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INTRODUCTION

MARTHA WARD


You are about to read a compelling and riveting autobiography. The man who wrote it, Mr. He Liyi, has told a wondrous story of cultural chaos in China and of personal lives thwarted and fulfilled. The idea of looking at history from the bottom up, and of delving into the relevance of lived experience, has never been more meaningful than in this account. That Mr. He writes with such grace and humor is only part of the magic of this book.

The author is a member of the Bai minority group of China and lives in Yunnan Province in a special region called the Dali Autonomous Prefecture. As he says, “I live in a distant mountain corner of northwestern Yunnan in the southwestern corner of China.” Born in 1930, he attended college and studied English in Kunming, the capital city of the province, from 1950 to 1953. But when the Anti-Rightist Movement started, he was “disciplined.” Married to a peasant woman, he became a farmer and later a “chalk-eater.” He experienced what he describes as “years of unspeakable humiliation and suffering.” Yet by Part 3 Mr. He has translated a collection of the folktales of China’s minority populations and published the book in England.

Many of us tried to follow the extraordinary happenings in China after the Communist government took over in 1949. We knew very little of what was happening to one-fourth of the world’s people. There were rumors of millions starved to death, exiled to labor camps, or executed; stories circulated of the harshness and pain of living and dying in China. As a Chinese man told me about those years of upheaval, “Every one of us has a story; most of us can never tell it.” What happened to Mr. He in the decades between college and his book of folktales? What tales could he tell?




Mr. China 

This story is about the machinations of one man to survive and even explain what happens to a person caught in the turmoil of his nation building and  tearing itself up simultaneously. On October 1, 1949, Mao Zedong proclaimed the People’s Republic of China in Beijing. The new government assumed control of a country exhausted by two generations of war and social conflict. Inflation and the disruption of transport and communication systems had devastated the economy. Chinese Communist leaders, most of whom had made the famous “Long March,” urgently needed to establish social order and national infrastructures very quickly. They modeled the new social institutions they needed after the Soviet example. But this brought anything connected to their mutual enemy, the United States, into automatic disfavor. As Mr. He writes, “The leaders of Mr. China started a love affair with Russia.”

With the Communist Party in control, this period in China was characterized by vast internal conflicts. In 1957 the Anti-Rightist Movement encouraged the flowers of free expression and individuality to bloom, only to denounce and cut them down as weeds. Mr. He’s accounts of “self-criticism meetings” and “struggles” give an extraordinary view of the daily confrontations among citizens, bureaucrats, party hacks, and even crazy people about what shape the new China should take.

The authority of the Chinese Communist Party began to reach into every phase of ordinary life. In 1958, for example, the “Great Leap Forward” brought new economic programs aimed at rapidly raising industrial and agricultural production above the impressive gains already made. Local leaders formed cooperatives or communes. Backyard factories dotted China’s landscape. But the results were disastrous, as normal cultural and economic patterns were disrupted, even destroyed. Within a year, the Chinese leadership retreated, blaming poor planning and the weather. The resulting famine killed at least 20 million people, perhaps as many as 30 million. We will never officially know.

By 1960 the love affair with Russia had ended. Sino-Soviet relations deteriorated sharply as Russia withdrew all of its advisers; citizens like Mr. He became more isolated than ever from the rest of the world. Mr. He relates almost casually the stories of these times: Wolves steal a baby, lovers are separated abruptly, careers are assigned capriciously, and the metaphors of cooking pots and hunger sneak into ordinary consciousness. He calls 1958 the “period of big-pot rice” because everyone was supposed to eat communally and share food. Later he defines jobs as the secure but lowly “iron rice bowl” or the more prestigious “golden rice bowl.”

In the spring of 1966 another movement, the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution, set China on a course of political and social anarchy that lasted the better part of a decade. Radical young people’s groups, the Red Guard, attacked party and state organizations at all levels. Complex factions developed. Watchers outside China had very little information or insight into these baffling and precarious times; those living in China had even less. The entire fabric  of Chinese collective life was affected: Schools closed, monuments and market systems were destroyed, and countless individuals were sent to labor camps, exile, or death. Even the most intimate moments, such as between husband and wife or between parent and child, were subordinated to the national mania of Mao’s revolutionary vision. Nourishing meals for the coming months—matters of life and death—could be tied to an event as simple as a chance meeting with a village functionary or the death of a pig. We can follow the history of China in the course of Mr. He’s personal difficulties: At the depths of the Cultural Revolution he is forced to become a capitalist; and he steals shit.

Mao’s demise in September 1976 set off a scramble for succession, paving the way toward the arrest of his wife and the other members of the so-called Gang of Four. The new leaders renounced the mass political movements of prior years and adopted agrarian policies aimed at expanding rural income and incentives. They endorsed experiments in rudimentary capitalism and entrepreneurship. And, turning away from the central planning that had dominated Mao’s reign, they approved direct foreign investment and allowed consumer goods to be imported. In 1978 the Communist Party denounced the Cultural Revolution and slowly began finding and rehabilitating the survivors and victims of thirty years of tumult. This autobiography, as you will see, is the product of that lightening-up as it reached into Mr. He’s remote mountain corner.




A Way with Words 

This book is remarkable for a number of reasons. Mr. He wrote it from scratch in English; it has not been translated. We must not take this extraordinary achievement for granted. I can only imagine the challenge it must have been for a Chinese villager, at the age of fifty, to resurrect a language studied in college and write an account with such flowing form, grammar, and idiom. This book required less editing than do many of my students’ essays. Yet Mr. He had to use a different writing system for a language totally unrelated to Chinese—indeed, one he had not heard spoken for decades. He says of this period, “I abandoned all other trivial pursuits. I had only one goal and that was to lay siege to the English language and recapture my lost territory as soon as possible. I made this poor and mountainous corner my permanent home and the English language my daily bread.”

His love of English put Mr. He in the path of suffering and disgrace. But literacy in English—in “ABC” as he and his family say—also saved his life. What drew his editor, Claire Chik, into his narrative and keeps all of us enchanted is the delight and freshness of his phrasing. He has written an ode to the English language that shines through like poetry. As the editor of his book of folktales remarked:
His use of the language has powerful attractions. Some of his sentences make one smile out of mere quaintness: “Every now and then they were often found to be short of this or that.” These instances I have, sometimes regretfully, removed. Just as often, his English has the freshness of our first taste of something new. No native English speaker would have translated the monk’s injunction to his novices in “Green Dragon Pond” into He Liyi’s tumbling monosyllables—“Just go, go, go, both of you go down to buy.”—and no native English speaker could better them. His texts were remarkable most of all for their rhythmical felicity, and for their manipulation of sound. In “A Stone Sheep,” for instance, I could not bring myself to delete his line, “Her feet were seriously pierced by stings.”a






Mr. He also loved two women. He recounts long conversations, letters, and arguments with both Guihua and Cuilian, the heroines of this story. They order him around. He tricks them and reasons with them. They stick by him as his troubles grow like weeds in his rice field. They are separated, then magically united. Rarely are we privileged to witness the interactions of a Chinese man and woman locked in such intimacy. I am impressed by the respect they pay to and earn from one another. And I am astounded by the daily neverending work they do; physical, emotional, social, and political work; work that nurtures, sustains, and drains. By the end of the book it is also his wives’ stories Mr. He has told. The turbulent events that submerged a quarter of the world’s people overshadow neither the personal qualities of these women nor his remarkable relationships with them.

Throughout the narrative we are ominously aware of how Mr. China in faraway Beijing translates his national policies into regional actions. Local administrative units control people’s lives in random but telling ways, sometimes helpful but more often frustrating and tyrannical. Again and again Mr. He mentions the policies, their pettiness, and the permission he must get just to pursue simple activities. The presence of external and cold officialdom lurks in every chapter.

Yet also embedded in this autobiography is the richness of ordinary Chinese culture and life, of foods eaten, of customs explained, of rituals performed. No anthropologist could have done as much justice to the daily patterns of Chinese culture. For example, in Chapter 9 Mr. He describes why his family celebrated the Torch Festival in 1964. In fact, accounts of the Torch Festival appear in the earliest historical records of Yunnan Province. For many years the Communist Party tried to suppress this kind of local ethnic ceremonialism. They called it “feudal” or “primitive.” More recently, however, the government has co-opted parts of these ceremonies as lures to the lucrative tourist  trade. Officials now proudly proclaim the integrity and antiquity of a Torch Festival that bears little resemblance to Mr. He’s village celebration.

