pointed out: ‘Both the nationalists and the communists wanted to establish a politically independent state, with a government that penetrated throughout society, and a population that was stable, healthy and economically productive … However [neither] was seeking to establish what the West, and particularly the United States, would regard as a democracy: a liberal, multi-party regime with significant civil liberties.’68 Indeed both explicitly rejected it. In a passage which remains relevant to American policy today, Bai Chongxi, the Guangxi warlord who in 1934 had allowed the Long Marchers to cross his territory to reach safety in the south-west, and who, ten years later, became one of Chiang's key commanders, wrote in his memoirs in the late 1970s, long before there was talk of ‘regime change’ and ‘exporting democracy’ in Washington: ‘The big mistake that America often makes is to force their model of democracy on other countries’.69

Mao's victory was viewed at the time as a grave setback for America's strategic goal of establishing a democratic or at least neutral China on the Soviet Union's southern border. Yet the ‘loss’ of China to communism did not prevent the United States becoming the world's dominant power. Nor did US support for Chiang's rump state in Taiwan make it a democracy: that did not happen until long after the Generalissimo's death. Had Chiang defeated Mao, would he have been able to unify and develop China as effectively as his communist rival? In Pankaj Mishra's words: Would China without Mao have found the political basis for its current prosperity?70 That is open to debate. In any case, the challenge to the West posed by Xi Jinping's China today is not communist but nationalist. There is no reason to think that a mainland China ruled by Chiang Kai-shek's successors would wish to act significantly differently from that now ruled by Mao's heirs.71

But all this is ‘what if?’ history. The fact is that Mao won. The historian's task is neither to blame nor to praise him, but to describe how he did so, how he used his victory and why. As Alexander Pantsov and Steven Levine wrote in the preface to their biography of Mao: ‘It is far too late to settle any scores … He is dead and answerable only, as he said himself, to Karl Marx. The task we set ourselves, rather, was to portray in all essential details one of the most powerful and influential leaders of the twentieth century. It is our hope that this book will help readers to achieve a deeper and more accurate understanding of Mao, of the times and country that produced him, and of the China he created.’72 I cannot put it better.




* There is an intriguing, remarkably apposite and today largely forgotten precedent for Mao: The Unknown Story. In 1910, Sir Edmund Backhouse co-authored a book entitled China under the Empress Dowager, which was said to be based on the diary of the Comptroller of the Imperial Household, Jing Shan. For many years, his book was regarded in European chancelleries as the ultimate authority on China's last dynasty, and it exerted a powerful influence on Western views of the warlord period over the following two decades. An account in East Asian History recalled ‘a tidal wave of eulogies’ for Backhouse's work in contemporary newspapers: ‘Critics everywhere, not to be outshone by their peers, showered it with extravagant expressions of appreciation, as if no praise were high enough.’ Thirty years later, Jing Shan's diary was shown to be a forgery. Today the entry for Backhouse in the Oxford University Press's Dictionary of National Biography concludes: ‘There may be many small truths in [his] manuscripts … but we know now that not a word he ever said or wrote can be trusted.’ As though to show that there is nothing new under the sun, in 2013 Jung Chang published a biography of the same Empress, Cixi, whom historians have portrayed with rare unanimity as a benighted, reactionary ruler, in which she advanced the contrarian argument that the dowager was actually a great and progressive woman. One of the few specialists to review the book, Pamela Crossley of Dartmouth College, writing in the London Review of Books, noted the same problems that plague The Unknown Story. ‘Many of her sources are indirect, suggestive or just plain unreliable’, Crossley wrote. ‘Her claims regarding Cixi's importance seem to be minted from her own musings, and have little to do with what we know was actually going in China … Rewriting Cixi as Catherine the Great or Margaret Thatcher is a poor bargain: the gain of an illusory icon at the expense of historical sense.’ Jung Chang admired Cixi; she loathed Mao. Both books come across as the fruit of personal crusades.

* In this context it is worth considering the case of the world?s next most populous nation, India. According to the Nobel Prize-winning Indian economist, Amartya Sen: ‘Despite the gigantic size of excess mortality in the Chinese famine, the extra mortality in India from regular deprivation in normal times vastly overshadows the former… India seems to manage to fill its cupboard with more skeletons every eight years than China put there in its years of shame’ (quoted by Pankaj Mishra in ‘Staying Power: Mao and the Maoists’, New Yorker, December 20, 2010). The Indian government acknowledges that, by its own reckoning – which may be too low – 39 per cent of Indian children today are stunted by malnutrition and have a greater likelihood of starving to death than in most African countries (Global Nutrition Report, 2015). That in no way diminishes the horror of what Mao and his colleagues did, but it is a useful reminder that such abominations are not unique either to the communists or to China and that they are not yet a thing of the past.
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	 ch: Xiao Mao
 Li Min
 [son]
 Three children abandoned as infants
	 (1932–lost in 1934)
 (1936–)
 (1939–40)



	4th marriage =
	 Jiang Qing
	 (b. 1914, m. 1938–76, d. 1991)
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Bo Gu (1907–46): Moscow-trained member of the ‘Returned Student’ faction who was de facto Party leader from 1931 until 1935. Sidelined after the Zunyi conference but remained a CC member until his death in an aircrash.

Bo Yibo (1908–2007): Youth leader in Shanxi who developed close ties to Liu Shaoqi. After 1949, held a series of high-level posts with responsibility for the economy. Purged during the Cultural Revolution. Rehabilitated after Mao's death. Father of Bo Xilai.

