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PROLOGUE
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Thirteen Days in Xi’an


THE MAN WHO CLAIMED to rule over more human beings than anybody else on earth was in his nightshirt when the soldiers came for him in the winter dawn. Driving up in four trucks, they killed the sentries and burst into a complex of richly decorated pavilions with curved roofs round a hot spring where an emperor had entertained his favourite concubine. Climbing the stone steps, they advanced under the moonlight through an ornate bath house into a walled square.


It was 12 December 1936, and there was snow on the ground at the Huaqing hot springs outside Xi’an in the north of China. Capital of Shaanxi province, the city stood at the eastern end of the Silk Road that had linked China to India, the Islamic world and Europe. Its Bell and Drums Towers were celebrated Ming dynasty monuments, as was its 1,897-room pagoda and its 10-mile brick city wall reaching up 50 feet from the ground. More recently, it had been the scene of a siege in which some 30,000 people had died, many starving to death. North of Xi’an lay a major Communist base which should have been the target for liquidation the day the soldiers arrived at Huaqing.


Led by a twenty-five-year-old colonel with cropped hair and a face as broad as it was long, the 120-strong raiding party circled a lotus pool, shooting while it advanced towards a one-storey building set behind a broad, paved terrace. In the simple, white-painted room on the far left, the Generalissimo of China was doing his early morning exercises as he had done every day since boyhood. Hearing the noise outside, his chief bodyguard ran out onto the terrace from his room on the far right, and a gun battle erupted. Bullets pierced the glass panels in the doors. As the shooting raged, Chiang Kai-shek climbed through the back window. Not pausing to dress, he left behind his uniform, shoes and false teeth.1


Joined by two servants, the fifty-year-old leader of Nationalist China scaled a 10-foot wall, with a steep drop into a moat on the other side. He slipped and fell. ‘I felt a bad pain and was unable to rise,’ he recalled. ‘About three minutes later I managed to stand up and walked with difficulty.’


At a small temple on the peak above the hot springs, guards helped him to climb further up through the snow. The attackers kept firing up the slope. ‘Bullets whizzed by quite close to my body,’ Chiang remembered. ‘Some of my bodyguards were hit and dropped dead.’ He tripped on brambles, injuring his back and knee. Eventually, he found refuge in a cave behind a large rock. Down at the hot springs, the raiders shot dead his particularly unpopular nephew. Then they set out to search the peak.


In Xi’an, officers of the local army huddled round telephones monitoring events. As dawn broke, their soldiers were busy grabbing Chiang’s generals who were staying in the city. One jumped from a window, and was shot dead. Others were said to have been arrested in compromising night-time company. Some of the troops ran wild, looting and killing the manager of a bank. Flour worth $1.5 million was stolen from a train.2


Searchers passed the cave without finding their prey. Then the Generalissimo heard soldiers talking outside, and decided to give himself up, trembling with cold and exhaustion. The commander of the attack, Colonel Sun Mingjiu, the round-faced man described as having ‘the shy yet eager manner of a schoolboy’, was summoned. In a formal tone, he addressed his captive by his rank. Chiang replied: ‘If you are my comrades, shoot me now and finish it all.’3


The ruler of a nation of 450 million people asked for a horse: his feet were bleeding and he was blue with cold. ‘There is no horse here,’ said Sun, kneeling in the snow. ‘But I will carry you.’ Chiang hesitated, and then got on the colonel’s broad back. At the bottom of the hill, a car was waiting. When they reached the springs at Huaqing and saw the bodies strewn on the ground, it was decided to drive on to military headquarters where the commander-in-chief was greeted by a military band. ‘Don’t salute me,’ he shouted at the officers waiting for him.


News of the kidnapping shot across China. In the capital of Nanking, the reaction was bellicose – worryingly so for the Generalissimo’s wife, Soong Meiling, the sophisticated, American-educated daughter of one of China’s leading families. Rumours flew that the rebels had murdered her husband. The War Minister, General He Yingqin, led a military group that pressed for an attack by bombers and troops stationed east of Xi’an. Meiling objected that this would put Chiang’s life at risk. In stormy meetings, her arguments were met with disdain, as was her suggestion that she should fly north. ‘Nobody is going to Xi’an,’ He declared. ‘We are attacking Xi’an. The Generalissimo is dead.’ Meiling wondered if the generals really wanted to see her husband killed, so that they could take his place.4


In the caves and villages of the poverty-stricken north of Shaanxi, where they had come to rest after their 6,000-mile Long March, the Communists received the news with glee. They knew that the Generalissimo had been about to launch vastly superior forces in what he called ‘the last five minutes’ of his battle to eradicate them. The previous day, Mao Zedong had received a cable which contained two characters that his secretary could not work out. Seeing them, his boss smiled, and said, ‘There’s good news on the way.’ The Communist leader usually slept till noon after working all night, but he was up early on 12 December. The field telephone rang continuously. A mass rally called for Chiang to be put on trial. The Politburo demanded his execution. The leading Communist negotiator, Zhou Enlai, set off by mule to take a plane sent to fetch him by Chiang’s kidnapper.5


As Zhou made his way towards Xi’an, Chiang was confronting the man who had sent Colonel Sun to snatch him. Aged thirty-four, Zhang Xueliang was generally known as the Young Marshal, to distinguish him from his father, the Old Marshal of Manchuria. The younger Zhang had allied with Chiang after the Japanese had assassinated his father. Then, in 1931, Tokyo’s army seized his huge territory of Manchuria, and pursued him into northern China. A drug addict with a playboy reputation, Zhang had been dismissed by the Generalissimo, after which he took a cure, made a lengthy trip to Europe and returned to assume new commands – the latest of which was to ‘pacify’ the Communists north of Xi’an. But, after several defeats and aware that Chiang was planning to demote him, he had come to the conclusion that the Nationalists should form a united front with the Communists to oppose the Japanese who had taken his homeland from him.


Although Zhang could decide his life or death, Chiang hit a habitual tough note. ‘From now on,’ he shouted, ‘despite the size of the world, where will you be able to find a place for yourself? Living, there will be no place to put your feet; dead, there will be no place to bury your bones . . . If you are a brave man, kill me; if not, confess your sins and let me go.’ When the Marshal asked Chiang to fight the Japanese rather than the Communists, the Nationalist leader replied, ‘Get out!’ Though he had set in motion secret preparations for war with Japan in due course, his policy was set – to eliminate the Communists before confronting the invaders. It was a stance he had adopted since 1931, and he was not going to alter course now.*


The room in which the Generalissimo of China was being held was small, with a wooden bed. The hangings were dirty. There were no sanitary facilities. A bucket stood in one corner; in another, some brooms. Chiang lay on the bed, pulled the blanket over his head, and turned his face to the wall. As the hours passed, he refused food and tea. An officer keeping watch outside the door offered him a fur-lined cloak. The captive waved it away.


The Generalissimo declined to eat breakfast which the guard and his colleagues bought for him with their own money. When a suggestion was made that he should move to a house with steam heating and a lawn, he replied that, if he were not released, he would die where he was. The pain in his loins and legs was such that he could hardly sit up. Soon after midnight, Colonel Sun walked into the room, a pistol in his hand. He told Chiang he had to move. The prisoner refused, and repeated, ‘If you want to kill me, kill me now.’ Sun stayed for ninety minutes before giving up. Zhang Xueliang came twice; once, according to Chiang, he stood at the door, tears in his eyes.


The Young Marshal had reached his moment of truth. Subsequently, he would be portrayed as a shining nationalist hero whose only desire was to end the civil war and get the Chinese to unite against the foreign aggressor. But he had played a double game for months, conducting secret negotiations for a mutual non-aggression pact with the Communists he was meant to be fighting, including all-night talks with Zhou Enlai in a Catholic church. While patriotism was certainly a motivation, he had other reasons to act. Apart from the threat of losing his command, the impending arrival of Chiang’s elite troops to join the anti-Communist campaign and the denial of supplies threatened his regional base. He had lost Manchuria and his subsequent domain round Peking; now, he risked being marginalised by the Generalissimo in his last haven. The power play of kidnapping his commander had appeared to offer a way of preserving his position, while a united front against the Japanese would water down Chiang’s authority. The American ambassador, who dismissed Zhang as irresponsible and vain, was moved to describe him as acting like ‘a first-class Chicago gangster’.6


Dubbed ‘villain of the week’ by the strongly pro-Chiang Life magazine, the Marshal was not alone. The kidnapping idea had originated with a local general, Yang Hucheng, a former bandit who was equally worried about his position. When Yang suggested holding Chiang and forcing him into line, Zhang initially rejected the notion, but his thinking changed after Chiang warned him that he was going to send in a more gung-ho general to lead the anti-Communist campaign, and excluded him from military conferences.


The Marshal was under pressure from left-wing advisers who favoured working with the Communists. A Chinese victory against Japanese puppet troops in Inner Mongolia added to the call for action. Flag-waving students staged demonstrations through the streets of Xi’an making the same demand, and calling for the release of seven patriotic figures (the ‘seven gentlemen’) who had been detained in Shanghai for urging resistance to Japan. The Generalissimo demanded that Zhang’s leftist advisers should be punished, and branded Xi’an a ‘Red city’. Police opened fire on the demonstrators, killing two. When Zhang had put the students’ case, Chiang had cursed and pounded the table.7


On 11 December, the commander-in-chief had gone to see the Marshal in his compound of modernist brick buildings with tall windows. The two men then moved to a dinner hosted by the Generalissimo. One of his generals had warned Chiang of a plot against him and advised leaving by train. But the Nationalist leader decided to stay, driving through the snow-covered wheat fields east of the city to the hot springs. Zhang attended another social occasion before returning to his headquarters. He climbed the sixteen steps of the front building and went to the second-floor conference room with its white-covered sofas and armchairs, chandelier of brass and pink glass, and large wall maps. Thirteen officers were waiting. The Marshal told them he had decided to take Chiang prisoner. ‘Unless absolutely necessary, no shot should be fired,’ he instructed. ‘The Generalissimo must be taken alive and unharmed at all costs. If he gets hurt, I will shoot you.’


After the kidnapping, during which Colonel Sun’s men had ignored the order not to fire, Zhang followed the customary practice of setting out his position in a telegram to national and regional leaders. He called for the ‘reorganisation’ of the government, an end to the civil war, the release of the anti-Japanese detainees in Shanghai and other political prisoners. He wanted free speech, the end of restrictions on patriotic movements, a National Salvation Conference and the implementation of the aspirations for nationalism, democracy and the people’s livelihood enunciated by the Father of the Republic, Sun Yat-sen.


After that, Zhang was at a loss as to what to do next. His captive would not speak to him. His military position was not strong. Nanking troops were moving towards Xi’an. Local soldiers refused to attack the airfield, from where twenty bombers under the control of pro-Chiang commanders made a flight over the city to underline its vulnerability. In his uncertainty, the Marshal reached out to the most extraordinary Westerner in China.


