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        Introduction

        By Edward Friedman and Roderick
            MacFarquhar

        Tombstone describes and analyzes
            the worst famine in human history, the disaster inflicted upon the Chinese people
            between 1958 and 1962. Author Yang Jisheng, a distinguished journalist by profession and
            an inspired investigator by avocation, wrote this book in part to expiate his shame for
            watching his father die of starvation in 1959 and not understanding the cause. At the
            time, Yang was loyally supporting the policies of the Great Leap Forward. Only thirty
            years later did he accept that the state system and Chinese Communist Party (CCP)
            policies were the direct cause of his father’s death.

        This book is about the murderous impact of
            the Great Leap policies and the CCP leaders who conceived them. Author Yang shows that
            the supreme leader, Mao Zedong, soon knew that his economically irrational policies were
            deadly. But Mao protected his power by reaffirming them against the few brave colleagues
            who questioned them. Had Mao continued to heed those criticisms, which he did briefly,
            the death toll would have been massively reduced.

        Tombstone is about a hierarchical
            authoritarian system of concentrated power in which every official is, as Yang puts it,
            a slave facing upward and a dictator facing downward. At the bottom of the system were
            the Chinese people, mostly farm households, who suffered under the murderous brutality
            of the lower-level officials, proving an iron law of bureaucracy: the pettier the
            bureaucrat, the harsher his rule.

        During the Great Leap Forward and its
            aftermath, CCP system harshness became murderousness: an incalculable number of Chinese
            chose to kill other Chinese. There were exceptions to that rule in
            famine-struck China, and Yang gives them their heroic due. For those officials, however,
            trying to save lives usually brought the end of their careers, often the loss of their
            freedom, and even the end of their lives.

        Most of this book depicts the fate of the tens
            of millions of people like Yang’s father who died during the famine. Yang’s
            estimate is at least 36 million, somewhere between the 28 to 30 million estimated early
            on by demographers, the 42 to 43 million arrived at by an official fact-finding mission
            in the early 1980s, and the 45 million plus in one recent scholarly analysis.

        All the estimates of the innocent dead are
            mind-boggling. It is the strength of Yang’s investigation that makes the
            statistics come alive as people confront death by a system and its policies. He also
            exposes horrific survival choices: to keep one child alive by starving the others; to
            eat a recently dead relative or even to dig up a corpse from a grave; to desert
            one’s family and flee to another province knowing this could lead the local CCP to
            kill one’s family members; to protect oneself by informing on one’s
            neighbors; to sell oneself to an official for a few scraps from his table (because, for
            officialdom, there was always plenty to eat). Yang helps us feel the anguish of immoral
            options.

        What is extraordinary about the famine
            figures is not just their size but that, whichever figure is correct, this system, its
            leader, and his policies killed even more Chinese than did the brutal Imperial Japanese
            Army during the Sino-Japanese War of 1937–45. This is not an easy fact for patriotic
            Chinese to swallow.

        The pathbreaking work of Nobel Prize–winning
            economist Amartya Sen has shown that famines are not necessarily the result of lack of
            food. But the argument that lack of information about shortages is often a cause does
            not apply in this case. While junior officials did falsify data to benefit their own
            careers, Mao had enough reports from senior colleagues to know that his policy of
            extracting an increasing percentage of grain from the countryside was causing millions
            of deaths. The lives of Chinese villagers in the tens of millions were sacrificed in the
            interest of other policy objectives, including Mao’s own retention of power.

        Yang’s history builds on solid recent
            Chinese scholarship that has been published in China. Tombstone, however, is
            banned in China, perhaps because Yang’s material makes clear the culpability of
            the Chairman, his colleagues, his party, and their system that caused tens of millions
            of deaths. Perhaps also the authorities were appalled at the extent of Yang’s
            vivid documentation of the killing. This was not just one man’s history. Yang got
            people who experienced the famine to describe it in their own words. He found local
            journalists who’d witnessed and reported on murders and
            starvation and got them to write their memoirs. He located and interviewed local
            implementers of the fatal policies. He got surviving resisters to recount their
            experiences.

        Using his privileged status as a
            high-ranking journalist, Yang culled dozens of archives throughout the country that
            contained contemporary secret party reports of the impact of the famine and the summary
            manner in which officials had ordered the killing of resisters. This English version
            highlights the voices that Yang alone sought out and captured so that the murderous
            impact of the Great Leap Forward could be experienced in the words and feelings of the
            survivors.

        Yang’s two-volume masterpiece was
            originally published in 2008 in Hong Kong, running to 1,200 pages in Chinese and
            reprinted eight times in two years. The highly qualified Stacy Mosher translated the
            whole work. Guo Jian, wonderfully comfortable in the argot of both Chinese and American
            cultures, then polished the translation. Finally, Edward Friedman, a specialist on the
            politics of rural China, assisted the translators in condensing and editing the
            manuscript. Yang invited Friedman and Harvard’s specialist on Chinese elite
            politics, Roderick MacFarquhar, to write this preface to introduce the book to an
            English-reading audience.

    
        Translators’ Note

        As translators, we faced two major and
            interrelated challenges: the length of Yang Jisheng’s monumental work and the
            ordering of its chapters.

        The original Chinese version of
                Tombstone totaled more than 800,000 Chinese characters and was published in
            two volumes totaling more than 1,200 pages. Recognizing that in today’s media
            environment no one would publish a translated work of that length, Mr. Yang reduced the
            Chinese version to something over 500,000 characters. We initially translated this
            version, but were advised that it was still an impractical length. With the assistance
            of our colleague Edward Friedman, and with Mr. Yang’s permission, we edited the
            book down to the version presented here. Our primary goal was to preserve the essence of
            Mr. Yang’s work in all respects—a representative sampling of his comprehensive
            coverage and the bulk of his analysis and reflections on this epic tragedy. We hope
            we’ve produced an edition of Tombstone that is accessible to a general
            reader while also enlightening to scholars and specialists.

        In the initial process of reducing the
            length of Tombstone, Mr. Yang proposed reordering the chapters for a
            non-Chinese audience. In the original two-volume work, the first volume is largely
            microscopic, examining the calamity as it affected individual provinces all the way down
            to the grassroots level, while the second volume, macroscopic in design, covers the
            nationwide agricultural collectivization movement and analyzes the political system that
            was ultimately responsible for the disaster. Since the early chapters in the second
            volume could serve as an introduction to the overall situation of the famine, Mr. Yang
            considered starting the book with these chapters to better prepare Western readers for
            the provincial chapters.

        In discussions among ourselves and with
            others, however, we found that placing the macroscopic “policy” chapters
            first reduced the drama and impact of the human stories that
            consequently followed much later in the book. The consensus we reached was that Mr.
            Yang’s initial instinct as a veteran journalist had been the best: that is, first
            to present the tragedy in all its horror so the reader comprehended the need to explore
            how the system and its practitioners brought about the disaster. We therefore arrived at
            a compromise: we have begun the book, as in Mr. Yang’s original Chinese version,
            with the chapter on Henan and the Xinyang tragedy, but rather than presenting the rest
            of the provincial chapters together in a block, we have alternated them with policy
            chapters that are particularly relevant to the conditions of each province. The book
            presented here consists of four of the original fourteen “provincial”
            chapters, the six “central,” or “policy,” chapters, and five
            (instead of eight) “analysis” chapters.

        In addition to Edward Friedman’s
            invaluable and multipronged effort to ensure the publication of Mr. Yang’s book in
            English, we are indebted to a number of other people whose assistance was essential. We
            would particularly like to thank the Keck Center for International and Strategic Studies
            at Claremont McKenna College and its director, Minxin Pei, for their vital support as
            the host institution for this project. We are grateful to the National Endowment for the
            Humanities and a generous anonymous donor who funded the lengthy translation process. We
            thank the translator of Tombstone’s French edition, Louis Vincenolles,
            for collegial and helpful exchanges, and Nancy Hearst, librarian for the Fairbank Center
            Collection of Harvard University’s H. C. Fung Library, for an expert reading that
            saved us from many lapses. Most of all, we thank Mr. Yang Jisheng for the honor of
            allowing us to translate his great work and for his patient replies to our many
            queries.