According to the legend behind this ceremony, an ancient king desired another man’s wife and so conspired to kill him. He built a chamber of pine trees and invited his rival and other chiefs to a banquet. The wife, knowing of the plot, begged her husband not to go. When he insisted, she sent him off with a gift of a white iron bracelet. On the night of the banquet, under a full moon, the king set fire to the chamber. When Madame Wife received word of this event, she gathered her soldiers and armed them with torches. Too late to save her husband, she searched for his skeleton in the ashes. Finally she located the bones by the iron bracelet. But her fingers were burned in the process. When the king captured her and shipped her to Dali on a boat, she leaped from the railing to her death rather than marry him. On the anniversary of this tragic death, Bai women use flower dye on their fingers and men erect torches in homes and villages or stage competitions and other ceremonies to honor her bravery.

It is important to follow simple things throughout Mr. He’s saga. Note the references, say, to matches, cigarettes, and lighters. For Mr. He such items were still a novelty in 1962. Human excrement, on the other hand, was a valuable commodity. And, indeed, the daily economies of poverty for the He family never ceased. I think we would be bored by a scholarly analysis of Chinese family income. But Mr. He’s descriptions of their Family Congresses, of their debates and the outcomes of their votes, give insights into the very heart and privacy of his family life.

One of the most unswerving themes in this book concerns the suffering and redemption experienced through “education.” Without giving away the plot, I want to note that sacrifices for having been taught in the wrong setting, or for striving to learn in the right setting, dominate the entire book. Ironies also abound. Mr. He’s grandmother sold family land to pay for his father’s career advancement; thus the son was branded as a “landlord.” And “reeducation” camps were really about punishment and hard work. In them, however, Mr. He learned an astonishing number and variety of careers. Indeed, he appears to have learned from every situation and person he encountered. In the end, he hands back both knowledge and wisdom, surely the measure of education at its best.

It is not easy to write books and find a publisher when you live in rural China and have little access to technologies most of us take for granted. In Chapter 17, Mr. He recounts how he received a typewriter with the assistance of a young Englishwoman named Claire Chik. Fluent in Chinese, she was teaching English at the Kunming Institute of Technology. Claire had completed a degree in Chinese studies and history at the School of Oriental and African Studies of London University and, later, received a scholarship to study the language intensively at Beijing University.

Despite the typewriter transfer, the two of them had not talked face to face. They arranged to meet during the festivities of the third lunar month after the Chinese New Year in 1984. Claire walked into the lobby of the Er Hai Hotel in the town of Xiaguan, outside of Dali City (this is an auspicious location). She asked in Chinese, “Is Teacher He here?” Turning, she saw him standing there, wearing the blue cotton uniform of China, hands clasped behind his back. “Very proper, very much a gentleman,” she remembers thinking.

Mr. He asked Claire to read what he called a “little autobiography.” The publisher of the book of folktales had requested a short introduction about the author. And what Mr. He had written was completely captivating. But it was too long for his publisher to use and too short to be a book. Claire begged him to expand and elaborate; she offered to help. When she returned to her job in Kunming, they continued to correspond.

In 1986 Claire moved with her husband and daughter to southern California. As she was preparing to leave China, Mr. He gave her some completed sections of his manuscript; then the two arranged a system of further correspondence. He numbered all his letters and she dated hers. One round trip by mail usually took a month. Otherwise simple matters of checking facts and asking and answering questions became frustrating procedures when their letters crossed in transit. But only one letter and a package ever went astray.

Pages poured out from Mr. He’s typewriter as he sent her episode after episode. The pages were single spaced, typed edge to edge in tiny print on flimsy onionskin. In this way he saved money on postage and conserved precious paper. When his ribbons wore out, he used the red side. The letters on his small portable machine eventually lost their alignment. Until recently he typed with old-fashioned carbon paper and wrote only one draft.

Claire typed the episodes into her computer and arranged the sections into the chapters you will find here. She remarks, “I was in a new country and I knew no one. Working on this manuscript kept me sane from 1986 on.” Mr. He remarks, “She worked with the power of two tigers and nine buffaloes.” Drawn to his words and style, Claire has brilliantly preserved the clarity of his prose. Despite the birth of a son who occasionally destroyed her computer files, she kept working on the book. Her biggest problems were cutting the sheer bulk to a manageable length and finding a publisher for it.

For my part, I am an anthropologist and a university professor. My dreams of visiting China materialized in the summer of 1990, when I accompanied eleven colleagues and friends from New Orleans to China on a Fulbright-Hays travel grant. At one point we were seated in the lobby of the Er Hai Hotel in the town of Xiaguan outside the city of Dali in Yunnan Province. Here is what I wrote in my journal:
The road is washed out, a big landslide. I hate that dangerous highway but it is the only road in and out of Dali. No trains, no planes, no rent-a-cars, no alternatives.  The Provincial Governor said they can fix the road in only five days(!). What a mess—at the tender mercies of weather and Chinese schedules. While we were negotiating with the Institute of the Minorities in Kunming to send a bus to meet us on the other side of the slide, I decided to tell the group the story about the sailor and the manatee. We needed cheering up. The story was complete with proper gestures; the suspense built and I looked up to see a Chinese elder dressed in worn blue cotton clothes. He had the most intelligent knowing eyes and he was listening raptly to my naughty story. I hope I did not offend him. Wispy hairs. Thin. Like most Chinese of his generation he needs a good dentist. He looks overworked but his smile reminded me of a proud Sino-Pixie.





A Canadian couple, similarly marooned, introduced us to the man I came to know as Mr. He. I was intrigued by his fluent English. He wanted to know, “Where did you learn to tell stories?” We fell into instant trust and talked at every opportunity until the bus taking us out left the following afternoon.

Mr. He showed me the book of folktales he had collected, translated, and published. He explained how difficult it was to find paper, to make copies, and to post materials abroad. A copying machine had only just reached Dali; both the machine and international postage were expensive. With such elaborate tact and politeness that I almost missed the point, he suggested that I might be able to assist him with his little stories. We agreed to correspond. Mr. He added me to his international correspondence network and I began to receive additional, tantalizing pieces of his life story, one sent from Denmark and another from Australia. I was hooked and curious. I wrote him and fervently urged him to write the whole story down. Modestly, he replied, “Please practice patience, understand my limited resources, and contact Claire Chik.”

I called Claire; he had already written to her about me. She sent me the manuscript she had just finished retyping. I stayed up all night to read it. The next morning I wrote Dean Birkenkamp at Westview Press to tell him how extraordinary was this manuscript. He agreed with me and the rest, as we say, is history.




Being Bai 

Mr. He and his family belong to the Bai People, one of China’s largest minority groups. As he explains, “At home we speak Bai, not the official language of my country, Mandarin. In the past, because our contacts with outsiders were limited and frustrated by this language trouble, we were looked down upon as ignorant and backward. We never found it easy to compete with the Han people.” Many of the following chapters contain references to this intriguing minority status. But what does it actually entail? Mr. He’s tribulations were similar to those many endured under Mao’s rule. His trials during the last forty years of transformation in China stem more from his “privileged” background and knowledge of a “dangerous” foreign language than from his ethnicity.  In fact, the advantages and delights of being Bai intersect his life at key moments, as we shall see.

The story of “minority nationhood” in China is complex and confusing. Unless individuals expressly identify themselves as minority persons, it is impossible to tell. Members of the identified minority groups cannot be distinguished by physical traits or cultural habits from the Han nationality (that is, the ethnic Chinese). Although Mr. He is Bai, he must identify himself from the beginning. He wants us to know that “I am, of course, Chinese; however, I should like to add one more word: I am Bai Chinese. I belong not to the great Hans of Central China but to the Bai National Minority.”

What Westerners call ethnic groups, the Chinese call minzu, meaning “national minorities” or “nationalities.” Sixty-seven million people are grouped into fifty-five of these nationalities. The Han majority, 94 percent of China’s population, constitute the fifty-sixth nationality. These minorities largely reside in a strategic frontier are on the northern, western, and southern borders of the great landmass of China.

In the period from 1949 to 1957, the newly formed Communist government promoted what it called “cultural flourishing.” This program included research on the pluralism and diversity within China’s vast population. In 1956 teams of government officials, bureaucrats, scholars, and students spread out across the nation. Their task was to survey and define ethnicity for the entire country and to assign the status of “national minorities” to selected groups. The teams collected and recorded folklore and documented the linguistic, geographical, and historical distributions of these diverse peoples. Stalin’s four criteria of “nation” or ethnicity guided them: Minzus had a common language, a common territory, a common economic life, and common psychological dispositions (that is, cultural life and customs). More than 400 groups stepped forward to claim their status as minorities. Yunnan Province itself had approximately 260 claimants during this period of identification.