William Henry Donald was from Australia, a former journalist who had become adviser to a succession of Chinese rulers, including Zhang Xueliang, though he spoke no Chinese. The British writer, Christopher Isherwood, described the teetotal Australian as ‘a red-faced, serious man with . . . a large, sensible nose’. When Isherwood said that he and his travelling companion, the poet, W. H. Auden, were going to visit a war zone, Donald warned that they might have to eat Chinese food. ‘Never touch the stuff!’ he added, his face contracting with disgust. ‘It ruins my stomach.’8


‘Donald of China’ was now working for the Chiangs, and was particularly close to the Generalissimo’s wife who called him ‘Don’. But he had also kept in touch with the Young Marshal, whose cure from drug addiction he had arranged a couple of years before. When Madame Chiang and her relatives met in Shanghai to discuss the kidnapping of her husband, the former journalist was the only non-family member invited. Solicited by both parties, he flew north, bearing letters from Meiling and a volume of Chiang’s diary to show that he was more anti-Japanese than was supposed.9


At the airfield, Donald was greeted by a young, Chinese-speaking Scot called Jimmy Elder who worked as the Marshal’s treasurer. They drove to see Zhang at his office just inside the city wall. The Marshal explained why he had acted, and recounted the disputes of the past months. A photograph shows the bespectacled Donald leaning forward as his host sits in an armchair reading a sheet of paper. It could have been the letter from Meiling saying the kidnapping was disastrous for national unity, and urging a change of course before it was too late. While admitting there might be legitimate grievances which could be explored, she had not taken the demands in the Young Marshal’s circular telegram seriously; with the cynicism of the age, she thought he was after a transfer to a richer region.


Donald and Zhang met other officers, including General Yang. With Elder interpreting, the Australian rebuked them for the kidnapping, and said the Generalissimo should be released. Yang, who had had a sticky meeting with Chiang, appeared unconvinced. Donald and the Marshal then drove to see Chiang. As they walked into his room, the prisoner sat up in his bed, tears in his eyes. Donald gave him a letter from Meiling. She and Chiang were Methodists, and she wrote that she would pray for him.10


Things grew tense when Donald said Meiling planned to fly in. ‘You cannot bring her into this den of thieves,’ her husband cried. Turning to face the wall, he drew the blanket over his head. ‘I think you should leave this room,’ Donald said. ‘It is no place for you.’ Chiang lowered the blanket, his face glowering. The room was uncomfortably quiet. At last, the Generalissimo said, ‘I will go with you.’11


Donald and Zhang went outside, and the commander-in-chief got up for the first time for sixty hours. ‘When he emerged in full uniform, sentries clicked to attention, saluting as the trio walked to a motorcar,’ Donald’s biographer wrote on the basis of information given to him by his subject. As they rode through the city, the Generalissimo gripped the Australian’s hand.


Reaching the house with the lawn and steam heating, the Marshal stood to attention as the Generalissimo spoke harshly to him. Donald noted that the younger man was so tired he was hardly able to stand. As Chiang brushed aside Zhang’s demands, Donald could see the depth of anger behind the incident, and marvelled at Zhang’s self-control. With the Marshal interpreting, the Australian told Chiang he was surrounded by a pro-Japanese clique, and should listen to the opinion of the people as expressed in Xi’an. When Donald became too blunt, the Marshal refused to continue to translate, so Jimmy Elder stepped in. The Australian suggested Zhang go home. As the door closed, according to Donald, the Generalissimo’s superb front evaporated. He turned to his adviser with a look of despair, waved his arm and exclaimed: ‘Finished. It is finished.’*


The Australian went to the airport to fly to the military centre of Luoyang,† 200 miles to the east, from where he could communicate more easily and securely with Madame Chiang in Nanking. Snow was falling, the cloud was low, and the plane crept over the mountain, the wings almost touching the cliffs along the Yellow River. On arrival, Donald telephoned Meiling to tell her what was happening. She said the Nationalist generals were determined to attack, risking her husband’s life.


Military aircraft had started bombing east of Xi’an, and some followed Donald’s plane as it flew back, forcing it to detour along a mountain crest – it landed with only a few gallons of fuel left. When the Australian told Chiang of the bombing, the Generalissimo asked eagerly: ‘Do you think they will make another try?’ His adviser looked at him blankly, wondering, ‘My God, will I ever know this man?’ The next morning, Zhang reported that Chiang was asking why planes were not attacking Xi’an.


The reason was that snow had grounded the bombers. ‘God is protecting you,’ Donald remarked. ‘If the planes could get in, they’d finish you off in a hurry.’ Chiang shrugged. ‘He wants to be a martyr,’ the Marshal said. But not quite yet: at the suggestion of a Nationalist officer also being held in Xi’an, the Generalissimo wrote to Nanking ordering a three-day truce. As for Zhang, Chiang recorded him as saying that, if the revolt failed, he would either kill himself or become a bandit in the hills.


While Donald was flying to and from Luoyang, Zhou Enlai arrived in Xi’an. His mission had turned to embarrassment, calling for all the poise he had inherited from his mandarin family and all the subtlety which would mark him out as the Communists’ prime diplomat. Stalin had deflated the initial enthusiasm for the kidnapping, which the Kremlin decided was a Japanese plot. Berlin and Tokyo had just concluded a pact against international Communism, and Moscow wanted Chiang as an Asian ally. Mao and his colleagues were told the kidnapping was ‘objectively detrimental’ to the anti-Japanese cause. Though Chiang had been killing their members for ten years, they kowtowed. Zhou was told to seek a settlement.


That was what the Young Marshal now desperately wanted. His feet were growing colder by the day. After reading Chiang’s diary brought by Donald, he concluded that the commander-in-chief was a better patriot than previously thought. He dropped half of his demands, and arranged for another mediator to fly in – Madame Chiang’s brother, T. V. Soong, a stout and enormously rich banker who had been Chiang’s Finance Minister. Soong brought a note from Meiling to Chiang saying that if her brother did not return within three days, ‘I will come to live and die with you.’ When her husband read this, his diary records, ‘my eyes were wet’.


But he still refused to bow for his freedom. He gave Soong his will, and showed him a plan for an attack on Xi’an. Evidently feeling a lot better, he slept till 11 a.m. on 21 December when his brother-in-law came to see him before returning to Nanking. Donald also left for the capital where he met Meiling who decided to accompany him back to Xi’an. She took with her a pistol and her husband’s spare false teeth. As they landed, she pressed the revolver into the Australian’s hand, murmuring: ‘Please shoot me if any soldiers touch me.’ The adviser assured her she would not be molested. ‘Please,’ she repeated. But when she stepped from the plane, in a long black coat with a fur collar, she looked as composed as ever.12


Zhang came to meet the plane – he and Meiling had known one another since 1925 when she was the smart, twenty-eight-year-old daughter of one of Shanghai’s greatest clans and he was living in a modern apartment building in the city. Now, she found him ‘very tired, very embarrassed, and somewhat ashamed’. She and Donald had agreed to adopt a placatory tone with the rebels, and she said she needed some tea before seeing her husband. Then, at 4 p.m., she walked past guards with machine guns into the house where Chiang was being held. As she entered his room, the Generalissimo exclaimed that he had known she would come, having read a biblical passage that morning saying, ‘Jehovah will now do a good thing, and that is, He will make a woman protect a man.’


Meiling recorded her resentment when she saw her husband ‘lying there injured and helpless, a shadow of his former self, with his hands, legs and feet cut by brambles and bruised by the rocks he clambered over when scrambling about the mountain’. But she kept up a moderate tone in discussions with Zhang. She and Donald stayed in the only modern hotel in the city, with central heating, a barber’s shop, a white dining room with a dance floor and rose-coloured bulbs. Walking at dusk in its garden, Meiling and Donald concluded that Zhang could not make the final decision on his own. General Yang was taking a tough line, fearing he might become the fall guy. He was insisting on the withdrawal of Nationalist troops east of Xi’an and a written pledge from Chiang to implement the main rebel demands. The Generalissimo refused to do any such thing.


The situation in the isolated city was becoming increasingly difficult as food prices soared, and coal grew scarce. Fearful local inhabitants dug air-raid shelters or were forced to work on trenches outside the city. Government planes dropped thousands of copies of newspapers reporting that the rest of China was up in arms over the kidnapping. In desperation, the Marshal proposed to Meiling that the Generalissimo should be disguised and smuggled out by car. She turned this down because of its indignity, and because her husband was in no shape for such a journey.13


Help came from Zhou Enlai, who was staying in the Marshal’s headquarters. Urged on by Zhang and Donald, Meiling agreed to meet the Communist envoy. In a two-hour talk, Zhou said her husband was the only man able to lead the country. On Christmas Eve, he went to meet the Generalissimo.


The two men’s destinies would cross time and again. They had been colleagues a dozen years earlier at the military college where Chiang had begun his rise to power, and where Zhou was a political commissar. The Communist had narrowly escaped with his life when Chiang purged the left in 1927. By all accounts, the conversation in Xi’an was cordial – or high-level play-acting. The Generalissimo said there should be no more civil war. ‘All the time we have been fighting, I have often thought of you,’ he added. ‘I hope we can work together again.’ For his part, Zhou said the Communists wanted to back Chiang as the nation’s leader against the Japanese.


The next morning, Donald left Christmas presents by the fireplace – a portable typewriter for Meiling and a steamer rug for her husband. Chiang laughed for the first time for thirteen days. An even better present was delivered by Zhang courtesy of Zhou. The Communist had had a second meeting with Meiling at which, employing language the Marshal or Mao might have used, she said they were all Chinese and should not be fighting each other. ‘Internal problems should be solved by political means, and not by military force,’ added the wife of the man who had used the army to get to the top. In keeping with Stalin’s instructions, Zhou decided to take this at face value, and persuaded Yang to drop the demand for a written pledge from Chiang. It was agreed to settle for a verbal assurance of unity. The Generalissimo was free to go.


Before doing so, he had to have the last word. His ‘admonition’ to Zhang and Yang, published shortly afterwards, was Chiang’s summing up of the situation as he would have liked to have seen it. He insisted that he had made no promises and that the two men must unreservedly obey the orders of the central government so as to ‘turn a national calamity into a national blessing’. According to the official account, his sermon was taken down by his wife as the two soldiers stood to attention. Whether he actually delivered it at the time is doubtful; one of the Generalissimo’s aides reported writing it after the event. But the admonition became Chiang’s evidence that he had not given way. On the other hand, a local newspaper, presumably inspired by the Zhang–Yang camp, wrote that he had agreed to a united front with the Communists. Mao Zedong contended that Chiang was ‘willing to accept those terms which are beneficial to the state and the nation and will keep his promise in spite of the absence of his signature’.14


At 4 p.m., the Chiangs arrived at Xi’an airport, the Marshal riding in the front of their car beside the chauffeur. The main actors took time to pose for a group photograph. The Young Marshal, wearing a padded jacket and plus fours, put on a set smile. General Yang, the only one in uniform, stood to attention. The Chiangs were beside one another, Meiling stylish in a black top and long pale skirt, her husband in a thick black gown and trilby hat. Zhang, who had shown neither the stomach for war with Nanking nor a readiness to commit suicide or head for the hills, asked to fly out with the Chiangs, and face whatever punishment might be considered suitable. As Meiling noted, it was the first time ‘any high officer responsible for mutinous conduct has shown eagerness . . . to be tried for his misdeeds’.15


They went first to Luoyang. According to Donald’s recollections of the flights, the Marshal appeared drawn and strained while Madame Chiang gazed out of the window with a faint smile and her husband slept. After they landed, the Generalissimo insisted the Marshal ride in his car to the military academy where they spent the night, Zhang sleeping in a room opposite his. The next day, the Chiangs flew to Nanking to be met by a crowd of tens of thousands. In recognition of his work, Chiang awarded Donald the Order of the Brilliant Jade, Grand Cordon of Blue. The Generalissimo offered his resignation for having allowed his subordinates to revolt, knowing that his gesture would be refused. Then, he went to recuperate in his home village in the eastern province of Zhejiang.16


The Young Marshal flew to Nanking in a separate plane. At the airport, there was only one official to accompany him to T. V. Soong’s ochre-coloured villa in the city, but secret police followed them, and Zhang was quickly put on trial. At one point during the court martial, he shouted that Chiang was the only member of the ruling group worth a damn; ‘None of the rest of you would be any loss to China,’ he added. ‘If I am freed, I’ll start a revolution!’ The sentence was ten years’ imprisonment, later changed to detention at Chiang’s pleasure.17


