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Introduction





Tangshan is an ordinary Chinese provincial city, a two-McDonald’s town of heavy industry, factories and cheap hotels. Building work is everywhere, the pavements are cracked and broken, and the ubiquitous dust of the Hebei plains ruins clothes and electronics. Thirty-five years ago, its population of one million people made it one of China’s larger cities. Today it is double the size it was in 1976, but there are dozens of bigger conurbations.


Migrant workers, brought in busloads from the countryside, huddle around small fires in the night to cook their noodles. They live in tents near the construction sites, where they labour for a few dollars a day. Anyone with ambition or education, however, tends to make their way to Beijing or Tianjin; nobody studying at the local universities plans to remain, unless they have a promise of a very well-paid, or well-connected, job. The city is run by the normal coalition of businessmen, gangsters and officials, a network of relationships smoothed by cash, drink and girls.


The only remarkable thing about Tangshan is that it exists at all. On 28 July 1976, the city was flattened in the space of a few minutes, all but obliterated in one of the world’s worst earthquakes.


For many Chinese, though, the Tangshan disaster was only one small part of the ‘cursed year’ of 1976. It was the last of the ‘ten years of chaos’ spurred by the Cultural Revolution. As Mao Zedong lay dying in the capital, his potential successors squabbled around him. The Cultural Revolution had frequently exploded into outright battles between different factions, bloody street fights that left hundreds dead at a time. Tens of thousands more had been killed in political persecutions. Beijing was split between potential reformers and the fanatics who had ridden the chaos to power.


The Chinese have many sayings about the relationship between Heaven and Earth, and between high politics and everyday life. One of them is ‘The heavens crack, and the earth shakes’. As Maoist rule in China cracked that year, the second part of the saying came true in all too literal – and lethal – a fashion.


Maoism claimed to be a people’s movement: the very name of the new China, the People’s Republic of China (PRC), proclaimed it. The Cultural Revolution could never have happened without Mao’s ability to tap into popular discontent and turn it to his own ends. By the end of his life, however, the public was sick of violence, disorder and fanaticism. While the leadership in Beijing was locked in battles over the succession, the people spoke, launching mass protests that played a critical part in determining the future of the country.


A terrible year, it was also a turning point; it was the year that China began to recover, and that the relative normalcy, peace and prosperity of modern Tangshan, and the rest of China, was achieved. This is the story of 1976 in China, of the fights to determine the fate of a country of 800 million people, and of how over half a million of them lost their lives in the middle of that struggle.


A NOTE ON STATISTICS AND NAMES


Chinese statistics, even today, are inherently unreliable. This is partly due to the size of the country, and partly due to the systematic mispresentation of statistics by local governments for political purposes. I have an acquaintance whose job is to provide economic growth figures for the county where he’s employed as a low-level (but fast-tracked) government official; when I asked him how he gets them, he told me, quite simply, that he makes them up. With performance evaluation linked to GDP growth and little independent or external oversight, the motivation for local officials to deceive is enormous.


Take something seemingly as simple as population. How many Chinese are there? The official estimate of China’s population is 1.3 billion, but the real figure is likely somewhere between 1.4 and 1.5 billion, perhaps even higher. Apart from size and inefficiency, the root cause of this is the One Child Policy, which has produced tens, perhaps hundreds, of millions of unregistered births.


It has also induced local family planning officials systematically to under-report population growth in order to make it seem as if they’re doing a better job. (The One Child Policy has had a striking effect on reducing family size, but anyone with rural acquaintances will find that they usually have two or three siblings; it’s just not the seven or eight it would have been in the past.) Grassroots officials report fake numbers to their superiors, who massage the statistics when giving them to their bosses, who in turn tweak them further to meet the regional or provincial goals they’ve been set, and by the time the figures reach the top their relationship with reality is tenuous at best.


The situation in 1976, with the country barely recovering from one of its most chaotic decades and much of the countryside deeply isolated, was even worse. In 1976, the National Bureau of Statistics in Beijing had forty-eight people to cope with the whole of China, and the political motive for lying about figures was even stronger than today. All statistics in this book, save for those gathered directly from the lowest levels, therefore have to be taken with a grain of salt. I’ve noted likely biases and made estimates of what the actual numbers might be at various points, but these are extremely loose guesses for the most part.


All names are given in the Chinese style of family name first, and in Pinyin, the standard romanisation system developed in the PRC in the 1950s. Unfortunately, this system was largely based around Russian sounds, which can make it a tad unintuitive for English-speakers. 


Unfootnoted direct quotations are taken from interviews conducted in Tangshan or Beijing during 2009–11. It was rare for interviewees to consent to being recorded, and so I wrote up the accounts from my notes as soon as I could afterwards, checking details by follow-up phone calls where possible. Speaking to strangers is still not easy in China, though the situation has improved immeasurably from the past. Many of my Tangshan interviewees preferred to remain anonymous, or wanted to give only a last name; I have occasionally given people invented personal names for the sake of readability, since the Chinese journalistic habit of ‘a witness surnamed Zhang’ sounds distinctly odd in English.


The technical terms in 1976 for rural communities were ‘communes’, for those containing roughly 15,000–25,000 people, and ‘brigades’, which had around 600–1,200, but I’ve chosen instead to talk of ‘towns’ and ‘villages’, and ignored the technicalities of administrative divisions in many cases for the sake of ease of reading. Equally, many senior figures held numerous titles and official positions; I’ve given only the most important or immediately relevant.


It seems redundant to point this out, but China is a very large place, and the Chinese an extraordinarily diverse people. When I say ‘the Chinese’ or ‘Chinese culture’, please take it as read that there are numerous exceptions, counter-examples and regional idiosyncrasies in whatever statement follows.



















1 Who will protect us now?





On 9 January 1976, He Jianguo left Tangshan and took the train to buy a goldfish. She had been the only girl in her dormitory able to get time off that day, and her dorm-mates had picked her to go and get a pet – not for pleasure, but as an alarm system.


There had been at least two moderate earthquakes in the region every year for the previous six years; some of the older people said quietly it was a sign that things were bad in China. So Jianguo and the others had, like thousands of people in Tangshan, decided to get a goldfish, based on media reports that animals could predict earthquakes.


Cats or dogs were difficult to keep, especially in the city, and to find food for, but fish were easy enough. If it got agitated, Jianguo reasoned, she would know a quake was coming and at least she could get outside. But goldfish were too much of a luxury item to be bought in Tangshan. You had to go up to Tianjin on the train.


It was a long trip, but a nice break for Jianguo. Most people on the train were wrapped in long grey-green overcoats, made in army-imitation cut; there was no heating and the carriages were freezing. She didn’t talk with her fellow passengers much, but stared out of the window at the beautiful white fields, munching sesame seeds.


She had tramped through half a foot of snow, grey with pollution from the Tangshan factories, to get to the railway station in the first place. It still beat her job as a secretary for a ceramics factory, spending the whole day copying documents by hand or bringing people tea. Nor was there much to do in her spare time, and she was bored with political rallies, books and opera.


Sometimes it was fun to get together and chant slogans and bang drums, but most of the time it was just another work obligation. You couldn’t even play cards or mah-jongg, considered signs of degenerate gambling. Only two of the girls in the dorm had proper boyfriends, and they rarely found time or space to be with them.


There was no make-up, and hairdressers barely went beyond chopping for length, and so the girls wore their hair in the same long, thick plaits, and tried to make themselves pretty with ribbons or artificial flowers. In the winter you could have snowball fights at least, but it was too cold to spend a lot of time outside, so gossip was the main pastime, though this could be nasty, even lethal, when it turned to certain topics. Quite apart from politics, illicit sex, especially adultery, could get you years in prison if people found out.


Like many of her generation, born in the patriotic fervour of the fifties, she had a name that aspired to great things. Jianguo – ‘Build the country!’ She had wanted to go to a university, but they had been closed down in 1970. Now only technical and political colleges were still open. Missing her chance to go to university was only one way the years of chaos had affected her life. Although the Cultural Revolution had started when she was only eleven, in 1966, she never lost the sense of it being something unnatural, an overturning of the right order.


She remembered seeing a box of gold in her home town, crafted into gold bricks and delicate leaves, pulled out of a waste pipe by a sewer worker. Someone had flushed it down there, knowing that if they were caught with it in their house, it would be taken as a sign of hoarding, of counter-revolutionary feeling or even be imagined to be a foreign bribe to a spy. A small crowd was gathered round, mouths open at the gold shining through the shit, but nobody wanted to pick it up. It could have bought half the town in ordinary times; now it offered only the chance of shame or death.