        
            Stacy Mosher and Guo Jian
        

    
        A Chronology of the Great Famine

        1949

        October 1: The People’s
            Republic of China (PRC) is established.

        1951

        April 17: The Shanxi provincial
            party committee submits a report advocating a cooperative “more advanced than the
            current mutual aid team” in the countryside, which Liu Shaoqi considers “an
            erroneous, dangerous, fantastical example of agricultural socialist thought.” Mao
            Zedong supports the Shanxi provincial party committee’s views and Gao Gang’s
            agricultural collective economy methods in the Northeast.

        1953

        March 26: The Central Committee
            issues a resolution promoting mutual aid teams and the pooling of land for agricultural
            cooperatives.

        October 16: An enlarged meeting of
            the CCP Central Committee passes the “Resolution Regarding the State Monopoly for
            Purchasing and Marketing.”

        December: Centralized purchasing and
            marketing of grain commence nationwide.

        1954

        December 27: The Xinhua News Agency
            reports that more than four hundred thousand agricultural cooperatives have been
            established throughout the country. Some peasants resist the new system.

        1955

        March: Deng Zihui arrives in
            Zhejiang to rectify and consolidate the cooperatives.

        July 31: Mao Zedong delivers his
            report “On the Question of Agricultural Cooperation,”
            criticizing the effort to shrink agricultural cooperatives and dismissing the concept of
            “rash advance.”

        August 25: The State Council issues
            provisional measures for purchasing and marketing of grain in the countryside and
            setting grain supply quotas and a food ration system for urban residents.

        September: Mao Zedong compiles
                Socialist Upsurge in China’s Countryside, published in December. His
            preface expresses pointed criticism of “right opportunism” and predicts
            doubled or tripled grain yields by 1967.

        1956

        January: The Supreme State
            Conference passes “The Program for Agricultural Development from 1956 to
            1967.” Agricultural minister Liao Luyan projects a total grain yield of 500
            billion kilos in 1967. Mao says China will overtake the United States in steel
            production. State Council ministries hurriedly revise their targets for the Third
            Five-Year Plan (ending in 1967).

        February 6: Zhou Enlai feels
            pressured by excessively high targets and points to the emergence of “rash
            advance.”

        June 20: People’s
                Daily publishes an editorial revised and finalized by Liu Shaoqi, Lu Dingyi,
            and Hu Qiaomu entitled “It Is Necessary to Oppose Conservatism and Also
            Impetuousness.”

        September 5–27: The political report
            of the Eighth National Party Congress states: “Our country’s main domestic
            contradiction is the contradiction between the people’s demands to establish an
            advanced industrial nation and the reality of a backward agricultural nation; it is the
            contradiction between the needs of the people for the rapid development of the economy
            and culture, and the present conditions under which the economy and culture cannot
            satisfy the people’s needs.”

        December: By the end of 1956, 96.3
            percent of the peasant population has joined cooperatives, and the socialist
            transformation of industry and business is completed. The abolishment of private
            ownership and the establishment of a comprehensive planned economic system allow the
            state to monopolize all means of production and all means of livelihood.

        1957

        During this year, the Anti-Rightist Movement
            proceeds in the cities, while the Socialist Education Movement proceeds in the
            countryside. Ultimately more than six hundred thousand intellectuals are persecuted, and
            dissenting views are effectively eliminated.

        Mid-April to late May: Peasants in
            twenty-nine of the thirty-three towns and villages in Zhejiang Province’s Xianju
            County demand to withdraw from or disband their cooperatives.

        June 14: The CCP Central Committee
            and State Council handle mass starvation in Guangxi by disciplining and discharging
            twelve senior provincial leaders. Some replacement cadres are subsequently disciplined
            for blaming starving deaths on the Central Committee’s policies of
            collectivization and the state monopoly for grain purchasing and marketing.

        October 9: During the enlarged Third
            Plenum of the Eighth CCP Central Committee, Mao Zedong criticizes those who oppose
            “rash advance” and overturns the resolution of the Eighth National Party
            Congress by declaring that the country’s main domestic contradiction is
            “between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie, and between the socialist road and
            the capitalist road.”

        November: Mao Zedong leads a
            delegation to the International Congress of Communist and Workers’ Parties in
            Moscow, where he says that China will catch up with or surpass the United Kingdom in
            fifteen years.

        WINTER 1957 TO SPRING 1958

        A labor force of tens of millions is deployed
            to irrigation projects across the country. Small cooperatives are merged in line with
            Mao’s repeated endorsement of the “superiority of large
            cooperatives.”

        1958

        January 11–22: The Nanning
            Conference continues criticism of opponents of “rash advance,” and Zhou
            Enlai undergoes self-criticism. The conference is followed by a new upsurge in
            “criticizing right deviation and struggling to leap forward.”

        March–September: Luliang County,
            Yunnan Province, records 33,319 cases of edema, affecting 13 percent of the
            county’s residents and causing the deaths of 2.04 percent of the population.

        March 9–26: At the Chengdu
            Conference, Mao Zedong is described as “in an invincibly advantageous
            position.” Zhou Enlai once again undergoes self-criticism and pronounces Mao
            “the representative of truth.”

        April 7: The Central Committee
            issues “Opinions Regarding the Problem of Developing Local Industry,”
            leading to an upsurge of chaotic and unfocused industrial projects.

        April 20: Chayashan Collective is
            formally established and on May 5 changes its name to become China’s first
            people’s commune.

        May 5–23: The Second Session of the
            Eighth National Congress of the CCP passes a resolution to “unanimously endorse
            the CCP Central Committee’s General Line of ‘Go all out, aim high, and build
            socialism with greater, faster, better, and more economical results’ as proposed
            and recommended by Comrade Mao Zedong.”

        May 29: People’s
                Daily publishes an editorial emphasizing speed as the “soul of the
            General Line.”

        June 8: People’s
                Daily reports a per-mu yield of 1,007.5 kilograms of wheat at Sputnik
            Commune of Henan’s Suiping County, setting off waves of exaggerated reporting.

        June 14: During a talk to the
            leading party group of the All-China Women’s Federation, Liu Shaoqi speaks of
            eliminating the family and establishing communal kitchens.

        June 16: Missile scientist Qian
            Xuesen publishes “How High Will Grain Yields Be?” in China Youth
                Daily, convincing many who were previously skeptical of “Sputnik”
            grain yield reports.

        June 17: In a report to the Central
            Committee, Bo Yibo says, “Apart from electrical power, all of our main industrial
            output will exceed that of the United Kingdom.” On June 22, Mao comments,
            “Surpassing the United Kingdom will not take fifteen years or seven years, but
            will only need two or three years, especially in steel production.”

        June 19: A meeting of central
            leaders at the swimming pool of Mao’s Beijing residence leads to the launching of
            the great iron- and steel-forging campaign, which doubles the annual steel production
            target to 11 million tons.

        June and July: A “purge of
            counterrevolutionary remnants” and a “counterattack against well-to-do
            middle peasants” in Shanghai’s Fengxian County is accompanied by arbitrary
            detentions and “struggle sessions.” Deep-plowing and irrigation campaigns
            involve around-the-clock labor, driven by verbal and physical abuse, resulting in 960
            deaths.

        July 1: Chen Boda introduces the
            concept of the people’s commune in an article in Red Flag magazine.

        July 14–18: While on an inspection
            visit of Shouzhang County, Shandong Province, Liu Shaoqi accepts exaggerated crop-yield
            claims and praises the communes for “overpowering the scientists, who never dared
            to dream of what you have accomplished. This is revolution.”

        July 19–August 6: Zhou Enlai makes
            inspection visits to Henan Province’s “wheat bumper harvest
            exhibitions,” where he endorses the claims of the Sputnik harvests and warmly
            praises Henan’s communal kitchens.

