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For Mama and Baba, who gave me this gift of life.

For Nainai, who brought me up.

For Gege and Sansan, who have shared this life with me.
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I was born in a small city near the East Sea,

when the Great Cultural Revolution began.

My name is Xiao Qing, Little Green,

my country Zhong Guo, the Middle Kingdom.

When I was ten years old,

our leader died and the revolution ended.

And this is how I remember it.



BEGINNING
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Beginning


The year was 1966,

I was told,

five o’clock on a late spring afternoon.

Mama had been in labor for eight hours.

Baba was pacing up and down in the hall,

having just come from

a mass political meeting in the city square.

The doctor held me up in the air;

I was a ten-pound girl,

screaming loud with a little red face.

Outside the world was changing,

a revolution was in the making for my country.

Darkening clouds gathering in the sky above,

smothering thunders rolling on the horizon afar.

Mama sat on Baba’s bike, holding me tight in her arms;

Baba peddled toward home against the cold night wind.

Mama’s face was as pale as paper;

she caught cold on the way home,

during the weakest time after her labor.

Little Green

Little Green—Xiao Qing—

was the name they gave me.

Qing, the green

of tree leaves in early spring,

of clear water in a deep pond,

my baba said;

of beautiful youth,

the evergreen of life,

my mama said;

and of precious jade worn close to the heart,

my nainai said.


Mama’s Name Has a Phoenix


Mama still says, telling me the story,

luckily for the illness,

she escaped the first struggle meeting

in the school where she taught

just by a day.

The beginning of

the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution

was announced,

people waving red flags on the streets and

shouting loud the slogans on their red banners:

“Ten Thousand Years Chairman Mao!”

“Ten Thousand Years the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution!”

Chairman Mao called to the country,

“Let’s hold the large flags of

the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution and

completely expose the reactionary position

of those so-called ‘academic authorities.’ ”

The school where Mama taught was in the countryside,

but there was no escape even there.

It was declared to be “a revolutionary battlefield,”

like many other schools around the country.

The day before Mama went back,

in the school ceremony hall

the Red Guards stood on the stage,

the teachers were gathered around the stage,

and other students gathered around them.

The teachers picked

were denounced on the stage,

forced down on their knees and

beaten in front of the crowd.

They were asked to slap their own faces

while denouncing themselves aloud

until the Red Guards were satisfied.

Mama’s name has a “phoenix.”

The only child of our grandma and grandpa,

they called her Cheng-Feng,

which means “becoming a phoenix.”

“You have no idea what trouble this could be,”

Mama told me.

“Phoenix is too traditional for the revolution.”

Some said the old world needed to be destroyed

for the new world to come.

That’s the idea of the revolution

I was born into.

That summer

around the country—our Middle Kingdom—

so many people died,

I was told many years later.

An Uncle Teacher Became a Counterrevolutionary

Spring 1967

“The Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution,”

Chairman Mao said,

“is a great revolution that will touch people’s souls.”

A year after the revolution started,

Liu Shao-Qi,

the other chairman of the country then,

besides Chairman Mao,

was “downed with” completely.

People used to call him respectfully

“Our comrade Liu Shao-Qi,”

but an uncle teacher used these words one day too late.

It was his turn to criticize

the denounced leader in a struggle meeting.

“Our comrade Liu Shao-Qi,” he started with.

Just as he realized the mistake

and turned pale,

his head was already forced down.

“Down with the counterrevolutionary!”

people shouted,

throwing their arms up in the air,

trembling at this new discovery.

The uncle teacher slapped his own face,

calling himself one who “deserves to die.”

He carried the label ever since I remembered.

A Dream

A dream was the first thing I ever remembered.

Mama was holding me in her arms,

snakes hanging from a big hollow tree,

wolves and hyenas running on the ground.

Mama was standing among these things,

holding me tight in her arms.

Go Up to the Mountains and Go Down to the Country

1968

I have a brother two years older,

who I called Gege.

Mama told me that

until the year I was two years old

and Gege was four,

the three of us had lived and traveled

between our home in the city where Baba worked

and the country school where Mama taught.

The city, like everywhere in the country,

had been deep in revolution.

The streets were filled with roaming Red Guards,

struggle meetings were held in every work unit,

and counterrevolutionaries were “downed with” every day.

A time of unpredictable changes,

a city of unrest.

Chairman Mao called to the whole country:

“Go up to the mountains and go down to the country,

to receive reeducation from poor and lower-middle-class peasants.”

Baba was sent down from the city to labor

in a May Seventh Cadre School in the countryside.

We lost our home in the city.

My gege and I stayed with Mama

in the country school

after Baba was gone.



COUNTRY
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The Country Middle School


We lived in a long one-story house facing south

in the country middle school.

It had gray-blue tiles on the roof

with a brick wall of the same color.

Eleven other teachers’ families

lived in the same building.

Eight of the families had children;

there were twelve of us altogether.

A river ran in front of the house.

Past the full-moon gate to the west of the house,

a brick bridge crossed the river.