When she was a girl, she had shouted slogans – ‘Destroy the Four Olds!’, ‘Victory to Chairman Mao!’ – along with the other ‘little Red Guards’ in her school. Her older brothers and sisters1 had been Red Guards proper, rampaging about China in the late sixties before Mao decided to curb them in turn, after which they had found themselves sent off to the countryside to ‘learn from the peasants’.


At least she had an idea where her older siblings were. One girl in her work unit was from a big village in the north-eastern province of Liaoning. From there, all the students over fourteen had gone to Beijing in 1967, travelling for free on the train, as Mao had promised. Nobody in the village had ever heard from them again.


Jianguo’s uncle, who worked in Tangshan, had managed to secure her a job there. Now she lived with seven other girls in a cold room in a twenty-year-old block-built building. In the winter, when their coal ration ran out, they would sleep together under the blankets like rabbits in a burrow.


All of them were thin and small; when they were children, the famine caused by collectivisation was at its worst, and they were malnourished and stunted. These days there was barely enough, and they ate in the communal canteen, a steady, dull diet of rice and vegetables. China had been on rationing for over twenty years. People traded ration tickets for favours, sweets, or sex sometimes, but Jianguo and the other girls were able to get by on theirs.


When she arrived in Tianjin, she saw the faces of some people were red with crying, and white banners hung everywhere. For a few minutes she wondered who they were for. So many of the Party’s leaders were sick and old. Then she saw Zhou Enlai’s face embroidered on one of the banners, and felt sad for a moment. She had liked the Prime Minister; he seemed kind, like an uncle. There wasn’t time to mourn, though. She bought the goldfish from an old peasant woman, paying two mao2 for it, and gingerly carried it in a bag back to the train station. She decided to call it Xiao Hong, ‘Little Red’, a good revolutionary name. It would be nice to feel safe. 


The radio announcement was made that morning, but Zhou Enlai had died the day before. It was not unexpected; he had had bowel cancer for years. Foreign governments hurried to pay their regards. A dapper, handsome man, he had studied in Paris when young, like so many Asian communists, and spoke French fluently, and a couple of other languages too. Well-read and cosmopolitan, he was always the acceptable face of the regime, delighting diplomats with his gnomic wisdom, an Oriental sage ever-ready with a comment on Lenin or Dickens or the French Revolution. Over the last years he had entertained over a thousand foreign delegations, from the Young Pioneers of Hungary to US Republican Congressmen.


In private, he had lived in fear, pain and regret. In some ways, death must have been a relief. He had seen his oldest allies in the government systematically disposed of by Mao and his clique during the course of the last ten years. Among the first and most significant was Liu Shaoqi, one-time president of China and an old comrade of Mao and Zhou; he had been publicly castigated for a year before being placed under arrest as a ‘traitor, spy and renegade’. After two years of humiliation, he was, according to some accounts, stripped of his clothes and locked in a bank vault, where he died of exposure; it was several weeks before his naked, vomit-smeared body was brought out.


Many of those killed had stood up to Mao over his disastrous agricultural and industrial policies and subsequent war on peasant ‘hoarders’ in the 1950s. This was the so-called ‘Great Leap Forward’, intended to transform Chinese agriculture and industry, but which had instead resulted in at least thirty-two million deaths by famine, and perhaps over fifty million. Peng Dehuai, the fiery, brilliant peasant general who in 1959 had confronted Mao directly over the famine, losing his army positions as a result, was arrested in 1966. He was beaten so badly that half the bones in his body were broken and his liver permanently damaged.


Zhou had done nothing to stop the Great Leap Forward himself. But he had done what he could to protect Peng and others, sending soldiers to escort and protect Peng after his arrest. Even in his lowest moment, Peng had reacted strongly to news that Zhou had described him as a ‘comrade’, putting his head into his hands and shaking with emotion. But in the long run Zhou had been able to do nothing to protect him from numerous public humiliations and torture. At one public ‘struggle session’, the crowd had broken Peng’s ribs, leaving him to be carried in agony back to his cell. He’d been under house arrest, denied doctors, till he died in 1974.


Zhou’s other attempts to save old comrades were no more successful. After the old general He Long personally pleaded with him, he let him into his house for protection, but ended up putting his own stamp on a document approving the case against He. The best he could do for Zhang Linzhi, the minister for coal and mining, was to order an autopsy on his body after he was either beaten to death or driven to suicide.


And Zhou had betrayed people, slavishly proclaiming his own devotion to Mao. He wrote statements he knew to be lies, proclaiming that Liu was ‘a big traitor, big scab, big spy, big foreign agent and collaborator who sold out the country. He is full of the five poisons and a counter-revolutionary guilty on more than ten accounts!’3 Towards the end, he was haunted by his memories of failure and collaboration. He dreamt of Chen Yi, an old friend purged in 1969. ‘Chen and I were half way up a hill … Chen slipped and fell, and I couldn’t grab him in time. Then both of us tumbled together over a cliff.’4


For ten years before his death, Zhou had feared his own end was near. Mao sadistically subjected him to a series of petty ordeals, such as swapping out his chair at diplomatic meetings and forcing him to sit, racked with pain, on a hard backless seat. Denying his rivals medical treatment was one of Mao’s favourite tricks, and after Zhou was diagnosed with cancer he suddenly found it hard to get pain medication and reliable doctors. There was an unstated rule that any major operation among the elite of the Party had to be approved by the Central Committee, due to the time it would remove them from work, meaning that Zhou, like others, was also medically hostage to the Chairman’s whims.


Then there was the political harassment. The ‘Criticise Lin Biao, Criticise Confucius’ campaign, launched in 1974 and seemingly eschewing the values of the Chinese past, was in fact aimed at Zhou and made constant reference to the ‘slave state of Zhou’, ostensibly referring to an early Chinese kingdom praised by Confucius. This kind of historical–cultural code was common in Chinese politics, especially during the Cultural Revolution, one of the first salvos of which was an attack on a play about honest Ming officials, which was taken to refer to Peng Dehuai’s criticism of Mao during the Great Leap Forward.5


The Chinese language itself, with characters that could be altered with one stroke into a new meaning, contributed to this kind of coded reading, which infected everyday life. Even among half-literate villagers, accidentally miswriting a character could be read as evidence of counter-revolutionary feeling, leading to humiliation, exile or death.


But Zhou remained too respected, and too popular with the public, for Mao to dispose of him completely. He and the rest of the Party elite targeted by Mao were hardly innocents. Zhou had done his share of political purging and execution in the twenties, thirties and forties, during the bitter internecine struggles in the revolutionary movement, and he and the others had had no objections to the mass murders of ‘rich peasants’, ‘bandits’ and ‘traitors to the Chinese people’ carried out after 1949. They had also been complicit in supporting Mao to begin with, and in creating a system which allowed his personality cult and murderous ideology to take root. From the start of the Cultural Revolution Zhou had reluctantly been pressed into backing Mao in persecuting others, and his own writings, when not tuned to please a Western audience, expressed the usual vicious banalities against ‘counter-revolutionaries’ and ‘class enemies’.


Mao’s motivations in launching the Cultural Revolution had been manifold. It was an opportunity to cleanse the Party leadership of those who had turned against him in the Great Leap Forward, mostly military men who were getting above themselves. It was a chance, too, for him to solidify an already developing personality cult. But there was also an ideological, or at least psychological, element. Mao delighted in being the one constant amidst the chaos, seeing it as a cleansing and purifying force. He took joy in turning the world upside down. It helped that he had an utter disregard for ordinary people’s lives – although, like all dictators, he occasionally practised sentimentalities on those around him, asking after their families and arranging small favours – and firmly believed that you couldn’t make an omelette without killing a few hundred thousand people.


Compared to millions, Zhou had it lucky. Outside the central leadership, any number of his habits, from his love of art to his contacts with the hated Nationalists (Guomindang) in Taiwan and his fluency and delight in foreign languages, not to mention his general air of cosmopolitanism, would have been enough to get him tarred ‘black’, in contrast to revolutionary ‘red’.


Mobs harassed, tortured and murdered people for wearing too much hair pomade, for having studied in Europe, for having a globe of the world (for who needed to know about anything outside China?), for having had a Nationalist husband, wife or brother, for once owning land and so on. Anyone with any pretensions to intellectualism suffered.


If Zhou had been a schoolteacher or a writer, or even a regular Party cadre, he might well have ended up kicked to death on the street, or hanging himself to escape months of relentless persecution, insults and forced self-criticism. At the least he would have been shamed, forced on the streets wearing a dunce’s hat and with a mocking billboard around his neck, made to clean the toilets in a commune or to break rocks in a quarry. His statues would have been smashed, his books burnt, his writings ripped to shreds – mostly by childish mobs barely out of their teens, egged on by the words of Chairman Mao. 