Cai Hesen (1895–1931): One of Mao's closest friends at First Normal School in Changsha. Founder member of New People's Study Society. Central Bureau (later Politburo) member from 1923–7; afterwards Secretary of the CCP's North China Bureau. Arrested by British police in Hong Kong and handed over to the nationalist authorities in Canton for execution.

Chen Boda (1904–89): Mao's political secretary at Yan'an, later a key member of the Chairman's private brains trust. Head of the Cultural Revolution Group from May 1966; ranked fourth in the leadership at the time of the Ninth Congress. Purged in 1970. Sentenced to eighteen years’ imprisonment in the winter of 1981 for political crimes; released early because of ill-health.

Chen Duxiu (1879–1942): Radical intellectual whose journal, New Youth, prepared the ground for the May Fourth Movement in 1919. One of the two founding fathers (with Li Dazhao) of the Chinese communist movement. CCP General Secretary from 1921–7; afterwards led a Trotskyist opposition group.

Chen Yi (1901–72): Nanchang Uprising participant. With Mao on Jinggangshan. One of ten PLA marshals appointed in 1955. Politburo member; Foreign Minister from 1958. Participated in the ‘February Adverse Current’. Criticised during the Cultural Revolution but not purged. Died of cancer.

Chen Yun (1905–95): Shanghai printing worker. Zunyi veteran. Politburo member from 1934. Became a CC Vice-Chairman in 1956 with overall responsibility for economic matters. Withdrew on pretext of ill-health during radical upsurges and thereby survived the Cultural Revolution unharmed. Resumed an active political role after Mao's death.

Chiang Kai-shek (1887–1975): Japanese-trained army officer who rallied to Sun Yat-sen's nationalists in 1922 and, over the next eight years, led the Guomindang (GMD) to nationwide victory. President of the GMD regime on Taiwan from 1949 until his death.

Deng Xiaoping (1904–97): Zunyi veteran. General Secretary and Politburo Standing Committee member from 1956. Purged early on in the Cultural Revolution as the ‘number-two Party person in authority taking the capitalist road’, but allowed to keep his Party membership. Rehabilitated in 1973; purged again in 1976; rehabilitated a year later to become China's paramount leader from 1978 until his death.

Deng Zihui (1896–1972): With Mao at Ruijin. In charge of agricultural collectivisation in the early 1950s. Repeatedly criticised as a ‘right conservative’ after 1956, but survived the Cultural Revolution without being purged.

Gao Gang (1905–54): North-west China CCP leader who rose to become sixth-ranking member of the leadership. Purged after a failed attempt to topple Liu Shaoqi in the winter of 1953; committed suicide a year later.

He Long (1896–1969): Participated in the Nanchang Uprising. One of ten PLA marshals appointed in 1955. Politburo member and Vice-Chairman of the CC Military Commission. Purged at the start of the Cultural Revolution. Died from deliberate medical neglect.

He Shuheng (1870–1935): One of Mao's teachers at First Normal School in Changsha, a founder member of the New People's Study Society and of the CCP. With Mao at Ruijin. Stayed behind in Jiangxi at the time of the Long March, was captured and killed.

Hua Guofeng (1921–2008): CCP Secretary of Xiangtan, Mao's home county. Appointed Hunan First Secretary after the Cultural Revolution, and picked by Mao as a possible successor in 1973. Became Party Chairman after Mao's death, but lost a power struggle with Deng Xiaoping in the winter of 1978 and went into semi-retirement three years later.

Jiang Qing (1914–91): Shanghai actress. Married Mao at Yan'an in 1938. Began playing a significant political role in the early 1960s. As Mao's wife, she became a major force during the Cultural Revolution. A Politburo member from 1969, she headed the leftist ‘Gang of Four’, all of whom were arrested four weeks after Mao's death. Received a commuted death sentence in 1981 for political crimes. Committed suicide in prison.

Kang Sheng (1898–1975): CCP Security chief in Shanghai in the early 1930s, later given intelligence training in Moscow. A member of the Politburo from 1935. Mao's hatchetman in Yan'an and during the Cultural Revolution. In 1973 he became CC Vice-Chairman, ranking fifth in the hierarchy. Died of cancer; expelled from the Party posthumously for political crimes.

Li Lisan (1899–1967): Met Mao while a student in Changsha in 1917; they disliked each other. As de facto Party leader from 1928, Li vigorously opposed Mao's guerrilla strategy in Jiangxi, demanding that the Red Army attack cities as part of a nationwide insurrection. Dismissed on Stalin's orders in the autumn of 1930, he spent the next fifteen years as an involuntary exile in Russia. After 1949 held minor posts; committed suicide during the Cultural Revolution.

Li Weihan (1896–1984): A member of the New People's Study Society. He succeeded Mao as Hunan Party Secretary in 1923. Elected to the Politburo in 1927; later occupied a succession of lesser posts. Criticised but not purged during the Cultural Revolution.

Li Xiannian (1909–92): Political Commissar in Zhang Guotao's Fourth Army. Long-serving Vice-Premier and Finance Minister from the mid-1950s. Survived the Cultural Revolution unscathed. After Mao's death, became a Party Vice-Chairman and Head of State.

