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			TO MY FATHER, A VETERAN OF THE KOREAN WAR

		

	
		
			Acclaim for  HA JIN and  WAR TRASH

			“Ha Jin is one of the few writers who can tell us in fine English what it  is like to be a citizen of the People’s Republic of China. . . . This book  is not simply a treatise on Chinese politics and society, but a fine  novel on the human condition.” —Ian Buruma, The New York Review of Books

			“Stark and powerful.” —The Boston Globe

			“[Ha Jin’s] narrator, Yu Yuan, is one of the most fully realized characters to emerge from the fictional world in years. . . . The narrator’s  voice is recognizably, authentically, universally human. . . . [War Trash is] a classic prison narrative. . . . With the suspense building  toward a surprising climax and an utterly satisfying end, there is a  philosophical certitude and serenity in the final pages of the novel  that one rarely experiences in fiction.” —Russell Banks, The New York Times Book Review

			“An important and timely book.... Striking.... Harrowingly realistic.  . . . A soulful look at a largely ignored corner of the Cold War’s first  hot war.” —The Miami Herald

			“I am enthralled by Ha Jin’s work. He is one of our most gifted and  essential writers.” —Amy Tan

			“Ha Jin’s fiction . . . reminds one of the antic humanity of Kafka’s characters, and Gogol’s, too.” —St. Louis Post-Dispatch

			“Remarkable.... Enlightening. . . . Ha Jin . . . reintroduc[es] us to a  war we hardly remember and to a kind of heroism that never grabs  the headlines.” —The Seattle Times

			“Fascinating. . . . You’ve never read a novel about prisoners of war  quite like this one.” —The Baltimore Sun

			“Ha Jin is one of the finest writers in America.” —George Saunders, author of CivilWarLand in Bad Decline

			“Nobody is better at illuminating the dark corners of China’s recent  history.” —San Antonio Express-News

			“Riveting. . . . Powerful. . . . Reads like a diary, inescapably true.” —O, The Oprah Magazine

			“Poignant. . . . A skillful and unusual novel, sharply real, without an  ounce of gilding sentimentality.” —The Oregonian

			“Magnificent.” —Robert D. Kaplan, author of Warrior Politics

			“The sights, sounds, and stench of war seem unshakable—but it’s  both timeless and touching.” —Entertainment Weekly

			“Ha Jin’s novel is not a story of Korea, or POWs, or even Yu Yuan, but  of what it means to be human.” —The Kansas City Star

			“War Trash . . . has the claustrophobia, tension and moral outrage of  many Holocaust narratives [and a] great documentary heart [and]  flashes of brilliant writing.” —The San Diego Union-Tribune

			“Ha Jin’s stark, evocative prose transports us to a harrowing world we  have never before seen and which we will not soon forget.” —Michael Shapiro, author of The Shadow in the Sun:  A Korean Year of Love and Sorrow

			“Spellbinding. . . . Evocative. . . . A mirror-like reflection of past and  present conflicts and wars.” —The Roanoke Times

			“A very ambitious book, thoroughly researched and valuable as a window on the POW camps.” —The New York Sun

			“Splendid. . . . Compelling. . . . [A] fine book.... Ha Jin is a remarkable writer.” —The Star-Ledger (Newark)

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			Below my navel stretches a long tattoo that says “FUCK . . . U...  S...” The skin above those dots has shriveled as though scarred by  burns. Like a talisman, the tattoo has protected me in China for  almost five decades. Before coming to the States, I wondered whether  I should have it removed. I decided not to, not because I cherished it  or was nervous about the surgery, but because if I had done that, word  would have spread and the authorities, suspecting I wouldn’t return,  might have revoked my passport. In addition, I was planning to bring  with me all the material I had collected for this memoir, and couldn’t  afford to attract the attention of the police, who might have confiscated my notes and files. Now I am here, and my tattoo has lost its  charm; instead, it has become a constant concern. When I was clearing customs in Atlanta two weeks ago, my heart fluttered like a  trapped pigeon, afraid that the husky, cheerful-voiced officer might  suspect something—that he might lead me into a room and order me  to undress. The tattoo could have caused me to be refused entry to  the States.

			Sometimes when I walk along the streets here, a sudden consternation will overtake me, as though an invisible hand might grip the front  of my shirt and pull it out of my belt to reveal my secret to passersby.   However sultry a summer day it is, I won’t unbutton my shirt all the  way down. When I run a hot bath in the evenings, which I’m very fond  of doing and which I think is the best of American amenities, I carefully lock the bathroom, for fear that Karie, my Cambodian-born  daughter-in-law, might by chance catch a glimpse of the words on my  belly. She knows I fought in Korea and want to write a memoir of that  war while I am here. Yet at this stage I don’t want to reveal any of its  contents to others or I might lose my wind when I take up the pen.

			Last Friday as I was napping, Candie, my three-year-old grand-daughter, poked at my exposed belly and traced the contour of the  words with her finger. She understood the meaning of “U ... S...”  but not the verb before it. Feeling itchy, I woke up, only to find her  tadpole-shaped eyes flickering. She grinned, then pursed her lips, her  apple face tightening. Before I could say a word, she spun around and  cried, “Mommy, Grandpa has a tattoo on his tummy!”