As a result of their work, the research teams certified the Bai as the second largest ethnic minority in Yunnan Province. This rugged land, part of the great mountain roof of Asia, is home to approximately one-fifth of China’s minority groups. Bordering on Burma, India, and Vietnam, Yunnan has long been a crossroads of warfare, trade, and migration as well as a breeding ground of ideas, people, and groups. With a history as convoluted as their mountain homes, “national minorities” such as the Bai have crossed modern political boundaries. Evidence reveals that they are older than either the Han borders or the boundaries drawn by the Communist Party. In fact, the Bai people are referred to in the earliest archaeological records of the Bronze Age, as well as in later manuscripts written by Han historians. The 1982 and 1984 population censuses of China listed more than 1.2 million Bai; most of these, approximately 900,000, are concentrated in Dali Autonomous Prefecture, which has a special status because of its minority populations. For English  readers, the most important contemporary and ethnographic work on this area is Under the Ancestor’s Shadow by Francis L.K. Hsu.b


Dali has long been the capital of Bai settlement. This city, 400 kilometers from Kunming, is famous not only for its scenic beauty and delightful weather but also for its 500-year role as the political, economic, and cultural center of the Nanzhao and Dali kingdoms, which controlled Yunnan in the past. Indeed, as a place of strategic importance, it was a gateway for promoting cultural and trade relations between China and Southeast Asian countries. Much of the action in the present autobiography takes place in villages in the Bai homeland, in the Dali Autonomous Prefecture, and along a fabled road called the “China-India” highway. One part of this highway is the old Southern Silk Road. Another part is known by Americans as the Burma Road of World War II fame. Mr. He remarks on its “about-to-fall-down-rocks.” I myself took queasy notice of its unmarked and ungraded curves, of the buses and trucks along it that used horns instead of brakes, and of the wrecks strewn at the base of its menacing cliffs.

Chinese officials are very careful to emphasize that before Liberation, minorities such as the Bai people lived in remote places and lacked schools, highways, telephones, and electricity. After Liberation, minority peoples had factory jobs and were involved in commerce and industry. As one Chinese Communist Party official described to me, “After Liberation, we introduced advanced culture and technology. We built hydroelectric plants and improved the rice harvests. We helped the national minorities make economic and agricultural plans.” Some of this developmental zeal is reflected in the many jobs Mr. He masters in the course of surviving his country’s policies. Of course, he sees those years before and after Liberation, and during the aftermath of the Communist Party’s growing-up, from a very different point of view. He was at the bottom looking up.

Assertions of minority status have amounted to a historical roller coaster. At times it was better to deny or avoid what Han Chinese or Communists call “feudal practices.” During the two decades of “national contradictions,” or cultural homogenization, from 1957 to 1977, Chairman Mao stressed unity and pressed for an assimilationist ethic in politics. It was then that the Chinese or Han superculture superseded local ethnicities. But during the Cultural Revolution, radical officials prosecuted those who claimed minority status even in such simple matters as wearing ethnic clothing. The repression during this period also resulted in delayed publication of the voluminous reports on socioeconomic organizations, customs, and folklore of minority groups.

In 1978 the government began to ease up on minorities. State policy and funding promoted a new brand of ethnicity as a national treasure—in competition for tourist money. Coffee-table books, postcards of happy young women wearing “national costumes,” and ethnic crafts such as embroidery marked this revivalistic fervor. More recent policies in China offer further advantages to minority-group members, such as special treatment on the national college entrance exams or exemptions to family-planning restrictions and the “one-child” policy. In a rush to gain recognition, many groups have sought reclassification. Even some of the Han aspired to a category of legitimate difference, which offered enhanced educational and economic opportunities, preferential status, and access to governmental channels. In the meantime, many individuals within China’s minorities have married one another. For this reason and others, interethnic tensions have not been a problem, particularly relative to the broader difficulties of Chinese life.

In 1956, when the National Minorities Research Institute began to investigate the social history of the minority groups of Yunnan Province, it opened an office in Kunming,. One of its first employees was Mr. He. Fluent in both Bai and Mandarin, he translated English materials into Chinese; at other times he accompanied groups of experts into a distant mountain area and acted as interpreter. (The researchers from Beijing were not familiar with the languages spoken in the native villages of the Chinese countryside.) Mr. He loved his work. “I rejoiced over the change,” he writes. “I had been working in a government office building where an eight-hour day seemed like a sixty-four-hour day. As soon as I was transferred to do a translator’s job, my work day passed by like eight minutes.”

He Liyi had no political aspirations. Life seemed solid; working in Kunming, offered more opportunities for him than did living in his village. He felt extremely fortunate to have such a good job as interpreter and researcher. He had a fiancée, some Christian friends, a portable manual typewriter, books in English, and the kind of plans that many bright and educated young men make for their lives. But in the summer of 1957, a year after he began his job for the National Minorities Research Institute, the great wheel of China shifted once again and took him with it. Mr. He begins his story at this point.
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YUNNAN PROVINCE





PART ONE
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1

AN ANTI-PARTY RIGHTIST CAP FOR ME


My ancestors settled in the remote mountainous area of northwestern Yunnan. I am, of course, Chinese; however, I should like to add one more word: I am Bai Chinese. I belong not to the great Hans of Central China but to the Bai National Minority. At home we speak Bai, not the official language of my country, Mandarin. In the past, because our contacts with outsiders were limited and frustrated by this language trouble, we were looked down upon as ignorant and backward. We never found it easy to compete with the Han people.

Early in 1956, something unusual happened. Under the direct leadership of the Beijing-based Academy of Social Sciences, a special committee—the Research Institute for National Minority People’s Social History—was established in Kunming. Most of its personnel were from Beijing. Without delay, I was the first one selected to help in their investigations. Not only am I Bai, fluent in Mandarin, but I had also studied English at college. Sometimes I was instructed to translate English materials into Chinese for research use; sometimes, to join a group of experts and visit a distant mountain area. On these occasions I acted as an interpreter, since people from Beijing can’t follow the language spoken by the native villagers.

I rejoiced over the change. I had been working in a government office building where an eight-hour day seemed like a sixty-four-hour day. But as soon as I was transferred to do a translator’s job, my workday passed by like eight minutes. Opening my dusty boxes, I brought out my books. I began to think, I began to plan; I was going to use my English again.

But all at once, in the summer of 1957, a great political movement known to the world as the Struggle Against the Rightists started all over our country. In the beginning, people opened with statements like “We are living in Mao Zedong’s era. Everybody is free to express his or her thoughts.” The most popular saying was “Let a hundred flowers blossom and a hundred schools of thought contend.” This was the policy set forth by Chairman Mao for promoting  the arts and sciences and for developing a flourishing socialist culture. Office work stopped. For several months we did nothing but hold meeting after meeting, where reports were delivered and documents chosen for discussion.

Then, in the autumn of 1957, came the second stage. This was called “Drawing a clear line between sweet-smelling flowers and poisonous weeds.” Now we heard, “In order to protect our New China, to ensure its color doesn’t change, everybody must boldly expose all the poisonous weeds. Chairman Mao states that 95 percent of the population are loyal to socialism, but 5 percent only pretend to serve the people in a false way. If you cannot find that 5 percent, you are blind.” Right after this, the struggle began. In order to fulfill that number, the group members began to gather their strength and to reexamine and analyze all that had previously been said.

In our office, three people were being dragged out, found out, discovered. One was a fifty-year-old man, a returned scholar from America. Another was a young man named Gao, a classmate of mine from college, who was a talkative fellow. The third and last poisonous weed was I myself.

At first, face-to-face struggle meetings1 were conducted in a friendly atmosphere. In some organizations, snacks were even prepared on the table. The activists criticized in kind voices and said, “Eat something soft.” They offered you a cup of water or a cigarette. This was named “To struggle with pleasant wind and light rain.” But as the movement went deeper, people used the phrase “To struggle with a bigger storm.” They shouted at you, pointed at your forehead or pulled your hair. They were so furious that they banged the desks and chairs with their fists. They kicked the floor, as if the floor was an enemy. And finally they hit, beat, or even gave you a “helicopter ride”—tied your arms behind your back and hung you up by them. All these struggle meetings ended with a warning: “Let’s stop here for this evening, but we have a tomorrow every day. Never, never retreat unless a final and complete victory is won!”