On the other side of the river

was the school where Mama taught.

Between the house and the river was a long stretch of garden.

Right along the bank was the short bamboo bush

where wild red berries grew underneath.

Closer to the house were flowers mixed with vegetables:

daisy, tomato, and eggplant,

rose, pepper, and radish,

all between rows of cucumber frames.

Although Gege and I were too young to go to school,

our baba was sent away,

and our mama worked all the time,

we had many friends to play with.

We sometimes would sit in a circle and sing,

“Look, look, and look for a friend.

Find a good friend,

give a salute, shake a hand,

you are my good friend.”

Our nannies,

young girls and grandmas from the nearby villages,

would be clapping hands, laughing and singing along

with their country accents.

The river was running and murmuring slowly by,

fish boats floating and wandering on the water,

red dragonflies dancing and gathering like dusk clouds.

Rice fields around our house turned

from green to golden yellow,

rose bushes along the river bloomed and withered,

months of spring and summer passed.

At these times, for us children,

the revolution seemed to be far away.

People Called Mama Beauty Lu

People called Mama Beauty Lu.

Lu is her last name

and she was a born beauty.

Her face had a smooth oval shape.

Her short black hair glowed under the sun.

Her skin had a light olive color.

Under her eyebrows like willow leaves,

her eyes were bright and clear as the sky.

In them I never saw a trace of fear or doubt.

When Night Fell

“The Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution

must be carried on to the end,”

Chairman Mao said, and

“The class struggle

shall never be forgotten.”

After the political meetings and teaching during the day,

every night Mama had to go back to work.

The party wanted her to study

Mao’s Little Red Book.

When night fell, all of the children were locked up at home.

To save energy,

no lights were left on for any of us.

Mama would get Gege and me to bed;

we heard her walking to the door,

pulling the string attached to the lightbulb;

then in darkness, we could hear

the sound of her putting the lock on the door.

It was too early to fall asleep,

so we would call to each other,

checking if the other was asleep.

Our friend Maomao was four years old

and lived right next door.

Being left alone all by herself,

she cried loud every night,

with such a bright voice,

angry, stubborn, and sad.

The whole building of locked-up children

listened to Maomao’s cries night after night.

Sometimes in the middle of the night

I woke up to the sound

of Mama unlocking the door.

I heard her come inside,

sit down on a wooden bench in the kitchen,

and sigh alone in the quietness of the night.

A Parade in the Middle of the Night

One night, deep in our sleep,

we were startled by a loud cry outside.

“Get up, all the teachers and staff.

We just got a new indication

from the Party and Chairman Mao.

Get up, let’s form a parade to celebrate.

Quick! Quick!”

There were footsteps outside the door,

and a flashlight shone through our window.

“Old heaven!”

Mama mumbled, getting up.

She scrambled to change to her day clothes.

I sat up on my bed,

dizzy, confused,

and still half dreaming.

“Mama,” I cried,

and Gege called too.

“Go back to sleep.

It’s not morning yet.

Mama will be back soon,”

she whispered.

We heard doors opening

and footsteps hurrying.

Mama rushed out but quickly rushed back.

She grabbed her Little Red Book

and hurried out again.

It sounded like a group had formed

in front of our house.

Someone started shouting slogans outside:

“Ten Thousand Years Chairman Mao.

Ten Thousand Years the Great Cultural Revolution!

Ten Thousand, Ten Thousand, and Ten Ten Thousand!”

And the rest of the people followed with sleepy voices.

Through our window

I could see shadows of hands

holding and waving the Little Red Books.

Maomao started crying next door again,

her voice louder and brighter than the slogan shouting.

“Wake up! Show your respect to our Party and Chairman Mao!”

the slogan leader taunted the parade group.

My heart trembled and I woke up completely,

hoping he was not yelling at my mama.

Then the group started marching toward west.

The shouting grew weaker as they marched away.

After a long time Mama came back, dragging her steps.

She shut the door behind her and said to herself,

“We all must be crazy!”

Mama told us later that

they had marched through the rice fields in the darkness

to the nearby town,

where there was a single street—

the only street around that they could march on,

and so it would be called a parade.

Their slogans echoed on the empty dark street,

where everyone was asleep and no lights were on.

They went back and forth on the same street for a whole hour.

Nobody came out to watch the “parade.”

“People,” each time Mama told the story

she would sigh and laugh, “all must be crazy then.”

Uncle Xie and the Enemy Station

Uncle Xie lived three doors to our left.

He was a chemistry teacher sent down from Shanghai,

leaving his wife and three children behind.

He had a strange habit of

turning his radio on loud,

so loud that the whole building could hear it;

soon we no longer needed our own radio.

He left his door open whenever his radio was on,

even during the coldest winter days.

One day Mama and I were passing by and

Uncle Xie had his radio blasting toward the door

with an army song broadcasted:

“Forward, forward, forward!

Our army is facing toward the sun,

their feet stepping on our grand motherland!”
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