			I jumped out of bed and caught her before she could reach the  door. Luckily her mother was not in. “Shh, Candie,” I said, putting my  finger to my lips. “Don’t tell anybody. It’s our secret.”

			“Okay.” She smiled as if she had suspected this all along.

			That afternoon I took her to Asian Square on Buford Highway and  bought her a chunk of hawthorn jelly and a box of taro crackers, for  which she gleefully smacked me twice on the cheek. She promised  not to breathe a word about my tattoo, not even to her brother, Bobby.  But I doubt if she can keep her promise for long. Certainly she will  remember seeing it and will rack her little brain trying to unravel the  mystery.

			My grandson Bobby, a bright boy, is almost seven years old, and I  often ask him what he will do when he grows up. Shaking his chubby  face, he answers, “Don’t know.”

			“How about being a doctor?” I suggest.

			“No, I want to be a scientist or an astronomer.”

			“An astronomer must spend a lot of time at an observatory, so it’s  hard for him to keep a family.”

			His mother’s fruity voice breaks in: “Dad, don’t press him again.”

			“I’m not trying to make him do anything. It’s just a suggestion.”

			“He should follow his own interests,” my son calls out.

			So I shut up. They probably think I’m greedy, eager to see my  grandson wallow in wealth. But my wish has nothing to do with money.   From the depths of my heart I believe medicine is a noble, humane  profession. If I were born again, I would study medical science devotedly. This thought has been rooted in my mind for five decades. I cannot explain in detail to my son and daughter-in-law why I often urge  Bobby to think of becoming a doctor, because the story would involve  too much horror and pain. In brief, this desire of mine has been bred  by my memories of the wasted lives I saw in Korea and China. Doctors and nurses follow a different set of ethics, which enables them to  transcend political nonsense and man-made enmity and to act with  compassion and human decency.

			In eight or nine months I will go back to China, the land that has  raised and nourished me and will retain my bones. Already seventy-three years old, with my wife and daughter and another grandson  back home, I won’t be coming to the States again. Before I go, I must  complete this memoir I have planned to write for more than half of  my life. I’m going to do it in English, a language I started learning at  the age of fourteen, and I’m going to tell my story in a documentary  manner so as to preserve historical accuracy. I hope that someday  Candie and Bobby and their parents will read these pages so that they  can feel the full weight of the tattoo on my belly. I regard this memoir  as the only gift a poor man like me can bequeath his American grandchildren.

		

	
		
			1. CROSSING THE YALU

			Before the Communists came to power in 1949, I was a sophomore at  the Huangpu Military Academy, majoring in political education. The  school, at that time based in Chengdu, the capital of Szechuan  Province, had played a vital part in the Nationalist regime. Chiang  Kai-shek had once been its principal, and many of his generals had  graduated from it. In some ways, the role of the Huangpu in the  Nationalist army was like that of West Point in the American military.

			The cadets at the Huangpu had been disgusted with the corruption  of the Nationalists, so they readily surrendered to the People’s Liberation Army when the Communists arrived. The new government disbanded our academy and turned it into a part of the Southwestern  University of Military and Political Sciences. We were encouraged to  continue our studies and prepare ourselves to serve the new China.  The Communists promised to treat us fairly, without any discrimination. Unlike most of my fellow students who specialized in military  science, however, I dared not raise my hopes very high, because the  political courses I had taken in the old academy were of no use to the  People’s Liberation Army. I was more likely to be viewed as a backward case, if not a reactionary. At the university, established mainly  for reindoctrinating the former Nationalist officers and cadets, we were   taught the basic ideas of Marx, Lenin, Stalin, and Mao Zedong, and  we had to write out our personal histories, confess our wrongdoings,  and engage in self- and mutual criticism. A few stubborn officers from  the old army wouldn’t relinquish their former outlook and were punished in the reeducation program—they were imprisoned in a small  house at the northeastern corner of our campus. But since I had never  resisted the Communists, I felt relatively safe. I didn’t learn much in  the new school except for some principles of the proletarian revolution.

			At graduation the next fall, I was assigned to the 180th Division of  the People’s Liberation Army, a unit noted for its battle achievements  in the war against the Japanese invaders and in the civil war. I was  happy because I started as a junior officer at its headquarters garrisoned in Chengdu City, where my mother was living. My father had  passed away three years before, and my assignment would enable me  to take care of my mother. Besides, I had just become engaged to a  girl, a student of fine arts at Szechuan Teachers College, majoring in  choreography. Her name was Tao Julan, and she lived in the same city.  We planned to get married the next year, preferably in the fall after  she graduated. In every direction I turned, life seemed to smile upon  me. It was as if all the shadows were lifting. The Communists had  brought order to our country and hope to the common people. I had  never been so cheerful.