Yet, for many ordinary Chinese, Zhou was seen as a great protector, almost a protective deity. His wife, Deng Yingchao, couldn’t have children. She had had an abortion as a young revolutionary worker, without telling Zhou, fearing that pregnancy would detract from her ability to carry out the work of the Party, and then suffered a miscarriage when fleeing from a Nationalist purge. She was childless and not particularly attractive, but unusually for the Communist elite, and Chinese men generally, he had not divorced her. This added considerably to his reputation as a wise moderate, a man of Confucian virtue and strength. So did his patrician ways; he had the manner of a benevolent court official of some earlier dynasty. He claimed to see the people of China as his children, and this paternal benevolence seemed very real to many, who called him ‘Father of the Country’ – a term never applied to Mao. He occupied the same pedestal in people’s minds as Ataturk in Turkey or that Nelson Mandela would in post-apartheid South Africa.


During the worst times of the Cultural Revolution, Zhou did what he could to protect the temples, old city walls and palaces of Beijing and elsewhere, deploying People’s Liberation Army (PLA) units loyal to him to guard sites such as the Forbidden City and the Temple of Heaven from mobs of Red Guards. Over most issues, though, he kow-towed to Mao, and he saved more monuments than people. Nevertheless, his reputation as a moderate, as a sane, wise man in these times of chaos, endured.


Zhou enjoyed much popular affection, but it paled compared to Mao’s own personality cult. From the very start of the PRC, Mao’s portrait had been placed in the centre of even small and remote villages. ‘Mao Zedong thought’ was a compulsory topic of discussion for everyone from scientists to schoolchildren.


After the Cultural Revolution began, devotion to Mao reached new heights. His ‘Little Red Book’ of quotations was compulsory reading – five billion were printed, enough for every citizen to own six copies. Terms previously reserved for emperors, like wansui (‘Live ten thousand years!’) were now appropriated for Mao, and his statues went up in every square.


Mao was turned from leader into god. Wherever his image appeared, it had to be ‘red, bright, and shining’. In posters, he transformed from a saintly but still human figure, blessing troops or workers, to a disembodied head floating above the people, the ‘sun which makes all things grow’. His portraits spread from public areas to private homes, where they often occupied the spot previously kept for household deities. Like Muslims offering daily prayers, people ‘asked for instructions in the morning, thanked Mao at noon, and reported back at night’, each time bowing three times before Mao’s portrait or bust, reading from his works, and stretching their arms in praise.


Three portraits had decorated most homes in the sixties: Zhou, Mao and Lin Biao, the then vice-chairman of the Party. Lin had been one of the most spectacularly successful Communist generals, a close ally and slavish sycophant of Mao’s, and a prominent supporter of the leftists when the Cultural Revolution began. But his portrait had come down overnight in September 1971. His own efforts to consolidate his power base in the military, while systematically undercutting and persecuting other leading generals, had made others, including Mao, nervous. They set out to undermine him in turn.


Yet nobody had expected the swiftness of Lin’s fall. Once Mao’s chosen successor, he had disappeared after an attempted coup and supposedly crashed in Soviet-controlled Mongolia when escaping by plane to the Soviet Union. Lin seems to have seen that Mao was turning against him, and decided to risk it all rather than endure the slow ostracism and humiliating fall that he had helped inflict on so many others.


The details of the coup are still unclear, and it’s faintly possible that the whole affair was fabricated to dispose of Lin. But if so, it would have been politically premature: the campaigns against him were only just beginning. There were persistent rumours that he, and his family, had simply been rounded up and shot, but the coup, escape and crash (possibly shot down by either a Chinese or Soviet missile) seem to have been real. Within a few days he was transformed from hero of the nation to despised traitor. It was a grim reminder of how precarious life at the top was.


But, despite the campaigns to undermine him, Zhou had died with his portrait up. Throughout China work shut down for days, as each work unit offered its individual tribute to Zhou. They waved white silk banners in the air, with Zhou’s face embroidered on them, sang revolutionary songs, read his speeches and books and vowed to carry on his work. This was certainly not state-mandated mourning, though, but a genuine outpouring of public sorrow: old women tore their hair, young men sobbed together in unashamed grief. Among the mourners there was a certain element of self-promotion, as different work units competed to appear the most elaborately devoted to Zhou’s memory.


Beijing was like a ghost town throughout that January. People wondered whether this year was cursed. January was a month of liminal uncertainty in the new China; traditionally the New Year didn’t start until the lunar Spring Festival in January or February, but officially the country now used the Western calendar. Grief was mixed with anger; Beijing, along with Shanghai, had been an epicentre of political violence during the Cultural Revolution, and people were sick of it.


Ten years before, in the summer of 1966, Mao had summoned the Red Guards, as the radical student groups that had sprung up across the nation were known, to Beijing. The Red Guard movement had been started by a dozen young teenagers at a middle school attached to Tsinghua University, seized upon and promoted by Mao, and spread across the country like a raging fever. Their formation had been encouraged by rhetoric from the centre, and local authorities had been forbidden from shutting the groups down, but many of them had arisen semi-spontaneously. Their motivations were initially mixed, from determined hardline class struggle to a desire for social experimentation and travel, but Mao would turn them, as he had intended from the start, into a political weapon for his own use, even if one he could never fully control.


Millions of young people came, moved by ideological fervour, free travel and the chance to run riot. They milled in Tiananmen Square, in the centre of Beijing, like teenagers at a Beatles concert, screaming for Mao. On 19 August, Mao had appeared to a million Red Guards, praising their spirit and repeating a favourite phrase of his, ‘To rebel is justified!’


And they rebelled all right. They saw themselves as ‘soldiers going out to war against an old world’,6 and there were no civilians in this war. The impetus for the Cultural Revolution had come from the top, but it was seized upon by China’s youth with a fervour that went above and beyond even Mao’s call for rebellion. A central policy document approved by Mao forbade the police from interfering with the students in any way, giving the Guards carte blanche to go wild. At that Beijing meeting, a young girl, Song Binbin, had been given the honour of pinning an armband on Mao. When he heard her second name, Binbin, Mao laughed at its meaning (‘refined and courteous’), and advised her instead ‘Yao wu ma!’ (‘Be violent!’). She changed her name accordingly.


Teachers and other figures of authority were the favourite targets, and Tsinghua and Beida, the capital’s two great universities, among the first battlegrounds. The Guards wore quasi-military yellow uniforms, with a red armband and a heavy leather belt, which was often used to whip victims. Its heavy copper buckle could inflict serious damage. Among themselves, the Guards discussed the most effective beating techniques. Which angle could cause the most pain to the enemies of the revolution?


There was a child-like sense of experimentation in many of the cruelties, like torturing frogs or insects. One Red Guard:




… dragged [his teacher] Peng into the classroom where he had once been master. [He] found a broken chair. Discarding the wooden seat, he took the intact iron frame and shoved the makeshift stocks over Teacher Peng’s head, arms, and chest. Then he forced Teacher Peng to walk on his hands and knees all around the room. [His] peers were fascinated by this invention, and proceeded to break the other chairs [to use on other teachers].7





Lecturers were denounced as monsters, freaks, dogs and demons. The lucky ones were forced to clean toilets, others were beaten to death. Teachers were forced to sing ‘the howling song’ to show their degradation. Originally composed at a Beijing middle school, it spread around the country.






I am an ox-ghost and snake demon


I am guilty, I am guilty.


I committed crimes against the people.


So the people take me as the object of dictatorship.


I have to lower my head and admit to my guilt.


I must be obedient.


I am not allowed to speak or act without permission.


If I speak or act without permission


May you beat me and smash me


Beat me and smash me.8








Some among the Red Guards called for peaceful revolution, but they were soon swamped by those hungry for violence. Children as young as eight imprisoned and tortured adults. Elementary school teachers were forced by their pupils to swallow balls of shit and nails. In Beijing No. 6 Middle School, across the road from Zhongnanhai, the palaces that housed the Party leadership, the music classroom was turned into a prison, with ‘Long Live Red Terror’ written on the wall in blood. Three people were beaten to death there.


Hundreds of thousands of these improvised prisons were set up across the country. They were called ‘cow-sheds’, originally from a popular term of abuse for the targets, ‘cow-demons’. In many cases in the countryside, however, they literally were cow-sheds, or disused barns or the back rooms of local village halls.