It was easy to accuse me. My family had been classified as “landlord.” I had once said that although I admired the Soviets’ heavy industry, their light industry was falling behind that of capitalist countries such as Britain and America. I remember saying, “If you go into a bookstore and pick up a copy of a Soviet magazine, it gives off a terrible smell. Can you find a strange smell on American publications? British and American portable typewriters are light and good-looking. What about Soviet typewriters? Ugly and too heavy.” They also remembered, “You are a man who hates the Soviet Union and loves the enemy, America!” I had once commented that nowadays in China, as soon as you knew the beginning of a book, magazine, film, radio program, you knew exactly how it was going to end. For this they said, “You hate our new society! You hate our Party! No mistake—you are just the rightist we are  all trying to search for!” If I made a little unconscious mistake in speech, they immediately seized the opportunity to do evil.

During the daytime we three were left in peace, but each of us had to write his own “material”—a written report expressing inner thoughts and giving convincing answers to hundreds of “whys” and “whats.”
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One day, after we had entered the second angry stage, I received a letter from Wu Qiyan, a former girlfriend. I could hardly believe my eyes, because many of my friends, including my former old classmates, had started avoiding me after they learned I had become a poisonous weed. Earlier I had written to Qiyan in northeast China, telling her of my new job. Then, a little while before the Anti-Rightist Movement began, I heard she had returned to Kunming and been assigned to teach Russian at a middle school.2 For a time I thought of going to see her, but when I reconsidered it, I gave up the idea. Following the invitation in her letter, that afternoon I ran as fast as my two legs could carry me. The moment her school building came into view I stopped, looked at the gate, and then exclaimed, “No, it’s too late now! I am too dirty. Heaven will punish me if I go into that school and poison that teacher of Russian.”

I ran home, knocked my forehead against the desk, covered my head with my hands, and then threw myself into bed and sobbed.

A knock came at the door. Immediately I wiped my eyes and listened. More knocks followed. I thought my colleagues were coming to fetch me for another struggle session, so I replied, “I am here. I have no wings. I cannot fly to Taiwan.”

The knocking didn’t stop. I tiptoed over, lifted the corner of my curtain, and looked out. It was Qiyan. She opened the door and came forward a step or two, looking around, as though we were playing hide-and-seek.

“Shuyi!3 Can you remember my name?” Gazing straight into my eyes, she approached nearer.

I couldn’t control my tears. Her voice brought back memories from the past.

In spite of everything, Qiyan had taken the initiative and come knocking at my door. How kind and how great she was! I must offer her a cup of tea. I reached for my thermos, but there was not a drop of water in it. Formerly, the cleaning staff had brought me hot water regularly.4 After they saw I had become a bad element, they stopped serving me. I ran out, intending to borrow some water from my next-door colleagues. People were talking inside, but they paid no attention to my knock. About twenty minutes later I did succeed in getting a thermos of hot water; I bought it from a tea shop.

As I was returning, four children accosted me at the main gate of my organization. One of them said, “Good afternoon, Mr. Lao You (Old Rightist)!” 


Another boy asked, “Are you bringing poisonous water to your friend?”

The biggest boy came up to me like a top official and asked, “What side of the road are you walking on now?”

“I don’t understand,” I replied. “The road is public. It does not belong to your family.”

“No, all of us are the masters of the road. You are a Lao You. As ‘you’ means ‘right,’ you must walk on the right side!” With a push he forced me to walk on the right side.

An old woman said, “Just listen to the children! Hereafter they will all become the leftists of our country.”

The children followed me. I couldn’t stop them. My only aim was to offer a cup of water to a special friend, but my head ached seriously. I found my door closed and nobody in. Luckily the window had been left open, and I climbed through. But at that moment I dropped the thermos. Glass and hot water smashed all over the floor.

Qiyan was nowhere to be seen. However, my room had changed while I was out buying water. There was no more dust on the desk. All my books looked in good order. A vase of straw-like flowers had disappeared. On my bed I noticed a blue-covered notebook. Upon opening it I found a little photo of myself pasted onto the first page. I was particularly touched when I saw a faded rose beneath it. Qiyan and I had once picked two roses from the same branch of a bush in a temple. Later we each kept one. I had been preserving mine in my biggest English-Chinese dictionary. As I opened the dictionary and looked at my rose, Qiyan came back. She put down a pail of cold water and took up the broom.

“Someone has broken a thermos.”

“It was my fault. I forget everything when I am in a hurry. I haven’t even a cup of water to offer!”

“It’s all right. I know your present circumstances.”

“Qiyan, you don’t understand—I have become an enemy of the people. I am now a poisonous weed; even three-year-old children are trying to weed me out!”

“I do understand, Shuyi! It makes no difference. Exactly the same in our school!”

I heard voices and looked out the window. A group of my colleagues’ children were looking back at me. One of them waved his hand and they repeated a new type of nursery rhyme. It sounded a bit like one I had read in an English book:

“One, two, three, four, five, 
We have caught a Lao You alive, 
Six, seven, eight, nine, ten, 
A strange lady brings him water again. 
One, two, three, four, five, 
An inch the snake wants to move, 
Six, seven, eight, nine, ten, 
People will struggle him to death again!”







Qiyan closed the window and asked, “Do you have to get permission if you want to go out?”

“No. Big leaders up above haven’t made a final decision. I am waiting for some sort of punishment now, but I still can go out and about in the streets.”

“I’m afraid those little ghosts will bring you trouble. Shall we go for a walk?”

“But what if later someone says, ‘You are playing with a wolf, a snake. . . .’”

“I don’t mind.”

“Just like your father! One day you’ll become a famous lady-professor.”

“You are wrong if you think my professor-father is great. As the earth turns round and round, everything changes. For a time he was called an important big-school professor.5 But one day, my dear friend, there was a storm up above. He also received a cap—they say he is a fierce monster and demon.6 In our present-day China, from north to south, from east to west, when anyone sees a weed which appears to be special or unusual, they say that weed is poisonous. They pull up everything. They destroy everything, no matter if it is poisonous or can be turned into a beautiful plant. Nowadays a father can do nothing for his children, and sometimes the children have to curse their parents. Anyway, I think both you and my father are in the same boat.”

“So, according to your theory, I am a good man?”

“Of course you are! Otherwise I wouldn’t have come to see you here. I have brought you a little gift. As I was dusting your bookshelf I found that familiar dictionary. That fully proved, after all, that you didn’t forget me. Is there anything missing?” She put the two roses together.

“No, several springs and several autumns have come and gone, but nothing seems to be missing. Only the color has faded a little. But what about me? I have changed my ‘color.’ And Qiyan, you have not. You enjoy a sweet-smelling job. You are not involved in the present storm. Cherish it, protect it, and defend yourself. I am afraid I will spoil your bright future.”

“I think the present movement today really is like a heavy storm. It’s not easy to find a safe shelter. Thousands and millions of people can’t resist this storm. In the past you seldom paid attention to the weather reports, and moreover there were holes in your shoes. You couldn’t get a pair of rubber boots like important people with good connections can, but you still splashed about carelessly. Needless to say, all kinds of dirty mud got into your shoes. When the time came to examine each person’s feet they said, ‘Look at your feet! They’re stinking!’

“But our weather is changeable. Don’t forget that mud is washable, and one of these days a storm will come along and wash off your mud. Like many others, I believe you and my father will eventually see that day. So you must not be discouraged. How I wish I could take you to see my father, but, for the time being, it’s raining heavily. It’s better not to take a poisonous-weed friend to see a monster father!”

I opened the door and made sure no children were about. Qiyan walked ahead and I followed. As soon as we were in the main street we walked shoulder to shoulder, naturally. We drank, ate, and finally sat on a bench beside a lake. It was very late when we arrived at her school gate. Taking a lovely apple out of her bag, Qiyan said, “I saved this apple for you. It’s from Shandong Province. It goes to foreign countries as well.”

“You have it yourself or give it to your father.”

“No, you must have it. My father has some already. All the way from Harbin to Beijing and then to Yunnan, I purposely kept one for you.”

The apple passed to and fro many times. One of us missed and the apple rolled and rolled until it stopped just in front of the woman gatekeeper.7 She at once cried out excitedly, “Ai, what a big apple! The biggest, the most beautiful apple I’ve ever seen in my life! Ah, I must enjoy it myself. ...” She smelled it and opened her mouth wide, making a funny show.

Qiyan and I exchanged glances. The old woman smiled and said, “Teacher Wu, I’ve been watching you from the very beginning of your ‘apple ping-pong-ball game.’ Very interesting. I guess you must be our Teacher Wu’s Mr. So-and-so. Welcome to you. Now tell me, what do people call this fruit?”