			Three times a week I had to attend political study sessions. We read  and discussed documents issued by the Central Committee and writings  by Stalin and Chairman Mao, such as The History of the Communist  Party of the Soviet Union, On the People’s Democratic Dictatorship,  and  On the Protracted War. Because about half of our division was  composed of men from the Nationalist army, including hundreds of  officers, the study sessions felt like a formality and didn’t bother me  much. The commissar of the Eighteenth Army Group, Hu Yaobang,  who thirty years later became the Secretary of the Chinese Communist Party, even declared at a meeting that our division would never  leave Szechuan and that from now on we must devote ourselves to  rebuilding our country. I felt grateful to the Communists, who seemed  finally to have brought peace to our war-battered land.

			Then the situation changed. Three weeks before the Spring Festival of 1951, we received orders to move to Hebei, a barren province  adjacent to Manchuria, where we would prepare to enter Korea. This   came as a surprise, because we were a poorly equipped division and  the Korean War had been so far away that we hadn’t expected to participate. I wanted to have a photograph taken with my fiancée before I  departed, but I couldn’t find the time, so we just exchanged snapshots. She promised to care for my mother while I was gone. My  mother wept, telling me to obey orders and fight bravely, and saying,  “I won’t close my eyes without seeing you back, my son.” I promised  her that I would return, although in the back of my mind lingered the  fear that I might fall on a battlefield.

			Julan wasn’t a pretty girl, but she was even-tempered and had a fine  figure, a born dancer with long, supple limbs. She wore a pair of thick  braids, and her clear eyes were innocently vivid. When she smiled, her  straight teeth would flash. It was her radiant smile that had caught my  heart. She was terribly upset by my imminent departure, but accepted  our separation as a necessary sacrifice for our motherland. To most  Chinese, it was obvious that MacArthur’s army intended to cross the  Yalu River and seize Manchuria, the Northeast of China. As a serviceman I was obligated to go to the front and defend our country. Julan  understood this, and in public she even took pride in me, though in  private she often shed tears. I tried to comfort her, saying, “Don’t  worry. I’ll be back in a year or two.” We promised to wait for each  other. She broke her jade barrette and gave me a half as a pledge of  her love.

			After a four-day train ride, our division arrived at a villagelike town  named Potou, in Cang County, Hebei Province. There we shed our  assorted old weapons and were armed with burp guns and artillery  pieces made in Russia. From now on all our equipment had to be  standardized. Without delay we began to learn how to use the new  weapons. The instructions were only in Russian, but nobody in our  division understood the Cyrillic alphabet. Some units complained that  they couldn’t figure out how to operate the antiaircraft machine guns  effectively. Who could help them? They asked around but didn’t find  any guidance. As a last resort, the commissar of our division, Pei Shan,  consulted a Russian military attaché who could speak Chinese and  who happened to share a table with Pei at a state dinner held in Tianjin City, but the Russian officer couldn’t help us either. So the soldiers  were ordered: “Learn to master your weapons through using them.”

			As a clerical officer, I was given a brand-new Russian pistol to  replace my German Mauser. This change didn’t bother me. Unlike  the enlisted men, I didn’t have to go to the drill with my new handgun.  By now I had realized that my appointment at the headquarters of the  180th Division might be a part of a large plan—I knew some English  and could be useful in fighting the Americans. Probably our division  had been under consideration for being sent into battle for quite a  while. Before we left Szechuan, Commissar Pei had told me to bring  along an English-Chinese dictionary. He said amiably, “Keep it handy,  Comrade Yu Yuan. It will serve as a unique weapon.” He was a tall  man of thirty-two, with a bronzed face and a receding hairline. Whenever I was with him, I could feel the inner strength of this man, who  had been a dedicated revolutionary since his early teens.

			Before we moved northeast, all the officers who had originally  served in the Nationalist army and now held positions at the regimental level and above were ordered to stay behind. More than a dozen of  them surrendered their posts and were immediately replaced by Communist officers transferred from other units. This personnel shuffle  indicated that men recruited from the old army were not trusted.  Though the Communists may have had their reasons for dismissing  those officers, replacing them right before battle later caused disasters in the chain of command when we were in Korea, because there  wasn’t enough time for the new officers and their men to get to know  one another.

			A week after the Spring Festival we entrained for Dandong, the  frontier city on the Yalu River. The freight train carrying us departed  early in the afternoon so that we could reach the border around midnight. Our division would rest and drill there for half a month before  entering Korea.

			We stayed at a cotton mill in a northern suburb of Dandong. Inside  the city, military offices and supply stations were everywhere, the streets  crowded with trucks and animal-drawn vehicles. Some residential  houses near the riverbank had collapsed, apparently knocked down by  American bombs. The Yalu had thawed, though there were still gray  patches of ice and snow along the shore. I had once seen the river in a  documentary film, but now, viewed up close, it looked different from  what I had expected. It was much narrower but more turbulent, frothy   in places and full of small eddies. The water was slightly green—“Yalu” means “duck green” in Chinese. A beardless old man selling  spiced pumpkin seeds on the street told me that in summertime the  river often overflowed and washed away crops, apple trees, houses.  Sometimes the flood drowned livestock and people.