Although the Generalissimo had not put his name to any agreement in Xi’an, the incident was a crucial historical moment. The national reaction demonstrated the yearning for unity in the face of Japan’s aggression. There was only one man who could meet that need, a man whose unbowed conduct at Xi’an gave him a special status. When he arrived back in Nanking, Chiang wrote that he was ‘conscious of living a second life’. But the swell of popular patriotic feeling made it impossible for him to press on with final suppression of the Communists. When a close aide suggested an immediate attack on the Red Army base in Yan’an, Chiang bent his head and did not reply. The Communists obtained a vital breathing space when they were weak and vulnerable. Had the Xi’an Incident not occurred, Mao might well not have survived to become Chiang’s successor as ruler of China. That is why the thirteen days in December 1936 constituted a crucial moment of the twentieth century.18


The man who had brought it about would spend half a century under arrest. The Young Marshal was to be kept in houses and caves all over China before being flown in 1946 to Taiwan where he was eventually released in 1991. Converted to Christianity, he married his long-time companion and they went to live in Hawaii where he died in 2001 at the age of 100 – he put his longevity down to sleeping well and not worrying. In an oral history released after his death, he said Chiang ‘absolutely detested’ him for having advocated fighting the Japanese rather than the Communists, and described the Generalissimo as a total egotist. ‘Our friendship was like flesh and blood,’ he added in a television interview. ‘But our political dispute was like the relationship between two sworn enemies.’ The grateful Communists hailed him as a great patriot – President Jiang Zemin called him ‘a hero for eternity’.19


For the Marshal’s first place of detention, Chiang chose the Xuedou Mountain Hostel in a picturesque area south of the eastern port of Ningbo. Tea plantations stretched below the three-room bungalow suite. There were peach blossoms in the garden. Alongside was a Laughing Buddha temple said to be 1,500 years old. Zhang planted two trees on a terrace, and set off fireworks to calm his sorrow at what had happened. After six months, a fire in the kitchen destroyed the hostel, and the Marshal moved into quarters in the temple. ‘The lonely shadow of my body lies under the sky,’ he wrote in a poem. ‘There is a long way to go; my hair turns white from growing old; little by little my tears become bright and the wind of spring is still blowing.’ Down the hill lay the village of Xikou, where Chiang had been born fifty years earlier. Of all the places in China, the Generalissimo chose one next to his first home as the prison for his most illustrious captive.




PART I
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SON OF THE SALT-SELLER


Xikou, Zhejiang Province, October 1887
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Canton, Guangdong Province, June 1926




CHAPTER 1
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Cold Realities


IN LATE OCTOBER and early November of 1887, China suffered droughts, flooding of the Yellow River and cholera outbreaks in the cities of Nanking and Hangzhou. In Shanghai, a criminal was sentenced to stand in a cage without food or drink until he died. Along the Yangtze River, a magistrate conjured up the ghosts of dead men at a murder trial. Down south, a campaign to get rid of ‘evil characters’ led to 906 summary executions in Guangdong province. In the city of Canton, the god of plague was sighted – ‘a semi-human monster with huge feet’. In Peking, there was great concern about the illnesses of two Manchu imperial princes. A physician summoned from Zhejiang province on the eastern seaboard cured one, and called for the livers of river otters to deal with the malady affecting the other.1


In the doctor’s home province, a messenger carrying a lantern walked through the night to call a midwife to assist with the birth of a child in the village of Xikou.* On the upper floor of a two-storey house by the river running through the village, a boy was born at noon on 31 October. His paternal grandfather gave him the ‘milk name’ of Jui-yuan (Auspicious Beginning). His mother later called him Chung-cheng (Balanced Justice), and he finally gained the honorific name of Jieshi (Between Rocks) which would have a prophetic echo as he found himself sheltering in the cave outside Xi’an forty-nine years later. When he moved to Canton in the 1920s, its rendition in the local dialect produced the name by which he was to be generally known in the West, Chiang Kai-shek, though in the national language of Mandarin he is known as Jiang Jieshi.


Xikou was a small village with three streets lying on a crossing point of the slow-flowing Shanxi River. The Yutai Salt Store run by Chiang’s family looked out at the waterway with its flat-hulled bamboo boats. Salt was a government monopoly, and the merchants who handled it enjoyed a certain standing. The house lay behind a wall topped with circular tiles, with a flagged courtyard onto which a room opened where Chiang’s father and grandfather sold salt, wine, rice and sundry goods over a wooden counter. There were two other rooms on the ground level, one with a phoenix design set into the floor.


Across the river were thickly wooded hills and, beyond them, the trading harbours of the East China Sea. The big port of Ningbo was 30 miles to the north along a broad track through valleys and vegetable fields. Verdant hills with rows of tea bushes rose behind the village to the monastery where Zhang Xueliang would be held. Above it towered a ridge known as the Snow Mountain. In spring and summer, pink, purple and red blossoms dotted the slopes. From the peak, there was a commanding view of a lake and a stony path to a waterfall with a 600-foot drop. On the ridge, Chiang would later build a summer residence called Miao Terrace, writing its name in his own calligraphy to hang over the central courtyard. With its back to the mountains in the midst of pine woods and bamboo, the two-storey building was classically restrained, and reflected its owner’s love of nature. The Generalissimo, who was brought up from Xikou in a sedan chair, liked to sit outside contemplating the hills. A photograph shows him dressed in a long robe, black slippers, skullcap and spectacles sitting looking into the distance from a wicker chair. The caption reads: ‘Mr Chiang Kai-shek thought deeply at Miao Terrace’.


The Chiangs were the leading family in the village, being among a multitude of Chinese who claimed descent from a celebrated ancient statesman, the Duke of Zhou. They had lost much of their assets in the great Taiping rebellion which spread over China in the middle of the nineteenth century. The paternal grandfather, Yu-piao, gave the job of rebuilding the family fortunes to one of his three sons, Chiang Shu-an. Running the family shop, he was known as an honest broker in village disputes, a peace-maker who inspired confidence in his neighbours. His first wife died giving birth to their second child. He married again, but his second wife, who appeared to be barren, passed away eighteen months later. So, at the age of forty-five, he wed for the third time.


His wife was Wang Tsai-yu, the twenty-two-year-old, widowed daughter of a farmer who had retreated to a Buddhist monastery after her husband’s death. An accomplished seamstress, she was sharp and ambitious. She gave birth to Chiang a year after the marriage; she had no breast milk, and a local man recalled that his grandmother fed the baby – ‘from then on, Chiang’s family sent us a gift of money every spring festival,’ he added. One of Shu-an’s cousins took over as wet nurse for the baby, living in a room at the back of the salt shop.2


As a child, Chiang was often in bad health. When not ill, he sought to stand out among his playmates, behaving in what he described as a haughty and lordly manner. In games of soldiers, he preferred to be the commander. A contemporary recalled that he ‘liked to be at the head of the children’. Looking back, Chiang took a theatrical view of the perils of his childhood playing. ‘I was frequently exposed to the risk of being drowned or burnt to death, or else severely cut or wounded,’ he wrote. There were certainly times when he put himself in danger, for example by pushing chopsticks down his throat to see how far they would go, or nearly drowning in a water jar. But the habit of making himself the centre of melodramatic attention was to be a hallmark of his behaviour as a young man.


His early education was entrusted to village tutors, with whom he made slow progress in rote learning of classic texts. He showed a solitary side which would be evident throughout his life, going off on his own to bathe in mountain streams, walk in the hills and visit monasteries. He listened to roaring waterfalls and birds, and rode bamboo rafts down streams to watch the fishermen using cormorants with bands round their necks to prevent them from swallowing the catch they plucked from the water.3


When the boy was five, the paternal grandfather passed away, and his three sons squabbled over the inheritance. Two years later, Chiang’s father died, and his widow was left to fend for herself as her in-laws and stepchildren took most of the family assets. Much later, Chiang’s second wife would set down a very different version of his origins, claiming that an investigation showed he was really the son of a poor farmer in the central province of Henan who had abandoned his wife and son during a famine – she had found a job as a nurse and governess for a widowed salt merchant called Chiang whom she subsequently married. Unless contemporary inhabitants of Xikou and later historians were involved in a vast campaign of deception, the chronology of this tale makes no sense. In an inverse process to the family’s claims to notable lineage, the story quoted by his second wife, whom he had abandoned, looks like a bid to take a leader down a peg by attributing humbler origins than those he proclaimed.*4


On the other hand, the story of the mother protecting her son against adversity does have a certain echo. Every account attests to Chiang’s remoteness from his father, his closeness to his mother, and her difficulties after she was widowed. Parallels would be drawn with the Confucian sage, Mencius, whose mother brought him up with great devotion despite her poverty. Chiang would invoke Wang as a leitmotif of his writings and diaries, constituting a mantra through which he could set her up as a model whose perfection was a continual reproach to himself and his unworthy compatriots. His filial attachment acted as a resource by which he could demonstrate to himself that he possessed the humility needed by a truly superior being. In the Chinese code, a man who was aiming high had to admit – in letter if not in spirit – to his own inadequacy; how better to do this than to measure himself against an iconic mother figure to whom all possible virtues could be attributed, and who was beyond reality as a construct of her son’s psychological needs?


After she was widowed, Wang left the salt store and moved into a three-room house down the street by the river. In due course, this would become Chiang’s main residence in the village, greatly expanded as befitted his status with an ancestral hall, rock garden and large reception room. But, by his account, his mother struggled to make ends meet, raising her children in a spartan, authoritarian regime. No longer the wife of a prominent member of the village, she had to take in sewing and was regarded as an outsider because she came from another district. On one occasion, tax collectors demanded money she did not have readily available. So they imprisoned Chiang until she came up with the sum. That made a deep impression on him; a memoir he wrote on his fiftieth birthday recalled: ‘My family, solitary and without influence, became at once the target of . . . insults and maltreatment . . . To our regret and sorrow none of our relatives and kinsmen was stirred from apathy.’


For a few years, Chiang was outdone in his mother’s affections by a younger brother who was described as having extremely good looks and whom Wang loved as her favourite child. But the boy died at the age of four. After that, Chiang recalled, ‘She centred all her hopes on me, hoping anxiously that I should make a name for myself.’


‘Her love was more than the love of an average mother: she was more of a disciplinarian than any strict teacher,’ he wrote later. ‘She taught me about the value of hard work as well as the elements of good social behaviour . . . From early morning to late at night every minute of her time was devoted to my well-being.’ When he was eighteen, Chiang posed for a photograph with her, a handsome young man in a quilted jacket standing behind his mother who sits squarely on a wooden chair. Her eyes are deep-set. Unsmiling, she epitomises the harshness of her existence, what Chiang later called ‘the shadow of cold realities’.5


From his mother, he learned to erect a protective wall between himself and his surroundings, and to tread warily while never admitting defeat. From an early age, he lived on his internal resources, and followed his own morality. Impulsive and domineering, demanding attention and regarding himself as the centre of the universe, he could become self-absorbed and introspective, withdrawing from the world. ‘At play, he would regard the classroom as his stage and all his schoolmates as his toys,’ a teacher recalled. ‘But when he was at his desk, reading or holding his pen trying to think, then even a hundred voices around him could not distract him from his concentration. His periods of quietude and outburst sometimes occurred within a few minutes of each other: one would think he had two different personalities.’6


There was little or no time for relaxed family relationships. Rather, an intensity bordering on hysteria reigned. When he left his mother on a trip, a tutor recalled, Chiang wept till his eyes became red. When he was downcast, one of his teachers remembered, ‘the contagion of his grief would deeply depress the neighbours and cause his mother to retire to the adjoining room, there to shed tears herself’. When the boy came home from a stay with cousins at the age of twelve, he burst into uncontrollable sobs on seeing his mother. ‘From his childhood, [he] constructed a number of strong ego defence mechanisms against an experientially hostile world,’ the historian Pichon Loh wrote in his study of Chiang’s character in early life. ‘They were to become a powerful mental wall behind which the rejected boy could withdraw in isolation, the better to preserve the stability of his personality or to re-stabilise a personality threatened with collapse.’7


In 1901, a marriage was arranged between Chiang and Mao Fu-mei, a robust, illiterate village girl. He was fourteen; she was five years his senior. His heart was hardly in becoming a husband. During the wedding banquet, Chiang joined boys playing outside, and had to be dragged back to the meal. Wang saw the girl as a useful helper since her feet were only partially bound, but her affection was limited: Chinese mothers-in-law are not known for their tenderness to their daughters-in-law. After meeting Mao twenty years later, Chiang’s second wife recalled her saying that the first two months of the marriage had been happy as Chiang took her on walks in the hills and raft rides down the river. But his mother then blamed the teenage bride for being a disturbing influence on her son, and leading him astray as they gallivanted in the mountains. When Kai-shek and she talked or laughed in the house, Wang would tell her to be silent.