“Everybody knows we call it ‘ping guo,’” Qiyan replied.

“But what does the word ‘ping’ mean?”

“‘ping’ means ‘equal,’” I said.

The old woman cut the apple into two and handed half to Qiyan and half to me. “You make a lovely couple,” she said.

Everybody smiled. We ate the apple. We didn’t speak, but we understood each other’s hearts. We hoped we would thereafter share joys and sorrows like we had shared that apple equally.

During the period when that violent political struggle movement was in full swing, Qiyan’s visit to my room was a great comfort. In our organization’s office, when I was forced to answer their criticisms, I had for a time thought that the only way out for me was to die. But now, when I thought of Qiyan’s words and her kind concern, I felt my life wasn’t over yet. She had given me a little strength with which to survive.

She dropped in at least once a week to see me. In order to avoid extra trouble, I never went to see her at her school. Each time she came she would bring me something special to eat or help a little in my room. On weekends we would go to see a film or walk for a while in a park. One afternoon during the Spring Festival holiday she took me to see her father. I was touched to see the old man, but it was not convenient to talk a great deal as there were many other guests.

By and by, my colleagues began to be suspicious of our relationship. When we met in our dormitory, some smiled a little; but inside that forced smile they often hid a sharp knife. I went about alone. The office director allowed me to go back to my desk as usual, but a decision had been made not to let rightists  touch the work they normally did. He said, “You just sit and read newspapers, including those published in other provinces. The only reason you have been seriously criticized by all the comrades is that you didn’t pay attention to politics in the past. You must make up for this shortcoming. The more you study politics, the higher your political level will be.”

In the beginning of the struggle movement, when it stormed and rained hard I thought I would be drowned. As I studied the Party editorials, day after day, I slowly became convinced they would not order a man from a security organization to shoot me. But I didn’t know what kind of punishment I would have to face and bear.

Meanwhile, Qiyan never said “I love you,” and I never asked her “Do you really love me?” Nevertheless, we understood each other well. Shortly after the Spring Festival of 1958, our marriage proposal was approved by her father. At first we decided to get married as soon as I was permitted to go back to my work. However, when that would be was a top secret of the government. Later we made a newer decision: Get everything ready, as quickly as possible. Qiyan had to fill in several forms at three levels: the Communist Youth League, the school authorities, and the local people’s government. It usually took a long time for everything to be processed smoothly.

One evening I was plunged into a state of terrible anxiety. How could I plan my life in my present uncertainty? I went to see our office director at his house. I told him everything about my past, and also about the true relationship between Qiyan and myself. At the end of our talk, he said, “Don’t worry too much. Your problems have nothing to do with the law. Our Party is not going to send all the rightists to a court and then throw them into a jailhouse. Today we have big rightists, middle rightists, little rightists, and ordinary ones. There are many different types. You didn’t secretly organize a group of counterrevolutionaries to destroy our society. You are perhaps only a little rightist. So the punishment for you, I think, will be a lighter one. You will be treated as an ordinary citizen. You’ll receive regular pay from the nation. I guarantee you won’t experience any physical harm.”

The next morning I rang Qiyan and told her to double her efforts to hurry along her marriage forms. Three days later, all my plans and dreams were destroyed. It happened suddenly and swiftly. At eight o’clock sharp we were told to attend a short meeting in the office. Our director opened the meeting with these words: “Comrades, listen to me carefully. Our plans and prearrangements always fall behind the flying speed of our society. I thought we would have to wait for a considerable time to see the outcome of our great struggle against the rightists. But no. The formal note from a high level has come at last. I was instructed to declare it today in the presence of everybody.

“Closing the gate here we are a big revolutionary family. By mastering our great leader Chairman Mao Zedong’s thought, using his thoughts as a mirror, we can see which comrade is true to our Party, and which is going to destroy  our great cause of the proletarian dictatorship. In this organization, as we look in the mirror, we see three enemies. In the past, since we didn’t pay enough attention to politics, we were all deceived by their sweetest words. But today, under the correct leadership of our Party, and with the spirit of persistently chasing the enemy, we finally succeeded in revealing their ugly faces as those of monsters and snakes and ghosts. We all know where they were born, their past family history, what they said and did to injure our socialism. It is all down in black and white. They can never deny a word. All their material will be put into a big paper bag and will follow each one of them.

“These three are not good-for-nothings. The Party has spent a big sum of money in training them. They are valuable state property. Later, they thought they were wiser than others, so they began to fire at our Party. They didn’t know that real wisdom is in the hands of the people. Yet when the time came for the Party to consider their problems, it was lenient and forgiving. As bad as they are, we don’t intend to shoot, to beat them to death. We’ll let them have an opportunity to correct their defects and make a self-reform plan in the coming years. As soon as they realize they have been ungrateful to the Party and the people, the people will welcome them back to contribute to our nation’s modernization program. I hope you three will consider and cherish this last opportunity.

“Finally, I want you three to understand this: If you had committed such crimes in the Kuomintang days, you would have had your heads cut off. You must be cheerful and rejoice because you are under the leadership of the Chinese Communist Party. Yes, we agree, none of you killed a person in the street, or set fire to a building—but your anti-Party thoughts and the words you used to attack our Party were fiercer than those who use a gun to fire or a TNT packet to destroy. They were not trifles. If we place your anti-Party problems on a big-principle desk, it wouldn’t be an exaggeration to describe them as a case of treason. And you know the penalty for treason is death. Are we going to give you a death sentence? No. You’ll live. You still have a great hope to join our big revolutionary family. Bear this in mind: Based on Marx—Lenin—Mao Zedong thought theory, all your problems belong to ‘contradictions between the people and the enemy.’ But our Party hasn’t punished you in accordance with this rule. In order to give you a chance to correct your wrongdoings, our Party has turned a ‘people-to-enemy’ contradiction into a ‘people-to-people’ contradiction. Your problems are problems among people, not between people and enemies. You three are very lucky. If our Party had used the first to punish you, you would have died. Please treasure this lenient policy of our Party.

“The note we have received from above makes it clear that there is some difference between each of you. One will be sent to a distant county in south Yunnan. The other two will be sent to a small county not far from Kunming. Generally speaking, they are all state-owned farms. They are not concentration  camps, neither are they labor-reform farms of the Security Department, nor are they under the control of policemen. They are very new farms, set up only several months ago. You are to receive a reeducation program through labor. There is no fixed date on which you will be able to leave. Two weeks, two years, or ten years—nobody knows how long you’ll have to stay. You’ll have the right to vote. You’ll receive a little salary to buy soap, cigarettes, stamps. The country takes care of everything. Just pack your things right after this meeting and get ready to jump into a jeep.”

Coming out of the office building, I thought of what Qiyan’s school gatekeeper had said as we ate that apple. Would Qiyan like to share her future with a man who was going to reform his thoughts on a farm? I had to tell her the news, so first I ran to borrow one of our organization’s bicycles.

“What for?” the man at the gate asked.

“Very important. I’ll be back in a little while.”

“No, just now I was informed not to lend anything to you but, instead, to watch you more carefully.”

As I began to pack I was called to the phone. I rushed upstairs. Another hand stopped mine as I picked up the receiver.

“Not for you now. This telephone serves the people,” the man said.

“Am I an animal?”

“How dare you say that! Before eight o’clock you could use this phone, but after the meeting. ...”

“Please, only this time, the last time. I won’t talk too long.”

“I’ll have to ask the director first. Don’t touch it until I come back.”

My tears streamed down. The man returned and said, “What are you crying for? You’re not only a rightist but also full of bourgeois ideas! The director says all right. But tell me what you want to say.”

“Please tell the caller I am leaving before lunch. Tell her I am going to a farm, and ask her to come over and see me as soon as her class ends.”

For fear they would not allow me to talk to Qiyan in person when she arrived, I dashed off the following letter:
Dear Qiyan,

At the moment I am forced to pack in a hurry, and to make matters worse, so many thoughts are appearing in my head and I have a hundred things to tell and say, but I simply don’t know where to begin.

Ridiculous things do happen every day. Here they say I am still a “citizen,” there I am stopped from using the telephone. I will never be able to understand such policies. Didn’t we feel hopeful about our future? Your father also said we should have a hopeful outlook. They hadn’t drawn up the final curtain then, so we thought many things were within our reach. Today, when we look back at our behavior, I must say both of us were naive and childish.

