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Introduction


by Ian Johnson


It’s risky to pick turning points in world history, but it’s safe to say that the Tiananmen Massacre on the night of June 3–4, 1989, in downtown Beijing, was one of the most important of the past half century. At the time it was recognized as a momentous event—a bloodbath in the center of a world capital usually is—but three decades later its importance has only grown, marking the end of one China and the rise of today’s grim superpower.


For on that night, soldiers armed with automatic weapons and tanks smashed through crude barricades, killing hundreds, possibly thousands, of Beijingers trying to stop the troops from breaking up a student protest. The students had occupied the city’s gargantuan Tiananmen Square, calling for an end to corruption and official privilege and for a more open, freer society.


The students were flawed—as are most people, especially when they are eighteen or nineteen years old. Most had little idea of what they wanted. And some were arrogant. But they were well-meaning and idealistic, and many Chinese saw in them a hope for a better, more decent society. From across the country, Chinese traveled to Beijing to support them, wired them money, and wrote poems in their honor.


And so, on that fateful night, thousands of ordinary Beijingers ran out onto the streets to confront the troops. On several previous nights the government had also tried to clear the square but sent in unarmed troops. Locals talked them out of their attack and they returned to their barracks.


But this time around, China’s rulers decided to teach their subjects a lesson they wouldn’t forget. They sent in hardened troops with orders to shoot their way to the center of town. The carnage lasted hours and the city’s hospitals overflowed with the dead and dying. The message was clear: This will not be tolerated. Ever.


Since then, China’s course has been set: economic development, yes; an open society, no. The government has banned, arrested, and jailed people who tried to set up new political parties or even write about the need for change. It has brought the Internet to heel by deploying thousands of censors. And it has pushed its ambitions abroad by funding Western universities and think tanks and drawing up blacklists of people who mention its deeds. These are the bullets it uses to silence opponents.


The opium is the benefits of economic growth—the real prosperity that makes many people inside and outside of China wary of rocking the boat. For many around the world, China has become an alluring model, and its many apologists, including leading Western political leaders, happily eat from its trough.


So today we have a China that is richer than ever, boasting bullet trains and aircraft carriers, but politically stunted and often driven by nationalistic aims—an unhealthy mixture that has rarely turned out well in world history. It is a country for which 1989 did not mean the fall of communism as it did in Europe but rather is synonymous with a failed revolution.


And yet, for all of their importance, these events have never been told with much élan or vigor. We have deadening academic prose, policy-wonk jargon, but little to connect us with the people who made these events happen.


That is why this book is so important. It is not a definitive history of Tiananmen but something more compelling: intimate interviews with people who fought for the revolution, were jailed, and were then released to a country that had suddenly turned away from politics and embraced the deadening pleasures of consumer society and the cheap thrills of nationalism. That’s why this book is about more than the events of three decades ago; it is also a portrait of today’s unhappy and repressed China.


Our guide is Liao Yiwu, the most remarkable chronicler of real-life China to emerge from his country. He is something like a Chinese Studs Terkel, compiling oral histories of key turning points in his country’s history, but he has the maniacal fearlessness of the great Polish war correspondent Ryszard Kapus´cin´ski. He is funny, self-deprecating, and brutally honest about his own failures, making him a compassionate, credible narrator for these stories.


Liao came to international attention thanks to a series of remarkable portraits of China’s underclass, which he brought to life in numerous profiles and books. His methodology is that of a gumshoe private eye: he walks, listens, and observes. Himself a participant in the protests, he spent four years in jail and then fifteen years interviewing grassroots China. He went to people in remote mountains or under secret-police surveillance. His work often landed him in trouble and often under house arrest. It cost him two marriages and the loss of contact with his first child. But he has remained driven to write the stories that official history books in China try to censor out of existence.


Most of what you hold in your hands wouldn’t have come to light if not for Liao’s personal courage. Facing daily police harassment and a ban on travel abroad, Liao decided in 2011 to flee China for the West. After careful planning, he packed a backpack full of tapes, notes, and photos. He traveled to the Vietnamese border and found a place to walk across to freedom. He soon flew off to Germany, where he lives today with his new family, and a new existence in Berlin.


Since then he has been mining his notebooks and now has written what I believe to be his most significant work. A predictable oral history of 1989 would include many of the student leaders of this movement, but Liao focuses instead on more telling and interesting examples. These are the people who couldn’t flee abroad or didn’t have the fortune of serving a few years and being released in the 1990s as part of deals to reestablish economic ties with Western countries. For the people in this book there were no fellowships at Ivy League schools, no book deals, no rebirth as a religious celebrity—not even the ignominy of boring but comfortable lives in banking or academia.


Instead, these are the stories of the “Tiananmen thugs,” the completely inaccurate name given by the government to the citizens who bore the brunt of the military’s assault on the square and the transformation of nearby streets into killing fields. We often think of Tiananmen as a student revolt and its repression as falling on these young people, but in fact only the first part of this statement is accurate. The protests were led by students, but the people who defended them were ordinary Beijingers. These were the people who were gunned down, arrested en masse, tortured, jailed, and forced to labor in the country’s infamous laogai gulag.


Liao gives us so many moving stories: three young men who defaced the iconic portrait of Chairman Mao that looks down on Tiananmen Square; a worker who was so incensed by the massacre that he set fire to an armored personnel carrier; a bus conductor so angry that he threw bricks at soldiers. In these pages we hear about parents of the victims, and of course we get to know our guide and interviewer, Liao Yiwu, a poet who had the quixotic idea of filming a musical in his native Sichuan Province to protest June Fourth.


These are among the hundreds of thousands of mostly nameless people arrested in 1989, a fact that challenges claims that the pro-democracy protests were something that only concerned students, intellectuals, and other elites. Instead, we meet people from all walks of life who joined in the struggle out of sincere patriotism and paid for it in varied ways: destroyed marriages, lost careers, or a lifetime of sexual dysfunction brought on by torture.