			One morning I went downtown to an army hotel to fetch some  slides that showed the current situation in Korea. On my way there, I  saw a squadron of Mustangs coming to strafe the people working on  the twin bridges over the Yalu. As the sirens shrilled, dozens of antiaircraft guns fired at the planes, around which flak explosions clustered like black blossoms. One of the Mustangs was hit the moment it  dropped its bombs, drawing a long tail of smoke and darting toward  the Yellow Sea. As they watched the falling plane and the hovering  parachute, some civilians applauded and shouted, “Good shot!”

			We drilled with our new weapons and learned about the other  units’ experiences in fighting the American and the South Korean  armies. We all knew the enemy was better equipped and highly mechanized with air support, which we didn’t have. But our superiors told  us not to be afraid of the American troops, who had been spoiled and  softened by comforts. GIs couldn’t walk and were road-bound, depending completely on automobiles; if no vehicles were available,  they’d hire Korean porters to carry their bedrolls and food. Even their  enlisted men didn’t do KP and had their shoes shined by civilians.  Worst of all, having no moral justification for the war, they lacked the  determination to fight. They were all anxious to have a vacation, which  they would be given monthly. Even if we were inferior in equipment,  we could make full use of our tactics of night fighting and close combat. At the mere sight of us, the Americans would go to their knees  and surrender—they were just pussycats. To arouse the soldiers’ hatred  for the enemy, a group of men, led by a political instructor, pulled  around a hand truck loaded with a huge bomb casing which was said  to be evidence that the U.S. was carrying on bacteriological warfare.  They displayed the thing at every battalion, together with photographs  of infected creatures, such as giant flies, rats, mosquitoes, clams, cockroaches, earthworms. The germ bomb, which was said to have landed  near the train station, was almost five feet long and two feet across,  with four sections inside. This kind of bomb, we were told, would not   explode; it would just open up when it hit the ground to release the  germ carriers. To be honest, some of us had rubbed shoulders with  Americans when we were in the Nationalist army, and we were unnerved, because we knew the enemy was not only superior in equipment but also better trained.

			Throughout this period we attended regular meetings at which  both civilians and soldiers would condemn American imperialism. An  old peasant said his only farm cattle, a team of two, had been shot  dead by a U.S. plane while he was harvesting sweet potatoes in his  field near the border. A woman soldier walked around among the  audience, holding up large photographs of Korean women and children killed by the South Korean army. A reporter spoke about many  atrocities committed by the American invaders. Sometimes the speakers seized the occasion to vent their own grievances. They often identified the United States as the source of their personal troubles. A  college graduate of dark complexion even claimed to an audience of  eight hundred that his health had been ruined by the American film  industry, because he had watched too many pornographic movies  from which he had learned how to masturbate. Now he couldn’t control himself anymore, he confessed publicly. These kinds of condemnations, high and low, boosted the morale of the soldiers, who grew  restless, eager to wipe out the enemy of the common people.

			On the night of March 17 we crossed the Yalu. Every infantryman  carried a submachine gun, two hundred rounds of ammunition, four  grenades, a canteen of water, a pair of rubber sneakers and a short  shovel on the back of his bedroll, and a tubed sack of parched wheat  flour weighing thirteen pounds. We walked gingerly on the eastern  bridge, because the western one was partly damaged. Each man kept  ten feet from the one in front of him. The water below was dark, hissing and plunging. Now and then someone would cry out, his foot having fallen through a hole. A tall mule, drawing a cart, got its hind leg  stuck in a rift and couldn’t dislodge it no matter how madly the driver  thrashed its hindquarters. The moment I passed the tilted cart, it  shook, then keeled over and fell into the river together with the helpless animal. There was a great splash, followed by an elongated  whirlpool in the shimmering current, and then the entire load of medical supplies vanished.

			Having left behind our insignias and IDs, from now on we called ourselves the Chinese People’s Volunteers. This was to differentiate us  from the army back home, so that China, nominally having not sent its  regular troops to Korea, might avoid a full-blown war with the United  States. We were ordered to reach, within fourteen days, a town called  Yichun, very close to the Thirty-eighth Parallel. The distance was about  four hundred miles, and we would have to walk all the way. It was  early spring, the air still chilly; the roads were muddy, soaked by thawing ice and snow, hard for us to trudge through. The divisional headquarters had two jeeps that transported the leaders and their staff.  Sometimes the jeeps would drop off the officers and turn back to collect some limping men and those who could no longer march thanks  to blisters on their feet. I walked the whole time except for once,  when Commissar Pei wanted me to get on his jeep so that I could figure out the meaning of the English words on a folded handbill someone had picked up on the way. It turned out to be the menu of a  restaurant in Seoul, which must have served Americans mainly, because the menu was only in English. I couldn’t understand all the  words, but could roughly describe the dishes and soups to Pei Shan.  The entrées included broiled flounder filet, beef steak, fried chicken,  meat loaf.

			Besides the commissar’s orderly, a clerical officer named Chang  Ming, who edited our division’s bulletin, often boarded the jeep. I  envied him for that. Whenever we stopped somewhere for the night,  Chang Ming would be busy interviewing people and writing articles.