‘Therefore,’ Mao recalled, according to this account, ‘I kept quiet and seldom spoke. More and more I avoided any direct conversation openly with him in the house. That was not easy, however, especially when he asked me questions and expected my answers. The situation went from bad to worse, and Kai-shek soon became impatient with me. I dared not say one word to defend myself, even when he scolded me, for, as you know, the villagers in their narrow-mindedness would accuse me of being an unfilial and disobedient daughter-in-law. And you know what that means in an isolated village like ours! The strain gradually caused a split between Kai-shek and me. All I could do was to weep secretly over my utter helplessness, and for a long period I suffered from melancholy.’8


Mao found solace in devout Buddhism while Chiang left the village to attend the Phoenix Mountain School in the district seat of Fenghua, from which he was nearly expelled for leading a protest calling for better teaching. After two years, he shifted to a private school in Ningbo where he heard a teacher extolling the importance of the army. A year later, he moved again, to the Dragon Middle School in Fenghua. The classical Chinese learning by rote, with no questions asked, formed his mindset – he was always to believe that the issuing of an instruction was enough; orders were to be obeyed just as the texts of Confucius and his disciples were to be enunciated as eternal truths.


One of Chiang’s teachers, Hollington Tong, later to be his obsequious information director, recalled him as a ‘serious-minded student’ who grabbed the newspapers when they arrived from Shanghai and studied them in the small reading room. He had also already adopted his lifelong habit of getting up early, practising exercises and meditating while others slept. ‘It was his custom to stand erect on the veranda in front of his bedroom for half an hour,’ Tong wrote in a hagiographical biography. ‘During this time his lips were compressed, his features were set in determination, and he stood with his arms folded. It is, of course, impossible to say with certainty what thoughts filled his mind at such times, but it was fairly obvious that he was thinking of his future.’9


Chiang had decided to pursue a military career, and to train in Japan, a country whose embrace of industrial and military modernity contrasted so sharply with the conservatism of China’s imperial system. In August 1894, Japan had declared war on China over a dispute in Korea, which was under the protection of the Manchu Empire in Peking. Tokyo’s victories marked the start of half a century of expansion into China, and confirmed Japan as the Prussia of Asia, with a military command that was a law to itself. In 1904–5, that status was confirmed when it defeated Russia in their Far Eastern war to demonstrate its power on the world stage.


Seeking to learn from the Japanese system, Chiang sailed across the East China Sea in the spring of 1905. His mother sold possessions to raise the money for the trip. By then, the adolescent from Xikou had read an incendiary book, The Revolutionary Handbook, which called for the killing of the Manchu Emperor, the establishment of a republic with a constitution based on that of the United States, the expulsion of all Manchus, and ‘the freedom to revolt’. Before leaving China, the young man cut off his pigtail – a symbol of submission to the imperial dynasty – and sent it home. This declared him to be on the side of the revolution. His relatives were duly alarmed.10


In Japan, he suffered a terrible disappointment. Chinese could gain admission to military schools there only with a recommendation from the Board of War in Peking, which he did not have. Rather than turning round and returning home immediately, Chiang spent several months in Japan picking up the language before heading back to Xikou. He took out his frustrations on his wife. Later, Mao complained that he beat her, and, on one occasion, dragged her down the stairs by her hair. He would write that he could not bear ‘hearing the sound of her footsteps or seeing her shadow’. Soon he was off again, to China’s greatest metropolis of Shanghai, 200 miles to the north.


Before long, his mother followed him. A fortune-teller had told her that, if Mao gave birth to a son, the offspring would become a high official. So Wang travelled to the big city with the oppressed wife in tow. Chiang made it plain he was not interested in testing the prophecy. But, after his mother threatened to commit suicide if he did not sleep with his wife, he relented. Mao became pregnant and in due course gave birth to a boy.11


Showing the perseverance inherited from his mother, Chiang applied for a Chinese army school as a stepping stone towards getting to Japan. He secured one of fourteen places allocated to his province. The college had Japanese instructors, some of whom did not hide their contempt for the Chinese. One produced a lump of clay during a lecture on hygiene, and said it could contain as many as 400 million microbes, ‘like China with 400 million people’. Enraged, Chiang walked up to the desk, picked up the clay and threw it down so that it split into pieces. The instructor complained to the director, but the young man escaped with a reprimand.12


When an examination was held to select cadets for Japan, Chiang was not on the list because he was not studying Japanese. He appealed on the grounds that he had already learned the language in its home country, and was allowed to sit for the test, qualifying as one of forty applicants chosen.


His destination was the Shimbu Gakkô military school, where courses for Chinese students were paid for by the Peking government. After graduating there, Chiang joined a field artillery regiment in northern Japan: he was 5.59 feet in height and weighed 130 pounds. A photograph shows a trim young man in uniform and boots. A short sword hangs from his belt, and he holds a flat cap in his right hand. He groomed horses, shined boots and learned how guns worked, but did not impress his instructors. One commented that he ‘did not reveal innate ability’. Another called him ‘a commonplace cadet’.13


Military life was tough. Even in the bitter winter, Chiang recalled, ‘we never failed to get up before five o’clock every morning and to wash our faces with icy cold water which we ourselves had to bring up from the well’. Initially, he suffered from the thin diet – a bowl of rice at each meal with three slices of dried turnip and sometimes a small piece of salted fish. Bean curd, green vegetables and a tiny piece of meat were added only on Sundays. For the first three weeks, he supplemented this by buying biscuits, but then grew accustomed to the small quantities provided. Looking back, Chiang came to believe that his year as an ordinary soldier in Japan provided a foundation that stood him in good stead. It certainly gave him an appreciation of the value of discipline, hard work, political indoctrination and modern weapons, in an army largely free of external control.14


Though Peking banned Chinese students in Japan from such activities, Chiang formed a small political circle at the college. More important, he met a young man from his home province of Zhejiang called Chen Qimei who was in Japan as a student but whose main activity was working with the movement founded by the perennial Chinese revolutionary, Sun Yat-sen. Aged thirty, Chen was eleven years older than Chiang. The contact was to set the course of the young man’s life. The two became sworn brothers, and Chen introduced Chiang to an umbrella grouping of anti-Manchu underground organisations established by Sun under the name of the Tongmenghui or United League, with Tokyo as its headquarters.


Subsequent literature is peppered with accounts of a meeting between Sun and Chiang in Japan in 1908: in some, Sun predicts that the young man will become a hero of the revolution, and even takes to consulting him before making any plans. Such stories appear to have been the product of retrospective hagiography. At the time they were supposed to have met, Sun was elsewhere, and Chiang was too junior to figure in his projects – in any case, he did not become a member of the United League until 1910.15


In the autumn of 1911, Chiang received a coded telegram from Chen in Shanghai telling him to return to China to join the revolution that had just broken out against the Manchus. Chiang obtained a forty-eight-hour leave permit. Before departing, he joined Japanese officers and two other Chinese at a dinner during which the cups were filled with water that was meant to symbolise the willingness of military men to die in battle. One of the other participants recalled much later that, after the two other Chinese had taken a sip, Chiang drained the cup, his face red with emotion. He then travelled to Tokyo with his two companions. There, he changed into civilian clothes, and sent his uniform and ceremonial dagger to military headquarters by registered mail to show he was not a common deserter. He took the train to Nagasaki and, on 30 October, sailed in disguise for Shanghai. ‘This,’ he recalled, ‘was the real beginning of my revolutionary career.’16




CHAPTER 2


[image: image]


Sworn Brothers


THE FALL OF THE Manchu Empire was a tale foretold. From 1850 on, the dynasty – known as the Qing – which had ruled since 1644 was challenged by armed uprisings on a huge scale, reform movements, and a growing sense that China could not remain in splendid isolation from a world which was clearly outstripping it. The Manchus and their predecessors had always seen their rule as universal, rising far above the mere government of a nation state and based on Confucian principles. No other power could be acknowledged: though the dynasty was often flexible in practice, the principle was that there could only be vassals. But, by the second half of the nineteenth century, their hold on the mandate of heaven became increasingly shaky.


Earth-shaking as constitutional reforms were for traditionalists, they were too late. The ceding of power to provincial gentry weakened Peking’s authority. The abolition of the Confucian civil service examination deprived the Manchus of a dedicated elite. The system could not handle the emergence of a public sphere among those who wanted to run their own lives and think for themselves. The imperial treasury was under constant strain; the court riven by intrigue. Corruption was rampant. The backwardness of industry and the infrastructure mocked the pretensions of the Sons of Heaven. The Empire became the single great symbol of what was wrong with China, its unpopularity heightened by nationalist resentment at a dynasty whose founders had invaded from the north and which made its subjects wear pigtails in a sign of submission. Advocates of change united round one tenet: the Manchus must go. What was to follow was less clear.


In the second half of the nineteenth century, popular rebellions broke out across the country. Much the biggest was that of the Taipings, followers of a farmer’s son from the south called Hong Xiuquan who proclaimed himself the younger offspring of the Christian God. Taking their name from the Chinese characters for ‘great peace’, the Taipings set out to create a Heavenly Kingdom on earth in which private ownership of property would be abolished, idols cast down, men and women made equal, and opium, prostitution, slavery and foot-binding outlawed. Swelling to half a million men, the Taipings took the old capital of Nanking which they renamed the Heavenly City. By the time it lost momentum and was put down, the fourteen-year revolt had affected sixteen of China’s eighteen provinces with a death toll put at 20 million.


Though defeated in 1864, the Taiping rising had important effects. Peking gave more authority to Han Chinese – the ethnic majority – particularly to a group of Confucian statesmen who offered to strengthen the regime. The battles against the rebels brought into being armies under professional commanders who came to relish their positions and whose elite troops received instruction from foreign advisers. At the turn of the century, changes in education, political administration, industry, law and the budget were proclaimed. But the reactionary Dowager Empress, Ci Xi, blocked progress with a coup which led to the arrest of the Emperor, her nephew, and his mysterious death, widely attributed to poisoning at her behest.


The accession of the three-year-old Pu Yi to the throne in 1909 further weakened the Manchus. Pressure for change mounted and the gentry increasingly took over affairs in the provinces. Imperial authority had also been shaken by defeat at the hands of the West in two opium wars, and then by Japan. The foreign military expedition to Peking to put down the Boxer rebellion in 1900 had made things even worse, leaving China saddled with indemnity payments to the powers whose property and citizens had been attacked. Sovereignty was impaired by the extraterritorial rights that gave foreigners immunity from arrest by the Chinese authorities, and by the granting of autonomous concessions to half a dozen foreign powers in coastal and river ports. The weakness of the Empire faced with these small bands of foreigners, and the ceding of treaty rights to them, compounded China’s shame.