A word about our future. I think, beginning from today, we must set an example in being practical. Can we manage to get married? Can a schoolteacher marry a criminal on a farm? Maybe you will say, “I don’t mind!” Dangerous! Do you know what “social pressure” means? Since the situation has changed like this, I have no more courage to think of that which is out of my reach. If only you consider the duration, because they didn’t tell me how many years I would have to reform on the farm, you will come to see my point of view.

It makes my heart ache when I recall our times together. What did we talk about beside the lake? Remember? I said no matter what kind of fierce storm might come I would stand by you. I am very sorry. All that’s in the past. I hope you will forgive me and accept me as a good friend of yours. Always take care of yourself and write if your policy is “good friends.” I hope I can keep on hearing from you.

By the way, I leave three boxes of things at our gatekeeper’s room for you to collect. I am taking the typewriter and some books. Please take care of the rest for me.

Shuyi





Someone had begun hurrying me even before I ended my letter to Qiyan. My room was in a state of disorder. Time was so limited that I could only cram my belongings into several cardboard boxes. At about half past ten, Lao Li (the returned student from America) and I were rudely forced into a jeep. A crowd had gathered to watch. One of the children called out, “Look, ladies and gentlemen, over there, Mrs. Lao You is coming to see her Mr. Lao You off!”

I thought he was making fun of me, but upon looking out of the jeep window I saw Qiyan riding up on a bicycle. The engine started. I asked the driver to wait for a moment, but the colleague who was responsible for taking us to the farm stopped him, saying, “No, you must not wait. The political mission is above all. No more love-making affairs for an anti-Party element who is going to a reform farm.”

Our jeep began to move. Qiyan was pedaling hard and had almost reached us. We waved and called—but we couldn’t hear each other. Her bike raced forward into the cloud of dust rising up behind our jeep. I dropped the letter out of the window but couldn’t tell if she had seen it or not. Soon our jeep pulled away, and she disappeared from sight.

We bumped along. The colleague escorting us just smoked and said nothing. The middle-aged driver offered us cigarettes many times and asked Lao Li and me many questions. When he asked me how long we would have to spend on the “reeducation through labor” farm, I said, “I am living in a drum. That’s top secret.”

Lao Li added, “Heaven only knows the length of time.”

The driver laughed, “No time means they have a lot of time to do whatever they want to do. What a wonderful flexible policy! To you, no time means no hope is left for you. You will have to wait for a long, long time before that no time comes.”

 



NOTES


1   “Struggle meeting.” Here “struggle” is a translation of the Chinese douzheng, which means “to accuse and denounce.” Douzheng is also used in the phrase “class struggle.” Because all such political movements were in one way or another supposed to be manifestations of Marxist/Leninist class antagonisms, Mr. He often uses terms such as “struggle me” or “struggling them” in describing the process. For Mr. He, these terms range in meaning from mild verbal criticism to outright torture.


2   The Chinese middle school combines junior high and high school; the junior grades are known as chuzhong and the senior ones as gaozhong. Pupils must pass an examination in order to be admitted into the senior department. In the rural areas it is common for middle schools to offer just the three years of chuzhong. Only the better ones, located in the county capital or in larger towns, offer the three senior years as well.


3   Mr. He was born with the name Zhang Shuyi. When he married his second wife, he had to change his name to He Liyi. (See Part 2.)


4   In Chinese cities most places of work (known as work units, or danwei) provide living quarters, a cafeteria, in some cases even shops and recreational facilities, on site. A portion of the staff, primarily the unmarried members, lives in dormitories, often sharing rooms. As these are not equipped with kitchens, the cleaning staff boil water in a large coal-burning boiler, fill thermos flasks, and place one or two in each room daily. In some dormitories the residents help themselves directly at the boiler.


5   Big-school: university or college.


6   Cap: This comes from the phrase dai maozi—literally, “to wear a hat,” meaning “to put a label on somebody.” The phrase itself originates in the practice of placing tall, white, pointed paper hats on the victims of modern political movements.


7   Larger work units, including the living quarters, cafeteria, and so on, are almost always surrounded by a wall. Gate houses are built at each gate and a gatekeeper, usually an elderly man or woman, is employed to keep watch.
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A “GENERAL BUFFALO” AMONG THE RIGHTISTS


An hour later, our jeep stopped in front of a new office building. Above the door we read: “Kunming Guangming Farm (State-Owned).”1 One after the other, group after group, people of all sorts began to arrive. Lao Li and I were ordered to wait at a corner. After the necessary paperwork was completed, our jeep went away. A man took us to have a rest in a large room. There we saw more passenger-like people. We just looked at one another and said nothing. Many kept on drying their tears. Presently a boy came to sell cakes. Like the others, we silently bought some for our lunch.

At four, two horse-drawn carts pulled up. Handing a letter to one of the drivers, a young man said, “Take them to the Third Brigade. Some more will be arriving shortly. You’d better hurry.”

We piled in. I was happy because I had my former colleague, Lao Li, to talk to. The cart went faster and faster, but after about ten minutes a bicycle caught up with us. The bicycle driver panted out, “Is there a man called Zhang Shuyi on this cart?”

Nobody answered. My face turned pale. Some unlucky thing is going to happen to me, I thought.

“A young man, under thirty.” The cyclist’s eyes rested on me. “Don’t be afraid, it’s a good thing. Many wanted it but were refused.”

“He is Zhang Shuyi. We come from the same organization,” Lao Li said quickly.

“Okay. Congratulations! Follow me,” he said, helping me get my luggage down.

Lao Li and I waved goodbye.

The cyclist took me to a nearby restaurant. Seated at a corner table he began, “Don’t be afraid, young man. My name is Debiao, my last name is Yang. I work in the farm’s General Affairs Office. My cultural level is junior middle school, not qualified to sit on a chair and use a pen, but I know many people and hear countless interesting things every day. I know more than those who  have a desk. We have perhaps twenty production brigades scattered around the county. At the moment about a hundred people form a brigade, but the number is increasing with each passing day. They say that more and more will be arriving. Very soon it’s going to be one of the biggest reform farms in Yunnan Province.

“We have received many newcomers this week alone. Yesterday I took a lecturer, a man with glasses on, to the farm’s small machinery factory. He was over forty, I think, according to our rules too old to work in a factory, but he was sent from a technical institute in Kunming. The director said he might be able to suggest something to speed up our production here. Therefore, they made an exception—let him join our machinery factory. This morning, oh, so beautiful, I saw a lady, very young, maybe twenty or twenty-four at most. Our doctor had been awaiting her arrival for some time. As soon as she got out from the white ambulance she was warmly received. Our low-level little nurses struggled to carry her things. The doctor greeted her, telling others that she was to be a head-nurse, a very, very good job. They honored her, but she didn’t return even a little smile. She wept painfully as she was saying goodbye to a young man, possibly her boyfriend or her husband. Truly, this farm is all colors of the rainbow.”

“May I ask how we address each other here?”

“Formally speaking, you should address me as Brigade Leader Yang, but being called ‘brigade leader’ cannot make me fat.2 Among people who were sent here to be reformed just add the word ‘lao’ for an older person and the word ‘xiao’ for a younger person. You can call me Xiao Yang, too. Never use the word ‘comrade.’”

“All right, Xiao Yang, where are you taking me?”

“The farm’s brick and tile factory, only two li away from here.3 All their jobs are very interesting. Everything is handmade. Young men around twenty-five are selected to work there. You are under thirty, so they want you to become a brick maker. You are lucky.”

“Lucky?”

“Of course, very lucky. Gradually you will get to know the difference between you and those who were sent away on that horse-cart. They are agricultural workers. You are a factory worker. You belong to industry. Every day they carry a spade or a hoe and walk for several miles before they get to the field. For them the endless land is their office desk. The hot sun is their underwear. No radio broadcast, no music, no electricity, nowhere to spend their pocket money. Above all, for them it isn’t an eight-hour working system.”

“I begin to understand now. It’s a farm, but for me, I’ll become a factory worker.”

“Right! In a way you are prisoners now, but not like the ones arrested by a policeman. You are what they call a ‘new type’ of prisoner. You are still a citizen. Later, when an election takes place in this county, you will be able to  vote. That is a political right, and in the eyes of the law, you enjoy an equal share. Economically speaking, everybody will receive a regular payment at the end of each month. Those who were sent to be farmers get only a little, just enough to buy soap, toothpaste, or some stamps. That’s because what they produce in the fields is very cheap. Factory workers’ products are more expensive than grain, so they get more pay. Your monthly income is two or three times higher than those who work on a farm.”

“Can a relative or friend come to see me in person?”