Thus, this book does more than keep alive the memory of June Fourth; it helps us rethink those days by focusing on the forgotten people who sacrificed the most. Through them we get a radically new view of Tiananmen, one that increases its importance by showing its broad and terrible scope.


But while these stories are depressing, they are also hopeful. Whenever pundits argue that China has created the perfect dictatorship or that the past is forgotten, think of these people. Many were teenagers when their lives changed. Now it is only thirty years later. They are just middle-aged. Many will live another thirty years. Their lives will continue to vex the Communist Party for most of the twenty-first century.


These profiles also show the universality of humans’ desire for decency and fairness and the right to shape their future. When it is argued that events in faraway lands or distant eras are not our concern, think of these people. They had little to gain. And yet they acted—an inspiration for all of us in today’s uncertain times.





PROLOGUE





“All You Want Is Money! All I Want Is Revolution!”


During the predawn hours of June 4, 1989, on government orders, 200,000 troops surrounded Beijing, China’s capital, and then marched to its heart. The government’s tanks and armored vehicles cleared the way, crushing the barricades, firing into the crowd, mowing human beings down like weeds. Sanctioned at the very top, the massacre they committed in and around Tiananmen Square—against overwhelmingly nonviolent protesters from all walks of life—shocked the world.


Millions of ordinary, idealistic Chinese people had been protesting for democracy for weeks, in dozens of cities across China, including Chengdu, my home at the time and the capital of Sichuan, my native province. In an instant the protesters were scattered like flocks of frightened birds. Arrest orders flew out across the land. Several hundred thousand people fled abroad as political refugees. Meanwhile, untold tens and tens of thousands—mostly working-class people with little connection to the democracy movement leadership—were thrown in jail and became political prisoners.


Thirty years later the regime that committed the massacre is still in power. To this day there has been no reliable estimate of the number of people killed that day. The official government figure for those “accidentally injured” is 300 or less. Surveys conducted at the time by the Red Cross Society of China and by student movement organizations at 100 Beijing-area hospitals suggested that approximately 3,000 people had been killed. Recently declassified documents from the US and UK governments suggest that the number may have been over 10,000, with many more injured.


How can we find them, the lost ones? The wife-and-husband team of Ding Zilin and Jiang Peikun, after their son was killed near the square, made contact with over 200 family members of June Fourth victims and started the Tiananmen Mothers movement. Over the past thirty years they have only been able to collect a list of 202 people from all those killed. (See Appendix Two.) Sun Liyong, who fled to Australia, scraped together with great difficulty a list of several hundred people who were imprisoned after June Fourth.


Years have passed. The butchers are winning. Cycles of shameless moral breakdown and misery followed the crackdown: they created and are still creating our past, present, and future. The tyrants seemed to have killed at first with trembling hands. Later, as they killed more people and their blood debt increased, killing became easier and they felt free to do as they pleased.


China’s economy grew at a frenetic pace. Every wave of killings seemed to bring forth tremendous economic growth. One fashionable theory held that economic development would bring political reform and that in turn would force the tyrants to move toward democracy. That was why Western economic sanctions against China after June Fourth soon faded away, with more and more countries lining up to make business deals with the butchers. They did this even as the killers kept jailing and murdering, even as new blood spilled over the old bloodstains. New tyrannies replaced the old. To survive and make a miserable living amid such bloodstained tyranny, people learned to live without moral scruples.


After Tiananmen, as everyone else feigned amnesia and raced to make money, waves of brutal crackdowns struck the families of murdered and imprisoned protesters, people practicing alternate kinds of qigong, Falun Gong practitioners, members of the China Democracy Party, people who petitioned higher levels of government to redress their grievances against local officials, peasants deprived of their land, laid-off workers, human rights lawyers, members of underground churches, political dissidents, the families of the Sichuan earthquake victims, people who signed Charter 08, proponents of the Jasmine Revolution online, and those struggling in Tibet, Inner Mongolia, and Xinjiang. Meanwhile, the “June Fourth rioters” were finally quietly released from prison, one by one, without anyone noticing.


The Chinese people have become slaves waiting and willing to be plundered and trampled. And the Party said to Westerners: Come on over, build factories, set up businesses, construct tall buildings, and design computer networks. As long as you don’t talk about human rights or pick political scabs, you can do whatever you want. In your own country there are all those laws to obey and public opinion to worry about. You aren’t free to do as you like. You should come here and work with us. Come to our country and get dirty with us. Please go ahead and mess up our rivers, skies, food, and underground water resources to your heart’s desire. Come use our cheap labor. Make our people work day and night. Reduce them to nothing more than machines on the assembly line. By the time most people in China come down with different kinds of cancers in their bodies, minds, and characters because of all the pollution, you will have made even more money in this, the world’s biggest junkyard, where there will always be more business opportunities than anywhere else.


In the name of free trade, many Western companies conspired with the butchers. They created a junkyard. Their profits-first “garbage system of values” became ever more influential. The Chinese people all knew that the butchers had the money and had their escape routes ready—that they would, in the end, abandon their scarred and battered motherland. They would all emigrate to the West to enjoy that pure land and its sunlight, its liberty, equality, fraternity. They might even join a church there and ask that same Jesus, who was nailed to a cross in ancient times by tyrants, to atone for their crimes. And once the Chinese people realize that the corrupt officials and businesspeople, the shameless exemplars of “winner takes all,” are not going to face justice and get their just deserts in the West, they will imitate them. Soon every corner of the world will be full of Chinese swindlers who have abandoned their homeland—a swarm of locusts who will blot out the earth and the sky, bringing disaster with them wherever they go.