			Commissar Pei seemed a born optimist. He often laughed heartily,  jutting his chin and showing his buckteeth. He looked more like a  warrior than a political officer. By contrast, our division commander,  Niu Jinping, was a wisp of a man, who had once been the vice director  of the Political Department of the Sixty-second Army. I often saw a  cunning light in Niu’s round eyes; in his presence I was always cautious about what I said. When he smiled he seldom opened his lips,  chuckling through his nose as if his mouth were stuffed with food. He  was a chain-smoker, and his orderly carried a whole bag of brand-name cigarettes for him. Both the commander and the commissar   were in their early thirties, and neither was experienced in directing  battle operations.

			Back in Dandong City, I hadn’t been able to imagine the magnitude of the war’s destruction. Now, to my horror, I saw that most villages east of the Yalu lay in ruins. The land looked empty, with at least  four-fifths of the houses leveled to the ground. The standing ones  were mostly deserted. Most of the Korean houses were shabby, with  thatched hip roofs and walls made of mud plastered to bundles of  cornstalks. Many of them were mere huts that had gaping holes as  windows. It must have been hard to farm this rugged land, where  boulders and rocks stuck out of the ground everywhere; yet it seemed  every scrap of tillable soil was used, and even low hills were terraced  with small patches of cropland. We came across Korean civilians from  time to time. Most of them were in rags, women in white dresses that  had faded into yellow, and old men wearing black top hats with chin  straps, reminding me of Chinese men of ancient times. Here and there  roads had been cratered, and teams of Chinese laborers were busy  filling the holes, carrying earth and stones with wicker baskets affixed  to A-frames. The farther south we went, the fewer houses remained  intact, and as a result most of us had to sleep in the open air.

			Generally, during the day it wasn’t safe for us to march, because  American planes would come in droves to attack us. So only after  nightfall could we move forward. After Shandeng, a rural town, the air  raids were constant and sometimes even took place at night. Every  infantryman carried at least sixty pounds while each horse was loaded  with five times more. Without enough sleep and rest, the troops were  soon footsore and exhausted. On the fifth day heavy rain set in and  made it impossible for us to lie on the ground to sleep. Some officers  in our Political Department clustered together with a piece of tarpaulin over their heads. Many men, too tired to care about the downpour,  simply put their bedrolls on the ground, sat on them, and tried to doze  that way. Some, staying in a chestnut grove, tied themselves to the  trees with ropes so that they could catnap while remaining on their  feet. The rain continued in the afternoon, and because we couldn’t  sleep and the enemy bombers were unlikely to come in such weather,  we ate our lunch—which was parched flour mixed with water, as sticky  as batter—and went on our way.

			The following night, as the divisional staff was about to enter a canyon, suddenly three green signal flares whooshed up ahead of us. At  first I thought they must have been fired by our vanguard, but then  some officers began to whisper that someone on the mountain was  signaling our whereabouts to the enemy. I had heard that a good number of Korean agents worked for the Americans on the sly, but I hadn’t  expected to encounter something like this in the wilderness. As we  were talking about the possible meanings of those signals, four planes  appeared in the southeast, roaring toward us.

			“Take cover!” a voice ordered.

			Some of us rushed into the nearby bushes and some lay down in  the roadside ditches. The planes dropped a few flash bombs, a shower  of light illuminating the entire area; our troops and vehicles at once  became visible. Then bombs rained down and machine guns began  raking us. Some horses and mules were startled and vaulted over the  prostrate men, dashing away into the darkness. A bomb exploded in  front of me and tossed half a pine sapling into the sky. I lay facedown  on the slope of a gully, not daring to lift my head to the scorching air,  and keeping my mouth open so that the explosions wouldn’t pop my  eardrums. Around me, men hollered and moaned, and some were  twisting on the ground screaming for help. Some, though dead or  unconscious, were still clutching their submachine guns.

			The bombardment lasted only five minutes but killed about a hundred men and wounded many more. Along the road, flames and  smoke were rising from shattered carts and disabled mountain guns.  As I looked for Chang Ming, I saw two orderlies coming my way, supporting an officer. I recognized the officer, Tang Jing, the quartermaster of our divisional staff. He looked all right, though one of the  orderlies kept shouting, “Doctor, doctor! We need a doctor here!” But  all the medical personnel were busy helping the seriously wounded,  assembling them for shipment back to our rear base. Division commander Niu ordered an engineering company to dig a large grave at  the edge of a birch wood to bury the dead.

			Finally Dr. Wang turned up with a flashlight and asked Tang Jing,  “Where were you hit?”

			The quartermaster didn’t register the question, his fleshy face  vacant while his eyes glittered without a blink.

			“Are you injured?” the doctor asked again.

			Tang Jing opened his mouth but no sound came out. He was trembling all over, unable to speak a word. Dr. Wang felt his forehead and  then his pulse. Everything seemed normal, so he didn’t know what to  do. We had to reassemble and continue to march, but we were unsure  whether we should take the quartermaster along. Another doctor, Li  Wen, arrived, and together the two doctors checked him again, but  they found nothing unusual except that his temperature was slightly  above normal.

			“Shell shock. He lost his mind,” said Dr. Li.

			“Can he hear?” an orderly asked.

			“I’m not sure.”