Lin Biao (1907–71): Participated in the Nanchang Uprising. With Mao on Jinggangshan. Zunyi veteran. Politburo member since 1956. CC Vice-Chairman in 1958, Defence Minister a year later. Brilliant military strategist and chronic hypochondriac. Architect of extravagant Mao cult of the 1960s. Designated as Mao's successor at the outset of the Cultural Revolution in 1966; confirmed as such in the Party constitution of 1969. Lost Mao's confidence in 1970. Died in an aircrash a year later while fleeing to the USSR.

Liu Shaoqi (1898–1969): Moscow-trained Hunanese communist who spent much of his pre-1949 career in the Party underground in north and central China. Zunyi veteran. Worked with Mao at Anyuan in 1922 and again in Yan'an. Second-ranking Party leader and heir apparent from 1943. Succeeded Mao as Head of State in 1959. Purged in the Cultural Revolution as the ‘biggest Party person in authority taking the capitalist road’; expelled from the CCP as a ‘renegade, scab and traitor’ in 1968. Died a year later from deliberate medical neglect. Buried under a false name. Posthumously rehabilitated after Mao's death.

Liu Bocheng (1892–1986): Legendary Red Army commander known as the ‘One-eyed Dragon’. Zunyi veteran. One of ten PLA marshals appointed in 1955; entered the Politburo a year later. Totally blind and politically inactive from the mid-1960s, but remained a nominal member of the leadership until after Mao's death. Survived the Cultural Revolution unharmed.

Luo Ruiqing (1906–78): Red Army political security officer in the early 1930s. Minister of Public Security; afterwards PLA Chief of Staff under Lin Biao. Purged in December 1965 amid preparations for the Cultural Revolution. Broke both legs in a failed suicide attempt three months later. Rehabilitated in 1975.

Nie Rongzhen (1899–1992): Participated in the Nanchang Uprising. Zunyi veteran. Headed the Jin-Cha-Ji north China base area during the war against Japan. One of ten PLA marshals appointed in 1955, responsible for China's nuclear weapons programme. Despite playing a leading role in the ‘February Adverse Current’, came through the Cultural Revolution unscathed.

Peng Dehuai (1898–1974): With Mao on Jinggangshan. Zunyi veteran. Front commander during the anti-Japanese war; Chinese commander in the Korean War. Politburo member since 1945. Dismissed in 1959; purged in December 1966. Died in a prison hospital from deliberate medical neglect. Buried under a false name. Posthumously rehabilitated after Mao's death.

Peng Shuzhi (1895–1983): Moscow-trained Hunanese communist. Politburo member from 1925–7, expelled from the Party two years later after founding a Trotskyist opposition group. Died in exile in Los Angeles.

Peng Zhen (1902–97): Leader of the underground Party in north China in the 1930s and 1940s; close ally of Liu Shaoqi. Politburo member from 1945, later Mayor of Beijing. Purged at the outset of the Cultural Revolution. Survived ten years in prison. Rehabilitated after Mao's death.

Qu Qiubai (1899–1935): A talented literary figure who found himself, almost by accident, de facto Party leader from August 1927 to June 1928. Like Li Lisan, he urged a policy of nationwide insurrection. Sidelined in 1931. Stayed behind at the time of the Long March; captured and executed by the nationalists.

Ren Bishi (1904–50): A member of the Russian Studies Society set up by Mao in Changsha in 1920. Studied in Moscow. Returned to head the CCP Youth League. Joined the Politburo in January 1931, remaining a member until his death from a stroke. After 1943 he ranked fifth in the Party hierarchy.

Sun Yat-sen (1866–1925): Led the campaign for republican government which paved the way for the overthrow of the Manchu Empire in 1911. Served briefly as China's first President before yielding power to Yuan Shikai. A year later he founded the Guomindang (Nationalist Party), which formed a tactical alliance with the fledgeling CCP in 1923. Died in Beijing while trying to negotiate with the northern warlords.

Tan Yankai (1880–1930): Literary scholar from a progressive Hunan gentry family who served three times as a provincial Military Governor between 1911 and 1920. He afterwards rallied to Sun Yat-sen and in 1927 became Chairman of the GMD Political Council.

Tan Zhenlin (1902–83): With Mao on Jinggangshan. In the 1950s, Vice-Premier in charge of agriculture. Politburo member from 1958. Harshly criticised for his role in the ‘February Adverse Current’, he dropped from view after 1967. Re-emerged at the Tenth Party Congress six years later.

Tao Zhu (1908–69): South China Party leader, promoted to the Politburo Standing Committee at the start of the Cultural Revolution in August 1966. That autumn ranked fourth in the Party hierarchy. Purged four months later. Died of cancer while in custody. Posthumously rehabilitated after Mao's death.

Wang Hongwen (1933–92): Shanghai textile-mill cadre who led the rebel ‘power seizure’ in Shanghai in January 1967. Picked by Mao as a possible successor in 1972. Became a CC Vice-Chairman and third-ranking Party leader in 1973. Arrested with Jiang Qing and the other members of the ‘Gang of Four’ a month after Mao's death. Sentenced to life imprisonment in 1981 for political crimes. Died of liver cancer.

Wang Jiaxiang (1906–74): Trained in Moscow with Wang Ming, but broke with the other ‘Returned Students’ in the early 1930s to become one of Mao's leading supporters. After 1949, served as a vice-Foreign Minister. Purged in the Cultural Revolution, re-emerged at the Tenth Party Congress in 1973.

Wang Jingwei (1883–1944): Close associate of Sun Yat-sen. In 1910 led an unsuccessful attempt to assassinate the Prince Regent. After Sun's death, became the top GMD civilian leader, in which capacity he acted as Mao's patron. Defeated in a power struggle with Chiang Kai-shek, but retained a strong factional following within the party. In the winter of 1938, he broke with Chiang and left to head a Japanese puppet government in Nanjing.