        August: Liu Shaoqi sends people to
            Shouzhang County to gain a better understanding of high production levels there, and the
            investigation report proposes the slogan “Greater daring brings greater
            bearing.”

        August 4: Mao makes an inspection
            visit of Xushui County and asks, “What will you do with so much extra
            food?”

        August 6: A “Communist pilot
            project” is launched at Xushui under orders from the Central Committee, drawing
            320,000 visitors from across the country and effectively launching the Communist
            Wind.

        August 9: While inspecting Shandong
            Province, Mao says, “The people’s commune is good. Its advantage is in
            combining industry, agriculture, commerce, education, and the military for more
            convenient management.”

        August 29: The enlarged Politburo
            meeting at Beidaihe passes the “Resolution Regarding the Establishment of
            People’s Communes in the Countryside” as a viable and quick transition to
            communism. By the end of October the number of rural communes has grown to 26,576, with
            an overall household participation rate of 99.1 percent.

        September 10–29: Mao Zedong carries
            out inspection visits in several provinces. He endorses the practice of an Anhui commune
            that provides free meals to its members.

        September 27: Liu Shaoqi promotes
            Jiangsu Province’s deployment of more than three million people in steelmaking:
            “They’ve put up shacks and gotten to work; their morale is high, and they
            don’t argue over trifles or wrangle over wages.”

        September 30: During a visit to a
            Jiangsu commune, Liu Shaoqi endorses the grain supply system (as opposed to a wage
            system) and observes, “Not only have [the peasants] not become slackers, but they
            have experienced a boost to their morale and are even more passionate about
            production.”

        October 25: A People’s
                Daily editorial promotes communal kitchens. Mao Zedong repeatedly endorses
            communal kitchens, which are established throughout the cities and countryside.

        October 26: A
            “counterrevolutionary insurrection” arises at the Dasongshu New Village
            colliery in Yunnan’s Luquan County, followed by the arrest of 117 individuals,
            with 31 beaten to death and 50 sentenced to imprisonment.

        November 2–10: The First Zhengzhou
            Conference affirms the current stage of socialism and collective ownership as the basis
            for the people’s communes.

        November 21–27: The Wuchang
            Conference calls for suppression of unrealistic production targets, criticizes the trend
            toward wild exaggeration, acknowledges the need for pay according to work done, and
            proposes a pragmatic approach to economic matters.

        November 25: Public security forces
            quell a “bandit rebellion” in Yunnan’s Zhaotong Prefecture that
            opposed communal kitchens and nurseries and around-the-clock hard labor.

        November 28–December 10: The Sixth
            Plenum of the Eighth CCP Central Committee criticizes the Exaggeration Wind and utopian
            attempts to surpass the socialist phase, and calls for developing practical and
            realistic work styles.

        December 6: A report by
            Yunnan’s Dehong prefectural party committee states that 14 percent of the
            population fled the prefecture’s border counties from January to November 20.

        1959

        In the course of the year, China’s
            grain exports reach an all-time high, equivalent to 5 million tons of unprocessed grain,
            as compared to 200,000 tons of unprocessed grain imported. Large quantities of oil
            products, fresh eggs, meat, and fruit are also exported.

        January: The “Guantao
            Incident” comes to light. Communal kitchens throughout Shandong’s Guantao
            County shut down or suspend operations as commune members forage for food or flee.
            Production grinds to a halt, mass starvation ensues, and many die.

        January 27: The Guangdong provincial
            party committee submits a report stating that food shortages result from “false
            reporting of output and private withholding by the production teams and
            units.”

        February: The State Planning
            Commission’s internal publication Jingji xiaoxi (Economic News)
            publishes an investigative report entitled “Is It a Food Shortage Problem or an
            Ideological Problem?,” which calls on all localities to criticize
            “right-deviating conservatives and apply themselves wholeheartedly to the current
            grain supply work.” Mao Zedong writes lengthy memos that give rise to a nationwide
            campaign against “false reporting of output and private withholding.”

        February 27–March 5: At the Second
            Zhengzhou Conference, Mao Zedong proposes fourteen phrases for people’s commune
            ownership, which uphold production teams as the basic accounting unit and distribution
            according to work done, rectify indiscriminate distribution and excessive
            collectivization, and reaffirm the law of value and equal value exchange.

        March: In Jining, Shandong Province,
            peasants eat wheat sprouts, tree bark, and chaff. Reports find 670,000 people suffering
            from edema, and many deaths.

        March 25–April 5: An enlarged
            Politburo meeting and the Seventh Plenum of the Eighth Central Committee, both held in
            Shanghai, resolve to pay restitution on property affected by equal and
            indiscriminate transfer of resources. Steel output and other economic indicators are
            adjusted.

        April 6: The State Council
            secretariat submits a report on food shortages in Shandong, Jiangsu, Henan, Hebei, and
            Anhui provinces, followed on April 9 by a statistical table on the spring famine in
            fifteen provinces, which states that more than twenty-five million people are without
            food. Mao and the Central Committee continue to consider the food shortages a localized
            and “temporary crisis,” and offer no letup on grain procurement.

        April 18–25: The First Session of
            the Second National People’s Congress approves the 1959 National Economic Plan and
            formally announces the elevated economic targets.

        April 29: Mao Zedong issues an
            “internal party memo” to all cadres from the provincial to production team
            level rectifying extremist views on output quota assignments, close-planting,
            economizing on food supplies, the size of cultivated areas, mechanization, and the need
            for truthful reporting.

        May 7: The CCP Central Committee
            issues its “Urgent Directives on Agriculture,” addressing the sharp decrease
            in livestock with calls to combine individual rearing with collective rearing.

        May 11: The Politburo approves Chen
            Yun’s proposal that 1959 steel production targets be lowered to 13 million
            tons.

        June 11: The Central Committee
            issues a directive allowing commune households to resume raising livestock and fowl.

        July 2–August 16: The Lushan
            Conference includes an enlarged Politburo meeting and the Eighth Plenum of the Eighth
            CCP Central Committee. The early phase of the enlarged Politburo meeting counters
            leftism; on July 14, Peng Dehuai writes a letter to Mao Zedong pointing out serious
            problems with the Great Leap Forward. On July 23, Mao delivers a speech attacking Peng.
            The Eighth Plenum passes a resolution against the “errors of the anti-party clique
            led by Comrade Peng Dehuai,” and another to “defend the party’s
            General Line and oppose right opportunism.”

        August 30: The Central Committee
            transmits the Guizhou provincial party committee’s report on food supply and
            market conditions, which falsely claims that the food shortage has been completely
            resolved. Mao Zedong writes a lengthy memo linking the struggle against right deviation
            with the food supply issue.

        October: A three-month campaign to
            “dig up grain and collect funds” is launched in Shanxi’s Shouyang
            County, during which 11,159 homes are ransacked and 3,116 people are subjected to
            physical abuse, resulting in at least 349 deaths.

        October–April 1960: The
            “Xinyang Incident”: More than one million people starve to death in
            Henan’s Xinyang Prefecture.

        Winter 1959 to spring 1960: The
            “Tongwei Incident”: Gansu’s Tongwei County loses a third of its
            population to starvation.

        1960

        The number of starvation deaths in the Great
            Famine reaches its peak in spring during the gap in food supply between the planting and
            harvest seasons. Known cases of the disaster include the “Zunyi Incident”
            (in Guizhou Province), involving massive deaths and cannibalism, and the “Luoding
            Incident” (in Guangdong Province), during which more than seventeen thousand
            people die within a few months.

        China exports more than 2.72 million tons of
            grain in the course of the year, along with large quantities of oil products, fresh
            eggs, meat, and fruit. Only 66,300 tons of grain are imported.

        January 7–17: An enlarged Politburo
            meeting is held in Shanghai, during which 1960 is pronounced a Great Leap Forward year.
            The meeting proposes a three-year deadline for fulfilling the Forty-Point Program for
            Agricultural Development, and five years to surpass the United Kingdom, while at the
            same time organizing people’s communes in the urban areas and launching massive
            industrialization and irrigation projects. The Five Winds resume.