			“What should we do about him?”

			“We’d better send him back. It’ll take a long time for him to  recover.”

			“I can’t believe this,” said Chang Ming, who had joined us for a  while. “He’s such a strapping man, yet he lost his mind so easily.”

			The two orderlies helped the quartermaster to his feet and walked  him toward a team of stretcher bearers who were going to carry the  wounded back to our base. I had been struck by the vast number of  Chinese laborers in Korea. Most of them came from Manchuria, and  some were over forty years old. They were able to mix with the Koreans because they could speak Japanese, which had been taught in  both Manchurian and Korean schools during the Japanese occupation; yet their lives here were as precarious as the soldiers’. Although  constantly under air and artillery attacks, they had to repair roads,  build bridges, unload supplies, and ship the casualties back from the  front. A lot of them had been killed or wounded. Right in front of me  walked a reedy boy, about fifteen years old, carrying one end of a  stretcher, on which lay a man with his face bandaged. The wounded  man kept wailing, “They lied to us! They lied to us!”

			Our divisional leaders were unsettled by the loss of lives, equipment, animals, and supplies, but I was more shaken by Tang Jing’s  case. For a whole week his expressionless face went on haunting me.  Never had I thought a man’s mind was so easy to destroy.

			The next morning, on a roadway leading to Seoul, we ran into a  group of U.N. prisoners, about seventy men, marching past us from  the opposite direction. The majority of them were Turks, some tall,  some quite short, with haggard faces. At the end of the procession   were about a dozen Americans, mostly large men wearing parkas.  One of them wore steel-rimmed glasses and a tufty red beard. The  POWs couldn’t walk fast on account of injury and fatigue, and some  hobbled along, one using a shovel handle as a crutch. The Chinese  guards, toting rifles with fixed bayonets, were rough with them. One  officer yelled in a strident voice, “Faster, don’t drop behind! You need  a ride, eh? I tell you, we have no vehicles to relieve your pampered  feet.” Although the prisoners couldn’t understand him, they looked  frightened and hung their heads low.

			The encounter cheered us up a little. Our political officers began  working to convince the rank and file of the enemy’s weakness despite  their airpower. Likewise, the U.N. side had never slackened its psychological work either. The roads we trod were strewn with leaflets,  dropped by American planes and printed in both Chinese and Korean,  urging us to capitulate. One had an ancient couplet on it: “How  piteously the skeletons lie on the riverside / Still dreamed by many a  bride!” Another showed a woodcut in which a young woman stood on  the shoulder of a mountain, gazing into the distance, longing for her  man’s return. We had been ordered to ignore the leaflets. Many men  pocketed them to roll cigarettes with or to use as toilet paper, but  once you glanced through these sheets, a heavy sadness would stir in  your chest, sinking your heart.

			Our food supplies, carried by the horse carts, had been used up by  the end of the first week, so now the only thing we had to eat was the  parched flour in the tubed sacks draped across our chests. Some men  found and picked wild herbs—dandelions, purslanes, wild chives, and  onions. There was a kind of wild garlic in Korea, whose heads were  still tiny but good-tasting, pungent and crispy, not as spicy as the regular garlic. You could eat both their heads and their green tops, but they  were scarce in the early spring when most herbs were just beginning  to sprout. Some trees were sending out yellowish leaves, which many  men plucked and ate. I didn’t eat many wild herbs or tree leaves, because I couldn’t tell poisonous ones from good ones. Quite a few men  were not as cautious and suffered food poisoning.

			There were so many troops moving toward and back from the front  that as soon as it was dark, the roads turned chaotic, noisy, and jammed  with traffic—trucks, artillery pieces, carts drawn by animals, teams of  Chinese porters carrying supplies and ammunition, and lines of stretchers loaded with the wounded. Once I saw a camel laden with mortar  shells. Every night each regiment of our division had about a hundred  stragglers, incapacitated by exhaustion and sore feet. A movement was  started among the ranks, called “Leave No Comrade Behind.” Officers and Party members were supposed to help carry bedrolls, guns,  and bandoliers for those who had difficulty keeping up. I was moved  when I saw squad and platoon leaders fetch hot water for their men to  bathe their feet. This marked a difference between the Communist  army and the Nationalist army, in which even some junior officers had  eaten better food than their men and had often abused their inferiors.

			We arrived at the Thirty-eighth Parallel on time, but a third of our  division could no longer stand on their feet. My legs were swollen and  one of my shoes had lost its sole. Our divisional leaders pleaded with  the Headquarters of the Chinese People’s Volunteer Army for a  week’s rest, but the superiors allowed us only one day off. We ate a  hearty meal—rice and pork stewed with turnip and broad potato  noodles. After the meal, like sick animals, we slept in the mountain  woods for the rest of the day.