Wang Ming (1904–74): Leader of the Moscow-trained group of ‘Returned Students’ whom the Comintern placed at the head of the CCP in January 1931. After reaching Yan'an in 1937, he became Mao's main rival for the Party leadership. His defeat less than a year later set the stage for a lengthy campaign by Mao against Left-deviationism and dogmatism (blind support of Soviet policies). Wang lost his Politburo rank in 1945 but remained a member of the CC until the late 1950s, when he left China to live in exile in the USSR.

Wang Zuo (1898–1930): Leader of a bandit force on Jinggangshan. Enrolled his men under Mao's banner in the spring of 1928. Killed with Yuan Wencai in an internecine Party feud.

Wu Faxian (1915–2004): Commander of the PLA air force. One of four senior military officers (with Huang Yongsheng, Li Zuopeng and Qiu Huizuo) who constituted Lin Biao's faction in the Politburo after the Ninth Congress in 1969. All were purged after Lin's death and sentenced to long prison terms for political crimes in 1981, but released early on grounds of ill-health.

Xiang Ying (1889–1941): A communist labour organiser who rose to become third-ranking CCP leader in 1928. He slowly lost power after Wang Ming and his allies took control of the Party in January 1931. Stayed behind at the time of the Long March to lead the resistance in the Central Soviet Base Area.

Xiang Zhongfa (1880–1931): Titular CCP General Secretary from 1928 to 1931, when Li Lisan and Wang Ming were de facto Party leaders. Betrayed to the GMD by a communist turncoat and executed.

Xie Fuzhi (1909–72): Minister of Public Security from 1959, Politburo member from the Ninth Congress. Chairman of Beijing Revolutionary Committee. Seconded Kang Sheng in persecuting old-guard leaders during the Cultural Revolution. Died of cancer; expelled posthumously from the Party for political crimes.

Xu Xiangqian (1901–90): Led Red guerrilla base north of the Yangtse in the early 1930s. One of ten PLA marshals appointed in 1955. Vice- Chairman of CC Military Commission. Criticised during the Cultural Revolution but not purged.

Yang Shangkun (1907–98): Zunyi veteran. Director of the CC General Office until November 1965. Purged at the outset of the Cultural Revolution. Rehabilitated after Mao's death; subsequently became Head of State.

Yao Wenyuan (1925–2005): Radical literary critic who came to prominence during the anti-Rightist Campaign. Drafted for Mao the polemic which set in motion the Cultural Revolution. Politburo member from 1969. Arrested with the rest of the ‘Gang of Four’ a month after Mao's death. Sentenced to twenty years’ imprisonment in 1981 for political crimes, later released on parole.

Ye Jianying (1897–1986): A nationalist army officer who joined the CCP in 1927. Took part in the Canton Uprising and then served for many years as Red Army Chief of Staff. One of ten PLA marshals appointed in 1955 and a key leader of the CC Military Commission. Joined the Politburo in 1966. Passed through the Cultural Revolution unscathed (despite playing a major role in the ‘February Adverse Current’). After Mao's death, was instrumental in securing the arrests of the ‘Gang of Four’ and the return to power of Deng Xiaoping.

Yuan Wencai (1898–1930): Leader of a small bandit force at Maoping, at the foot of the Jinggangshan. Joined the CCP in 1926 and enrolled his men under Mao's command a year later, becoming Chairman of the Soviet border area government. Shot dead by local rivals in an internecine Party feud.

Zhang Chunqiao (1917–2005): Radical propaganda official in Shanghai who rose to become Deputy Head of the Cultural Revolution Group and Chairman of the Shanghai Revolutionary Committee. A member of the Politburo from 1969 and of its Standing Committee from 1973. Detained with the rest of the ‘Gang of Four’ a month after Mao's death. Received a commuted death sentence in 1981 for political crimes.

Zhang Guotao (1897–1979): Student leader at Beijing University. Founder member of the Party, CC member from 1921, Central Bureau (later Politburo) from 1925. Headed the E-Yu-Wan Red base area, north of the Yangtse. After a power struggle with Mao during the Long March, lost most of his army. Sidelined politically from 1937; defected to the Guomindang a year later. Died in exile in Canada.

Zhang Wentian (1900–76): Moscow-trained ‘Returned Student’ who served as deputy to Bo Gu from 1931–4, but switched support to Mao shortly before the Long March. Played a key role in securing Mao's ascendancy at Zunyi. Afterwards became provisional Party leader (until November 1938). Sidelined after 1949. Dismissed with Peng Dehuai after the Lushan plenum. Imprisoned during the Cultural Revolution. Posthumously rehabilitated.

Zhao Hengti (1880–1971): Military Governor of Hunan from 1920–6. Ordered Mao's arrest and execution during peasant uprisings in 1925. Died in Taiwan.

Zhou Enlai (1898–1976): Founded CCP European branch in France. Alternate member of the Politburo in 1927; full member continuously from 1928 until his death, longer than any other Party leader. Initially hostile, then ambivalent relationship with Mao until Zunyi, where he supported Mao's leadership against Bo Gu and the Comintern adviser, Otto Braun. Backed Wang Ming in 1938; thereafter made a religion of loyalty to Mao. Too useful a politician for Mao to purge. Premier from 1949 until his death. Played a vital role in implementing the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution. Died of cancer.