The children born in 1989 have already grown to adulthood. According to the yin-yang transmigration ideas of Chinese Buddhism, they should be the reincarnations of the June Fourth dead, though with absolutely no memory of their previous lives. On the other hand, those tens and tens of thousands of street fighters against tyranny who were thrown into prison in 1989 seem like handfuls of sand tossed into the vast swirling ocean of people.





Everything’s fucked-up. The woman you used to know has changed; she’s completely focused on getting ahead. Then there’s the question of taking care of our daughter and the fact that I have nothing more to say to my friends. My wife complains that she’s thirty-something years old and still doesn’t have a place she can call home. She says I have to find a way of making money to support our daughter. She despises our past, which is brave of her. My flute playing drives her crazy, so I don’t play. Somewhere deep inside I still love her, but I can’t love her in the way she needs. Sometimes when I’m sitting alone at home, the fights rage on in my head for hours: “You loser.” “I’m the husband!” “You’re her dad!” “All you want is money! All I want is revolution!”


The letter was dated March 26, 1994, written to my old friend Liu Xia, who would later marry the famous political prisoner Liu Xiaobo. The night before, I sat on my freezing balcony for what seemed like hours. I took out my bamboo flute, but I was so depressed that I couldn’t get a sound out of it. I only succeeded in catching a cold.


Soon after, following a violent argument, my wife and I divorced. I moved back to my parents’ place on the other side of town, where they took care of me as if I were a child again. Most of the time I had just a few coins in my pocket, not enough even to leave the apartment. My older brother Damao lent me 10,000 yuan, which all went to child support. My daughter is now twenty-one. Of those twenty-one years, we’ve spent less than two months together.


Before Tiananmen, I was a rebel poet, volatile and impulsive, who loved to pick fights and tell tall tales. I won more than twenty state literary prizes, and I figured that one day I would earn international fame as a writer. But all my poems earned me was a stint in jail. That dreamy poet’s look was flayed from my face. In 1990, I was arrested for reciting a poem about the massacre, and I spent nearly four years in prison. Even after I was released, I remained a wanderer, never finding a home in my own country.


The great massacre of June 4, 1989, was a turning point. Before, everyone loved their country; afterward, everyone loved money. People’s hearts grew colder. A penniless former labor camp inmate, I could tell people despised me. I felt like my world had been turned upside down overnight. When I got home and saw my wife, my parents, my siblings, and old friends for the first time since jail, they seemed impassive, and there were none of the emotional scenes you read about in books. Born more than half a year after I was jailed, my daughter had turned three. She was scared of my shaved head and began to cry. She hid behind the door and whimpered, spitting at me.


Prisoners, by definition, are all single. Many of my fellow inmates hadn’t seen a woman in years or decades. Everyone talked about sex all the time, even the political prisoners with their supposedly lofty ideals. It was our default subject of conversation. The only difference between ordinary criminals and politicals was that when the former steamed up the cell by masturbating in unison, the political prisoners either had to pretend they didn’t notice or quietly slip away. I once shared a bunk bed with a man who was in for human trafficking. Whenever the prisoners got a special treat at dinner, he would get himself off that same night. Sometimes he made the whole bed shudder, and I would rap on the iron bed frame in protest. He would yell back up at me without missing a beat: “Don’t you know? Use it or lose it!”


I scoffed then, but after my release I realized that I had indeed lost it. That part of the longed-for reunion with my wife was underwhelming; in fact, it was over before it had even really started. She picked herself up, ice-cold, and said, “I didn’t really want to, but since you’d just come home, I thought there was no way to avoid it.”


The blank look on my face hid my inner turmoil. I quickly got dressed. Life after prison turned out to be a living hell. What was the way out for someone with my combination of insatiable sex drive, sexual dysfunction, and politically suspect past? My former friends would answer the phone the first time I called, but they never answered a second time. Even those who came by especially to invite me to dinner would later vanish.


At the time, my wife was editing a weekly entertainment magazine published by a Chengdu nightclub. She was afraid that my shaved head was too conspicuous, the sign of an inmate, so she bought me a wig and forced me to wear it. I once went to the club to pick her up because it was late and I was worried about her getting home safely. As soon as I entered the club, I ran into the two managers, one fat and the other skinny, both of them drunk, both old friends of mine who used to be poets. Together we had run an underground poetry zine that poked fun at the Party. Of course they were both more idealistic and patriotic than I was during the 1989 student protests, publicly reciting their anticorruption poems on campus. The night of June Fourth found them in Tianfu Square in Chengdu, bringing food and water to the students who were skirmishing with the military police, and ferrying the injured to hospitals.


At the club they recognized me right away. The fat one seized my wig and cried out, “What’s this counterrevolutionary doing in disguise?” The thin one yelled, “A girl for the counterrevolutionary!” I broke out in a cold sweat. They both roared with laughter and pulled me into a private room for a drink.


Three hostesses came in and started up the karaoke machine. The fat man produced his wallet and gave them all 100-yuan tips as if he were handing out candy. “Do you still write poems?” asked the skinny man.


“I haven’t been able to. I guess I just don’t feel like it,” I said.


“Well, if you do ever feel like it, try changing your tune and writing poems that sing the praises of nightclubs, Chengdu nightlife, sexy women, and spicy hot pot,” he advised. “We can print your poems under a pseudonym in our magazine, the one your wife edits.”


I was dumbfounded. “You guys used to be dirt-poor poets who couldn’t even afford a decent bottle of booze. Where did you find the money for this place? The rent alone must cost you hundreds of thousands of yuan per year.”


“Just take out a loan and you can spend all you want,” said the fat man. “There’s someone I know at the bank who will take the building and facilities as collateral. Unfortunately, the girls don’t count as collateral.”


“Being poor hasn’t been socialist since Deng Xiaoping touted economic reform on his famous tour of southern China back in 1992,” the thin man chimed in. “Protesting for democracy won’t get us anywhere. Money will.”