In the generation of educated Chinese pressing for modernisation through study circles, secret societies and journals, nobody was more active than Sun Yat-sen, the son of a peasant family in Guangdong province in the south. Though he had studied medicine in Hong Kong, where he was baptised by an American Congregationalist, Sun’s true calling was revolution. He travelled incessantly to spread his gospel and raise funds from the overseas Chinese diaspora, evolving his anti-Manchu, nationalist creed as he did so. The dapper doctor became a hero in 1896 when he was kidnapped and held for five days in the Chinese embassy in London before a press outcry led the British government to obtain his release.*


At the head of the United League, Sun propounded three principles of Nationalism, Democracy and the People’s Livelihood. The first meant uniting China, ending the privileges granted to foreigners and winning the country a proper place in the world; the second involved devolving power to the people after periods of tutelage by the doctor’s party; the third could be interpreted as anything from gentle reformism to full-blown socialism. Sun was a vague thinker – his second wife would say he put together his pronouncements on the spur of the moment depending on the political context and his audience. He acted as a dictator within his movement, which was rent with factionalism. Still, he pressed on, often with only a handful of followers, plotting from havens in Japan or French-ruled Vietnam. After failed initiatives in the south-west, he engineered an abortive army mutiny in 1910 in the Guangdong capital of Canton.† The following April, he prepared another rising there, but the action began before the main body of his force arrived up the Pearl River from Hong Kong, and between seventy-two and eighty-six rebels died.1


In May 1911, a new Cabinet took office in Peking under an imperial prince known for his traditional views and corruption. One of its early decisions was to nationalise railway lines planned in Sichuan province. This angered the gentry there, and led to demonstrations on which imperial troops opened fire. The Sichuan unrest was localised, calling for reform rather than revolution. But more radical opposition was gaining ground in army units whose officers saw themselves in a role similar to that of the general staff in Prussia.




The decisive spark came on 9 October 1911, when a bomb exploded accidentally at the headquarters of a military revolutionary group in the Russian concession of the Yangtze River city of Hankou. Police swooped and grabbed the group’s membership list. That forced the soldiers into action. The following day, troops in the neighbouring garrison city of Wuchang mutinied, and marched to the quarters of their colonel, who agreed to take command of the rising: one story is that he only did so after his men found him hiding under his bed and threatened to shoot him if he did not join them. The date – 10 October or the Double Ten – became the most sacred anniversary in the Republican calendar. Two days later, the rebels controlled Hankou and the two nearby cities of Hanyang and Wuchang, making up the tri-cities known as Wuhan. But they had no plan of what to do next, and revolutionaries elsewhere were taken by surprise, making the revolt a headless dragon.


At the time, Sun Yat-sen was in Denver, Colorado, as part of a fundraising trip to the United States. He was told of events in China by a telegram from Huang Xing, his portly, thickset co-conspirator in the Canton revolt six months earlier who had been named as the second-ranking figure in Wuhan. One account is that Sun could not understand the cable because it was in code, and he had left his crib in Texas. Another is that he was feeling too tired to respond, and went to bed instead, only reading of the uprising in a newspaper the following morning. Then, instead of returning immediately to China, Sun travelled to London and Paris to seek declarations of neutrality from Britain and France.2


To defend themselves, the Manchus called back their best general, Yuan Shikai, who had led the regime’s German-trained new armies at the start of the century before being banished from the capital for being too powerful. Under his direction, imperial forces partially defeated the rebels in Wuhan. But the revolt had spread to fifteen provinces, and Yuan turned his power on the throne. Though he was allowed to go on living in the Forbidden City, Emperor Pu Yi was forced to abdicate while Yuan had himself appointed Prime Minister, and formed a cabinet containing only one Manchu.


For Chiang Kai-shek, the 1911 revolution provided the apprenticeship for his rise to power. After his tough experience in Japan, he became immersed in the very different world of Shanghai with its overlapping layers of politics, plotting and violence. The city was the biggest and most modern urban centre in the country, the home of cut-throat commerce and finance with a huge labour force fuelled by migrants from poor rural regions, a brutal metropolis on the make. China’s writ did not run in the British-American International Settlement and the French Concession which Peking had ceded by treaties imposed by the imperial powers in the nineteenth century. As well as housing foreigners, the concessions, with their modernity, attracted a far more numerous Chinese population. For revolutionaries and political exiles, they were a great haven.


After responding to Chen Qimei’s call to join him in 1911, Chiang became well acquainted with the dark side of the city, which he would use in murderous fashion in due course. He could not have found a better training ground or a better teacher than the sworn brother he had met in Japan, for whom he had a sword made to celebrate their undying relationship.


The son of a businessman, Chen Qimei had been apprenticed to a pawnbroker and worked for a silk merchant before his brother, an army officer, paid for him to go to study in Japan. Though enrolled at military school there, his real interest lay in political activity, and he attended the meeting with Sun Yat-sen which formed the United League. Chen saw the constant use of violence as the way to revolution. Mild-looking with protruding ears and owlish spectacles, he had an almost adolescent air. But he led a successful assault by several hundred rebels on the city’s arsenal, the seat of military power, on 3 November 1911, and then became military governor of Shanghai. Sun later commented that the rising in Shanghai had been the greatest contribution of any in 1911. Chen had a good relationship with businessmen, who welcomed the lifting of imperial restrictions on trade and finance. He also forged links with the city’s secret societies and underworld, including the main criminal outfit, the Green Gang. One of his associates, Ying Guixin, employed criminals to conduct kidnapping, robbery and extortion missions.


Chiang Kai-shek’s revolutionary blow was struck 100 miles south of Shanghai, in Hangzhou, chief city of his native province of Zhejiang. He travelled there in early November to organise a 100-strong unit, writing to his mother to ask her forgiveness for having neglected her. Her reply, as recorded by one of his admiring biographers, was that Chiang should do as his duty required. Early on 5 November, a storming party headed by two young women throwing home-made bombs moved on the governor’s headquarters, and set it on fire. With reinforcements, the attackers then staged a two-pronged attack on the garrison camp by the West Lake. The demoralised defenders were quickly disarmed. Among those who took part in the attack was a ‘Dare to Die’ unit which, if the Shanghai precedent was anything to go by, included men from the Green Gang.


The provincial revolts which followed the October uprising raised the possibility that China might fall apart as regions went their own way. To prevent this, a conference was held in Shanghai with a representative of Yuan Shikai. On Christmas Day 1911, Sun Yat-sen landed in the city after returning from Europe via Singapore. Going to a house in the French Concession, he telephoned the leaders of the revolutionary delegation at the conference. Two of them went to see him, accompanied by the Australian who would be at Xi’an a quarter of a century later, W. H. Donald.


In a drawing room where a weak fire was burning, Sun sat to one side of the hearth. On the other side was a hunchback, dressed in a uniform with big shining buttons and medals. This was an American named Homer Lea, who had latched on to Sun as an adviser. The doctor hailed him as ‘a world brilliant military talent’, but his presence went down badly that afternoon: according to Donald’s biography, the Chinese could not understand how the would-be leader of the revolution could have chosen such a man, and Lea was soon sidelined. On 29 December a provisional parliament met to elect the doctor as provisional president of China under a constitution which promised China’s first national parliamentary election.3


Sun formed a government with several figures who would work for or against Chiang in the decades ahead, including the southern politician and theorist, Hu Hanmin, as secretary general of the President’s office. The cabinet met round a large rectangular table in a Western-style building looking out on a neat garden at the back of the former imperial governor’s headquarters. But its authority was extremely limited, and the task of turning from revolutionary theory to practical administration soon became too much for the doctor. After only forty-five days, he handed over to Yuan Shikai. Responsibility for uniting the nation and establishing the Republic was thus vested in a general who said he had no time for ‘abstract ideas’ like democracy.4


Returning to Shanghai with his first victory under his belt, Chiang was put in command of a revolutionary army brigade funded by local merchants. According to a critical account written in 1930, the men were riff-raff, and their commander soon gave up trying to train them. Chiang followed the example of Chen Qimei by forging links with secret societies, and plunged into the flamboyant Shanghai nightlife. A photograph of the time shows him as a debonair figure with his hair slicked back, wearing a shirt with a high stiff collar and a three-button striped jacket. He also got to know Zhang Jingjiang,* a prominent financier whom he added to his list of sworn brothers.


Zhang, son of a wealthy family in Chiang’s home province of Zhejiang, had been bought an imperial rank by his father. He went abroad to join the Chinese legation in Paris where he established a trading company dealing in gold, tea and silk: he also ran a bean curd factory and a lucrative antiques business which gave him his nickname of ‘Curio Chang’ in the transliteration of the time. During the First World War, he moved across the Atlantic. His wife stayed in America when he returned to China after the armistice, but his five daughters, all with Western names, joined him.


After meeting Sun Yat-sen on a boat, Zhang became a devoted follower of the doctor, and contributed large sums to his cause. His home near the racecourse in the International Settlement was a gathering place for politicians and businessmen. Zhang suffered from creeping paralysis of the spine which led the French Concession police to dub him ‘Quasimodo’. A photograph taken after the revolution shows Sun striding forward while Zhang lurches awkwardly to his left, wearing a light homburg hat and multicoloured embroidered coat. In later years, as his illness grew worse, he would be carried about on a litter, referring to himself as ‘the Reclining Cicada’. With his dark glasses, Richard III-like appearance and aura of money and power, he was one of the city’s distinctive figures, his influence increased by underworld and secret society contacts to whom he introduced Chiang. The young revolutionary clearly struck Zhang as a man with a future. For his part, Chiang referred to his feeling of ‘fear and respect’ for the businessman.5




Despite such useful associations, Chiang was not the most popular man in revolutionary circles. He had a nasty temper and insisted on having his own way. His fiery side was well illustrated in 1912 when he went to see a rival of Chen Qimei, who was in hospital at the time. As a quarrel developed, Chiang pulled out his pistol and shot the man dead.*


After this episode Chiang, now twenty-five, took off for Japan, where he published a military magazine, for which he wrote articles extolling the doctrine of ‘blood and iron’ and the centralisation of military power. China, he argued, should be ruled by an enlightened despotism which would combine ‘Washington’s ideals’ with ‘Napoleon’s methods’, and democratic thought with revolutionary spirit. He considered going to Germany to further his training, but returned to Shanghai instead for fresh enterprises with Chen Qimei against the growing power of Yuan Shikai.6


The city’s revolutionary administration had lost its initial popularity as taxes rose and corruption grew. Yuan Shikai edged Chen out, and installed his own men. Sun Yat-sen had also proved malleable. In August 1912, he was lavishly received in Peking, and had thirteen meetings with the President after which he proclaimed his host to be ‘just the right man’. On 25 September, the doctor was among those who put their names to an agreement that handed the stocky, bull-headed general a ten-year term in the name of stability and national reconciliation. The National Assembly backed one of his cronies as prime minister. ‘The Chinese revolution is a very young baby,’ Yuan told a diplomat. ‘It must be nursed and kept from taking strong meat or potent medicines like those prescribed by foreign doctors.’7


Sun found a new enthusiasm as Director for Construction of All Railways in China, and set out for an inspection tour in a long train with two dining cars. The preference for grand schemes over practicality which marked Sun’s politics also applied to his new passion. On a large map, he drew thick lines between provincial capitals with thinner lines for branch links. If a connection was crooked, Sun would wipe it out with wet cotton and draw a straight line regardless of the terrain or natural barriers. He was keen to show his map to journalists who boarded the train, but W. H. Donald, who accompanied him, prudently arranged for it to be temporarily mislaid.