		

	
		
			2. OUR COLLAPSE SOUTH  OF THE THIRTY-EIGHTH PARALLEL

			The fourth-phase offensive had just ended two months ago in February; I wondered why we were starting the fifth one so soon. Common  sense dictates that the success of a large battle depends on the  buildup of supplies and munitions and on the thorough preparation of  troops. Although several field armies had just arrived from interior  China, most of the men were bone-weary from the arduous trek and  unfamiliar with the foreign climate and terrain, let alone the nature of  the enemy we faced. We were told that this offensive would wipe out  ten American and Korean divisions and drive all the hostile forces to  the south of the Thirty-seventh Parallel. In our superiors’ words,  “We’re going to eliminate some of their unit designations.” I had misgivings about that because our equipment was far too inferior, but I  didn’t reveal my thoughts to anyone. For the time being my job was to  help Chang Ming edit the bulletin. Ming had graduated from Beijing  University and majored in classics, for which he was well respected,  even by higher-ranking officers. He also knew English but couldn’t  speak it fluently. I spoke the language better than most college graduates because in my teens I had attended classes taught by an American missionary in my hometown.

			On the evening of April 22, 1951, suddenly thousands of our cannons, howitzers, mortars, and Katyusha rocket launchers began bombarding the enemy’s positions; thus started the fifth-phase offensive.  As usual when the Chinese forces unleashed a major attack, a full  moon hung in the sky, ready to facilitate our men’s night fighting. Our  Sixtieth Field Army, composed of the 179th, 180th, and 181st Divisions, was assigned to attack the Turkish Brigade and the U.S. Third  Division, both positioned in front of us. The battle proceeded so  smoothly that our divisional leaders were bewildered—in just one day  we advanced more than ten miles without encountering any serious  resistance. Why didn’t the enemy engage us? Had they been overwhelmed by our bombardment? Or were they just eluding us? Or was  this a ruse to lure us farther south? Our superiors had their doubts,  but neither Commander Niu nor Commissar Pei, who lacked the requisite training and experience of senior officers, could guess what was  happening. They just executed the orders issued by headquarters. As  a rule, without approval from higher up, they were not allowed to  order troop movements. This restriction, leaving no room for the  officers’ own initiative, directly contributed to our later defeat.

			We stayed put for several days and didn’t go farther into enemy-occupied territory. A week later when the second stage of the offensive started, most of the Chinese and the North Korean troops swerved  east to attack the South Korean army. Our division’s task was to wedge  ourselves between the American and the South Korean forces, specifically to prevent the U.S. First Marine and Seventh Divisions from  moving east to reinforce the South Koreans. We occupied the hills  south of the Han River, whose water wasn’t deep in spite of its swift  current, and thanks to the favorable terrain we held our position for  five days. The two American divisions didn’t break our defense line,  though they were superior in both firepower and number.

			By now, most of the Chinese and North Korean field armies were  thrust deep inside enemy-occupied territory; some had pushed forward seventy miles south of the Thirty-eighth Parallel. Then the order  came for all units to stop attacking. Obviously the operation had gone  awry. The truth was that our field armies had advanced so fast and so  deep that our supply lines had crumbled. Apart from the logistical disaster, our men on the front had suffered heavy casualties. The enemy  had adopted “magnet tactics”—whether we attacked or retreated, they   would always remain close enough to inflict casualties on our forces.  This time they dragged our troops deep into South Korea, cut their  connections with the echelons, isolated and encircled them, and tried  to annihilate them. Apparently the enemy had gained the upper hand,  so the Headquarters of the Chinese People’s Volunteer Army had to  call off the offensive. Most of the line officers had no idea of the situation, and some even assumed we had won a victory. I came to know of  the truth because I often served as a secretary at the meetings at  which our divisional leaders discussed plans of action.

			A few days later the Americans launched an all-out counterattack.  Their artillery shells and aerial bombs landed on the hills defended by  our division, loosening the dirt and cutting down trees, some of which  burst into flames. Despite not knowing what to do or where to go, we  held our line and fought back the enemy’s advances again and again.  Not until the afternoon of May 22 did we receive orders to move  north, cross the Han River, and build a defense along its north bank.  Immediately we began to retreat. But that same evening another telegram came, ordering us not to cross the river, and instead to set up a  defense line on the south shore and hold it for four days to cover thousands of wounded men being shipped back from the front. This was  easier said than done. We had no food left, and our right flank would  be exposed—the Sixty-third Army, which was supposed to cover it,  had already retreated to the north of the river. How on earth could we  fight in such disarray? The enemy saw our predicament, so they  assembled more men, tanks, and artillery, and kept pursuing us.

			Under cover of darkness we managed to reach the designated position and established a defense south of the Han River. By now the  enemy was closing in from three sides; in fact, we were the only division left on this side of the water. During the day we had fought back  the enemy’s attacks, but we suffered staggering casualties. The report  came that the First Battalion of the 538th Regiment had been wiped  out by bombing raids, and that every one of the remaining units had  been reduced to half its original size or even smaller. At the divisional  headquarters the leaders argued whether we should retreat farther,  crossing the river, or hold our current position. The latter course meant  we would have to face annihilation the next day. But without orders  from higher up, all the leaders could do was talk. They dared not make   any decision on their own; as a result, the whole division was bogged  down, giving the enemy time to seize a ford downstream.