Life before June Fourth became a distant memory. The months wasted away. I drifted aimlessly, playing the flute in bars and on the street to scrape by while working on an account of my life in prison whenever I could find time. I figured I was the unluckiest man alive. Even my secret-police minder felt sorry for me. One day he paid a visit, announcing he had found a vacant storefront and arranged for me to open a clothing store there. I said I wouldn’t know where to buy clothes, let alone how to sell them.


“What do you mean, you don’t even know how to do something so simple?” he asked. “I’ll take you to the Lotus Pond Market for fake goods, at the North Gate train station. You can stock up there on shirts, pants, and name-brand clothing tags in bulk. Buy a bundle, spray it with water, brush down the clothes, shake out the creases, iron them carefully, and they’ll look like the real thing. If you’re good at talking up your wares, you can sell a 10-yuan shirt for 50 or 100. You’ll be rich in no time!”


“Customers aren’t idiots,” I shot back.


“No, but you’ve got to tell yourself they are. Selling is a psychological battle.”


“What if someone realizes they’re knockoffs?”


“Stick to your guns and insist you’d never sell them a fake. If they really make a fuss and refuse, then give me a call.”


“I’m not sure I want to run a business that wouldn’t survive without police protection,” I said, laughing bitterly.


“If you can pull it off, there’s real money to be made,” he assured me. “I can get you a rent exemption for the first few years, and once the store really takes off, then you seize the opportunity and open a chain. Aim for ten stores within five years, and fifty stores within ten years. You’ll have the leading clothing chain in town. If you take it one step further, hire a few more people and open up your own factory churning out knockoffs of foreign brands and exporting them cheaply; you’ll be the boss of a huge multinational company. Before you know it, even the Westerners will be shirtless and pantless without you.”


I laughed out loud, but as soon as I shut my mouth, I felt pathetic.


We drank late into the night, getting properly drunk. One moment we were slapping each other on the back, the next moment we’d be eyeing each other warily again. It was nearly dawn when the drinking session ended. “Think about it, Liao,” he said in parting.


“It’s not for me,” I told him. “You can keep your primrose paths. I’ll stick to my single-log bridge.” That single-log bridge was the prison testimony I was writing in secret.


One year later that same drinking buddy from the secret police came charging into my apartment with a gang of men. “This is a legal operation,” he announced. He showed me his police ID and read out the search warrant. They searched the place inch by inch: the bed, the table, the roof, the floor, and all the nooks and crannies that I didn’t bother to dust. They opened every drawer and turned all my pockets inside out. Although my old watchdog, Yuzui, protested loudly, they tipped out the contents of his dog bed and inspected that, too. Every written word in the house was confiscated: letters, notes, a missing-dog flyer, and the manuscript of my nearly completed memoir. I signed the list of criminal evidence they had collected. Then I was hustled into a police van and interrogated at a nearby police station until nearly midnight. At that point, the same man who had urged me to take up a career in the clothing industry came to see me before I went home. He shook my hand, patted me on the shoulder, and warned me, “You shouldn’t leave your house for a month.”


I lost hundreds of thousands of words in the space of one night. I fell asleep cursing myself with every Sichuanese curse word I knew. And then I started rewriting my testimony from scratch. I didn’t deserve anyone’s sympathy—when we were all barely making a living, no one had time to spare for my ridiculous troubles—but the heavens felt sorry for me and made up for my misfortunes by sending me an angelic girlfriend, Song Yu. She encouraged me and stuck by me during the most wretched time of my life. My problem with premature ejaculation gradually got better, but my mental dysfunction persisted. I was restless and plagued by extreme mood swings. At night, when I performed my music in bars, I was often talkative and subdued by turns. I once smashed a bottle on a drunkard’s head in a bar fight that the police had to write up.


In 1995 the secret police were back. Maybe they were bugging my house; they always seemed to know where I’d been and who I’d spoken to. They seemed to have mysteriously penetrated my dreams: I had a recurring dream of escaping, of flapping my arms and suddenly soaring away. Exhausted by flying, I slept in the fetal position, wanting nothing more than to return to my mother’s womb, where I would be free from surveillance. When I had nightmares, Song Yu would wake me by shaking me gently and holding me like a mother until another nightmare of a day began.


What had brought the police to my door this time was the “Truth About June Fourth” petition that Liu Xiaobo had sent me by fax. I signed the blurry document without thinking and faxed it back. Two days later I was taken away by the secret police without even realizing why and held in custody for twenty days. Song Yu spent days outside the walls of the jail, trying to find out what was happening to me. When I got home, the first thing she said to me was: “If things go on like this, do we still have a future together?”


There was nothing I could say. The only words that came into my head were from a line of a poem by Dylan Thomas: “On whom a world of ills came down like snow.”


I was young and hot-tempered then. Although I made noise about wanting to go abroad, I didn’t really want to emigrate, not even for political asylum. I was a natural-born wild dog. I excelled at rolling around in the trash in the alleys, sunning myself, then turning over a few trash cans and looking for stories. I was like a gambling addict in a frenzy. If the Communist Party didn’t want me to write something, I just had to go write it. Maybe it started when I was in prison, bunking between two men sentenced to death. They vied at pouring their hearts out to me day and night. One told how he had hacked his wife to death and then had sex with her corpse for a whole hour. The other told me how he reeked after escaping from prison by climbing out of a cesspool. I didn’t want to listen—my senses were overloaded—but they wouldn’t shut up. “You have to listen,” they said. “You’re our last audience. How can you not listen to us?” So I listened to their stories again and again. The only way I could get those two condemned bastards out of my mind was to write down their stories. Over the years, I ended up recording and writing the stories of over three hundred people living at the bottom of Chinese society.