Zhu De (1886–1976): Participated in 1911 Revolution under the Yunnan Military Governor, Cai E. Became a minor warlord. Joined the CCP in Europe. One of the leaders of the Nanchang Uprising. With Mao on Jinggangshan. Commander-in-Chief of the Red Army. Politburo member from 1945 until his death. Withdrew into an elder-statesman role after 1949. Protected on Mao's orders during the Cultural Revolution. Chairman of the National People's Congress (de facto Head of State) from 1975–6.
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15. Among those who have succeeded best at this delicate exercise, Geremie Barmé, Rana Mitter and Jeffrey Wasserstrom – and from an earlier generation, Jonathan Spence – come to mind in the field of China studies. Ross Terrill is a case apart: his biographies of Mao and Jiang Qing use some of the techniques of the historical novel (and need to be read accordingly), but like the best of that genre, convey a sense of period that more academic works often fail to achieve. The reader simply needs to remind himself that at times, as Terrill acknowledges, his account is ‘an artistic piecing together of material’ (The White Boned Demon, William Morrow, 1984, p. 401 n. 21) rather than a conventional scholarly text. Others, less gifted, not only Western but Chinese, have tried to use the same technique only to end up producing ‘page-turners’ of distressing shallowness.

16. ‘The New Dictators Rule by Velvet Fist’, New York Times, May 24 2015.

17. Eastman, Lloyd, Seeds of Destruction: Nationalist China in War and Revolution, Stanford University Press, 1984, p. 3.

18. Rawski, Thomas G., Economic Growth in Pre-War China, Oxford University Press, 1989, and Strauss, Julia C., Strong Institutions in Weak Polities: State Building in Republican China, 1927–1940, Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1998. Franz Michael made some of the same points in 1962, writing of the first decade of Chiang's rule as ‘a time of great progress in many fields – in economic development, in social and educational transformation, in political unification and in the elevation of China's standing in international relations’ (CQ 9, 1962, pp. 124–48). By the 1970s that view had been pushed aside in favour of Barbara Tuchman's portrayal of Chiang's regime as incompetent, dictatorial and corrupt.

19. See also the collection of essays published a year earlier: Defining Modernity: Kuomintang Rhetorics of a New China, 1920–1970, edited by Terry Bodenhor, University of Michigan Press, Ann Arbor, 2002.

20. Fenby, pp. 501–4.

21. Taylor, pp. 2–3 & 591–2.

22. Foreign Policy, March 24 2014.

23. Cited in Richard Bernstein, ‘Assassinating Chiang Kai-shek’, in Foreign Policy, Sept. 3 2015.

24. See Denton, Kirk A., Exhibiting the Past: Historical Memory and the Politics of Museums in Postsocialist China, University of Hawaii Press, Honolulu, 2014, and Rana Mitter, ‘1911: The Unanchored Chinese Revolution’, in CQ 208, 2011, esp. pp. 1019–20.

25. Tanner, The Battle for Manchuria and the Fate of China: Siping, 1946, pp. 214–21.

26. Dikötter, Frank, The Age of Openness: China before Mao, Hong Kong University Press, Hong Kong, 2008, p. 3.

27. Estimates of the deathtoll caused directly by warfare range from 8 to 10 million (Meng Guoxiang, in KangRi zhanzheng yanjiu, No. 4, 2006), to 14 million, including 2 million combat deaths (Odd Arne Westad, Restless Empire: China and the World since 1750, 2012, p. 249), to 18 million, based on demographic trends before and after the war (Diana Lary, The Chinese People at War: Human Suffering and Social Transformation, 1937–1945, Cambridge University Press, 2010, p. 173). Peattie, Drea and van de Ven speculate that the figure may have been more than 20 million (Battle for China, p. 46). Rana Mitter (China's War with Japan, 1937–1945, Allen Lane, 2013, p. 387) posits 14 to 20 million dead and 80 to 100 million refugees.

28. Since the publication of Mao's Great Famine, it has become clear that part, if not most, of the materials from the Chinese archives on which Dikötter relies, were obtained on his behalf by Chinese colleagues, a point rather glossed over in the presentation of his research. The distinction is not anodyne. To the extent that Dikötter was working not with original documents, which he viewed in the archives himself, but with copies made for him by others, it could help to explain some of the errors in the texts he cites.

29. Dikötter, The Tragedy of Liberation, Bloomsbury, 2013, p. 74.

30. Ibid., p. 87 and Yang Kuisong, CQ 193, 2008, p. 117. The citation is from a letter of which a copy is held in the Sichuan provincial archives, addressed by Mao to Deng Xiaoping and other leaders on April 20 1951. The following month Mao ordered that ‘mass executions should be halted immediately’. According to Li Changyu, a former ‘rightist’ from Shandong, quotas were used because Mao ‘feared that once the killing started, it would be difficult to prevent unrestrained bloodshed [and that this] would give rise to popular indignation’ (China Rights Forum, 2005, No 4, pp. 41–4; see also the CC directives of May 8 and May 16, cited in Yang, pp. 117–19). That might sound self-serving, but Li, himself a victim of the quota system, was no friend of the Chairman, whom he condemned as ‘evil and ruthless’. If it was indeed Mao's aim to limit the number of deaths, it failed abysmally, for local officials systematically over-fulfilled the quotas to try to prove themselves to their superiors. Yang Kuisong argues that blame for excessive killing should be apportioned equally between Mao, who presided over the command system which made it possible, and the zeal of grassroots cadres. All sources agree that the campaign ended armed opposition to the regime but at the cost of hundreds of thousands of innocent lives.