Though Sun had allowed himself to be sidelined, the Nationalist Party, the Kuomintang (KMT) which was formed in August 1912 to replace earlier revolutionary groups, acquired a potent young political organiser called Song Jiaoren as it prepared for the general election promised by the constitution. Still only thirty, Song appealed to the middle class, landowners and merchants by ditching any mention of Sun’s principle of the ‘people’s livelihood’, which many equated with socialism. Equality of the sexes was also dropped. In February 1913, the results of the election gave the Kuomintang 269 of the 596 seats in the lower house of the legislature and 123 of 274 in the upper house. Its score meant that it would have no difficulty concluding alliances with smaller parties to form a majority, enabling Song to become Prime Minister at the head of a cabinet to displace Yuan Shikai’s regime.


To eliminate that challenge, one of Yuan’s henchmen contacted Chen Qimei’s gangster former associate in Shanghai, Ying Guixin, who felt that the revolution had not treated him well enough. His relationship with Yuan’s regime became so close that the Prime Minister gave him a copy of its secret code book. After receiving a telegram from the capital promising him a high award if he destroyed Song, Ying approached a young man called Wu in a teahouse and offered him a trip to Europe if he would ‘lighten the labours of Yuan Shikai and smooth his path’.8


On 20 March, Song Jiaoren went to the Shanghai station to board the train for Peking. As he walked along the platform, Wu, dressed in black, opened fire with a Browning revolver. Song was rushed to a hospital where the doctors were told to wait for official permission from Peking to operate. By the time this came, peritonitis had set in. Song died the following morning. A Western woman doctor said he could have been saved if she had been able to act immediately. On 21 March Ying sent two telegrams to the capital. One read: ‘The urgent order was executed.’ The other added: ‘The insurgent leader is already annihilated; none of our army was killed or wounded.’


The Yuan administration tried to blame the killing on internal Kuomintang feuds, and then conjured up an unknown organisation called the Women’s Assassination Group. But Ying was an immediate suspect, and was arrested while smoking opium in a brothel. In his house, police found the exchange of telegrams with Peking, together with the murder weapon. There was also an incriminating letter from the Prime Minister who soon stepped down on the grounds that he was suffering from toothache – he died after being fed poison the following year. The assassin, Wu, was also arrested, and also died of poisoning while awaiting trial. Ying, however, escaped and went to Peking to seek support. Soon afterwards, he was stabbed to death with two swords in a railway compartment. Responsibility for his death was not established.


After Song’s death, Sun Yat-sen joined the opposition in criticising Yuan Shikai for having raised a £25 million loan from an international banking consortium without consulting Parliament. The general sent troops to surround the legislature, and sacked three provincial governors who sympathised with the nationalist cause. Seven provinces declared their independence of Peking in what became known as the Second Revolution, but were defeated without much difficulty. Yuan ordered the dissolution of the Kuomintang, meaning that Parliament could not meet for lack of a quorum. A constitutional conference in the spring of 1914 confirmed him as dictator for life. Egged on by an American adviser, F. J. Goodnow, who thought empire the right form of government for China, Yuan laid plans to elevate himself to the throne, and ordered a 40,000-piece porcelain dinner service from the former imperial pottery.


As part of the Second Revolution, Chiang Kai-shek was entrusted with an attack on the Shanghai Arsenal. On his way there, he was arrested by a sentry, but escaped. The early morning attack was a fiasco. After his outnumbered force suffered heavy losses, Chiang fled to the International Settlement, gave up his arms and went with his wealthy patron, Zhang Jingjiang, to try to raise support in Nanking. When this got nowhere, Chiang and Chen Qimei, who had a price of $50,000 on his head, sailed once more to Japan.9


The next year, the young man was involved in plans for another rising which was aborted by the security forces of the Shanghai military governor, Admiral Cheng Ju-cheng, a graduate of the Greenwich Naval College in London. The authorities bribed a fellow revolutionary they had arrested to kill Chiang. But he sought shelter with his rich patron, Zhang Jingjiang. When police tracked him down there, Chiang walked out of the house with a young lady on his arm, gambling that the watchers would not expect him to be accompanied. As he stepped into the street, the police asked if he was their quarry. ‘No,’ he replied. ‘We’ve just said goodbye to him in the drawing room.’ Returning to Japan yet again, he rejoined Sun Yat-sen who was working on the establishment of a new movement, the China Revolutionary Party. With only 500 members, it was more of a secret society than a political party, described by one Kuomintang veteran as ‘a small group of oddly-assorted people . . . without the slightest political training’. Chiang became its 102nd member.10


For all his long years of struggle, the doctor’s own status was questionable at this point. His insistence on unchallenged authority over colleagues alienated potential partners. Nor was Sun’s prestige enhanced by his womanising. He had abandoned his wife, whom he had wed in an arranged marriage in his home village. They had had three children, but Sun had left her in Hawaii while he went on his travels. ‘Even his close associates were disturbed by the way Sun consorted with prostitutes in Southeast Asia,’ a historian of the clandestine revolutionary movement has written. ‘That was the trouble with the old boy,’ W. H. Donald noted. ‘Couldn’t keep him off the women.’ He pursued a liaison in Japan from which a daughter was born, and invited what the Australian described as ‘a large number of beautiful Chinese women’ to join his railway inspection tour in 1912.11


Among the party as Sun’s secretary was Ailing Soong, the American-educated eldest daughter of the Shanghai tycoon, Methodist and republican supporter, Charlie Soong. According to Donald’s recollection, the doctor stared at her during the train journeys without a flicker of his eyelids. He asked her father for her hand in marriage, but this was refused, if only on the grounds that the doctor was still married to his first wife and the Methodist businessman could not approve of bigamy. Ailing, who was more interested in money than in politics, soon left the doctor’s employ. Her place was taken by her beautiful sister, Qingling, also a graduate from the Methodist Wesleyan College in Macon, Georgia.12


Charlie Soong tried to keep his daughter away from Sun, locking her in their Shanghai home. But she climbed out of a window and escaped with her man. In October 1915 they married. He was fifty; she was twenty-three. Aware of the controversy, the doctor did not appear at public functions with his wife for more than two years.


To raise funds for the revolution, Sun sent Chen and Chiang on a trip to South-east Asia. Their boat called at Shanghai, and the lure of the city proved too much – they went ashore and stayed there when the ship travelled on. After the failures of the previous two years, Chiang pushed for action against the main symbol of Yuan’s power in the city. On 10 November 1915, the revolutionaries struck.


That morning, the military governor drove in his black Delage limousine to the Japanese Consulate for a reception in honour of the Emperor. As the car slowed down to cross tram tracks onto the riverside Bund, a Chinese man on the pavement threw a bomb. It arched over the limousine and exploded in a cloud of smoke. The bomb thrower and another man, both wearing gowns, drew Mauser pistols. One jumped on the running board and pumped bullets inside; the other ran alongside, firing as he went. Bullets shattered the windscreen, and riddled the woodwork and upholstery. One of Admiral Cheng’s medals was blown off. Two passing British police inspectors intervened, and overpowered the attackers. They carried ammunition belts containing 198 bullets. Hit sixteen times, the Admiral was dead on arrival at the hospital. The assassins said they had been ‘very disappointed’ at Yuan Shikai’s plans to become emperor, and had resolved to kill Cheng as his representative.13


Chen Qimei and Chiang hoped the assassination would clear the way for a naval mutiny they were planning to incite by taking over the local flagship, the 2,750-ton, British-built Chao-ho. With the help of a Green Gang member, they spent $200,000 on bribes to the crews of two other ships to join in. In the evening of 5 December 1915, a yellow-funnelled launch carrying two dozen young men sailed alongside the Chao-ho. The passengers, who looked like students, asked to be allowed to visit the warship. Once aboard, they surrounded its guns, drew pistols and demanded the keys of the magazine, managing to get access to ammunition for the smaller cannons. At pistol point, the gunners were forced to shoot eighty-five three-inch shells at the city. Though they aimed high, some buildings were hit, including a hotel where a shell passed through the kitchen as the cooks prepared dinner.


Simultaneous attacks were launched on police stations, the main telephone exchange and the electricity station. Bombs were left in parcels and fruit baskets. But the revolt fizzled out, in large part because of incompetent preparations against superior forces. Fire from loyal ships hit the boiler of the Chao-ho and, since none of those who had boarded it knew how to move the ship, it became a sitting target. The crews of the two other ships failed to join in. The revolutionaries on land were soon dispersed.14


Heading out from the French Concession, Chen and Chiang found themselves alone as more and more enemy soldiers appeared. ‘Luckily,’ Chiang recalled, ‘it was fairly dark, and they could not distinguish who we were.’ The two retraced their steps to a safe house. No sooner had they arrived than police turned up with drawn pistols. Chen’s nephew, Chen Guofu, banged the doors and pushed tables and chairs around to make as much noise as possible to warn his uncle and Chiang who were upstairs. ‘Very softly, Chen Qimei and I climbed over the next building and from there went into hiding in my private room on the Avenue Joffre,’ Chiang recounted. Though he said their spirits never wavered, he admitted that ‘the days seemed dark and bleak’.15


Chiang joined an attempt to subvert a fortress north-west of the city, which was initially successful as local troops revolted. But the general appointed as the revolutionary commander changed sides after being bribed by Yuan Shikai. Chiang stayed on with some of his men till they were beaten by superior numbers and their chief, a former bandit, was beheaded. According to one account Chiang was left alone in the fortress at midnight when two soldiers came up and put him on the road back to Shanghai.16


The revolutionaries suffered other reverses and growing financial problems. But, in May 1916, Chen Qimei thought he had hit a rich vein when a man contacted him with a scheme to raise money from a Japanese financier, with a Chinese mine serving as collateral. Though Chiang advised caution, Chen told him the contact was ‘one of us’. A meeting was arranged to finalise the deal. Half a dozen men in a hired, chauffeur-driven car drove up to the house where Chen was staying. There was an initial discussion, but the visitors were assassins working for Yuan Shikai, who shot Chen dead. Chiang took the body in a car to a hideout in the French Concession where he held a rite. He then arranged a funeral at which he delivered the eulogy to say that he and Chen were so close that ‘we had almost forgotten we were two separate personalities’.17


Fearing he was next on the hit list, Chiang took shelter in a hideout in a pleasure garden, and then moved in with one of Chen’s two nephews, both of whom would later play key roles in his regime. Sun then ordered him to join an expedition organised with Japanese help to try to bring revolution to the large coastal province of Shandong. It was very badly organised and poorly armed; Chiang left after two weeks as it collapsed.18


This low time came at a moment when the wind was moving in favour of the forces opposing Yuan Shikai. With his old-fashioned outlook, dozen concubines and traditional manners, the general could not meet China’s desire for change despite some attempts at modernisation. A bid to impose a more effective system of land taxation alienated the provincial gentry. After eighty-three days on the throne, Yuan was forced to retract his imperial claims. In the spring of 1916, he received W. H. Donald in his palace in Peking. His stumpy body was bent, his hair grey, his face white and shrunken. He slouched forward in his chair, and, after a brief conversation, shuffled out of the room. In June, a month after the murder of Chen Qimei, he died of blood poisoning, ushering in the warlord era in which competing militarists, big and small, fought endless battles across China.