By then I was part of it, too. I had fallen into the abyss of the urban underclass, which put me on a level with the city’s homeless population. I had no direction in life and no freedom. “If your heart imprisons you, you’ll never be free.” That was something my bamboo flute master used to say—and where was he now? I started drinking heavily. When I was drunk, I would curse China, the police, the Communist leaders Deng Xiaoping and Li Peng, the intellectual elite, the democracy activists in exile, and all the millions who had taken to the streets in 1989. Why on earth had I decided to recite my poem “Massacre” early on the morning of June Fourth? Was it worth it? It was all very well to be killed for what you believed in, but I had been condemned to eke out a miserable existence indefinitely.





In the fall of 2004, I got divorced for the second time.


Soon after, the secret police came and put me under house arrest after I interviewed two Falun Gong practitioners. My luck was lousy. Since my release from prison a decade earlier, the police tasked with following me had changed seven times. This time what happened was that two shabbily dressed, very worried-looking women knocked on my door. I thought they were beggars and I let them in. Out of habit I got out my notebook and recorded the horrible treatment they had suffered at a mental institution.


A week later I heard heavy pounding on my door. Fortunately, the door was solid and couldn’t be opened by punching and kicking. In my desperation, I grabbed my bank card and ID card from the drawer, squeezed myself out the kitchen window, and started climbing up the chimney by grabbing onto two rusty wires. Just as I was reaching for the edge of the concrete, pulling and contracting my body and attempting to hook my right foot on the edge of the roof, my left hand slipped a little. I broke out in a cold sweat. The seventh floor! If I fell, my brains would splatter everywhere like a meat pie.


I took advantage of the heavy fog that night to sneak out of Chengdu and then out of Sichuan altogether. I made my way down to Yunnan to hide out until the situation calmed down. The following year, my work among the June Fourth “thugs” began in earnest.


“You’re one of the lucky ones,” said Wu Wenjian, the first thug I interviewed, when I started telling him my story.


“Yes,” I said. “Compared to those who died.”


“And to those who lived,” he said.


Wu Wenjian was only nineteen in 1989. Against his parents’ wishes, he joined the street protests on the morning of June Fourth, and he was lucky that a bullet only grazed his scalp rather than piercing his heart. He published a speech expressing his outrage; it was called “We Demand the Repayment of This Debt of Blood.” It earned him a comparatively short seven-year sentence in prison.


Wu explained how thugs like him were treated after the massacre. For instance, seven of the first eight people convicted of arson—they had been charged with setting army tanks on fire—were promptly executed. The only one spared was Wang Lianxi, a sanitation worker who was found to be severely mentally disabled. As a result, his sentence was commuted on appeal to life in prison. After eighteen years, he was released, shortly before the 2008 Beijing Olympics. Then he was evicted from his apartment, like many other Beijingers, when the city forcibly removed thousands in preparation for the games. Wang Lianxi ended up homeless and was eventually sent to a mental hospital. Those who knew him said Wang had been sleeping on the streets and scavenging in dumpsters for food.


Another man called Lu Zhongqu, who had also committed property damage by setting vehicles on fire, was nearly beaten to death by troops on a rampage. “We saw the soldiers drag him into a tank and take him directly to a detention center,” Wu told me. “By then he’d already lost his mind. He was covered from head to toe with bruises. He also had no bowel or bladder control left. He walked around in his own world and spoke to no one. He eventually disappeared, just like Tank Man.”


Almost no one I interviewed was willing to speak publicly about sex, but the damage there was deep, too. All over China, many of those arrested after the 1989 protests were teenage boys, virgins, like Wu Wenjian. On their release, they were middle-aged men dealing with erectile dysfunction and premature ejaculation, and their recovery often took months or years.


Wu Wenjian told me his erectile dysfunction lasted at least two years. “I had been studying art, so not long after being released from prison I found a job at an ad agency. I traveled a lot for work, so I was staying in hotels and found myself in places full of sexy women. But I was scared that the police were following me and would catch me in the act if I tried anything.


“My first kiss was a disaster. I managed to crack the skin on her lips. As soon as I put my arms around her, I came, and it was visible. I was nervous and extremely horny, but the hornier I got, the less I could get it up. It went on like that all night. The girl was patient, and she kept stroking me and comforting me, but I was on the verge of tears. I just wanted to slap myself in the face. She left and never came back.”


That’s what happens when you’ve been sexually starved for a long time.


Many people were afraid to talk to me at all, like a friend of Wu’s named Kun, who had sexual problems that were just a symptom of the wider malaise in his life. Wu tried to talk him into giving me an interview, but he declined: “If my boss finds out, I’ll be fired right away.”


Kun was a real patriot and had been honorably discharged from the army. The night of June 3, he was at Muxidi Bridge, one of the people directing the crowds of protesters from above to collectively resist the tanks. Someone later betrayed him to the military police, and he was convicted on charges of subversion and given a death sentence that was later commuted to life in prison. His wife left him not long after, taking their child with her. By the time he was released, years later, he was single and living with his eighty-year-old parents.


Kun told me a little of his employment history after getting out: “My first job involved standing outside big department stores, watching their customers’ bicycles. It paid next to nothing. Out on the street on snowy days, I stomped my feet so they wouldn’t freeze. Then my friends pulled some strings to get me the job I have now, working in a public bathhouse as a janitor. I clean toilets day and night, but at least it’s a stable income. Forget nightclubs. Now bathhouses are the new thing. Drinking, karaoke, mah-jongg, bathing, full-body massages, foot massages, back massages, hand jobs . . . We’ll satisfy the full range of the customer’s desires.


“In that den of vice, I’m just the janitor who cleans the toilets. When the fat cats and magnates come in with girls hanging off their arms, I stand respectfully to one side and hand them napkins. In the 1989 student movement, we ordinary people supported the students because we were sick of corruption. We wanted the top Communist officials to disclose their ‘gray income’ and private assets. We wanted a fresh start for our country. Government officials are still in league with big business, while ordinary people can barely make ends meet. Society is suffering from a crisis of trust. Those of us who paid the price for supporting Chinese democracy are left waiting on the fat cats.”