        March 4: Mao Zedong and the Central
            Committee distribute a report by the Guizhou provincial party committee that extols
            communal kitchens and advocates eliminating plots of land for household cultivation.

        March 18: The Central Committee
            recommends three reports with a memo from Mao Zedong calling for a focus on effective
            organization of communal kitchens.

        March 24–25: Mao presides over an
            enlarged meeting of the Politburo standing committee in Tianjin, which discusses
            extending communal kitchens and people’s communes throughout the cities and
            countryside, making the iron and steel campaign more reliant on small enterprises, and
            bringing forward completion of the Forty-Point Program for Agricultural Development. The
            Tianjin Conference upholds the Three Red Banners while opposing the Communist Wind.

        March 25: Massive starvation deaths
            in Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region, known as the “Zhongning Incident,” come to
            light, and an autonomous region party committee work group carries out a massive purge
            in the Zhongning County party committee.

        March 30–April 10: The Second
            Session of the Second National People’s Congress passes the
            “National Program for Agricultural Development 1956–1967” and the
            “Resolution to Strive to Bring About the National Program for Agricultural
            Development Ahead of Schedule.” People’s Daily publishes an
            editorial entitled “We Must and Can Continue Leaping Forward.”

        May 28: A riot known as the
            Wanquantang Rebellion occurs in Sichuan’s Kai County. More than three hundred
            people are involved in looting shops, killing or wounding four party cadres and
            abducting sixteen others.

        June: Rebellion, led in part by
            commune party secretaries, occurs in Jiangkou County, Guizhou Province. Following a
            military crackdown, the county head who opened the state granary for starving peasants
            commits suicide.

        June 10–18: An enlarged Politburo
            meeting is held in Shanghai, during which Mao Zedong recommends lowering projected
            targets and stressing quality over quantity in iron and steel production. He writes a
            “Ten-Year Summary” in which he begins to reflect on the error of elevated
            production targets.

        July 5–August 10: The Central
            Committee convenes a working conference at Beidaihe during which Sino-Soviet relations
            and domestic economic issues are discussed. The conference proposes adjustments to the
            national economy focusing on grain and steel production. It also calls for economizing
            and increasing exports.

        July 6: The Central Committee
            advocates the development of food substitutes, and People’s Daily
            publishes an editorial entitled “Produce Large Quantities of Chlorella.”

        July 16: The government of the
            Soviet Union tears up six hundred agreements with China and announces the withdrawal of
            its experts from the country. These agreements are not related to agriculture.

        August: Li Fuchun, in charge of
            planning, proposes a policy of “rectification, consolidation, and
            enhancement” in response to the difficulties caused by the Great Leap Forward. His
            proposal is revised and formalized by Zhou Enlai into “adjustment, consolidation,
            replenishment, and enhancement.”

        August 15: The Central Committee
            issues the “Directive on Ensuring the Fulfillment of the Grain Allocation and
            Transport Plan.”

        September 7: The Central Committee
            issues the “Directive on Reducing Grain Ration Standards in the Countryside and
            Cities.”

        October 23–26: Mao Zedong calls in
            regional leaders to hear their reports on agriculture. The discussion centers on how to
            rectify the Communist Wind. Wu Zhipu reports on the Xinyang Incident, which Mao
            attributes to “the inadequate thoroughness of the democratic revolution” at
            the local level.

        November 3: The Central Committee
            issues the “Urgent Directive Regarding Current Policy Issues in
            the Rural People’s Communes” (also known as the “Twelve Agricultural
            Provisions”). This document rectifies leftist tendencies by emphasizing
            “three-level ownership, with production teams as the basic accounting unit,”
            but retains the communal kitchens.

        November 10: The Central Committee
            convenes a national conference on food substitutes, followed by the launch of a
            nationwide campaign on November 14. Some peasants die from food poisoning and other
            effects of eating food substitutes.

        November 15: After reading a report
            on the deployment of thousands of cadres to the countryside, Mao claims that scoundrels
            hold power in one-third of the regions, where incomplete revolution has resulted in
            starvation and cadre abuses.

        November 16: The Central Committee
            endorses and transmits the “Summary of the Discussion on Resolutely Carrying out
            Autumn and Winter Food Supply Work at the National Conference on Financial and Economic
            Work.”

        November 17: The Central Committee
            issues “Notice Regarding Immediately Focusing on Grain Allocation and
            Transport.”

        December 24: A riot occurs at Adu
            Commune in Yunnan’s Xuanwei County and then spreads to other communes with calls
            for a “second land reform” that will return land to individual owners, the
            disbanding of communal kitchens, and resumption of free markets.

        December 24–January 13, 1961: A
            Central Committee work conference discusses issues relating to the International
            Communist Movement and emphasizes rectification of the Five Winds and problems with the
            1961 National Economic Plan.

        1961

        Following the mass starvation deaths in 1960,
            grain imports are increased to nearly 5.81 million tons in 1961, while grain exports
            drop to 1.355 million tons.

        January 14–18: The Ninth Plenum of
            the Eighth CCP Central Committee is held in Beijing, deciding on a national economic
            policy of “adjustment, consolidation, replenishment, and enhancement.”

        January 18: Mao suggests making 1961
            a year for investigating operational problems. On January 20 he sends out working groups
            headed by Chen Boda and others to carry out investigation and research in Zhejiang,
            Guangdong, and Hunan.

        March: While in Guangzhou, Mao
            presides over the drafting of the “Work Regulations for Rural People’s
            Communes” (known as the Sixty Agricultural Provisions).

        March 28: Anhui’s first party
            secretary, Zeng Xisheng, convenes a meeting of the provincial party standing committee
            to decide on implementing “responsibility fields.” The
            practice is to spread throughout the country and become the most effective means of
            saving peasant lives at the time.

        April 19: With Mao’s
            permission, a Central Committee investigation group convenes a mass rally in Shaoshan
            (Mao’s hometown in Hunan Province) to announce the disbanding of the communal
            kitchens. Commune members rejoice.

        April 26: The Central Committee
            transmits a letter by Hu Qiaomu and four related documents that formally advocate
            disbanding the communal kitchens.

        May 21–June 12: The Central
            Committee convenes a working conference in Beijing to discuss questions raised by Mao on
            investigation and research, the mass line, restitution, and rehabilitation. The
            conference discusses and approves the revised Sixty Agricultural Provisions, effectively
            terminating the system of communal kitchens.

        August 23–September 16: The Second
            Lushan Conference discusses food supply issues, market issues, the Two-Year Plan and
            industrial issues, and the management of industrial enterprises. Mao estimates that the
            economy reached its lowest point in 1961 and that the situation will improve from this
            point on.

        November 10: At a conference of
            regional bureaus, the Central Committee ascertains grain procurement issues. Deng
            Xiaoping emphasizes the importance of ideology in the rectification of work styles, and
            the conference decides that procurement targets must be fulfilled without haggling.

        1962

        January 11–February 7: At the Seven
            Thousand Cadres Conference, Liu Shaoqi sums up the party’s shortcomings and errors
            in economic construction since 1958 and proposes the formulation of “three parts
            natural disaster and seven parts man-made disaster.” Mao Zedong engages in
            self-criticism.

        February 21–23: An enlarged
            Politburo standing committee meeting (the “Xilou Conference”) is convened in
            the Zhongnanhai compound. Chen Yun delivers a grim prognosis of the economic situation.
            Subsequent enlarged State Council and Politburo standing committee meetings propose
            measures to further adjust the economy and surmount existing difficulties. Mao Zedong,
            absent from all these meetings, agrees with the majority views and endorses Liu
            Shaoqi’s recommendation to appoint Chen Yun head of the Central Committee Finance
            Committee but believes it is wrong to paint a “uniformly bleak” picture of
            the situation.

        April–May: In Guangdong Province,
            more than 110,000 people attempt to steal across the border to Hong Kong. Of the 60,000
            who reach Hong Kong, 40,000 are deported back to mainland China.