Teachers were not the only victims. Virtually anybody could become a target, for as little as giving wrong directions to a group of Red Guards or failing to hang a picture of Mao in their home. Fellow students became frequent victims, especially if they dissented from the violence or had politically suspect parents. At Beijing First Middle School, 200 students from ‘problem families’ were labelled ‘children of dogs’ by their fellows, and forced to work for them. At another middle school, a schoolboy from a ‘bad family’ was tied inside a sack and beaten to death by his classmates.


Returned scholars were among the most frequently persecuted. They found the violence particularly incomprehensible. (I ran, quite by chance, into Eric Gu, a Princeton-educated mathematician, at breakfast one morning in Beijing, and we talked about his imprisonment forty years earlier. ‘They beat me,’ he said, with the uncomprehending horror of a wounded child.) They had given up the chance of a prosperous life in the West to come back and help build a new country, only to find themselves denounced as spies, counter-revolutionaries and traitors.


One doctor was imprisoned in his town morgue for five years. He was a Canadian-trained obstetrician, who had come back to teach country midwives modern birthing techniques in an attempt to lower China’s appalling rates of death in childbirth. At night in the winter, he wrapped himself in winding sheets to avoid freezing to death. To stay sane he would stand on a chair, so that he could see out of the room’s one small, high window, and recite the Gettysburg Address as he looked at the sunlight.


Torture went well beyond locked jails. The Red Guards held public ‘struggle sessions’, where the victims were mocked, humiliated and beaten. Howling children forced people into the ‘aeroplane position’, their head pressed down and their arms raised high behind their back, where they would be kept for hours as the crowd jeered and abused them. People were paraded through the streets wearing dunces’ caps, with placards listing their crimes hung around their necks.


Struggle sessions could be repeated for weeks or months, with prominent victims being brought out for ritualised daily abuse. Luo Ruiqing, a former army chief of staff, broke his leg in a suicide attempt in 1966 after having being denounced as a fellow plotter of Peng Dehuai’s the year before. The Red Guards would pile him in a wheelbarrow or drag him in a basket to take him to his struggle sessions; without proper medical care, his leg had to be amputated.


There was an unconscious religious aspect to the public humiliations. Public confession could be a means of redemption and cleansing, an idea with as strong roots in China – in Daoist ‘hygiene cults’ members confessed to their sins before the whole congregation – as in Europe. More often, though, struggle sessions were an exercise in sadistic humiliation. Chinese culture placed a high value on public reputation as part of a sense of self-identity.


The way others saw you was a critical part of how you saw yourself, and it was extremely common for those subjected to repeated humiliations by the mob to kill themselves, such as the Beijing revolutionary dramatist Lao She, who walked into a lake with his pockets full of stones after being tormented for two months.


The idea of suicide as an act of defiance or romanticism was also a standard trope of Chinese literature and history; one of the country’s main traditional festivals, Dragon Boat Day, celebrated the suicide of the scholar Quan Yu, driven to the deed by an unjust king. Suicide was sometimes a way of sending a message: ‘I am not the person you say I am.’ Notes left behind highlighted the deceased’s loyalty to the Communist Party, or defiantly declared that he or she was not a spy, a counter-revolutionary or a traitor to the country. More often, suicide was a product of sheer despair.


Lao She was sixty-seven, his tormentors around sixteen or seventeen, an additional indignity in a society that traditionally valued the seniority of age. Literary suicides were the most famous, such as those of Lao She and the poet Wen Jie, who gassed himself in 1971 after falling in love with one of his former tormentors (and she with him) and being denied permission to marry her. But tens, perhaps hundreds, of thousands of ordinary Chinese were driven to suicide in those years. Others came close to it. The mother of the historian Xing Lu, for instance, came home crying that she wanted to kill herself after her best friend at her workplace put up a poster accusing her of being a counter-revolutionary and a rich peasant.


It was often ambiguous, however, whether individual cases were suicide or murder, such as Zheng Meipian, the daughter of the memoirist Zheng Nian (Nien Cheng), who died in typically dubious circumstances during a struggle session by Red Guards in Shanghai. The ones who most commonly killed themselves were the very young, like the teenager who threw herself in front of a train after weeks of mockery for her ‘bad family’, and those who had once enjoyed positions of dignity and status.


Drinking pesticide was a common method; truckloads of it had been produced as part of the ‘Campaign Against the Four Pests’ of 1958–62, when the state had declared war on sparrows, rats, flies and mosquitoes. (Millions of sparrows had been killed in an attempt to stop them eating grain seeds, which then resulted in huge locust swarms, since the sparrows were no longer around to control them. It was perhaps the emblematic campaign of the era: encourage people to kill to solve a problem, unleashing forces much worse than the original problem.)


The Red Guards targeted far more than just people, however. With the thoroughness of the present-day Taliban, they looked to purge the country of any sign of ‘old ideas, old culture, old customs and old habits’. The most harmless side of this was imposing revolutionary nomenclature on parts of the cities, so that you could stroll down Revolution Avenue, turn into Anti-Imperialist Boulevard, and end up in Mao Zedong Square.


They attacked any sign of bourgeois culture, foreign influence or traditional thinking – women were dragged off the street by young patrols of purity police, their high heels broken and their long hair forcibly cut. Pleasant pastimes like kite-flying, chess, tai chi and poetry became politically suspect, and art that wasn’t tuned to political ends was deemed a sign of dangerous indulgence.


Despite wars, revolution, pillaging imperialists and opportunistic archaeologists, China’s cultural heritage had remained among the richest in the world. That didn’t last. There were 6,843 historic or cultural sites in Beijing in 1966; by 1976 fewer than 2,000 were left, and most of those were either so small as to be overlooked or so large and important that Zhou Enlai and others had to send the army to protect them from the vandalism of the Guards.


It was a pattern repeated across the country, from attacks on the Bund in Shanghai to the destruction of medieval temples in Tibet. Art and literature hardly fared any better, as the Red Guards made bonfires of books, sculptures and paintings. Numerous suicides wiped out a generation of artists and writers.


In a rare moment of political honesty, the information board at the Yonghegong, a magnificent Tibetan Buddhist temple in Beijing, today records the battle between a mob of students intent on burning the temple complex to the ground and the soldiers sent to defend it. Religious institutions were singled out, since they represented a doubly hated legacy of tradition and superstition. The Communists had sought to stamp out religion even when they only controlled limited areas of China, by smashing village shrines and forcibly laicising monks, but the Cultural Revolution took these practices to new heights.


Even ordinary household rituals, like smearing honey on the Kitchen God’s lips during the Spring Festival, or burning incense before exams, could invite violent denunciation. There was no space for ceremony any more, only for rituals dedicated to the new gods of Maoism. Being caught reciting the Buddhist sutras or the Christian gospels could be cause for a beating. Temples, churches, shrines and mosques were all destroyed as signs of outdated superstition, while passages from Mao’s works were recited each morning and his Little Red Book was proclaimed to have the power to heal the sick. 


The madness wasn’t limited to the young. Across the country ‘mass organisations’ and ‘rebel groups’ rallied. In Shanghai, in January 1967, the ‘Workers’ Command Post’ group, made up of a loose alliance of factory workers, students and opportunistic Party intellectuals, seized control of the city in the ‘January Storm’. Other groups seized power in cities and counties nationwide, as China shuddered under a thousand small coups, accompanied by the denunciation and persecution of the previous leaders.


In the countryside, the movement became a pogrom against ‘rich peasants’ and ‘landlords’. There had already been one wave of violence against these groups, just after the founding of the PRC, back at a time when the terms actually meant something, although a huge number of the killings then had been arbitrary. According to Maoist theory, however, class status carried through the generations, and so now the children and grandchildren of those who had once been better off were targeted too. So were the descendants of ‘counter-revolutionaries’ and ‘rightists’, lumped together with the other two as the ‘Four Black Groups’ – a number which swelled to five, and then to seven, as ‘bad elements’, ‘capitalists’ and ‘black gangs’ were included among the persecuted.


In some places, this meant social ostracism, heavy workloads and reduced rations. In others, it led to mass murder. Quanzhou County, Guangxi, was one example. There, according to the records, on 3 October 1967,




… the militia commander Huang Tianhui led [the brigade militia] to engage in a massacre. They pushed off a cliff and killed seventy-six individuals of the brigade – former landlords, rich peasants, and their children – in snake-shaped Huanggua’an canyon … From July to October [another] 850 individuals [in the county] – the four-type elements and their children – were executed with firearms.9





It didn’t take long before the various groups started to turn against each other. The Red Guard movement soon became as ideologically divided as any group of activists, while Party leaders, knowing that they could be next on the chopping block, allied with some mass groups against others. Meanwhile, the army involved itself, looking to restrain the violence in some places and solidify military power in others.