One time Kun was cleaning the toilets at work, when two shirtless businessmen came in. One was a former neighbor of his who had battled the tanks side by side with Kun during the movement. “I got lucky and slipped away into the crowd,” the neighbor told Kun after recognizing him. “They had no proof that I’d taken part in the protests, and I denied my involvement strenuously. Eventually I got away with nothing more than making a self-criticism at work.”


Responding to the Party’s call to go into business, the neighbor went into food processing, making a fortune “selling dead pigs as live ones,” as the saying goes. As long as you never breathe a word of 1989 and never reopen those old wounds, he advised Kun, you can keep making money. “You were literally on the top of the world back then!” exclaimed the neighbor, still expounding and shirtless as Kun waited to clean the bathroom. “There’s no predicting what will happen to anyone,” he added.





With the help of Wu Wenjian, his contacts, and my own contacts from prison, I interviewed June Fourth thugs in Beijing and in Sichuan, my native province, from 2005 to 2011, when I finally fled China. With these secret interviews with the unknown survivors of June Fourth, I wanted to document what happened to them during the movement, the torture and imprisonment they endured, and how they are getting by today on the margins of Chinese society. Unable to stop listening and recording, I compiled this book of interviews, calling myself a remembrance worker. Many of those I interviewed were under house arrest or surveillance, including from their own families, and every rendezvous was difficult, requiring careful, secret preparations. For reasons of safety, few in today’s China are willing to speak about Tiananmen, let alone in front of a tape recorder using their real names, but these brave men were. I had suffered less, but I was one of them, and I had the help of trusted go-betweens. Nonetheless, harrowing episodes recounted to me in dozens of interviews will never be published because the victims refused to allow me to make them public.


In each of these stories, including my own, a young idealist is swept along by the revolutionary tide of 1989, when the fall of the Soviet Union made it seem as if democracy might finally come to China. After the massacre, each faced the brutalities of the Chinese prison system, including “reeducation through labor.” Sexual dysfunction, divorce, estrangement from family, homelessness and joblessness, bitterness and betrayal—this is the world of most former protesters, especially those from working-class and provincial backgrounds. One former protester is virtually homeless, while another plans to self-immolate, and a third dreams of becoming a Buddhist monk. Another, released from prison, has an apparently successful life in advertising but secretly, obsessively, paints scenes from Tiananmen. Others remain committed to the movement, enduring imprisonment, harassment, house arrest, and endless surveillance again and again for the tiniest crimes, like paying their respects to the tomb of a slain protester or joining a political party.


Today’s China was forged at Tiananmen Square, and Bullets and Opium is the story of how it happened, in the words of those who were there—the “thugs,” to use the name the Party used to slander them. They were not the “protester elite”: students at top universities, usually from privileged families, who became the voice of the movement and in many cases fled abroad afterward or got off relatively easily. The thugs were working-class people and peasants who supported the students, bore the brunt of the crackdown, and were treated more brutally in prison because of their lower social status. Many of them were men, for reasons that are deeply rooted in Chinese society, and all those interviewed in this book, partly for reasons of access, are men. Far from the human rights limelight, I found the thugs at hot-pot dives in distant suburbs, scraping by on the streets, dodging house arrest and police surveillance, living with parents and without prospects.


The West knows of only one protester: “Tank Man,” the man in the iconic photograph who stood in the street, physically blocking the oncoming column of tanks billowing exhaust like gigantic farting beetles. They kept trying to make their way around him, but he kept getting in their way. “You’re steel, and I’m flesh and blood,” he seemed to be saying. “Come get me if you dare!” This moment was preserved for posterity because a foreign reporter happened to capture it on video, but there were countless Tank Men whose deeds were not captured on camera.


This book is a record of those countless others, people scarred by history and then worn down by money and power. But my dejected interviewees do not think much of the record. I, too, had my own doubts about testimony being collected to be used in the future.


In 2011, after years of listening, it was a story I finally wanted to escape from. After half a lifetime in the nightmare, I wanted to say farewell to 1989. Had it been worth it? I tucked all the testimonies I had collected into my clothes. I turned off my cell phone and took out the batteries, hoping to evade police tracking. That also allowed me to avoid worried relatives.


The first day I officially went missing, I was in the distant city of Dali, drinking with a pack of disreputable friends. Seated across from me were two beautiful female writers in their twenties who could outdrink and outcurse the men. Pointing at my nose, they shouted, “Stupid cunt!” so I had to flip the table. The gang applauded my guts and figured I would hang around there for a while. I could never tell how many informers were around. But seeing me drinking heavily there night after night, not doing anything serious, they relaxed their surveillance. Then, just like that, I suddenly left and never looked back.


Arriving in another city on a long-distance bus, I chose a small inn at random and hid there for two nights to make sure nobody knew where I was. Keep moving, keep moving! I yelled to myself even in my dreams. Before dawn broke, I headed out the door with my bag over my shoulder. It was already dark when I reached a small town on the border. Amid thunder, lightning, and pouring rain, I checked into a hotel and got in touch with the person from the border region who was supposed to help me.


It took him a long time to show up. We whispered to each other for over ten minutes. He said that crossing the border was easy. You could get a boat and just row over to the other side. “The police don’t pay attention,” he said, “and we regularly ‘pay our taxes.’ ” I said I didn’t want to ride in a boat. I wanted to cross over on the bridge.


“That would be a bit difficult,” he said, “but we could try.”