        Spring and summer: More than sixty
            thousand residents of the border areas of Xinjiang’s Ili Kazakh Autonomous
            Prefecture flee to the Soviet Union with their families, livestock, farming implements,
            and vehicles.

        May 7–11: Liu Shaoqi presides over a
            Central Committee work conference, subsequently referred to as the “May
            Conference.” Discussion focuses on documents arising out of the Xilou Conference
            and subsequent meetings, and a plan is drawn up to restructure the economy along the
            lines of “emergency measures for times of emergency.”

        July: Tian Jiaying, Chen Yun, Deng
            Zihui, and others discuss assignment of production to households with Mao; Mao insists
            on maintaining a collective economy. Afterward, at his swimming pool, Mao asks Liu
            Shaoqi, “Why can’t you keep things under control?” Liu retorts,
            “History will record the role you and I played in the starvation of so many
            people, and the cannibalism will also be memorialized!”

        July 25–August 24: The Central
            Committee holds a work conference at Beidaihe. On August 6, Mao Zedong delivers a speech
            on class, criticizing the “wind of gloom,” the “individual-farming
            wind,” and the “verdict-reversing wind,” and calling for maintaining
            the Marxist-Leninist course through daily discussion of class struggle.

        September 24–27: The Tenth Plenum of
            the Eighth CCP Central Committee is held in Beijing. The report of the plenum announces,
            “Throughout the entire history of proletarian revolution and dictatorship of the
            proletariat, and throughout the entire transition from capitalism to communism (this
            period requires several decades or even longer) there exists a class struggle between
            the proletariat and the bourgeoisie, and a struggle between the two roads of socialism
            and capitalism.”

        1963–1965

        The “Four Clean-ups”
                (siqing) Movement, focusing on purging capitalist roaders within the party,
            takes place.

        1966–1976

        The Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution
            results from intensified internal divisions and struggles between the government’s
            “pragmatists” and “idealists.” The Cultural Revolution takes the
            standpoints of the idealists to a destructive extreme. The failure of the Cultural
            Revolution leads to a reversal that engenders the economic reforms launched at the end
            of 1978.

    
        An Everlasting Tombstone

        I originally intended to title this book
                The Road to Paradise, but eventually changed it to Tombstone. I
            had four reasons for choosing this title: the first is to erect a tombstone for my
            father, who died of starvation in 1959; the second is to erect a tombstone for the
            thirty-six million Chinese who died of starvation; and the third is to erect a tombstone
            for the system that brought about the Great Famine. The fourth came to me while I was
            halfway through writing this book, when a temporary health scare spurred me to complete
            the book as a tombstone for myself. Although my health concerns were subsequently put to
            rest, the risk involved in undertaking this project might yet justify its serving as my
            own tombstone. But, of course, my main intentions are the first three.

        A tombstone is memory made concrete. Human
            memory is the ladder on which a country and a people advance. We must remember not only
            the good things, but also the bad; the bright spots, but also the darkness. The
            authorities in a totalitarian system strive to conceal their faults and extol their
            merits, gloss over their errors and forcibly eradicate all memory of man-made calamity,
            darkness, and evil. For that reason, the Chinese are prone to historical amnesia imposed
            by those in power. I erect this tombstone so that people will remember and henceforth
            renounce man-made calamity, darkness, and evil.

        1.

        At the end of April 1959, I was spending my
            after-school hours assembling a May Fourth Youth Day wall newspaper1 for my school’s
            Communist Youth League. My childhood friend Zhang Zhibai suddenly arrived from our home
            village of Wanli and told me, “Your father is starving to death! Hurry back, and take some rice if you can.” He said, “Your father
            doesn’t even have the strength to strip bark from the trees—he’s starved
            beyond helping himself. He was headed to Jiangjiayan to buy salt to make saltwater, but
            he collapsed on the way, and some people from Wanli carried him home.”

        I dropped what I was doing and requested
            leave from our league secretary and head teacher. Then I collected a three-day meal
            ration of 1.5 kilos of rice from the school canteen and rushed home. Upon reaching
            Wanli, I found things radically changed. The elm tree in front of our house had been
            reduced to a barkless trunk, and even its roots had been dug up and stripped, leaving
            only a ragged hole in the earth. The pond was dry; neighbors said it had been drained to
            dredge for rank-tasting mollusks that had never been eaten in the past. There was no
            sound of dogs barking, no chickens running about; even the children who used to scamper
            through the lanes remained at home. Wanli was like a ghost town.

        Upon entering our home, I found utter
            destitution; there was not a grain of rice, nothing edible whatsoever, and not even
            water in the vat. Immobilized by starvation, how would my father have had the strength
            to fetch water?

        My father was half-reclined on his bed, his
            eyes sunken and lifeless, his face gaunt, the skin creased and flaccid. He tried to
            extend his hand to greet me, but couldn’t lift it, just moving it a little. That
            hand reminded me of the human skeleton in my anatomy class; although it was covered with
            a layer of withered skin, nothing concealed the protrusions and hollows of the bone
            structure. I was shocked with the realization that the term skin and bones
            referred to something so horrible and cruel. A murmur escaped from his lips, his voice
            faint as he told me to go quickly, go quickly back to school.

        My father had seemed fine just two months
            earlier—in fact, his legs had already shown signs of edema at the time, but I
            didn’t know it was from malnutrition. He had been in charge of grazing his
            production team’s buffalo. That buffalo was a lovely beast, robust and clean under
            my father’s painstaking care. Although this little buffalo could not speak, its
            eyes were expressive, by turns intimate, worried, longing, or angry. It was able to
            communicate with my father through those eyes, and even I understood some of its
            expressions. Whenever I came back from school, I would ride the buffalo up the hill. Two
            months earlier my father had sent for me to come home. The production team had secretly
            slaughtered the buffalo and given our family half a kilo of the meat.
            Knowing my life was hard at school, my father had called me home to eat the buffalo
            meat. As soon as I entered the house, I smelled an alluring odor. But my father ate none
            of the meat. He said he had been too close to the buffalo, there had been an
            understanding between them, and he couldn’t eat the meat. In fact, he was just
            making an excuse to let me eat all of it. I wolfed it down as he watched, his eyes
            glowing with kindness. Now I wondered had he eaten that buffalo meat whether his
            condition might not be so desperate.

        I kneaded my father’s hand, then
            hurried off with buckets on a shoulder pole to fill the water vat. Then I grabbed a hoe
            and went to dig up sprouts from where we had planted peanuts the year before. (The
            peanut sprouts from the year before had, during the spring, pushed out shoots that were
            much coarser than bean sprouts. It was said that they contained toxins and were
            inedible, but even so, they had been almost completely dug up by others.) I dug and dug
            some more, my heart full of remorse and guilt. Why had I not come back earlier and
            harvested some wild herbs? Why hadn’t I come back earlier with some rice?

        But all my self-blame was useless. I boiled
            congee from the rice I’d brought and took it to my father’s bed, but he was
            no longer able to swallow. Three days later he departed this world.

        With the help of other villagers, I hastily
            buried him. While he was still alive I had hardly taken notice of him, but now that he
            lay at rest in the earth, instances from the past vividly replayed themselves in my
            mind.

        My father’s name was Yang Xiushen; he
            was also known by the names Yufu and Hongyuan. He was born on the sixth day of the sixth
            month of the lunar calendar in the year 1889. He was in fact my uncle and foster father,
            raising me from the time I was three months old. He and my foster mother had treated me
            better than if I had been their own son, and the extraordinary love they showed me was
            known throughout our home village. I later learned from fellow villagers that even in
            the worst weather my father would carry me through every lane and path seeking milk, so
            that I had wet nurses scattered throughout the area. One time I became ill and fell into
            a coma, and my father knelt and prayed unceasingly before the ancestral shrine until I
            regained consciousness. Once, I developed an abscess on my head, and my mother sucked
            the pus out of it with her own lips until it was cured. Although they were extremely
            poor, they used every means to ensure that I obtained schooling. They had extremely
            strict expectations regarding my conduct.