31. In the first edition of this book there were a number of ‘howlers’, which Ross Terrill and Alain Roux, among others, were good enough to point out. I would like to hope that they have been corrected in this new edition but it is all too probable that a few undetected bloopers have managed to get through beneath the radar. That is true of almost every non-fiction book that any of us reads. Jay Taylor's The Generalissimo, whose account of the Chinese nationalists draws on meticulous research in the Russian and Guomindang archives, is bedevilled by factual errors when he strays from his main subject and discusses the communists’ role. In most cases such mistakes are due to that most common of human failings, carelessness, and have little or no effect on the underlying argument. In Dikötter's case, they systematically reinforce it.

32. He writes, for instance, that Mao ‘abandon[ed] his third wife for younger company’, when, as we have seen, it was the other way round. He describes Mao living in Yan'an ‘in a large mansion with heating specially installed for his comfort’, whereas in fact he shared a courtyard with other leaders. He claims that Luo Ruiqing, who would become Mao's Security Minister, won the Chairman's trust by the ‘crudeness, savagery and maliciousness’ with which he purged the Fourth Front Army, led by Mao's one-time rival, Zhang Guotao. The less than objective source turns out to be Zhang himself in an interview with Time magazine. Nor was Luo in the 1950s a sinister-looking individual who never smiled because a wartime injury had left ‘his mouth frozen in a permanent rictus’. His facial paralysis was the result of his suicide attempt during the Cultural Revolution. In Mao's Great Famine, Dikötter describes Mao's bedroom at his home in Zhongnanhai as being ‘the size of a ballroom’. The bedroom, which also served as a study and salon, was the size of a reception room in a Chinese ministry at that time or a large sitting room in a country house in Europe. Big as a ballroom it was not. The book ends with a description of a tense meeting in July 1962, after Mao ‘had been urgently called back to Beijing by Liu [Shaoqi]’. Not only was it the other way round – Mao had summoned Liu – but the Chairman had returned to Beijing on the warpath without even informing his colleagues. The error is consistent with Dikötter's mistaken claim that Mao had lost power in 1962, but it shows a curious misunderstanding of the relationship between the Chairman and those Dikötter calls his ‘underlings’. No one summoned Mao to go anywhere: the others went to see him, wherever in China he might happen to be, and then only if he agreed to receive them.

33. Mao's Great Famine, p. 41.

34. Ibid., pp. 56–8.

35. Ibid., p. 299.

36. Ibid., pp. 116–17. Yang Jisheng, in Tombstone (p. 61), gives a slightly different version.

37. Mao's Great Famine, p. xii.

38. So do most other serious studies of the period. Professor Robert Ash of the China Institute at SOAS in London, who has studied the Great Leap from an economic rather than a political standpoint, has noted that whereas the famine in the Soviet Union in the early 1930s ‘reflected a knowing wilfulness on the part of Stalin, famine conditions in China … had their origin in misguided extraction policies based on serious misinformation about the true level of the grain harvest in 1958’ (‘Squeezing the Peasants: Grain Extraction, Food Consumption and Rural Living Standards in Mao's China’, CQ 188, 2006, pp. 959–98).

39. Mao's Great Famine, p. xvi and 236–8.

40. Ibid., p. 292.

41. White, Theodore H. and Jacoby, Annalee, Thunder Out Of China, William Sloane, New York, 1946, pp. 166–78.

42. ‘Memory, Loss’, New York Times, November 30 2012.

43. Mao's Great Famine, pp. xi & 85.

44. Ibid., p. 71.

45. Dikötter wrote: ‘Mao ordered that a third of all grain be procured, far above previous rates.’ What Mao actually said, according to the text Dikötter cites, which has been published by Zhou Xun (The Great Famine, pp. 23–5), was: ‘As long as the amount of grain being procured does not go above a third [of grain produced], peasants will not rebel (emphasis added).’ Thomas Bernstein points out that he did not make clear whether he was referring to gross or net procurements (the latter term denoting the grain initially seized less that subsequently returned to the communes from state granaries). The context suggests the former, in which case – at a time when some rural cadres were seizing more than half the grain crop – Mao's remarks were a call for moderation, or, as he put it himself, to be ‘relentless … but not vicious’, rather than an exhortation to take more (China Perspectives, 2013, No 2, pp. 80–2). It was certainly not ‘far above previous rates’: 25 per cent had previously been the official target but in practice it had frequently been exceeded. Robert Ash has argued that throughout Mao's time in power, Chinese peasants were living at a marginal subsistence level and that Mao, like Stalin, systematically demanded a higher proportion of extraction from agricultural production to finance industrial development than the rural population could reasonably bear. Only after Mao's death, he writes, did this pattern change. The Great Leap, in this sense, carried to an extreme a problem of over-extraction that existed both before and afterwards (‘Squeezing the Peasants’, supra).

46. Ibid., p. 88.

47. Dikötter cites as his source the ‘Minutes of Mao's talk, Gansu [archives], 25 March 1959’ (p. 374, n. 16). In fact the remark was made, not during Mao's speech on the 25th, but during the discussion which followed on March 26 and 28.

48. Quoted in ‘Hard facts and Half-truths: The new archival history of China's Great Famine’, by the Australian scholar, Anthony Garnaut (China Information, Vol. 27 No. 2, pp. 223–46, esp pp. 235–8 & nn. 61–2).