The country was plunged into a civil war with no two clear sides, only a multitude of local factions. Broadly speaking, any given area would have a ‘rebel’ group whose members saw themselves as ideological purifiers and overturners of the corrupt old order, and a ‘loyalist’ group made up of an old guard equally convinced that they were the true Communists, and determined to protect their positions. But ‘rebel’ groups as frequently fought each other as the loyalists, and local politics, ethnic rivalries and old squabbles created a tangled mess of political violence.


In most places the battles were fought with spears, knives and improvised explosives. Home-made hand grenades were still being unearthed forty years later. In the industrial city of Chongqing, the centre of China’s armaments industry, the battles escalated to tanks and artillery. A single clash there left a thousand dead.


In Wuhan, where the Party leadership rallied its own ‘Million Heroes’ against the Red Guards, young teenagers were hired as mercenaries. One recalled, after attacking a group of young Red Guards:




I killed five kids with my star-knife … one got it in the waist, the second, third, and fifth ones in the back, and number four in the neck. They were all maybe eight, nine years old. Killing a young boy would get you 20 yuan.10





Near Beijing, hungry farmers were paid in grain to attack soldiers. The vast city factories, built in the fifties in a frenzy of heavy industrialisation, were major battlefields in fights as bloodily intimate as Stalingrad. The economy collapsed as work came to a standstill, while precious machinery was smashed beyond repair. Defeat in battle produced further slaughter, as in the Dao County massacre of 1967, where the losing side in a factional battle decided to prove their superior political consciousness by massacring upwards of 4,000 people in a month.


By October 1968 the chaos had grown too much even for Mao, and he ordered the PLA to disperse the Red Guards. They were sent ‘up to the mountains and down to the villages’, rusticated to stop them causing further trouble. The army fought pitched battles against the more tenacious groups.


The end of the student movements, however, did not mean an end to the violence. The killings in the countryside worsened in 1968–70. The ‘Cleansing of the Class Ranks’ campaign, launched in 1968, prompted whole new waves of brutality, including bizarre cases of politically inspired cannibalism. In Inner Mongolia, for instance, 790,000 people were persecuted, 22,900 killed, and 120,000 crippled, out of a population of around 14 million people. In total, perhaps somewhere between one and two million people were killed in those years, and tens of millions persecuted.


It was only by 1971 that the violence abated, as the new revolutionary organisations found themselves in charge, and the number of targets had decreased. Mass killings had mostly ended, but political persecution, often to the point of suicide, continued.


Even in 1975 there were still horrific incidents. An extreme case was the Muslim village of Shadian, in the borderlands of southern Yunnan. Ethnic and religious conflicts, sparked by Red Guards burning mosques and shredding Korans, created civil war between Shadian’s ‘Muslim Militia Regiment’ and the local Han Chinese. A peace treaty had been brokered by Beijing, only to fall apart in an argument over the handing-in of weapons, and eventually the PLA itself was called in. On 29 July, the army was unleashed against Shadian and six other Muslim villages; a month later, when the fighting had finished, the town was razed, and 1,600 people were dead.


In present-day China, the Red Guards tend to be treated as an aberration, a perverse generation of murderers. But the violence they used didn’t come from nowhere. They’d grown up in an atmosphere where brutality was normal, especially if they were from the countryside. During the Great Leap Forward, in 1959–61, violence was normalised. Those who couldn’t work, usually because of physical exhaustion, or who were found to be hoarding or stealing food, were subject to the same public criticism sessions the Red Guards later used, already a standard Maoist technique.


One villager recalled:




The victim was forced to stand on a table, [kneel down] and confess to everyone in the crowd … If the explanation was acceptable, then the person being criticised would be spared, but if the explanation was unacceptable, then the village leaders would beat the person. On some occasions, the village leaders would suddenly knock down the table on which the victim was standing, and the victim would fall to the ground and suffer injury.11





Many of the Guards had therefore seen their parents or older siblings beating or being beaten, as well as witnessing other tortures. In one commune of 40,000 people, among 4,605 deaths in 1959–60, most of them by starvation, ‘398 were beaten to death, 148 driven to suicide, and 105 were frozen to death after being stripped of their clothing’.12 Out of the over 30 million deaths of those years, perhaps as many as 2 million were due to political violence linked to the famine – around the same as the high estimates of deaths during the Cultural Revolution itself.


At the top, thousands of leaders were targeted in Beijing alone at the end of 1959. ‘The struggle should be profound, and should be carried out according to our principles, whether it is against old comrades-in-arms, colleagues or even husbands and wives!’ one of Mao’s allies proclaimed in language ‘auguring the Cultural Revolution’.13


Before that, of course, there had been the long violence of the civil wars and the Japanese invasion. Even in the Anti-Japanese War, most of the violence was Chinese fighting Chinese. The Chinese ‘puppet army’ fighting for the Japanese always outnumbered  the Japanese in the country, and they were much easier targets than Japanese soldiers.


Back then live burial (also a staple of Russian peasant killings) had been a common means of execution, used both by the puppet armies and by the resistance fighters. This was followed by the mass killings of landlords, rich peasants and supposed collaborators and Nationalist supporters in 1949–51, when any wild accusation could result in a lynching. ‘Superstitious and feudal’ practices, from Daoist exorcisms to the transport of corpses thousands of miles for burial in their home towns, were punished with anything from lectures to beating to hanging.


Sporadic political violence continued throughout the fifties, whether used against ‘rightist’ intellectuals or in local village disputes. In 1956 Mao promised intellectual freedom and called for dissenting voices to be heard with his slogan ‘Let a Hundred Flowers Bloom’, and then crushed those who had spoken out in the vicious ‘Anti-Rightist’ movement that followed. Most of the dissenters were about as right-wing as Trotsky, but ‘rightist’ had long since become a generic term of abuse, like ‘bourgeois’ and ‘counter-revolutionary’.


It was in 1957 that a professor wrote, in a public letter to Mao:




We have applied to intellectuals methods of punishment which peasants would not apply to landlords and workers would not apply to capitalists. During the social reform campaigns, unable to endure the spiritual torture and humiliation imposed by the struggle … the intellectuals who chose to die by jumping from tall buildings, drowning in rivers, swallowing poison, cutting their throats, or by other methods, were immeasurable. The aged had no escape, and pregnant women were given no quarter.14





None of the cruelties of the Cultural Revolution were new to the People’s Republic; they were just enacted on a horrendously larger scale than ever before.


Even regular countryside life was (and is) rough. Most villages had their local thugs or hooligans, and even normally peaceful farmers could get violent with relatively little provocation. Political and ideological violence never ceased altogether, and, at a local level, one round of it was often revenge for the last. Villages were close-knit places, often dominated by one or two local clans, and each slight, humiliation, theft, murder or other abuse of power stuck in people’s memories and could be used against the former leaders when the next cycle of political upheaval began.


Yet many of the Red Guards came from urban middle-class backgrounds, where their experience of violence was relatively limited. The youth of the perpetrators, however, was something new. At one level, they weren’t that different from their student counterparts in the West, young, idealistic, and fed up with an old order that seemed to have become stagnant and complacent. They had grown up on stories of revolutionary martyrs and liberation from a feudal past, but around them they saw the same old corruption, superstition and backwardness.


After 1949, Party officials had rapidly become as drunk and petty with power as the landlords, collaborators or Nationalists they had replaced. Periodic anti-corruption purges from the centre did little to change the lack of judicial or public oversight that gave Party cadres, in many cases, free rein to plunder, beat, rape and rob those beneath them. Life was still cripplingly poor for the vast majority of the population.


From the point of view of the young, the system had promised so much and delivered so little – but, suffused with Maoist ideology, the conclusion they drew was that the system had failed because it had not been red enough, that the black stains of old ways of thinking were still smeared across the nation. Or it had been betrayed by saboteurs and counter-revolutionaries. What other explanation could there be?


Student revolution had a long history in China, starting with the angry protestors of the ‘May 4th’ movement in 1919, who had denounced the post-WWI handover of Germany’s colonial territories in China to Japan by burning the homes of government officials. During the Anti-Japanese War, ‘the bravest of the terrorists were the young students in the middle-schools’, who would make the sudden decision to murder a collaborator because, ‘It is intolerable that we should breathe the same air as him.’15 Their terrible sincerity was not far removed from that of their juvenile descendants, if arguably directed to better ends.