        In 1950 the government of our township,
                Mayuanxiang,2 regularly convened public “struggle sessions” against
            “landlords” and “local despots.” Once, my father took me to a
            large-scale struggle session held at Zaociling. A temporary platform had been built at
            the foot of a hill, and the hilltop was packed with villagers. Voices shouting slogans
            thundered, and armed militia flaunted their prowess. The people being
            “struggled” were trussed up on the platform, and when people had finished
            venting their grievances against each one, others would rush up and beat them. They beat
            each of these people unconscious, then took them to the hillside and shot them. At this
            session, fourteen people were executed. I noticed that my father said nothing from
            beginning to end. After we went home, several other village boys and I played at
            struggling landlords. Quite to my surprise, my father pulled me into the house and gave
            me a thrashing. Later he told me that not all of those killed were bad men, and not all
            of those who beat them had any cause for grievance. He never took me to a struggle
            session again.

        When my foster mother died in 1951, my
            father and I became entirely dependent upon each other. After my mother’s death, I
            dropped out of school for a time. My father didn’t let me work in the fields, but
            cleared the only table in the house and supervised my studies. One time, however, when
            he had to pay his agricultural tax, he allowed me to come along, carrying two little
            satchels of unhusked rice.3 He said he’d had no land in the
            past, but now he had a field, and paying the agricultural tax was an important event
            that he wanted me to experience. However, halfway there, I became too tired to continue.
            He hoisted me and the two satchels on his shoulder pole and carried me to the grain
            distribution center. At the time of the Land Reform,4 my family was allocated about three
                mu5 of land, enough for twenty-four buckets of grain.6 My father was ecstatic at
            being given land to farm, and small as I was, I shared his joy. But two or three years
            later, the land was reclaimed for collectivization.

        In 1954, I passed the entrance exam for
            Xishui Junior Middle School. I was only a day school student, because we lacked the
            funds for me to board. It was 10 kilometers7 from our home to the school. In order to
            shorten the journey, my father found an old house in Maqiao, about 5 kilometers from the
            county seat, and opened a tea shop there. That 5 kilometers of road was a major
            thoroughfare, providing me with better access to the school. Every day before dawn, my
            father would awaken me so I could reach school in time for the seven o’clock study
            session. One day a rainstorm caused the gable of that old house to
            collapse, nearly crushing him. Eventually, the school provided me with a scholarship
            that allowed me to board, greatly alleviating my father’s hardship.

        I grieved deeply over my father’s
            death, but never thought to blame the government. I harbored no doubts regarding the
            party’s propaganda about the accomplishments of the “Great Leap
            Forward” or the advantages of the people’s communes. I believed that what
            was happening in my home village was isolated, and that my father’s death was
            merely one family’s tragedy. Compared with the advent of the great Communist
            society, what was my family’s petty misfortune? The party had taught me to
            sacrifice the self for the greater good when encountering difficulty, and I was
            completely obedient. I maintained this frame of mind right up until the Cultural
            Revolution.

        At that time, I felt no suspicion and
            completely accepted what had been instilled in me by the Communist Party and the
            Communist Youth League. I excelled academically, and joined the Young Pioneers in
            primary school and the Communist Youth League in junior middle school. During the
            Anti-Rightist Campaign in 1957, I believed the party when it declared rightists to be
            bad elements. I was a student activist in 1958, and a poem I wrote eulogizing the Great
            Leap Forward was sent to the Huanggang Regional Education Exhibition Center. At that
            time, I was the propaganda head of the Youth League committee and chief editor of my
            school’s mimeographed tabloid, Young Communist. During the day, I took
            part in physical labor, and at night, I edited the newspaper. At the beginning of 1959,
            I composed a “New Year’s Message” for the newspaper in which I
            passionately extolled the Great Leap Forward. During the school’s New Year
            assembly, the principal read out my essay as his congratulatory message to the
            school’s teachers and students without changing a single word.

        I did all this with complete sincerity and
            without a shred of self-interest. My sadness at my father’s death did not weaken
            my confidence in the Chinese Communist Party. Like me, many young people who
            enthusiastically participated in the Great Leap Forward were suffering from hunger along
            with their family members, but they never complained. Communism inspired them, and many
            of them would gladly have sacrificed their lives for this great ideal.

        My support for the Great Leap Forward was
            due not only to the inspiration of Communist ideals, but also to ignorance. I came from
            a remote village whose residents knew virtually nothing about matters beyond the hills. One time I heard an old villager tell my father that someone had
            seen Xuantong,8 and that it was possible that he would regain the throne. They did not
            know that Emperor P’u Yi, as he was also known, had already been convicted of
            treason and imprisoned. They cherished the memory of the emperor. They did not know of
            the great event that occurred in Beijing on October 1, 1949. The village cadre Huang
            Yuanzhong knew, and he held a meeting in the village on that day. The next day, his son
            (nicknamed Laizi, or “Scamp”) told me, “Chairman Mao has been
            enthroned.” I asked, “What do you mean?” He replied, “He’s
            the emperor.” He said that was what his father had told him.

        The vast majority of us never circulated
            beyond a 50-kilometer radius of our village. Although we were situated only a little
            more than 100 kilometers from Hankou,9 that great city seemed impossibly remote
            to us. Our wistful regard for the city was expressed in lines from a children’s
            song: “Moonlight, moonlight, go with me, all the way to the Hankou sea; Moonlight,
            let me run with you, all the way to Yuanjiaqiao.” The county seat, Xishui, was
            much closer, but even going there took one full day, with half of the roadway consisting
            of rugged mountain paths. Many villagers went to the county seat only once or twice a
            year.

        A summer night after one’s bath was
            the time of greatest contentment for villagers. Whole households would sit together
            outside their homes, drinking tea brewed from the coarse plants they’d cultivated
            and waving fans they’d woven from straw as they chatted about household matters.
            Those who preferred more varied company would gather in a cool place to gossip. Someone
            might retell the story of the “Peach Garden Pledge” from The Romance of
                the Three Kingdoms, or recount Sun Yatsen’s attempts to unseat the Qing
            dynasty, passed along from Wuhan decades earlier. But these stories had become old hat.
            If anyone mentioned some recent incident occurring in the county seat, everyone’s
            ears would prick up, and the storyteller would be accorded great respect.

        Although the closed-off nature of the
            village kept its residents in ignorance, it also preserved a kind of innocence. My
            father’s disgust with the struggle session in 1950 arose not from rational
            judgment, but from human instinct. When I left the village in 1954 to attend school at
            the county seat, I brought a mind devoid of guile.

        After the CCP gained power, it sealed China
            off from information beyond its borders, and imposed a wholesale negation of
            China’s traditional moral standards. The government’s monopoly on
            information gave it a monopoly on truth. As the center of power, the
            party Center was also the heart of truth and information. All social science research
            organs endorsed the validity of the Communist regime; every cultural and arts group
            lavished praise on the CCP, while news organs daily verified its wisdom and might. From
            nursery school to university, the chief mission was to inculcate a Communist worldview
            in the minds of all students. The social science research institutes, cultural groups,
            news organs, and schools all became tools for the party’s monopoly on thought,
            spirit, and opinion, and were continuously engaged in molding China’s youth.
            People employed in this work were proud to be considered “engineers of the human
            soul.”

        In this thought and information vacuum, the
            central government used its monopoly apparatus to instill Communist values while
            criticizing and eradicating all other values. In this way, young people developed
            distinct and intense feelings of right and wrong, love and hate, which took the shape of
            a violent longing to realize Communist ideals. Any words or deeds that diverged from
            these ideals would be met with a concerted attack.

        The party organization was even more
            effective at instilling values than the social science research institutes, news and
            cultural organs, and schools. Each level of the party had a core surrounded by a group
            of stalwarts, with each layer controlling the one below it and loyal to the one above.
            Successive political movements, hundreds and thousands of large and small group
            meetings, commendation ceremonies and struggle sessions, rewards and penalties, all
            served to draw young people onto a single trajectory. All views diverging from those of
            the party were nipped in the bud.