“Why, you are a citizen, of course they can! By the way, does your family know you were sent here to join this reeducation-through-labor farm?”

“Well, I was born into a landlord family. More trouble will follow if I contact my landlord relatives, so I haven’t done that in a long, long time.”

“You can speak English, I was told?”

“Oh, a little.”

“How can a little English make a translator? I heard them talking in the office. Maybe you could teach me ABC, secretly. Don’t be sad. Make friends and enjoy your new life.”

Finally he said that in the factory people ate only twice a day. Meat was available twice a month. Bearing this in mind, we ordered some supper. Xiao Yang was kind enough to pay for the meal. Then he took me to the factory on his bicycle’s “tail.” This Brigade Leader Yang was a good young man, and I remember him well.
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The chief director of the brick and tile factory led us down a corridor and into a big thirty-bed dormitory. Here he called together a twelve-member group meeting and said, in a serious manner, “This is Zhang Shuyi, from Kunming. Our farm’s General Affairs Office has agreed to make him a group leader. Everybody has to respect him and listen to him. You must help one another to produce more bricks and tiles for our national reconstruction. More products mean greater progress in performing meritorious services to atone for your crimes. The more contributions you make, the earlier you will be able to leave here and join the biggest revolutionary family.”

We were all “people with problems,” nervous and sorrowful. In the beginning, even the question “What was your occupation before you came here?” made us hesitate. We had a talented young doctor in our group, but he timidly replied, “No, no, I only swept the floor at the hospital.” There was also a librarian from Yunnan University. Once he secretly told me he had been to America. I was overjoyed to get to know another person who could speak English, but he was so fearful he refused even to mention the word “English”! For a time there was a very fat man. We were all interested to hear that he had been the personal cook of the provincial governor before Liberation.4 He told us, “What was I? Nothing but a cook! I cooked the vegetables, boiled the rice.  I had no connection with the nation’s important affairs. Oh, but, here I am. ...” Although in our hearts we gradually came to understand one another’s troubles and problems, under those circumstances no true friendships developed. I made some friends, but they were all common ones, not heart-to-heart ones.

The factory was divided into three sections: One group dug the ground, carried the earth, and mixed it with a good-quality sand, then carried this mixture again and placed it into a round hole. Finally they added water to produce a mud-like substance. The next group mixed up the mud-like substance up with hoes and, after this, led several buffalo into the hole to mix the earth and sand into a good-quality mud. The last group was responsible for making damp bricks. The mud mixture was put into brick-shaped wooden boxes, and these were placed neatly on the ground to dry in the sun and open air. Finally, these half-made bricks were placed into a kiln, which looks like a small hillock with a chimney, and baked for several days.

I was assigned to work in the middle group that produced the mud. We were divided into six subgroups. A subgroup had twelve persons and six buffalo. Each person had to take off his shoes and spend six hours a day in that round hole of mud. At first, the buffalo walked quickly, but two or three hours later they were so tired they refused to walk. Some clever buffalo moved their feet into the footprints that other buffalo had already made. Therefore, we had to blindfold them!

Our main job was to follow the buffalo and fill in their footprints. When the animals were having a rest, we mixed and turned the mud ourselves. The worst part was watching the buffaloes’ tails all the time. The mud had to be very clean, with no buffalo urine or droppings in it. If we noticed a buffalo was going to drop some terrible things, we pressed its tail tightly and shouted, “Oh, please be quick, bring me a basket!” Or if we noticed it was about to urinate, we would yell, “Quick! Pass me the pail!” If we were too late, we had to stop the animal and clean the droppings out with our own fingers.

When a batch of mud was properly mixed, we cut the mud and passed it out of the hole piece by piece, to be placed in a nearby shed for the next group. This last job was very heavy, but in a way it looked as if we were playing a basketball game. Everybody enjoyed it.

We were all “prisoners,” but luckily Xiao Yang had made me a group leader. This gave me a few privileges. For instance, an ordinary group member had to obtain “double permission” if he wanted to go out to buy something. First, the group leader had to say “Okay,” and then the brigade leader had to sign his name on a printed form. But if I wanted to go out, I just said a word to the brigade leader; there was no need for me to fill in that printed form. Only a group leader was allowed to get hot water directly from the kitchen.

I tried to be a helpful group leader. If I saw the mud was spoiled by a buffalo’s watery droppings, it was I who took the lead to clean it up with my fingers.  When my group members’ wives came to visit, I gave up my spare time so they could be together for a little longer. Whenever I discovered some new problems in my group, I rushed over to see Xiao Yang. With his advice all the problems were solved smoothly. At an end-of-the-year rally, which more than 1,000 people attended, my group won a red flag. All our names were read out over the loudspeakers.

After the Spring Festival of 1959, I was instructed to work in the brickmaking section. It took me a month to master the new skill. Then in March I fell ill. This sickness, common throughout the country, was known as the “water swelling sickness,” edema.5 People said that in certain poor districts half the population suffered from it that year. In my brick and tile factory, for a time, nearly 30 percent of the total work force suffered from this disease. Early in the morning the farm’s clinic looked like the entrance to a theater. People showed their swollen feet or hands. Someone said the disease was caused by salt. Right away they stopped serving salt with our meals. But still we could not get rid of it. Symptoms disappeared on Monday, only to reappear on Wednesday or Thursday. I became too weak to make bricks. I was allowed to return to my former section, mud preparation, which was slightly lighter work. I bought several bottles of this medicine and that medicine in addition to the free clinic medicine, but I always found myself unwell.
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Throughout my years of reeducation through labor, I never forgot Qiyan, my last friend in Kunming. About four months after I entered the factory she wrote to me first, in June 1958. She hadn’t, after all, missed my goodbye letter dropped out of the jeep window. She explained that she hadn’t written immediately because the only information she could obtain was heard from other people, not acquired from an official document. This kind of labor-education-punishment was a new policy, and she wanted to wait and see how it differed from the punishment given by a court. The last part of her letter was full of encouraging words and clearly showed her heart: that she would still like to be my friend and was always hoping to hear from me.

We wrote to each other at least once a month after this first letter. Having made sure that the authorities didn’t examine our personal letters,6 each time I replied I wrote a long letter describing my daily life at the factory. In October that year Qiyan sent me a big parcel, containing something to eat, to use, and to read.

I made a special secret policy for Qiyan: to be fully aware that my once honorable seat in a state-run organization has been smashed by the movement. I have not the least skill for repairing that chair, nor any hope of doing so. It’s a completely wishful and silly thought for me to marry a teacher of Russian. What they called “still a citizen” was false! But always be grateful to her, and  tell her the truth. Look on her as an older sister, or at least make her a very special friend.
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For a time while I was working in the mud-producing section, one of my daily musts was to drive our buffalo down into a nearby river to let the animals have a wash. One afternoon, while I was swimming and playing among the buffalo, I heard a small boy shout,
“Look at that white shirt,

Off it flies with a three-hand!

Here I go to a white-capped policeman,

In a minute I’ll see you repent!”





I noticed my shirt was missing and swam swiftly to the bank. The boy whispered, “Hurry, over there, that woman three-hand has stolen your shirt. Look, disappeared now, at the back of that willow tree.”

“Thank you!” I said, picking up my rubber whip.

The strange lady turned toward me and all at once I realized that she wasn’t a three-handed thief. It was Qiyan. Her eyes looked straight into mine. Within three minutes her face changed several times. First, she gave me an angry look. Then she looked shy. Finally she looked sad.

I threw away my rubber whip. “You see, Qiyan, what am I? Oh, I took a friend as an enemy!”

“It’s all right, Shuyi. I should have let you know before I came to visit. But as I was passing the bridge over there I saw some buffalo. They reminded me of your descriptions. I stopped to look and after a few moments saw you. I wanted to give you a surprise, so I waited behind a tree and then secretly took away your shirt. Well, nothing but for fun, a joke.”

She put down my shirt, walked closer, and looked at me from all sides. She let out a sad sigh. “Poor Shuyi! You have changed from top to bottom. I would hardly have recognized you if we’d met in the street.”

“Yes, completely changed. Those animals have forced me to change. Really change. But what can I do? I’m helpless, just like a buffalo.”

“Your skin, the lung-colored sunburn, all look healthy, like a strong man at a sports-meet parade.7 But your long hair terrified me! And only one button left on your shirt. I’m sorry I can’t do much for you today.”

“Oh, who has the pleasure to make himself look nice on this farm? My only companions are these buffalo.”