And their schoolbooks taught them to kill. The necessity of violence was drummed into Chinese children from a young age. So was an acute and resentful class consciousness: ‘Family origin was important: those of us from good backgrounds had to be certain not to stray from the path, and those from bad backgrounds had to struggle against their inferior inheritance,’ one writer remembered.16


Second-grade17 textbooks in the sixties told a story of a wolf who disguised himself in sheep’s clothing and ate many sheep without the shepherd realising it. When the shepherd found that out, no leniency was possible: ‘The shepherd raised the wooden stick in his hand and struck fiercely at the wolf, saying as he struck: “Death to you, you wolf in sheep’s clothing! Death to you, you wolf in sheep’s clothing!”’ By fourth grade, students had learnt about the Farmer and the Snake: ‘The snake was freezing on a very cold day. When the farmer saw it, he held it against his chest to give him warmth. When the snake awakened it bit the farmer, who died.’18 Teachers made sure the message came across clearly: the wolf and the snake were class enemies. They could never be trusted, and they deserved only death.


Money was another motivation. Especially at the village level, being a Red Guard was often an opportunity to steal from others with impunity. And beneath all the ideological fervour, sometimes there was just the appeal of running free and wild, shouting and killing, and revelling in the joy of mayhem. One participant remembered:




I was in my third year of junior high school when the Cultural Revolution got going. It was No. 27 High School, a real dump. I don’t care what other people say about why they got involved; I know I became a Red Guard just for the hell of it, to have a chance to lash out and rebel. Up till then alley-kids like me were always treated like dirt.


But, fuck, when the Cultural Revolution came along, I was suddenly one of the five red categories, a child of the workers and peasants who had been oppressed by the revisionist line in education … I took part in pretty much all the big events: being reviewed by Grandad Mao in Tiananmen, destroying the Four Olds, the great link-ups, armed struggle: anything that involved beating people up and smashing things and taking stuff.


Man, it was fantastic! Me and my buddies got baseball bats and worked our way up the street from south to north. We must have busted every damn shop sign along Xidan. Just try doing that today! The cops’d be all over you after the first hit. But back then, they didn’t dare. We were fuckin’ Red Guards; we were destroying the Four Olds! …You could get away with beating up anyone, like it was for free, as long as they were class enemies. You could beat them to death and no one would care.19





Beyond the violence, it was the sheer all-pervasiveness of the Cultural Revolution that had left people so exhausted. Yan Xuetong, a Tsinghua professor, summed it up well in an offhand remark. ‘Even during the Japanese invasion,’ he said, ‘there were people selling sunflower seeds [a popular Chinese snack] on the street. In the Cultural Revolution, there was nobody selling sunflower seeds on the street.’ In 1975, as the government backed off from past excesses under pressure from Zhou and his allies, it seemed as though the worst times were over, but with Zhou dead, everything suddenly seemed uncertain again. As they wept for Zhou, Beijingers were also voicing their own fears.


From his palace bed, himself close to death, Mao could hear the cries of mourning for Zhou. It probably disturbed him, as did any sign of too much popular support for other leaders, even the dead, but now, confined to his bed, he could hardly do anything about it. Mao had once been a man of formidable endurance, a long-distance swimmer who had reasserted his personal authority at the beginning of the Cultural Revolution in mid-July 1966 by swimming the Yangtze unassisted – at the age of seventy-three. In 1976 he could barely walk by himself, and his speech was slurred and barely intelligible.


He was now eighty-two, and it was astonishing he had lived so long. Although he grew up a pampered child in a rich farmer’s house, he had lived as a guerrilla and a renegade under the harshest conditions since his twenties, travelling thousands of miles across China. Since taking power he had kept himself fit, exercising every day, but he had indulgent tastes, gorging himself at banquets and coercing young dancers from his home province of Hunan to his bed, dismissing his doctors’ warnings about personal hygiene and his recurrent venereal diseases with the blunt exclamation, ‘I wash my dick inside them!’


He had made his name as a guerrilla leader and theorist, writing brilliant essays on how successful revolutionaries ‘swam among the people’, and leading a battered Communist insurgency through Nationalist betrayal, civil war and Japanese invasion to ultimate triumph. He had also come up through a Party hierarchy in the twenties and thirties where infighting, backstabbing, undermining, accusations of treachery or political deviance, and the ruthless disposal of political enemies were common practices. It was a climate that inevitably spawned someone like Mao, a genius at internecine political warfare. He’d been using internal purges to dispose of potential rivals since 1926, when he’d manipulated rumours of an ‘Anti-Bolshevik League’ of Nationalist spies within the Communist Party to bolster his own position, a technique he’d repeated in similar purges in the Communists’ mountain redoubts in Yanan in 1944–5. He used the same methods he had developed as a guerrilla leader against his political enemies, never striking directly when he could first insinuate, undercut and harass. He was a master at playing factions against each other, picking out a favourite here and a protégé there.


Lin Liguo, Lin Biao’s son, had accurately summed up Mao’s tactics in a speech given to fellow plotters during the coup attempt in 1971, and later distributed in internal Party documents: 




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 [do you see] any one whom he had supported initially who has not finally been handed a political death sentence? … He will hurt you all the way, and he puts the blame for all bad things on others.20





Mao was a huge man, especially by rural Chinese standards. Nearly six feet tall and broad-shouldered, often unkempt, when younger he had the air of a shambling bear. His height added to his authority; he towered over most of his political opponents. He was a moody man, given to sudden sulks followed by outbursts of raucous humour; these had only worsened in old age. He had extraordinary personal charisma. Women were drawn to him – he was a notorious flirt and tease – and men followed him, both in battle and in politics. He liked to drop into peasant demotic – ‘Fuck your mother!’ – to make his points, but was equally adept at classical poetry or high-flown rhetoric. What really kept the whole of the leadership circling around him, even at eighty-two, was that he had crushed almost everyone inside the Party who had ever opposed him.


Like the rest of the Party elite, Mao lived in Zhongnanhai. Literally meaning ‘Central [and] South Sea’, it was part of a series of palace complexes built by the Chinese emperors over the past seven centuries, attached to the Forbidden City in the centre of Beijing. Under the Nationalist government of the thirties it had been a park, but the Communists had taken it for the headquarters of the government in 1949. The vanguard of the workers’ revolution now lived in the old houses of the imperial elite, attended by servants and guards.


The Zhongnanhai buildings ran along the lakes that gave the site its name. The traditional wooden structures of the Qing emperors had been supplemented with concrete office buildings, albeit topped by faux pavilion-style roofs. It still retained the air of a park, very different from the overcrowded compounds most Chinese lived in, with plenty of green space and the delicate design touches of master architects. The most venerable buildings tended to be used for meetings, China’s elite gathering around heavy antique tables to discuss the fate of hundreds of millions. A few dozen members of the leadership lived there in courtyard homes, as did their families, staff and doctors. Often this meant being crammed into shared apartments, with relatively little space; however, they also had far larger seaside villas a few hours away on the coast.


Being near the centre of power was worth a little overcrowding for Zhongnanhai’s residents. Zhongnanhai was marked by Mao’s presence – literally, since boards emblazoned with his calligraphy hung over both major entrances. The standard of living was far higher than that of the ordinary Chinese, complete with luxuries like refrigerators, colour televisions and record players that were almost unknown elsewhere in China. The heating bill for one Zhongnanhai family of five was higher than that of a nearby high school with 2,000 students.


Mao needed such creature comforts more than most. He had been diagnosed with Lou Gehrig’s disease in 1975, a form of motor neurone disease. The doctors gave him two years at the very best. Unable to eat by himself, he had to be fed a liquid diet by his young female attendants, lying on his side on a couch like a Roman emperor. If he swallowed water too fast he choked and spluttered, and his hands shook so badly his writing was almost unintelligible.


When he met foreign leaders, he put his head back in the chair and drooled. Paralysis was not his only health issue; he had three bullets in his left lung, was half-blind from cataracts, even after an operation, had pulmonary and coronary heart disease, and numerous infections. He was still mentally alert, but drowsy most of the time.


A medical team led by Western-educated doctors was kept on twenty-four-hour alert. Prominent among them was Dr Li Zhisui, who had been treating Mao for several years. An idealistic Communist at first, he was growing ever more sceptical as he witnessed Mao’s callousness and debauchery. Mao, however, distrusted Western medicine, and came to rely more and more upon a female assistant and quack doctor, Zhang Yufeng, whom he had picked from obscurity in 1962 to be his ‘secretary’. They were no longer lovers, but she increasingly controlled access to him; foreign diplomats were kept waiting for hours because Zhang Yufeng was sleeping. She could understand his grunts and scribbled characters better than anyone – or so she claimed – and the wisdom of the Great Helmsman, as Mao was known, was increasingly filtered through this half-literate former railway worker.