        At that time, I sincerely believed that a
            weak and impoverished China that had been bullied by imperialism for nearly one hundred
            years could embark on socialism through the Three Red Banners, and go on to implement
            the highest ideal of mankind: communism. Compared with this sublime ideal, what were the
            petty problems I faced?

        I believed in the Three Red Banners not only
            out of ignorance, but also because of the formidable political pressure imposed by
            society as a whole, which allowed for no doubt. I personally witnessed many cruel
            incidents. Wan Shangjun, a schoolmate in the class above mine, lost his chance to take
            the university entrance exam because he praised a speech by Tito10 that criticized the
            “socialist camp.” He had placed first in the county’s
            junior middle school entrance exam the year before I had, so I knew him well. An
            outstanding and thoughtful student, he lost his future at the age of seventeen because
            he thought too independently. In another case, in the spring of 1959, someone found the
            words “Down with Mao” scribbled on a toilet stall partition, and in a panic,
            reported it to the school leadership. The school hastily reported it to the public
            security bureau, which quickly cracked the case. The words turned out to have been
            written by a student in the class above mine, who had vented frustration at his hunger.
            I saw him thrown into jail in manacles.

        The ceaseless mass criticisms and harsh
            punishments one witnessed instilled a feeling of dread. This dread was not the sudden
            fear experienced by the appearance of poisonous snakes and ferocious beasts, but the
            kind that seeped into the nerves and blood, becoming part of each person’s
            instinct for survival. People learned to avoid political peril as they would a raging
            fire.

        In a country in which an imperial mentality
            was deeply entrenched, people from the outset regarded the central government as the
            voice of authority, and the party used the “magical power” of the central
            government to instill its values in the entire populace. Inexperienced youth sincerely
            believed in these teachings, and their parents, out of either blind faith or fear of the
            regime, did their best to prevent their children from revealing any line of thought
            diverging from that of the government, requiring their children to be submissive and
            obedient.

        In 1960, I passed the entrance exam for
            Tsinghua University in Beijing.11 As soon as I entered the campus, I
            toured the university’s anti-rightist exhibition, embarking on an education in
            loyalty. This was followed by more than fifty days in the countryside to learn through
            labor and to develop the defense of policies under the Three Red Banners. Although our
            stomachs rumbled with hunger, we never doubted these ideals.

        The university, which had enjoyed a
            reputation for intellectual openness, turned out to be extremely insular. Tsinghua
            University had had many famous professors, but I only knew of Wen Yiduo and Zhu Ziqing,
            from Mao Zedong’s writings, and had never heard of Chen Yinque or Wu Mi.12 The
            university’s library had an impressive collection of books, but the only ones I
            could borrow, apart from those on engineering and technology, were related to communism.
            Two of the university’s alumni, Yang Zhenning and Li Zhengdao, had won the Nobel
            Prize for Physics in 1957,13 but the university kept this fact
            under wraps, and even warned, during Youth League cadre meetings, that
            these two men were intellectual reactionaries and that we should not follow their
            “elitist” road.

        While at university, I served as the Youth
            League’s branch secretary and joined the Communist Party in May 1964. At that time
            young people like me were considered very naïve and simple, and it was true: our minds
            contained only the beliefs imbued by the public opinion apparatus, and nothing else. In
            this way the party molded the generation growing up under the new regime into its loyal
            disciples. If no major events had occurred during these decades, our generation would
            have retained those beliefs for our entire lives.

        My thinking began to change when the
            Cultural Revolution14 began in 1966, and I was astonished by the emergence of thousands
            of big-character posters15 at Tsinghua University, which exposed
            the corrupt lives and debased mentalities of old revolutionaries whom I had long
            revered. From August to December, several classmates and I went to more than twenty
            cities to “establish ties.” In these places we likewise found big-character
            posters revealing corruption and privilege among senior officials. I began to lose my
            faith in authority and officialdom, and I no longer believed everything I read. I began
            to doubt the myths the party had inculcated in me, and it was opposition to official
            privilege that led me, like most ordinary people, to take part in the Cultural
            Revolution. It was also during the Cultural Revolution that the governor of Hubei
            Province, Zhang Tixue, said something that shocked me: during the three years of
            hardship in that province, some three hundred thousand people had starved to death. Only
            then did I realize that my family’s tragedy was not unique.

        Upon graduating, I was assigned to the
            Xinhua News Agency, where reporters encountered aspects of society that others never
            saw. I learned many facts that contradicted what was written in party history texts, and
            observed the hard life of urban workers. As a Xinhua reporter, I learned how
            “news” was manufactured, and how news organs served as the mouthpieces of
            political power.

        “Reform and opening,” in the
            late 1970s, brought considerable relaxation of intellectual strictures, and some
            historical truth began to come out. In the past, the party had taught
            us that only the Communists had fought Japan, while the Kuomintang had capitulated and
            collaborated. Now we learned that more than two hundred Kuomintang generals had given up
            their lives in the resistance effort. In the past, the party had taught us that natural
            calamity had caused famine in limited areas of the country. Now we knew that it was a
            man-made disaster that had caused tens of millions of people to starve to death. I began
            to understand how history had been distorted and edited to suit the needs of the
            party.

        The realization that I had been deceived for
            so long engendered a will to shake off this deception. The more the authorities
            concealed the truth, the more I felt compelled to pursue it, and I began reading volumes
            of newly published material. The turmoil in Beijing in 1989 led me to a profound
            awakening; the blood of those young students cleansed my brain of all the lies I had
            accepted over the previous decades. As a journalist, I strove to report the truth. As a
            scholar, I felt a responsibility to restore historical truth for others who had been
            deceived.

        In my effort to shake off deception, I came
            to understand the social background of my father’s death and to reflect more
            profoundly on his life. In the 1980s a trend arose in my home village to erect
            gravestones for those who had passed on. High officials elsewhere erected particularly
            imposing tombstones. Friends and relatives encouraged me to erect a gravestone for my
            father. I thought that even though I was not a high official, I would erect for my
            father a tombstone grander than any of those others. Then I recalled that in 1958, many
            of the village’s tombstones had been dismantled for use in irrigation projects or
            as bases for smelting ovens in the steelmaking campaign during the Great Leap Forward;
            some had been laid out on roadways. The more impressive the monument, the greater the
            likelihood of it being demolished. My father’s tombstone had to be erected not on
            the ground, but in my heart. A tombstone in the heart could never be demolished or
            trampled underfoot.

        I did erect a tombstone for my father, in my
            heart, and this book is made up of the words I carved into that tombstone. Even after I
            leave this life, these heartfelt words will remain behind in libraries throughout the
            world.

        2.

        My family tragedy was repeated in some ten
            million families throughout China.

        In chapter
            11, on population loss, readers will see that multiple sources indicate around 36
            million starvation deaths in China from 1958 to 1962. Because
            starvation also caused a drop in the birth rate, there was also an estimated shortfall
            of 40 million births in China during those years.

        In some regions, nearly every family
            experienced at least one death from starvation, and some families were completely wiped
            out. Entire villages were left without a single living inhabitant. It was as Mao Zedong
            wrote in one of his poems: “A thousand villages overgrown with weeds, men wasted
            away; Ten thousand homes where only ghosts sing.”16

        How can we conceptualize the 36 million
            people who starved to death? This number is equivalent to 450 times the number of people
            killed by the atomic bomb dropped on Nagasaki on August 9, 1945.17 It is 150 times the
            number of people killed in the Tangshan earthquake on July 28, 1976.18 It is greater
            than the number of people killed in World War I. The Great Famine even outstripped the
            ravages of World War II; the war caused 40 to 50 million deaths throughout Europe, Asia,
            and Africa over the course of seven or eight years,19 but the Great
            Famine’s 36 million victims died within three or four years, with most deaths
            concentrated in a six-month period.