As revolving cliques of generals jostled for power in north and central China, the only place left for Sun Yat-sen was his native province in the south. An army from neighbouring Guangxi province, which had moved into Guangdong, was ready to let him set up in the capital of Canton. The doctor named Chiang as his military adviser, putting him in charge of a field operations section of the revolutionary army under the overall command of the chief provincial general, Chen Jiongming. The two officers quickly fell out, Chiang complaining about a lack of discipline and the difficulty of getting his views across. His Zhejiang accent and dialect also made communication difficult with the Cantonese.19


Sun took the title of Grand Marshal, donning a braided uniform with epaulettes and decorations. His national claims were boosted after the ruling clique in Peking sent troops to surround the parliament building there, and legislators headed south to elect him head of a government which was to mount an expedition to take power in the capital. But he had no army, and the commanders in Guangdong were more interested in regional power than in conquering China. The doctor’s government was a lacklustre affair; its officials spent their time sitting around playing chess and Sun’s influence stopped at the gates of the cement factory he used as his headquarters. His bluff was called when a leading southern militarist sent a message to the gentry, merchants and parliamentarians in Canton saying that the ‘rather confusing title of Grand Marshal’ was subject to question, and that China did not need another national government. Even the parliamentarians from Peking rejected him by now, and the Grand Marshal was forced to leave for Shanghai in the summer of 1918. Chiang followed him on another journey to the metropolis where, as it turned out, he would find a new wife.20




CHAPTER 3


[image: image]


Going to Extremes


IN HIS EARLY THIRTIES, Chiang Kai-shek was a restless, ambitious young man hanging on the coat-tails of revolution as he sought his way forward in life. Subject to impulsive moods and erratic behaviour, he was self-centred and suspicious. In his funeral eulogy for Chen Qimei, he had talked of those ‘who have been trying to attack me, slander me and destroy me’. His diary records that he was ‘often wary’. He suffered problems with his eyes and teeth, nervous pains and a typhoid attack. He thought of seeking new horizons abroad, and read widely on everything from military matters to astronomy and geography, with a backbone of classical Chinese literature that shaped his conservative views.


Drawing on Chiang’s own thoughts, the biographer of his early years, Pichon Loh, says these stressed the importance of serenity, attentiveness, tranquillity and constancy. He set himself high-minded precepts, but found no problem in acting in a less lofty manner. A warrant appears to have been issued for his arrest in connection with an armed robbery. A list of Green Gang members includes a ‘Jiang Dezheng’ which seems to be a version of Chiang’s name: the entry is for a man from his birthplace who gives his profession as ‘politician’.1


For all his injunctions to apply Confucian respect for elders and superiors, Chiang’s petulance and insistence on having his way had become a dominant feature of his character. Before he left Xikou, one of his tutors had written of his wild attitude. A village elder called him ‘stubborn, jealous, tactless, bad-tempered and egotistical’. Chiang admitted to his patron, Zhang Jingjiang, a lack of ‘cultivation, respectfulness and constancy’, and to being stubborn, rude and offensive.2


With rare exceptions such as Sun Yat-sen and Chen Qimei, he respected nobody. ‘Your hatred of mediocrity is excessive,’ the doctor told him. Chiang saw himself as a man who was straightforward and acted in keeping with his conscience, but his friend and Kuomintang colleague, Dai Jitao, referred to his ‘unreasonable fury’ and called him ‘extremely self-willed to an almost incorrigible extent’. ‘Whenever you are despondent and in a state of intoxication, you let your anger go unchecked,’ Dai added in a letter.


Chiang himself said the murder of Chen Qimei drove him ‘into a life of debauchery’. In 1924, he acknowledged that ‘everyone says that I am given to lust’, but said this was ‘a thing of last resort, in a state of utter depression’. His earliest biography records that, after the first revolutionary success, he went through ‘a period of rather riotous living’ in which ‘there was much chance for moral degeneration’, and the results began to tell. Other reports described him as a ‘suave and knowing lover’ and talked of his uncontrollable urge for alcohol and girls as he ‘sowed his wild oats [and] scattered his seed all over Shanghai’.3


He took as his concubine a plump-cheeked sing-song girl called Yao, whom he described as ‘a petite beauty and very charming’. They met at the pleasure gardens where he hid after Chen’s death. She belonged to an elderly man who became jealous of her relationship with Chiang. At a dinner given by her patron, Yao brought shark’s fin soup to the table. The old man asked if she would give up her new friendship. She said no. According to Chiang’s account, her patron told her he had spent thousands of dollars on her, yet she made him lose face repeatedly by consorting with the younger man. Then he took the bowl of soup, and emptied it over her head, saying, ‘Since you prefer this penniless revolutionary to me, wear this hat!’ The boiling liquid disfigured her, and ruined her career of entertaining men in teahouses.4


While Chiang ran wild, Sun Yat-sen and his young wife settled into a neat, two-storey villa at number 29 Rue Molière, in the French Concession, bought with donations from Overseas Chinese. Though always certain of his own correctness, the doctor cut an isolated figure, ill at ease with the modernity adopted by the vanguard of Chinese intellectuals. For all his advocacy of nationalism, he played no part in the biggest protest of the time, arising from the way the Allies treated China which had sent shiploads of labourers to the Western front after coming out against Germany in the later stages of the First World War. In return, the Chinese expected to regain German concessions in Shandong province on the east coast. Instead, secret Allied treaties gave them to Japan. On 4 May 1919, 5,000 students protested in Peking. Mixing nationalism, anger at the Shandong decision and denunciation of the militarist government in the capital, they drew on a rising tide of opinion that China needed to free itself from old modes of thought that were preventing it from becoming a modern nation. Though it could not stop Japan moving into Shandong, 4 May became a landmark in the rise of Chinese nationalism. Later, Sun would try to weave his own mythology round the protest, but, at the time, he dismissed ‘young students who prate about the new culture and espouse cosmopolitanism . . . we have no place for them.’ Like most revolutionary leaders, he did not fancy any movement he did not control.


In his Shanghai exile, Sun was in regular touch with his financial benefactor and adviser, Zhang Jingjiang. One summer afternoon in 1919, he went to see the crippled businessman at his home in the fashionable western section of Nanking Road, accompanied by Chiang and Dai Jitao. Walking into the drawing room, the three men found Zhang’s five daughters and a girlfriend doing a Chinese lesson. Sun delivered a brief lecture about how the young could serve China, Chiang smiling approval. The teenagers then quit the room, returning occasionally with refreshments for the men before Sun and his companions left the house in the early evening.5


The sixth girl, known by her ‘milk name’ of Ah Feng, was the daughter of a paper merchant and of a well-educated woman noted for her calligraphy. One of Ah Feng’s friends, called Zhu Yimin, had married Zhang after his first wife died in America. When they came back to Shanghai after their mother’s death, his daughters needed to learn Chinese, and Yimin suggested that her acquaintance, who spoke Chinese and English, should help the tutor engaged by their father. After saying goodbye to Yimin that evening, Ah Feng found Chiang standing at the front gate like a sentry. ‘The man’s face was flushed from the wine he had drunk, and he looked so very red,’ she wrote later, describing Chiang as of average height, somewhat wiry, with shaven head, jutting jaw, prominent chin and a short, straight nose. When he spoke, he grunted, revealing unusually long teeth. His eyes were dark and penetrating, his lips sensuous, his tone lecherous as he asked her where she lived. She gave a wrong address to mislead him. He offered to walk with her. She refused. He stood in her path. She dashed past, hurrying home while he gazed after her.6


Four decades later, Ah Feng, who had taken the adult name of Chen Jieru and was also known as Jennie, wrote her memoirs in English with the help of a collaborator in Hong Kong. After a US firm offered to publish the book, two of Chiang’s aides threatened legal action, and the offer was withdrawn. With the help of its friends in Washington, Chiang’s administration in Taiwan was determined to suppress the memoirs for fear of the embarrassment it might cause. The agent handling the book in the United States was attacked and beaten up twice. His office was broken into. He was threatened with lawsuits, and investigated by the FBI. After American publication was blocked, a lawyer representing Chiang’s son bought copies of the manuscript from the Hong Kong collaborator for US$170,000.


When Jennie died in 1971, it seemed that her recollections would never see the light of day. But, eighteen years later, a leading expert on Republican China, Professor Lloyd Eastman, tracked down a copy of the manuscript in the Hoover Institution in California. In 1992, the memoirs appeared in book form in Chinese, followed by the English original the next year. They are, naturally, told from the author’s viewpoint and contain incidents for which she is the only source. Although there are errors in dating and some sections are gushing and melodramatic, there is no reason to doubt their overall accuracy: indeed, the book is far from the negative portrait that might have been expected.


When Chiang first saw her, Ah Feng was, in her own words, ‘tall and lanky, but well formed . . . Although I had a smooth complexion and sharp features, my mouth was large, with prominent teeth, and my jawbones were rather heavy . . . I wore thick, heavy bangs, which almost covered my eyebrows, and my hair hung in a long plait down my back.’ A week after the meeting, she was sewing at home in Tibet Road in the International Settlement when Chiang walked by. Her mother had gone shopping, and had left the door open to give her daughter light to work by. Seeing her, Chiang said he had been searching for her, but had been misled by the wrong house number she had given. She told him she had done this because she did not want him to come to her home. Ah Feng’s mother then returned, and got rid of him. The next day, Yimin told Ah Feng that Chiang was madly in love with her. He kept coming to Zhang’s house when she was there, and eventually talked her into lunching with him at St George’s Restaurant in the International Settlement.


‘Throughout lunch, he bombarded me with a stream of questions for which I had few answers,’ she recalled. ‘He was so excited and spoke so loudly in his Ningbo dialect that I had to tell him to lower his voice several times.’ After the meal, Chiang invited her to visit his sister. Ah Feng said she had homework to do, but he brushed that aside. She insisted he walk ahead of her since she considered it improper for a young girl to be seen in the street with a strange man.


After covering several blocks of Bubbling Well Road, he stopped at the driveway of the Burlington Hotel where he said his sister lived. Ah Feng remarked that the place was for foreigners. But Chiang led her through the lobby and up the thickly carpeted staircase. A white uniformed attendant met them on the landing, and led them down the hall to a room. ‘On entering . . . I was surprised to see it was a large bedroom with a wide, foreign bed at one side and a dressing table at the other,’ her memoirs went on. ‘The large French window had long snowy-white lace curtains. Everything looked so white and clean.’ The girl walked around the room, looked into the bathroom, and asked Chiang where his sister was.


By then, he was turning the key in the door lock. ‘Don’t be alarmed,’ he said with a smile. ‘I want to talk to you and tell you a secret. Ah Feng, I’m really lonely. You are the only person who can make me happy, but your coldness makes me unhappy.’


He took her hand and kneaded her fingers, trying to embrace her. She ran to the door. ‘To stop me, he showed uncontrollable temper,’ she recalled. ‘He seized me with both his arms in manic frenzy. Then he threw his arms around me and forcefully kissed my cheek and then my mouth. But I fought like a tigress. I kicked and lashed out with all my strength to strike at him.’


Chiang let go, and Ah Feng screamed for help. At that, he opened the door. She dashed out. Reaching home, she told her mother she had a headache, and went to bed. Stubborn as always, Chiang telephoned the next morning. ‘What do you want?’ Ah Feng snapped. He asked to see her again to be forgiven. She hung up, amazed at his nerve.


He kept telephoning, but she would not speak to him. In a letter, he said her refusal would diminish the ‘morale and spirit’ of the revolution. ‘I cannot rest until I receive your reply,’ he added. ‘I lay my heart at the hem of your skirt. Say that you will forgive me and talk to me again very soon. Let me see you today!’ Ah Feng replied with an implied promise of a reward if he left her alone: ‘Your letter received. Don’t annoy me by telephoning or writing, and you shall, in time, be forgiven.’ He was thirty-two, she, thirteen.