Ghosts of 1989, brothers who suffered hardships in 1989, mothers and fathers of 1989, those of you in heaven, those of you buried underground, those of you in the rain or blown by the wind—from the shadows of the border, I bow to you. The next night, when I walked out of China into Vietnam’s Lao Cai Province, I looked back at my native land as if in a dream and an old line came to me:


The world is a very narrow bridge


Don’t be afraid


You can cross it





PART I:





BEIJING






The Performance Artist


On the afternoon of May 23, 1989, at home in Sichuan a thousand miles away, I saw a live broadcast from Beijing showing the “Three Brave Men from Hunan”—Yu Zhijian, Yu Dongyue, and Lu Decheng—who had thrown rotten eggs at the portrait of the dictator Mao Zedong hanging from the Tiananmen gate tower. Officials called them the “Three Thugs from Hunan.”


Their protest came just over three months after the China/Avant-Garde Exhibition, the most complete exhibit of Chinese performance art ever shown. Among the exhibits were people shooting at a telephone booth, a living person incubating a chicken egg, mourners dressed in white funeral garments, and people distributing condoms to passersby. The performance artists constantly clashed with the police—getting beat up, dragged away from the scene, and detained. A few exhibits were closed down, too. Among progressive young people, it aroused wild enthusiasm, launching performance art in China and adding to the revolutionary mood in the streets.


The smashing of Mao’s portrait by the Three Brave Men from Hunan must have been the most outstanding piece of performance art since the Chinese Communist regime was established in 1949.


A friend asked me if I would be interested in interviewing the ringleader of the Three Brave Men, Yu Zhijian, since Yu Dongyue had lost his mind and Lu Decheng had fled. Yu Zhijian himself was under house arrest for writing a “reactionary article” and publishing it online. Taking every precaution, I traveled to the city of Changsha, and we arranged to meet one night when he would be able to slip away from his captors.


When we finally found each other, Yu looked like an old Shanghai gentleman down on his luck. He was half a head taller than I was, with a head of shiny hair. Before we even had a chance to shake hands, we quickly got into the same cab speeding down ramrod-straight May First Avenue toward the city center, crossing the Xiang River by bridge, and passing Orange Isle in the middle of the river. The car stopped after we went over the bridge. We went behind the Fenglin Hotel and found a divey, rancid teahouse. We had to shout for a long time before two disheveled-looking waitresses came out and allowed us to pay 80 yuan for a private room and a pot of tea. The women had us wait for a moment and then opened a dark curtain, waking up the three other women workers sleeping there and making them put away their makeshift bed. They put out the tea tables and chairs and began boiling some water for tea.


We closed the door so tight that there wasn’t even any space for air. We were both ashen-faced from sleeplessness. Yu smoked one cigarette after another, his already small eyes narrowing as he squinted. He joked that all we needed in order to look like bandits were two knives.





Yu Zhijian: I’ve been under house arrest for a number of months. The police have been watching me in shifts, twenty-four hours a day. But even tigers take naps, so at five a.m. today, before dawn, I took advantage of an opportunity and hurried to the train station. I took the train from Liuyang to Changsha. When I got off, I went in circles for a while. Once I knew I wasn’t being followed, I could relax.


You look like you couldn’t care in the least. You are an artist.


Thanks for your flattery. But playing hide-and-seek with the police is instinctive in a liberal. It has nothing to do with being an artist.


In 1989, Lu Decheng, Yu Dongyue, and I were all poor and none of us had ever been to Beijing before. How could we ever make revolution? We took out all our wages and counted them up, but it still wasn’t enough. The night before we left, I went to visit a classmate who made a living as a self-employed businessman selling electrical appliances. He made a generous contribution to the revolution, lending me 1,000 yuan, which would be worth twenty times as much today.


A train ticket from Changsha to Beijing only cost several dozen yuan. When the driver on the bus from Liuyang to Changsha heard that we were going to Beijing to support democracy, he gave us free bus tickets. When we got to Changsha at dawn, we went straight to May First Avenue and the provincial government buildings to find out what was going on. The Hunan student movement was spreading like wildfire. The intersections were full of students and city people marching. We couldn’t help but get very excited. I had long legs, so I ran to the market to buy brushes, ink, and cloth. Yu Dongyue immediately started to dash off a banner. He wrote in giant characters: “Let’s March to Beijing,” “Down with Deng Xiaoping! Support Zhao Ziyang!” At the bottom of the banners he wrote, “Hunan Petition Team.”


We occupied the square in front of the Changsha train station, put up our banners, and took turns speaking. The speeches were about the most popular topics of this movement: fighting corruption, stopping official profiteering, changing the political system, amending the constitution, and opposing the system of one-party dictatorship. Yu Dongyue had one of those scarce high-quality Japanese-made cameras, which he used for interviews as a journalist for the Liuyang Daily, so he was in charge of documenting it all in photos. I never thought the photographic masterpieces he so painstakingly made would end up being used against him in court as evidence of his counterrevolutionary propaganda and crimes of incitement.


The crowd in the square by the station was huge. Though I was just an average rural elementary school teacher and it was my very first time doing what the authorities later called “counterrevolutionary incitement” in front of a big crowd, I spoke very well and was very effective. Everybody got excited and started throwing money into our collection box. Some threw in dimes, some 2-yuan bills, and some even the new 10-yuan bill. I was very moved. That was the biggest bill then; they weren’t making 100-yuan bills yet. I remember to this day a man stuffing two whole handfuls of bills into our collection box. We stirred things up for just a few hours and the box was full; we had collected over 3,000 yuan. Some Hunan students, forty or fifty people, joined our petition group on the spot. They all wanted to go to Beijing to support the student movement.


Tickets in hand, we poured onto the train, which was crammed with patriots pressing against each other in the crowded passageway. When the conductor who came to check our tickets heard that we were a Hunan petition group going to support the movement in Beijing, he called for the train crew captain, who told us he completely and totally supported us and wanted to put us into the lounge car usually reserved for railway personnel.