Surrounded by women, Mao barely saw his own wife, Jiang Qing. She preferred the more spacious quarters at Diaoyutai, another former imperial residence, where she assembled her personal court. There she could indulge her love of fashion and costumes, sometimes having whole boxes of them brought to her so that she could play at dressing-up. In 1972 she befriended the American anthropologist Roxane Witke, who spent hours watching her play billiards, discuss imported movies and run her fingers through fine silks and cottons with ecstatic exclamations of appreciation that would have landed any of her less powerful countrywomen in very deep trouble. She occasionally recognised the hypocrisy of her revolutionary posturings and her own love of beautiful things. ‘We are the real capitalist roaders,’ she once said of her clique.


A short, pop-eyed figure, just into her sixties, she had once been an actress in Shanghai, and something of a looker. Her love life had been complex, and marked by frequent betrayals on all sides. ‘Sex is engaging in the first rounds, but what really sustains attention in the long run is power,’ she once remarked, and she had a remarkable nose for where power in China was shifting.


In 1937, at twenty-three, she had thrown her previous life aside and travelled to join the Communists in their mountain fastness around Yanan, where she contracted a clandestine marriage to Mao, and had a daughter. In her youth, she certainly possessed a fiery charm; and it had been one of the things that drew Mao to her. They had never been deeply in love – she was his fourth wife, and he her third husband – and they had used each other with great political ruthlessness, but he had been surprisingly dependent on her at one stage, unhappy and fretful unless she was at hand, looking after his needs. After 1949 they drifted apart personally, becoming more political partners than husband and wife, and since 1966 she had increasingly associated herself with three other radicals, Zhang Chunqiao, Yao Wenyuan and Wang Hongwen.


They all had roots in Shanghai, with a strong support base there. Shanghai embodied some of the same contradictions as Jiang herself; it had once been China’s most cosmopolitan city, and Shanghai women, even in 1976, were desperate for a semblance of fashion. They hitched their skirts short or wore daring hairstyles, and risked being pulled aside and harassed by the people’s militias that were self-appointed guardians of revolutionary purity. Yet Shanghai was also a fiercely left-wing city that produced the most hardline ideologues of the Cultural Revolution. They constantly called for more purges, more violence, more strikes against the enemies of the revolution. Jiang used her new political power to take petty vengeance against critics and directors who had once snubbed her, or actresses with more talent or looks than she.


After her fall, Jiang would come in for far worse criticism than any other figure of the day, criticism that was charged with naked sexist hatred of Jiang as a woman. She would be called a ‘female devil’ and a ‘white-boned demon’. One of the few undoubted achievements of the Communist take-over of China had been the liberation of women, who enjoyed far greater status than they had in the past. But China still had almost no prominent female political leaders, and Jiang was seen as being somewhat unnatural in her eagerness for power. 


Jiang was, without doubt, an egocentric, unscrupulous and ambitious woman, who delighted in comparing herself to the great empress of the seventh century, Wu Zetian. A Beijing University Journal article of 20 August 1974 praised Wu as ‘experienced in using violent dictatorship, which enabled her and her innovative political group to rule for as long as fifty years’ – an inspiring model for Jiang. Others were drawn to Jiang by her fiery rhetoric and by the scent of power.


One story told about Wu Zetian, however, applies rather better to Mao than Jiang. He liked to tell it about himself, in fact. During Wu’s rule, she often had her ministers executed. A particularly brave official challenged her. How, he asked, could she expect people to keep serving her if she kept killing them off? She told him to come and visit her at one of the imperial halls that night and, trembling, he did so, nervous that a terrible fate was in store. Rather than the executioner, though, he found the empress herself, holding up a torch. Moths flocked to the open flame, burning up as they approached. Mao understood the point as well as Wu did: he could use up as many people as he wanted, since more would always be drawn by the bright allure of power.


In Jiang’s case, two of her closest allies were Yao Wenyuan and Zhang Chunqiao, both power-hungry pseudo-intellectuals with little round glasses and blank sociopathic stares. You could imagine them holding forth on the need for bloody revolution against the fascist state in a West German café in 1967, or publishing articles on the Reich’s need for racial hygiene thirty years earlier.


As old Shanghai allies of Jiang, both of them had been critical in laying the groundwork for the Cultural Revolution nationwide, but they’d also taken part in local power games. They’d provided the intellectual weight, such as it was, for the seizure of power in Shanghai in January 1967. Alongside Wang Hongwen, they’d ruthlessly disposed of not only the previous leadership of the city but also any other rebel faction they disliked.


Zhang, born in 1917, was fourteen years older than Yao. They hated most of the old revolutionaries and army leaders, partly, one feels, out of jealousy at their greater achievements. Their careers had been mostly spent in propaganda, journalism and the universities, not the brutal guerrilla wars against the Nationalists and the Japanese. Their vision was narrowly fanatic, but they had climbed all the way to the top.


Zhang was the country’s premier political theorist, responsible for finding the ideological excuses to get rid of factional opponents or old rivals. Yao Wenyuan was a propagandist, a skilful and poisonous writer. They had managed to close down newspapers, such as China Youth Daily, which opposed them, and ran the two most influential papers in the country, People’s Daily and Red Flag, as their own fiefdoms. Yao had written the attack on the play Hai Rui Dismissed From Office, which had marked the start of the Cultural Revolution – and, not incidentally, led to the death of its author, the historian and Beijing politician Wu Han.


Jiang and Zhang had only joined the Party in the late thirties, and, caught between one generation and the next, they sought to identify themselves with the ‘struggle’ of the Cultural Revolution, portraying themselves as newer, more enthusiastic, more earnest revolutionaries than an older generation tainted by bourgeois and capitalist ideals.


Another close ally of Jiang’s was Wang Hongwen. Wang’s journey to power had been the longest and highest ‘helicopter ride’ of any Cultural Revolution leader. He was, quite literally, a political bruiser. When the violence began in 1966, Wang was on the security staff of a Shanghai textile factory, a Korean War veteran and Party member of no particular importance. When angry workers from several factories joined together to declare themselves the ‘Shanghai Workers’ Revolutionary Rebels General Headquarters’ – one of the qualities shared by Marxist groups worldwide in the sixties and seventies was fabulously redundant and grandiose names – the tall, charismatic Wang had ended up as their leader and spokesman.


Amid the violence and chaos, Wang stood out, soon rallying more than 100,000 workers behind him. What made his name was an attack not on the old guard, but on another ‘rebel’ faction in Shanghai on 4 August 1966, when his men had stormed the headquarters of their enemies, the Workers United, killing eighteen people and wounding a thousand.


Wang was handy with his fists, and anything else that came to hand, but his real talent was for incendiary speeches. By January 1967, he’d helped seize power in the city, and brought his men to bear against yet other potential claimants to the revolutionary mantle, helping spark the war of a thousand factions that tore China apart.


After he moved on to Beijing, Wang built up a little personality cult of his own in Shanghai, where his old office and apartment were preserved as pilgrimage sites, and dozens of sycophants turned out admiring works and commentaries on his speeches. Visitors were treated to a potted history of the Cultural Revolution, emphasising Wang’s key role; in the short book he had published on the events, his own name appeared 200 times. He ran Shanghai’s political affairs from the Jinjiang Hotel, once a colonial apartment block. Even amidst the austerity of the 1960s, it was infamous for girls, drink and extravagant banquets.


At the beginning of the Cultural Revolution in 1966, Mao had made great use of Jiang, Yao and Zhang as willing cat’s paws against his enemies, using them to steer the country into the chaos that he dreamed would create a glorious new order. Jiang had come to prominence addressing the Red Guards in Tiananmen Square, calling on them to strike hard against the enemies of the revolution. ‘I was the Chairman’s dog,’ she famously remarked later, ‘and I bit who he wanted me to bite.’


Despite their zeal, in 1975 Mao had grumpily labelled Jiang and her allies the ‘Gang of Four’, and told them not to ‘gather together like a little clique’ and for a few brief months had seemed to be turning against them. They had been forced to undergo the humiliating process of self-criticism, reading out lists of their own faults to Party meetings, and had avoided each other to reduce suspicions of their factionalism. 


Mao had also promoted Deng Xiaoping, a hated rival of the Gang, back into positions of power, beginning with his restoration to the Central Committee in 1973. Meetings of the Chinese Politburo had been convened to reassess developments of the last nine years, working on Mao’s stated formula that the Cultural Revolution was to be judged as ‘70 per cent positive, 30 per cent negative’.