49. Dikötter himself cites another statement conveying a similar thought in March 1958, in which Mao mused on the extravagant plans of two radical provincial leaders for huge irrigation projects. If they were implemented, Mao said, they would cause tens of thousands of deaths; on the other hand, with a more modest objective ‘maybe nobody would die’ (Famine, p. 33).

50. According to Thomas Bernstein (China Perspectives, 2013, No 2, pp. 74–6), despite the insistence on maintaining secrecy, Mao's comment about ‘letting half of the people starve’ soon appeared in a wallposter in Shandong. A county Party secretary in Sichuan was quoted as saying: ‘A few dead is nothing …. Our socialist system determined that death is inevitable. In the Soviet Union, in order to build the socialist system, about 30% of the people died.’ Ralph Thaxton, in a study of the Great Leap in a small village in northern Henan, has argued that the brutality of the local leadership there, and its indifference to the suffering of the population, was directly linked to the extreme violence they had endured in the war against the Japanese and the subsequent civil war (Catastrophe and Contention in Rural China: Mao's Great Leap Forward, Cambridge University Press, 2008).

51. Mao's Great Famine, p. 347. His criticisms are all the harder to understand because, as Garnaut notes in his critical review of the two books (idem.), Dikötter has made substantial, unacknowledged (and not always accurate) use of Yang's research, published two-and-a-half years earlier. He goes out of his way to praise the work of other, inferior, writers and gives the impression that he regards Yang as his one serious rival whom he wishes to discredit at all costs.

52. Yang, Tombstone, p. 12.

53. Ibid., p. 125 and 495–6.

54. Ibid., pp. 398–9.

55. Ibid., p. 133.

56. There are exceptions to the rule. Felix Wemheuer, in a remarkable essay in The China Quarterly (No. 201, 2010, pp. 176–194, ‘Dealing with Responsibility for the Great Leap Famine in the People's Republic of China’). discusses memories of the famine and attributions of blame by elderly peasants and retired local cadres whom he interviewed in Henan. The peasants blamed the Party; the local cadres blamed each other or the provincial leaders, and were often bitter that the higher-ups in the provincial committees were never held to account.

57. The 40th anniversary of the launching of the Cultural Revolution in 2006 was passed over in silence in China. A small group of foreign and Chinese scholars, including some from the Academy of Social Sciences and its offshoots, met for an unofficial three-day symposium in March, the minutes of which were later published abroad (Hao Jian [ed.], Wenge sishi nian ji, 2006, Beijing. Wenhua dageming yantaohui quanjilu, Fellows Press of America, Fort Worth, 2006). But no official conference was held and there was no reference to the anniversary in the mainstream Chinese press. For a different view of Chinese attitudes to the Cultural Revolution, see Suzanne Weigelin-Schwiedrzik, ‘In Search of a Master Narrative for 20th-Century Chinese History’, CQ 188, 2006, pp. 1070–91.

58. Gao Wenqian, Zhou Enlai, p. 165.

59. New York Review of Books, May 28 2009.

60. Tsoi Wing-mui, who speculates in her book Zhou Enlaide mimi qinggan shijie [The Secret Emotional World of Zhou Enlai] (New Century Press, Hong Kong, 2015) that Zhou may have been a closet homosexual and was married ‘in name only’ was evidently unaware that their only child died at birth in 1927.

61. More informative than Gao's book, but unfortunately not available in English and therefore less well-known, is Xin faxian de Zhou Enlai, a much longer, highly critical account by two gifted non-professional Chinese historians, using the pseudonyms Sima Qingyang and Ouyang Longmen (Mirror Books, Hong Kong, 2009).

62. Pantsov and Levine, p. 1.

63. For example, Pantsov writes that Mao and his fellow students in Changsha in 1921 ‘were unable to comprehend that all of Bolshevism [is] founded on a lie’. As a post-communist perspective that is certainly a defensible proposition – and only too understandable coming from a Russian writer – but somewhat anachronistic when applied to China in the early 1920s. Similarly Pantsov's use of the Russian term kulak – which, as he acknowledges, has no direct equivalent in the Chinese language or in Chinese society – to designate small landlords, rich (and, on occasion, middle) peasants can be confusing: whatever else Mao may have called the AB-tuan in the early 1930s, he did not refer to them as ‘kulak scum’! That said, and despite his evident detestation of totalitarian regimes, he is at pains to distinguish Mao from Stalin. Mao, he concludes, for all the crimes he committed, was ‘a national hero who … compel[led] the entire world to respect the Chinese people … That is why he reposes in an imperial mausoleum … He will be there for a long time, perhaps forever.’

64. A partial exception is Liu Liyan's Red Genesis: The Hunan First Normal School and the Creation of Chinese Communism, 1903–1921, State University of New York Press, 2012. Ms Liu's book adds much new information about Mao's teachers, notably Yang Kaihui's father, Yang Changji, about his close friends, Cai Hesen and Xiao Yu, and about the intellectual climate of the time, but it does not break significant new ground about the role of Mao himself.

65. Cited by Roderick MacFarquhar.

66. Davin, Delia, ‘Dark Tales of Mao the Merciless’, in Benton and Lin, Was Mao Really a Monster?, p. 20.

67. Pankaj Mishra, ‘Staying Power: Mao and the Maoists’, New Yorker, Dec 20 2010.

68. Mitter, Rana, China's War with Japan, 1937–1945, Allen Lane, 2013, pp. 13 & 229.

69. Cited in Tanner, p. 86; Guo Tingyi and Jia Tinghi, eds., Bai Chongxi xiansheng fangwen jilu, Zhongyang yangjiuyuan jindaishi yanjiusuo, Taipei, 1984, Vol 2, p. 874.