The next day we arrived at the station in Beijing. As soon as we got off the train, we attracted a lot of attention when we raised our banner, which was half as long as a railway car. Our group marched together yelling slogans as we walked toward Tiananmen. When I stole a look behind us after a while, I saw that coming up behind us was a crowd of hundreds, mostly students from various places who had just gotten off the train but couldn’t find their own groups. Strength in numbers took our enthusiasm to new heights. We shouted slogans like “Return Hu Yaobang to us! Down with Deng Xiaoping! Support Zhao Ziyang! We want freedom, we want democracy, we want human rights, the Chinese people want to stand up.” Our yells were louder and came faster and more furious than the drumbeats in country operas, drawing even more of a crowd. About forty or fifty minutes later we saw the famous Tiananmen gate tower, which before we had seen only in newspapers.


We were just about to plunge into the boundless sea of people, when a person who seemed to be a student leader asked us where we were from. We answered in unison: “We are the Hunan Petition Group and we have come to support the student movement.” “Very good,” he said several times, but added: “Your slogans are somewhat inappropriate and too extreme. People on the square are not just shouting whatever comes to mind.”


Over the next two days, the Hunan University students who had come with us gradually dispersed to their own groups and organizations, so the so-called Hunan Petition Team gradually dissolved. All that remained were the three of us: Yu Dongyue, Lu Decheng, and myself, the core members who didn’t belong anywhere else, exposing the true nature of our isolation.


We got to Beijing on May 18 and landed in trouble on May 23. We had five or six days of excitement in all. We participated in some student and citizen marches and made some speeches calling for the end of one-party dictatorship and for complete Westernization. We hardly slept those days. At night, when we were simply too tired, we would find an underground passageway or a street corner, put down some plastic sheeting, wrap ourselves in military jackets, and doze off. I remember one morning when I woke up there was a female university student lying on top of me. It was a very romantic scene.


Three things stood out for me. The first was an extra-large banner hung on the Great Hall of the People proclaiming the “Emergency Meeting of the Standing Committee of the National People’s Congress.” It made people fantasize that the democratic utopia was about to appear before our very eyes.


The second was that many military helicopters were flying over Tiananmen. Sometimes they flew very low, nearly brushing the top of the gate tower. They were always dropping propaganda leaflets addressed to the “hoodwinked masses” and calling on us to surrender. All kinds of plausible but false rumors spread across the square, making people nervous.


The third thing that made a deep impression on me was the speeches of student leaders like Wang Dan, Wu’er Kaixi, and Chai Ling. Nonsense like “Maintain order as strictly as possible on the square.” Nonsense such as “City people and workers, return to work as normal.” Chai Ling even talked like she was an entertainer, saying things like “Thank you, thank you everyone for your support!” It was as if the university students were God’s chosen ones, as if they were the only ones with the right to be true patriots. Other social forces, they apparently thought, were just clueless idiots stirring up trouble. Well, fuck that. If it weren’t for everybody’s support—if it all depended upon the students—could it have lasted that long? The Communist Party would have long since put an end to them. At the time I was disgusted by what they said. The martial law troops were already in the Beijing suburbs. What good would all the internal strife, bickering, panic, and standoffs within the student leadership do? What use was it pretending to be calm? Were all those fully armed troops vegetarians? What would happen if they started shooting?


How could such a broad-based democracy movement supported by tens of millions of people be handled smoothly by a few little kids? Bloodshed was looming before our eyes and they were still obsessed with all their empty talk. People like us, grassroots, from the provinces, couldn’t join the conversation. We tried several times to get past the guards so that we could talk with the student leaders. Every time the students disciplinary patrol saw what a mess I was, they absolutely refused to let us enter the Tiananmen Square command post, much less see the leaders of the Capital Autonomous Federation of University Students. Things weren’t going well, so what could we do? We left a written recommendation and tried to persuade the student disciplinary patrol to pass it on at least as a “document for reference.”


First, we recommended that the Capital Autonomous Federation of University Students proclaim, in the name of all the Chinese people, that the Chinese Communist government was an illegal government. Second, we called for a general strike of all workers in Beijing and the entire country, as well as a strike by all shopkeepers. Third, there was something about a disciplinary patrol of workers and students; I can’t remember it exactly right now. We never heard a word about any of it. Things were chaotic; maybe our suggestions were never passed on at all.


You didn’t agree with them and you couldn’t work with them. You could have just dusted yourselves off and left.


We couldn’t do that. We had come such a long way to Beijing. We had to take responsibility for what was happening. Yu Dongyue was depressed, inconsolable. He suggested that we self-immolate together. We planned many different ways of doing it, like going up on the Jinshui Bridge, dousing ourselves with gasoline, and lighting ourselves up, which would have made quite an impression. But what would we achieve? Should we publish a “Self-Immolation Declaration” beforehand? Who should we send to tell the whole country that we had given our lives for democracy, for freedom, to resist tyranny, and to wake everyone up? The situation was desperate. If we didn’t do it properly, people wouldn’t understand why we had done it, and the regime might even use our deaths to slander the democracy movement.


There was just no point. I made an alternate proposal to attack the famous portrait of Mao Zedong on the Tiananmen gate tower, symbolically declaring an end to Communist tyranny. Yu Dongyue and Lu Decheng agreed right away. From midnight until dawn on May 22, we discussed our plan. We thought of climbing up onto the tower and taking down Mao’s portrait. It didn’t look like we would have to climb very far, but when we saw how well guarded it was, the climb up the wall looked harder than climbing up to heaven. The next morning, all red-eyed from lack of sleep and looking like feverish patients, we racked our brains and managed to get a ladder and carry it to the doorway under Mao’s portrait. Even with a ladder the height of several men, we still couldn’t reach that damn tyrant, already dead for many years, who had stomped all over us while he was alive!
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