Deng had launched an ‘overall rectification campaign’ in early 1975 that targeted regional factionalism and incompetent new officials, restored some of the old classics, and attempted, with some success, to kick-start a stagnant economy. But now the pendulum seemed to be swinging back towards the left, and the Gang of Four were once again in the ascendant. Zhou’s death was a happy moment for Jiang and her allies. Jiang had been a major instigator of the ‘Criticise Lin Biao, Criticise Confucius’ campaign. She saw Zhou as an enemy, the epitome of the old guard who had to be torn down, gloating after one meeting in January 1974, ‘We pushed Premier Zhou to his wits’ end! … In the campaign of criticising Lin Biao and Confucius, I stand at the front line of attack.’21


She had used Zhou’s patronage of traditional art to attack him, displaying hundreds of paintings in an ‘Exhibition of Vicious Art’ at the Ministry of Culture, with the introduction, ‘The emergence of these black paintings was the result of a certain person’s encouragement and support.’22 In articles about Confucius, the writers were again instructed to model him on ‘a certain person’. It was a fine example of the insinuating style of politics at the court of Mao, a long, vicious campaign to wear out Zhou physically and mentally and send the signal that his power was fading.


It would take more than that to wear out Deng, however. The Gang recognised his power and endurance. In 1975, Wang Hongwen had warned visitors to Shanghai that, if Deng didn’t fall, they would need to start another civil war to stop the counter-revolutionaries seizing the nation. Deng was the ultimate survivor. He belonged to the first generation of revolutionary leaders, which in itself was a source of massive prestige, although it hadn’t saved the lives of many of his former colleagues. Revolutionary and wartime credentials were important, especially in a political culture that was constantly harking back to the past, whether to praise or condemn.


From a well-off gentry family, Deng had joined the Communist Party while a twenty-year-old guest worker in France, and then proceeded to Moscow. There he had studied at the ‘University of the Toilers of the East’, an institution mainly designed to churn out anti-colonial troublemakers in Asia and elsewhere. He had held his first Party position at twenty-three, gone on the Long March, commanded battalions against the Japanese, and been a member of the national leadership since 1949. He had, in short, a splendid revolutionary pedigree.


Barely five foot tall and portly, he looked like a mischievous but wise gnome. He had survived successive exiles from the start of the Cultural Revolution, when he had been condemned as a rightist and repeatedly forced into the countryside. For three years he lived in an abandoned military school, raising chickens, playing bridge and reading in the evening. Several of his political allies, such as Liu Shaoqi, had been killed, as had his youngest brother, Deng Shuping, a local politician in Guizhou province, who had been driven to suicide by the Red Guards in 1967.


In a way his exile provided some relief from the attacks he and his family had experienced in Beijing, of which the worst had been the fate of his son, Deng Pufang. After months of humiliations, a torture session at Beida University ended with him being thrown from a fourth-storey window, leaving him a paraplegic. Anti-Deng posters contrasted the ‘great red banner’ of Mao Zedong thought with the ‘rotting black counter-revolutionaries’ Deng and Liu Shaoqi.


Deng himself was protected by his contacts in the military where he had a strong enough power base to make attacking him directly politically risky even for Mao. Mao had never been able to dominate the military completely. There was no equivalent in China of the NKVD, which had thoroughly penetrated the Soviet Red Army.


Organised secret police forces were very small in China, where the machinery of repression operated through mob rule and local police and militia, though for many years outside observers, confused by the system’s surface resemblance to the Soviet Union, vastly exaggerated the role of intelligence agencies and policemen. The closest equivalent was the Central Committee Examination Group, established in 1966 and used to direct persecutions against the top leadership by Mao’s intelligence chief Kang Sheng, who had died in 1975.


And after a quarter century of continuous warfare, from 1927 to 1953, first against the Nationalists, then the Japanese, and then the Americans in Korea, the army had a very well developed sense of its own identity and rights. The military was armed and ready to defend itself. Its leaders looked down on the fanaticism of the Red Guards, sneered at the Gang of Four as parvenus, and protected their own.


Deng had also been protected by Mao himself. Unlike most of the other top leaders eliminated in the first years of the Cultural Revolution, Deng had never opposed Mao over the Great Leap Forward, which, for Mao, had been the ultimate test of loyalty. In a rambling attack on the rest of the leadership given in 1959, Mao had named every single politician present, with the sole exception of Deng, as having opposed him and been proven wrong.


Deng’s own speeches in the aftermath of the Great Leap Forward show a mixture of guilty conscience and dogged loyalty. Speaking in 1961, after millions of his fellow Sichuanese had died in the famine, he said, ‘In the past, procurements were too heavy in some regions, for instance in Sichuan, where they have been heavy for quite a few years, including this year, but there was no alternative. I approve of the Sichuan style, they never moan about hardship, we could all learn from Sichuan.’23 


Deng had other allies. Many believed that he must be a member of the Hakka, the ‘guest people’ of south-west China,24 since he was so closely supported by a number of prominent Hakka, particularly the army marshal Ye Jianying. In fact, he was a Han Chinese from Sichuan province, where feelings ran strong in defence of the local boy made good.


No amount of propaganda could wear away Sichuanese loyalties to Deng. When Deng had fallen in 1966, farmers and townspeople across the province had rallied against the attacks on him, even burning local Party buildings in protest. The protests were put down by militia units led by newly promoted Party members who weren’t part of the networks Deng had built up over the years, but the old attachments still lingered.


For Deng, revolution had always been a means to an end. Like many of the 1920s generation, he saw communism as a way of achieving both national strength and personal prosperity: a chicken in every pot and a tractor in every shed. In a country acutely conscious of its own humiliations over the past century, and where much of the population was cripplingly poor, it was tempting to follow the path the Soviets claimed to have forged to material prosperity. To Deng, as to many others, the value of communism didn’t lie in abstract principles of justice or moral values, but in tangible success – and when policies didn’t work, they could be changed. The famous line, ‘It doesn’t matter if the cat is black or white, so long as it catches mice,’25 wasn’t original to Deng – if, indeed, he ever said those exact words at all – but it precisely summed up his pragmatic approach to government problems.


Deng’s flexible communism contrasted sharply with the ideology of his chief enemies, the Gang of Four. They practised the usual hypocrisies, especially Jiang Qing, who denounced pets, foreign music and foreign luxuries, while keeping songbirds, dancing to jazz and stocking her Zhongnanhai apartment with movie projectors and refrigerators, but they were still revolutionary purists. For Jiang Qing and the others, communism was a process of continual revolution and self-purging, both nationally and personally. A true communist state would constantly cleanse itself, lest counter-revolutionaries and right-wing deviators destroy it. For them, the Chinese people were a means to an end; for Deng, the good of the people was an end in itself.


They believed that the soul of the revolutionary state was far more important than its material success. The obsession with revolutionary purity had a long pedigree in both the European left-wing tradition and Chinese culture. Young Chinese, meanwhile, had been fixated on the elusive quality of chengyi, ‘sincerity’, since at least the 1890s. The older generations lacked sincerity, and thus only the pure hearts of the young could carry through revolution.


That revolution had been frustrated by Deng’s re-emergence and the general cooling down of the Cultural Revolution in the mid-seventies. Now, however, they saw themselves as being on the brink of seizing power. It was obvious that Mao had months left at best, and Jiang Qing followed his medical reports closely. Yet Deng still stood in the way. The day after Zhou’s death, Wang Hongwen telephoned colleagues in Shanghai, advising them, ‘You should turn grief into strength. Criticising Deng is the first priority.’26


Before 1975, Deng and Zhou had never actually been that close. Indeed, Deng had signalled his loyalty to Mao, during his own return to power, through a few carefully acid remarks aimed at Zhou. But over the course of the year, Zhou had come to see Deng as his only possible successor, and a reliable bulwark against the Gang of Four. Mao, in turn, had come to see Deng as a potential threat once more, launching in December a propaganda campaign, ‘Counterattack the Right-Deviationist Reversal-of-Verdicts Trend’,27 aimed at taking him down again.


Now, Deng was asked to give Zhou Enlai’s funeral oration. This was an honour, but also a risk. Although the terms he planned to use were boilerplate honorifics, with no hint of internal politics, it squarely placed him as the heir to Zhou’s policies, and right in the firing line of the Gang of Four – and Mao himself, if he turned his mind to it. Chatting to his daughter, one of his closest confidants, Deng expressed his own nervousness and fear. This would be a bad year, he thought, but it might turn out well in the end. 
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17 China’s school grades correspond to those used in the USA. ‘Second grade’ is therefore roughly equivalent to the British Year 3.
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24 So-called because they (probably) originally migrated from central or northern China to the south-west. It has never been clear whether Deng actually had any Hakka ancestry or not, but he certainly didn’t speak Hakka or consider himself a member of the minority.


25 This seems to have been coined by government officials in rural areas struggling to keep people alive during the Great Leap Forward.


26 Yan and Gao, p. 483.


27 Like most of these titles, it sounds snappier in Chinese.
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