In the autumn of 1920, a Guangdong general with progressive views drove out the militarists who had ejected Sun from Canton. Though his reputation would suffer in later official history, Chen Jiongming, known as the ‘Hakka General’ after the early inhabitants of the area, was a considerable figure, regarded by the British military attaché as one of the ablest soldiers in China. From a landowning family in eastern Guangdong, he had been provincial vice-governor after the 1911 revolution, and got opium and gambling banned; but he was driven out after the collapse of the Second Revolution in 1913. Moving to the south of neighbouring Fujian province, he built schools and roads there, and encouraged freedom of expression.7


After taking Canton and establishing his dominance of Guangdong province, Chen invited Sun Yat-sen to return. Installed in the city again, the doctor worked on his grand scheme to launch an expedition to the north to make himself president of all China. He called on Chiang to join him, but the younger man had fallen out with Chen on previous trips south, and took several months before moving. When he did, he insisted on going in a private capacity – Guangdong was not a suitable place for him to stay in for long, he declared.


Chen brought in a constitution which limited military spending to 30 per cent of the budget. Twenty per cent was to go to an educational reform programme headed by a noted progressive intellectual, Chen Duxiu, who championed the use of the vernacular language and would become the first leader of the Chinese Communist Party. The government paid for students to go abroad, some to an anarchist-run college in France. Soviet agents called Chen a man of ‘great willpower and self control’ and ‘a brilliant organiser, receiving the sympathies of the masses’.8


Favouring the creation of a southern confederation independent of the great warlords in the rest of China, Chen had no time for Sun’s schemes for a military expedition to Peking – he respected the doctor but considered him an impractical idealist. Undeterred, the doctor opened negotiations with a northern militarist for a joint attack on the capital which, given the paucity of his resources, was a pipe dream. He subsidised 225 members of the national parliament to assemble in Canton and elect him Extraordinary President of China (since there was no quorum, he could not take the full title). The assembly backed his plans for the expedition, and Sun set out with a small force for the north of Guangdong.


Even more ambitiously, Chiang presented a plan for alliances with warlords in Jiangxi and Sichuan provinces, and an attack in the north-west at a cost of $30 million. It was sheer folly, so Chen refused to put up any money. Chiang flounced out once again for his home province of Zhejiang. When Sun urged him to return, Chiang said he would not make the trip before a proper expeditionary force was mobilised. After the doctor cabled to say this was being done, he relented. Back in the south, however, he dreamed of a snow-covered landscape, and woke sensing a bad omen for his mother, white being the symbolic Chinese colour for death. On 14 June she died at the age of fifty-three. Fiercely individualist to the last, she instructed that she was not to be buried in the same tomb as her husband and his first two wives. She also exhorted her son not to forget members of the family who had helped her in difficult times, leaving a list which, by omission, told him who had not been supportive. Both the sense of standing apart and the cultivation of clan loyalties would mark her son through the coming decades.9


Chiang went to Xikou to mourn. He had a tomb built in the pine woods on a hill that is thought to resemble a laughing Buddha with the grave as its navel. On the way up the path, 6-foot-high inscribed tablets were erected, one provided by Sun Yat-sen. In front of the tomb, surrounded by trees and bushes, is a carved image of bamboo and a phoenix – the phoenix representing women, the bamboo the hills where Chiang’s mother was born. The smoke from villages below was said to be like incense. Behind the tomb, the earth rises in a triangular form with a flower on top.


In mid-August, Chiang left for Shanghai, where he had a dream which made him fear for the safety of his mother’s grave. Hurrying back to Xikou, he found the village had been flooded, but the grave was safe. Finally arriving in Canton in mid-September, Chiang called on Chen Jiongming, but the meeting went so badly that he returned immediately to Shanghai. Surveying his situation, he decided that ‘the trouble with me in society is that I go to extremes. Therefore, I have lifelong, sworn, intimate friends, but no ordinary boon companions or social acquaintances. The same applies to my words and actions.’10


In Shanghai, Chiang learned of the death of the father of the teenager he had taken to the Burlington Hotel. He visited the family house in his mourning clothes. The body was laid out in the front room. As was the custom, the widow stayed in seclusion while Ah Feng and her brother received visitors. Chiang lit candles and incense, and knelt three times on a cushion beside the bier. Unshaven and looking forlorn, he bowed to the children. They bowed back in silence.11


In the following days, Chiang called frequently at Zhang Jingjiang’s house to ask about Ah Feng, who was now fifteen. Her friend, Yimin, pressed his case with the girl’s mother who engaged a private detective to investigate his private life. The report showed that Chiang was unemployed, and had a wife and a concubine. Ah Feng’s mother said there was no question of marriage. This provoked a visit from Zhang, who proffered her assurances that Chiang was divorced from his first wife and that the concubine had signed a separation agreement. He also explained that Chiang was his very good friend, was infatuated and had asked him to act as matchmaker. ‘He is most persistent and will not take no for an answer,’ the businessman added.


Asked by Ah Feng’s mother for a candid assessment of Chiang, Zhang replied: ‘He is a man with a good heart, and as a revolutionary he has absolute devotion. I feel he will make your daughter a good husband, Mrs Chen. But, to be very honest, I must say that he is extremely impulsive, opinionated, and too often hot-headed. His only fault is that he takes risks unnecessarily. He is a junior member of our group, and we like his quality of absolute loyalty. But we do not always follow his opinions or suggestions.’


As her mother grew increasingly persuaded, Ah Feng’s anger at the hotel incident was moderated by Chiang’s forlorn appearance at her father’s bier – she did not know that he was still mourning for his mother. A meeting was arranged at Zhang’s house. Sun Yat-sen was also visiting. As she stood in front of the doctor with her head bowed and her eyes on his tan-coloured shoes, Ah Feng heard him say: ‘She is a very fine girl, but so young.’ After telling the couple to get married if they were in love, he delivered a homily on the need to dedicate their lives to the revolution.


When Sun left, Chiang led the girl into Zhang’s library and declared his love. She found it impossible to reply. He took her by taxi to a park in the French Concession, and recounted his arranged marriage and his relationship with the concubine. If they married, he promised, she would be ‘his one and only legal wife’. Then, she recalled, he intoned a short poem:




Oceans may evaporate,


Mountains may crumble,


But my love for you


Will never change.*





When Ah Feng remained tongue-tied, Chiang took a knife from his pocket, and offered to cut off a finger to show how serious he was. She was won over. They became engaged. At a rendezvous at a cafe, he presented her with a photograph of himself in uniform, and said he had decided she should take the name Jieru, meaning ‘pure and unblemished’.†


The wedding was held in the Great Eastern Hotel in the Wing On department store building. The bride wore a pale pink satin dress with silver and gold embroidery, and pearl ornaments in her hair. The groom was in a long, dark blue gown with a short black satin jacket. The marriage certificate lay on a table covered with heavy red silk. Another table bore a large pewter incense urn, two candlesticks with red candles, and plates with pagoda-like piles of fruit, sugar cane, cakes and condiments. On the wall, the characters for Double Happiness were embroidered in gold on red satin.12


Zhang Jingjiang, who officiated, rose with difficulty from his chair to make a short speech wishing them happiness and good fortune. Bride and groom pressed the seal into a vermilion ink pad and stamped the marriage certificate. After bowing to the guests, they walked to the other end of the room, knelt at the altar and drank from a silver wine cup while the matron of honour chanted wishes that they might enjoy long life and harmony and have many children. Firecrackers were let off outside to end the ceremony. ‘Whenever I looked up to steal a glance at Kai-shek,’ Chen’s memoirs record, ‘I could see that he had a preoccupied and uncomfortable look about him, appearing to be happy and proud, but a little impatient. I knew instinctively his main thought was to get the ceremony over with.’


A bridal suite with modern European furniture had been reserved in the hotel. The brass double bed was hung with pink silk curtains embroidered with dragons and phoenixes, a design repeated in the cover and pillows. Four satin-covered padded quilts were folded lengthwise on one side of the bed. Red scrolls hung on the walls. The trousseau was packed in four trunks.


The bride waited in the room as Chiang stayed with guests at the wedding feast. The matron of honour advised her that she should not resist when he touched her – ‘in fact, you must do everything to cooperate and allow him to do what he wishes’. The matron arranged the bedclothes and laid down a small sheet, placing hand towels and lubricant near the pillows. Leaving when the groom came up, she repeated: ‘Don’t resist the bridegroom. Let him have his way . . . Now don’t be afraid. Congratulations! May you have a hundred sons and grandsons!’ Turning to Chiang, she said cheerily, ‘Congratulations and good night, Mr Bridegroom.’


Chiang locked the door. Then, Jennie recalled, ‘he took me in his arms, and I could feel my heart thudding against my breast. I stood there like a clinging vine, defenceless with eyes half-closed, and waited . . . Then he pressed himself against me passionately and held me tight. I yielded to his desire.’ They spent the next day in the room. At one point, between ‘gusts of passion’, Chiang spoke of the ambitions he had formulated after the death of his mother – to marry Jieru, to win Sun’s confidence and become his heir, and to emerge as the country’s greatest military leader who would unify China and become illustrious throughout the world.


For their honeymoon, the couple went to Xikou where the bride encountered her husband’s family and his first wife. They walked through the hills and floated down the river in a flat-bottomed bamboo boat. On their return to Shanghai, Jennie met Chiang’s son, Ching-kuo, who was only four years younger than her. He seemed a well-behaved, quiet lad, but afraid of his father. When Jennie pleaded with her husband not to be harsh, he replied that the worst thing for a boy was to be spoiled by his parents – ‘he must learn discipline’.13


The new bride also became aware of another member of the Chiang family, a boy whom her husband had adopted. He told her that the child, called Wei-kuo – or Wego – had been fathered during a stay in Japan by his Kuomintang associate and sworn brother, Dai Jitao. The Japanese mother had turned up with the baby one day. Dai, who was now married, did not want to acknowledge his son; so Chiang agreed to adopt him. Jennie described Wei-kuo as delicate and frail, with a long, thin face. He was obedient, intelligent and curious, and Chiang seemed to have a soft spot for him that contrasted with his harshness towards his natural son. ‘Ching-kuo is teachable and Wei-kuo is lovable,’ he recorded in his diary. He confided care of the child to his former concubine, Yao, and they went to live in Chiang’s home village. Seventy years later, the adopted son said Chiang’s first wife frequently abused them, making them inhabit a pigsty where they slept on straw.14


On returning to Shanghai, Jennie made another, more alarming discovery after suffering from skin irritations. She went to see a doctor who took blood samples. Three days later, she wrote in her memoirs, he told her she had gonorrhoea.


The bride rushed in a taxi to her mother’s home. Chiang arrived there half an hour later. He said the complaint was mild, and could be treated. According to Jennie, he also admitted that he had contracted the disease before their marriage, and had infected her. Given the life he had led in the city, this was hardly surprising: between 10 and 15 per cent of the population of Shanghai was estimated to have suffered from syphilis, and even more had gonorrhea.


Jennie’s mother gave her son-in-law a tongue-lashing, while Jennie shouted, ‘You are an evil man. I will divorce you!’ Chiang stood with head bowed, begging forgiveness. That afternoon, the two of them went to see the doctor. He told Chiang to leave the room. Then he injected an antidote containing arsenic into Jennie’s arm. A course of ten shots would cure her, he said. But he warned that this might make her sterile.


They went into the waiting room, where, Jennie recalled, the doctor told Chiang he should have finished his own course of treatment before getting married, and revealed that the groom suffered from epididymitis, which made him sterile. Swearing remorse, Chiang pledged as a penance never to touch alcohol. ‘I was too miserable to argue,’ Jennie recalled. ‘What could I do? What could any young wife do under these circumstances, except to forgive? So, I forgave Kai-shek. And true to his promise, he gave up liquor and all kinds of liquid except boiled water.’15
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