        The Great Famine makes all of China’s
            other famines pale in comparison. The most severe famine previously recorded occurred in
            1928–30 and affected twenty-two provinces. That famine broke all previous records, but
            still killed only 10 million people. In the seventeen years from 1920 through 1936, crop
            failures took the lives of 18.36 million people.20 Li Wenhai and others, in the books
                China’s Recent Famines and China’s Ten Greatest Recent
                Famines,21 believe that number is exaggerated, and that the number of people
            who died during the most severe famine in 1928–30 did not exceed 6 million. The number
            of people who starved to death from 1958 to 1962 was many times greater than the number
            who died in any previous disaster in China.

        There were no anguished appeals to heaven,
            no hemp-robed funerals, no firecrackers and hell money to see the departed to their
            final destination, no sympathy, no grief, no tears, no shock, no dread. Tens of millions
            departed this world in an atmosphere of mute apathy.

        Some villages transported corpses by the
            truckload for burial in common graves. In villages where survivors lacked the strength
            for proper interment, the limbs of the dead protruded from the ground. In some places,
            the dead remained along the roadsides where they had dropped in their futile search for
            food. More than a few were simply left in their homes, where rats gnawed at their noses
            and eyes.

        In the autumn of 1999, I went to a Henan
            village that the famine had struck with particular severity. A villager in his
            seventies, Yu Wenhai, pointed to several trees growing in a wheat field and said,
            “Where those trees are standing was once a pit in which at least a hundred corpses
            were buried.” If Yu, a witness to the events, had not pointed this out, no
            outsider would have known of the horrendous tragedy that lay buried beneath the fresh
            green seedlings and stately trees.

        Starvation was a prolonged agony. The grain
            was gone, the wild herbs had all been eaten, even the bark had been stripped from the
            trees, and bird droppings, rats, and cotton batting were used to fill stomachs. In the
            kaolin clay fields,22 starving people chewed on the clay as they dug it. The corpses of
            the dead, famine victims seeking refuge from other villages, even one’s own family
            members, became food for the desperate.

        Cannibalism was no longer exceptional.
            Ancient annals report cases of families exchanging children to consume during severe
            famines, but during the Great Famine, some families resorted to eating their own
            children. I met people who had eaten human flesh, and heard them describe its taste.
            Reliable evidence indicates there were thousands of cases of cannibalism throughout
            China at that time.23 Some are described in the chapters that follow. It is a tragedy
            unprecedented in world history for tens of millions of people to starve to death and to
            resort to cannibalism during a period of normal climate patterns with no wars or
            epidemics.

        At that time and in the decades to follow,
            China’s books, newspapers, and official documents assiduously covered up this
            massive human tragedy. Officials sealed their lips and falsified statistics, and the
            authorities ordered the destruction of all data reporting the depletion of China’s
            population by tens of millions.

        Refugees who escaped to Hong Kong and family
            members of Chinese living overseas managed to spread some news of the calamity, and
            based on this information, some Western media published reports on the famine. The
            Chinese government categorically labeled these piecemeal reports as “vicious
            attacks” and “slanderous rumors.”

        To shape international public opinion, the
            Chinese government invited “friends of China” to visit and see for
            themselves, in the hope that they would write reports that “clarified the facts
            and truth.” The government meticulously planned every step of a visitor’s
            itinerary, including which places he would visit, the people with whom he could come
            into contact, and the lines people should recite when receiving the guests. Foreign guests were kept segregated from ordinary people, and well-fed and
            well-clothed individuals were sometimes put on display.

        Fang Shi, at that time deputy director of
            Xinhua’s domestic news service, was tasked with accompanying foreign guests on
            tours of Anhui Province. He later told me how the Anhui provincial party committee
            deceived foreign visitors, who then published “eyewitness” reports praising
            China’s “great accomplishments” and saying people were well fed and
            well clothed.

        British journalist Felix Greene24 wrote
            in his 1964 work A Curtain of Ignorance that he had traveled throughout China
            in 1960 without seeing any signs of mass starvation. The American journalist Edgar Snow
            was another who passed his deception on to others.25 The Xinhua News Agency translated all
            of those overseas articles into Chinese as “export products sold in the home
            market” for dissemination in Cankao xiaoxi (Reference News) and
                Cankao ziliao (Reference Material), to serve as tools for unifying
            public opinion and suppressing alternative views within China.

        Some twenty years after these events,
            foreign scholars and Chinese living outside the mainland began researching this tragedy.
            These studies were of great value, but suffered from the authors’ lack of access
            to internal materials in official archives.

        Beginning in the early 1990s, I took
            advantage of my reporting trips to consult relevant materials and interview people who
            had survived the famine. I traveled from the northwest to the southwest, from North
            China to East China, from Northeast China to South China, consulting archives in more
            than a dozen provinces and interviewing more than a hundred eyewitnesses. In ten years I
            accumulated documents totaling millions of words and ten notebooks full of notes, which
            helped me gain a relatively comprehensive and in-depth understanding of the Great
            Famine.

        Confronted by the severe consequences of the
            Great Famine, President Liu Shaoqi once said to Mao Zedong, “History will record
            the role you and I played in the starvation of so many people, and the cannibalism will
            also be memorialized!”26 In the spring of 1962, Liu once again
            noted that “Deaths by starvation will be recorded in the history books.”27 Yet
            after more than forty years, no full account of the Great Famine has been published in
            mainland China. More than regrettable from a historical standpoint, it is an offense to
            the memories of the tens of millions of innocent victims. I have spent several years
            bringing this book to completion in the hope that it may serve as a
            tombstone and perhaps a consolation to those tens of millions of hungry spirits.

        Liu Shaoqi also once said that this disaster
            should be engraved on a memorial tablet as a record “to be passed down to our
            children and grandchildren so that such an error will never be committed again.” I
            believe that my book alone will be inadequate to keep this historical lesson firmly in
            mind. There are memorials to the Tangshan earthquake, to Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and to
            the victims of World War II in Europe. China should also erect memorials to the victims
            of the Great Famine in the places where the deaths were most concentrated, such as
            Xinyang, Tongwei, Luoding, Bozhou, Fengyang, Zunyi, Jinsha, Pi County, Yingjing, Rong
            County, Fengdu, Dayi, Guantao, and Jining, and in the provincial capitals of the most
            heavily affected provinces, namely Sichuan, Anhui, Guizhou, Henan, Shandong, Gansu, and
            Qinghai, as well as at Tiananmen Square in Beijing. These memorials would not only
            commemorate the dead, but also serve as a permanent reminder of the importance of
            preventing such a tragedy from ever happening again.

        3.

        Even with the reduction in cultivated land
            and massive population growth of the reform era that began in 1976, China’s grain
            is more abundant than ever, and its young people are ignorant of hunger. This came about
            after the people’s communes were replaced by remuneration linked to output,
            demonstrating the critical influence a system can have on famine.

        The Nobel Prize–winning economist Amartya
            Sen wrote:

        
            In the terrible history of famines in
                the world, no substantial famine has ever occurred in any independent and democratic
                country with a relatively free press. We cannot find exceptions to this rule, no
                matter where we look: the recent famines of Ethiopia, Somalia, or other dictatorial
                regimes; famines in the Soviet Union in the 1930s; China’s 1958–61 famine with
                the failure of the Great Leap Forward; or earlier still, the famines in Ireland or
                India under alien rule. China, although it was in many ways doing much better
                economically than India, still managed (unlike India) to have a famine, indeed the
                largest recorded famine in world history: Nearly 30 million people died in the
                famine of 1958–61, while faulty governmental policies remained
                uncorrected for three full years. The policies went uncriticized because there were
                no opposition parties in parliament, no free press, and no multiparty elections.
                Indeed, it is precisely this lack of challenge that allowed the deeply defective
                policies to continue even though they were killing millions each year.28

        

        The basic reason why tens of millions of
            people in China starved to death was totalitarianism. While totalitarianism does not
            inevitably result in disasters on such a massive scale, it facilitates the development
            of extremely flawed policies and impedes their correction. Even more important is that
            in this
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