We sat down under the willow tree. Qiyan said, “Well, life is long and a person’s life covers many things. I have beautiful clothes to wear. I enjoy a regular share of the nation’s money. At my school I am counted an outstanding teacher. But something’s missing. A year has come and gone since you were sent here, but it’s made no difference to me.”

“Dangerous, Qiyan. I can never compare with you.”

“Yes, I realize that too, but I still have more than a hundred ‘I wonder this’ and ‘I wonder that.’”

After Qiyan gave me two cans of beef and two of pork, two bags of sugar, and several boxes of cookies, we took a rest at her bus stop. We ordered some tea, but before we could finish drinking the bus arrived. As I was shaking Qiyan’s hand, she said, “Always take care of yourself and always remember to do your job well. I enjoy your detailed letters very much. Never forget to write again and again. Bye-bye.”

As the bus began to move, she threw down a white envelope. Inside were 30 yuan8 and a note: “A little pocket money. Please keep and use.”

Qiyan’s sudden visit lasted about two hours. We didn’t talk about our marriage problem. By listening to her words, seeing what she had brought me, I came to the conclusion that she hadn’t decided whether to marry me or not. She was still willing to be my friend. I was grateful, and I cherished her special friendship.
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In April of 1959, the brigade leader of our factory “promoted” me. For almost half a year, everybody called me “General Buffalo.” In the brick and tile factory we had forty-five buffalo, but only thirty of them were in good health. The other fifteen were weak or ill. One day I was luckily chosen to look after those handicapped buffalo. I did nothing but put them out to pasture. Within the four walls of the factory I was a prisoner. But as soon as I drove my fifteen “soldiers” out of the gate, I became a local peasant.

Every morning a cook prepared a cold breakfast and lunch in a box for me. My daily work began just as the sun rose. Grasping a long rubber whip, I followed my fifteen “soldiers.” After leaving our factory gate behind, I had to walk for about two li along a main highway before turning off into the hills and fields. The moment I left that busy highway behind, I feared nothing. There was no one to scold or order me around.

The cook could only prepare something simple for my breakfast and lunch; but within two weeks many village children had become my good friends, and we often shared our meals. Yesterday I gave my breakfast to a cowherd and he gave me his mother-made lunch. Today I gave my turnips and potatoes to two girl shepherds and they gave me their corn and buckwheat cakes. For a time in the late fifties, ordinary villagers couldn’t obtain rice to eat. But occasionally the cook secretly slipped some pure rice into my lunch. Then an excited bargain took place between me and the village children.

Once I discovered a clump of mushrooms growing in the grass. I offered them to the village children, and they ran home to fetch a pot, oil, and salt. Then we cooked and ate in a circle on the ground. Sometimes, after making sure that my “soldiers” would not damage any crops, I volunteered free service  to some of the local peasants—I would join a group of them to weed or hoe. On such occasions, I was kindly invited to join their in-the-field lunch.

If I drove my buffalo a little farther than usual I came to many orchards: peaches, pears, apples, and chestnuts. In each orchard, the village head appointed an old man to look after the fruit. These orchard-watchers built straw huts in their appointed orchard, and would rush there early in the morning and return home late at night. If fruit was hanging from the branches, they slept in the hut, watching day and night. They always welcomed me, saying, “Pick as many as you wish every day when you return.”

It was a tradition of the local people to use the orchard as a park, for relaxation and games. The children in particular had a lot of fun. As a rule, their parents instructed them to look after the family’s domestic animals after school and during their vacations. As soon as they came out of their houses, they formed into groups of twos and threes and trooped over to the orchard, driving their pigs, buffalo, and goats before them to graze under the fruit trees. The girls went crazy in the freedom of the orchard. They liked to make a swing by tying the ends of a large rope between two fruit trees. I remember once a pear tree was so fruitful that they lay down on the ground and tried to eat without using their hands. The most popular game among the boys was “struggle the crickets.” Two crickets were put into a box and made to bite, kick, and fight. The onlookers gambled on the competition, and it wasn’t strange to see someone win a boiled egg, a hat, a mug. Unavoidably, some little ones returned home sadly, eyes filled with tears, because they had lost their favorite toy. In that case the old man would say, “You didn’t win, but I still have the pleasure to offer you some peaches. Looking after the fruit is my main job, but I love to have all of you around here to be my good company. I don’t want someone’s parents to quarrel with me!” Life in a summer-autumn time orchard was most enjoyable.

Among the village people an unforgettable friend was a sixty-year-old man, Lao Wang. He had built a simple cottage beside a pond. When there was rain, his cottage became my shelter. When I was thirsty, his cottage became my tea shop. When I fell ill at the factory, he came to see me. Each market day he or his grandson would bring me fresh fish as a gift. I was touched by their special care.

When the villagers talked about him, they said that Lao Wang was their county’s “Foolish Old Man.” The foolish old man our Chairman Mao wrote about was the one who slowly moved away a mountain that stood in front of his house. Here, Lao Wang was the only old man who had built a private pond outside his village. Some villagers envied him, but most loved and respected him, because he himself had built this fish pond within ten years’ time. Lao Wang was overjoyed when he learned I was a college graduate. His son had settled in a distant province and had sent him a large pile of books, one by one. But the trouble was that Lao Wang couldn’t read. He made an exhibition of  all these books for me to view. I knew nothing about raising fish, but I was particularly touched by his strong will in building that pond. I read some of these fish-raising books, and then we discussed them together. Combining my bookish theory with his practical experience, we seemed to gain a lot of knowledge in fish breeding. In his eyes, I was not only a foreign language translator but also an expert on fish culture!
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During the daytime, playing outside with my “soldiers” and the boys and girls, or chatting with the orchard-watchers or Lao Wang, I forgot my bitter past and bleak present. But as I returned to the brick and tile factory at sunset, I became downcast and filled with anger. What heinous crime had I committed? At our evening meetings sometimes I did say “Yes,” only because I was forced to, but in my heart I replied “No!” I began imagining all the people on the farm as dirty white maggots, the kind found in our public lavatories in China. Those maggots wriggle and squirm for days and nights, yet they cannot crawl out of the urine and shit. Like the maggots, we crawled fiercely too, but, from sunrise until sunset, month after month, year after year, we still found ourselves in the same spot. It was impossible to show any “outstanding good deeds” and persuade the farm authorities to free us at an earlier date.

One evening when I was alone, I combined everything in my situation together and made some secret policies for myself: (1) Listen and watch carefully. Do and say like others. (2) Completely give up the thought of leaving the farm quickly. Make the factory my second home. Bear everything and prepare for a stay of three to five years. (3) Don’t force myself to perform “meritorious services,” but also remember not to commit any new mistake. (4) Don’t build too many castles in the air, and don’t be too sad over the past. (5) Grasp today. Eat, play, and live as well as I can within the circle of the factory and the fields.

Never did I do a thing which ran against my secret policies. Never offended anyone. Praised others rather than criticized. Particularly, from the beginning to the very end, I tried to keep on good terms with the important people around me. Late in the afternoon when I returned home, I often brought back something special from the fields. Once I picked a basketful of mushrooms for the cook. In return he secretly slipped a little more food into my box. I brought back fruit for the buffalo-overseer. In return he secretly gave me some dried broad beans, originally prepared for the buffalo. Once, passing a valley, I picked a bag of red fruit, a kind of wild strawberry. I handed the whole bag to the factory leader’s wife. My group mates, too, were pleased when I brought some treats back. As soon as I returned, they came to find me.
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My days as “General Buffalo” had their peace and sweetness, but one evening in January 1960 another nine inmates and myself were suddenly called together. Our factory brigade leader said, “We received a name list this morning. No more brick and tile work for you for some time. Stay and move your beds together. Another twenty will be arriving tomorrow. Our farm’s office is going to organize a ‘study class.’ All you thirty have various unclear or unsettled problems. Another new brigade leader and several others will come here to help from the beginning to the end. If everything goes smoothly, we shall close this study class within two or three months.”

The next day two government workers arrived, looking ready to get down to business. They were accompanied by a brigade leader from the farm’s General Affairs Office. A meeting was held at which one of the officials delivered a two-hour-long report. He began with something about the international situation and its problems. The second part was about our own national affairs. The last part was the most important: “According to our investigations, each of you thirty have secret crimes in your past. Of course, you have confessed some, but today many of you are still hiding some. The Party wants you to confess everything. Only by pouring everything out completely will you ‘clean yourselves’ and have a chance to be treated leniently. Therefore, we have organized this study class for you to make up what you didn’t confess during the previous movement. Under the correct leadership of the higher authorities, our farm’s office is going to carry out this class to its final end. We will never retreat until a final victory is won.”
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