70. Pankaj Mishra, idem.

71. Jay Taylor has speculated that, were Chiang alive today, he would see the current Chinese leaders as ‘modern neo-Confucianists’ like himself, with the same goals for China that he would have adopted had he been in a position to do so (The Generalissimo, p. 592). The implication is that Mao's successors have succeeded in implementing Chiang's vision where the Generalissimo himself failed. If one accepts Taylor's premise – which I find debatable – it can be interpreted either way: as showing that Chiang's ideas have triumphed (‘lost the battle but won the war’); or as vindicating the system Mao founded which has put those ideas into effect (‘game, set and match’).

72. Pantsov and Levine, p. 8.


[image: back_cover]

OEBPS/image/fig-6.jpg





OEBPS/image/fig-7-8.jpg





OEBPS/image/fig-9.jpg





OEBPS/image/map-1.jpg
mowgoLia  MONGOLIA






OEBPS/image/fig-45.jpg





OEBPS/image/fig-46.jpg





OEBPS/image/fig-47.jpg





OEBPS/image/fig-5.jpg





OEBPS/image/fig-43.jpg





OEBPS/image/fig-44.jpg





OEBPS/image/fig-22.jpg





OEBPS/image/fig-23.jpg





OEBPS/image/fig-24.jpg





OEBPS/image/fig-19.jpg





OEBPS/image/fig-2.jpg





OEBPS/image/fig-20.jpg





OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
THE MAN
WHO MADE
CHINA

‘Deserves to be the
standard history”

“Grippinaly readable’

“Ground-breaking®

COMPLETELY
REVISED.





OEBPS/image/fig-21.jpg





OEBPS/image/map-5.jpg
The Autumn Harvest Uprising in Hunan 1927

HUBE!
2 orma
> HUNAN | 2 @ s
pogins G
s
Donfren gt T2
O oy
. narcitag
atingaang Lo
S A~
S— tea
v o
e
uiniiolge
Pt JIANGXI
Homstan
engs i P
Waeon
e
fiterkosr i briag

@ oo o o






OEBPS/image/fig-16.jpg





OEBPS/image/map-6.jpg
— as

The Central Soviet Base Area in southern Jiangxi,
1931-1934

= Huangei

. Sneg
N

Guong

GUANGDONG






OEBPS/image/fig-17.jpg





OEBPS/image/map-2.jpg
“The Long March, 1934-1935






OEBPS/image/fig-32.jpg





OEBPS/image/fig-33.jpg





OEBPS/image/fig-10.jpg





OEBPS/image/fig-29.jpg





OEBPS/image/fig-3.jpg





OEBPS/image/back_cover.jpg
“Nowhere has the story o the late Chinese
leader been told with greater authority’
"Amne Thurston, Washington Post

Ono o the reat fioures of the twentiath contury, Chairman Moo
looms rropressbly over the aconomic ise of Chind. Mo Zadong
ot the leader of  revaution, communist Who l#1ed hundrocs
of millons out o poverty,an oggressive and distustulleader,
ond 3 man responsibio fo moro Elon deoths thin perhaps.
oy oher istorical figur. Now, four decades ofter Ma's death,
acelaimed biographer Phlp Short prosants fully updated and
revised acition of N round-breaking and mastary bioGraphy.
Vivi, uncompromising and unfinching, Short presents n one.
Volume the man benind the propaganda - s famiy. s bofefs
and i horrors. i doing o b shows us both the human boing.
Moo 1o, and the China ho cama 1o ropresont.

o tels the story suparbly... An excallent account”
Guareion

“Short has  large canvas and he uses it rilianty’
‘New York Times.

Fascinating’
1an Buruma, New York Review of Books

“Complete and unfinching”
“Economist

Philp Short was for thirty years a forein correspondent for the
BBC based in Washington, Moscow, Paris, Tokyo and Eajn.

Ho ved andi worked in China i the 19704 and 9805, and hat
returned regulary to the country aver sinco. Ho s tho author

of acclaimed biographie of Francols Miterrand (A Study in
Ambiguit. 2015) and Pol P History of a ightmore, 2004).

LB.TAUR






OEBPS/image/fig-30.jpg





OEBPS/image/fig-1.jpg





OEBPS/image/fig-31.jpg





OEBPS/image/fig-14.jpg





OEBPS/image/fig-25.jpg





OEBPS/image/fig-15.jpg





OEBPS/image/fig-26.jpg





OEBPS/image/fig-12.jpg





OEBPS/image/fig-27.jpg





OEBPS/image/fig-13.jpg
£





OEBPS/image/fig-28.jpg





OEBPS/image/fig-42.jpg





OEBPS/image/fig-39.jpg





OEBPS/image/fig-4.jpg





OEBPS/image/fig-40.jpg





OEBPS/image/fig-41.jpg





OEBPS/image/fig-35.jpg





OEBPS/image/fig-36.jpg





OEBPS/image/fig-37.jpg






OEBPS/image/fig-38.jpg








OEBPS/image/fig-34.jpg





OEBPS/image/title.jpg
NEW COMPLETELY REVISED EDITION

THE MAN
WHO MADE
CHINA

PHILIP SHORT