			We managed to hold our line the following day. At night the order  finally came to cross the Han River immediately and reorganize our  defense on its northern side. Without access to any ford, the heads of  our division just picked a crossing spot randomly. A platoon of sappers  stretched three iron wires across the river. Gripping the wires, the  troops entered the rushing current. Thanks to the recent rain, the water  was swelling, much deeper than a month ago when we had crossed  it charging south. At some places it reached our necks. Starved and  exhausted by a whole day’s fighting, few of us could walk steadily,  and some were washed away and drowned. Before half of our division  reached the north bank, the enemy started shelling us. Then two planes  appeared, dropping bombs and strafing the troops in the river. The explosions roiled the water, which was turning reddish with blood while  people were screaming and scrambling. Many were tossed off the wires,  drifting away, their arms thrashing the water until they were submerged.  The crossing cost us more than six hundred casualties, among whom  were the few girls in the Medical Battalion. Gone were the stretchers,  together with the wounded. Gone was the cart loaded with food supplies for the divisional leaders—a gunnysack of rice, dozens of cans of  meat and fish, two barrels of hardtack, a bag of spiced pork jerky, some  twenty packs of cured tofu, a box of cigarettes. The newly appointed  quartermaster got so furious that he threatened to shoot the cart  driver, flashing his pistol at the poor man’s face.

			By the time we reached the north shore, the enemy had already  occupied the high hills in that area. They came to attack us right away.  We were still dripping wet, but without delay we began to build our  defensive position along some ridges. The fighting that followed was  fierce and more men were killed. Fortunately the hilly terrain prevented the enemy’s tanks from operating efficiently; otherwise they  could have wiped us out right there, since we had left our artillery  pieces on the south of the river and had no way to stop the tanks except by pitching the few Russian-made grenades still in our hands.  Before abandoning their cannons, the soldiers had pulled the breech-blocks and dropped the sights into the river so that nobody could use  the guns again. Some men would not shoot their draft animals, but   afraid others might kill them for meat, they set them free. Some of the  horses and mules wouldn’t go away and followed their former keepers  to this shore.

			It was hot the next day. Hungry and thirsty, even many officers at  the divisional headquarters collapsed. It was harder to endure thirst  than hunger. The enemy saw this and blocked all the trails leading to  streams. Commander Niu sent one of his bodyguards to fetch some  water with a gas can and a bunch of canteens from a creek at the foot  of a hill, but the man was shot dead before he could get there. So we  gave up trying to obtain water. Tormented by hunger, some soldiers  devoured whatever they could lay their hands on. Men from southern  China even ate toads and snakes. Many died because they had eaten  poisonous mushrooms or a kind of wild onion that had forked leaves  and that would blacken your lips a few moments after you swallowed  it. Moans and curses rose from every direction. Dead men were scattered here and there like bundles of rags, some still holding a grass  root or a tree leaf or a sprouting twig between their lips.

			Toward evening we received two orders within the space of half an  hour. The first one, as though our division were still intact, instructed  our divisional staff together with two regiments to move west and  occupy the mountain behind Maping Village; the other regiment was  to go along a trail to Jiader Hill, which was opposite the mountain, facing the village, so that we could hit the enemy from both sides and  cover the retreating field hospital charged with caring for thousands  of wounded men. As soon as we received the order, our headquarters  sent the 538th and 540th Regiments on their way to the village. But  before the divisional staff could set out, another order arrived, calling  for two of our regiments to march to Jiader Hill while the other one  transported our division’s hundreds of wounded men to Maping Village, then proceeded to occupy the mountain behind it. The higher-ups emphasized that our task was to cover the field hospital until they  had brought back all the wounded, and that the 179th Division would  cover our rear once we got there. By now one South Korean and two  American divisions had caught up with us, and some of their units  were encircling us from our right flank. Perplexed, Commissar Pei  argued with Commander Niu over which order to follow. They both  sat on boulders behind a huge rock, smoking Great Production cigarettes with dazed faces.

			Pei stressed that from now on we should take into account the  actual situation when we executed orders from above. There were new  developments every hour, and our superiors were too far away to see  what we were facing. The commissar said, pointing northwest, “The  truth is that if we don’t take that hill first, it’ll be difficult for us to  retreat.”

			“You should trust the leaders and our brother division,” said Commander Niu.

			“This is more than a matter of trust,” Pei replied. “Our men’s lives  are at stake now.”

			“The telegram says clearly that the 179th Division is on the mountain and will cover our line of retreat.”

			“Well, we can’t be sure of that.”

			“Rest assured, all right? We must follow the second order, which  was meant to countermand the first one.”

			“But our division is already terribly understrength, down to a third  of our normal capacity, no artillery, and almost out of ammunition.  How can we possibly stop the enemy?”

			“I’m aware of that, Old Pei, but as officers we have to obey orders.”

			That silenced the commissar. So without further delay messengers  were sent out to catch up with the troops already on their way west  and to deliver the new order which demanded that the 538th and  540th Regiments turn southwest and set up a defense line on Jiader  Hill and that the 539th Regiment carry the wounded to Maping Village and then proceed to occupy the mountain behind it. Strange to  say, a part of the order was altered in the process of delivery, and the  whole 539th Regiment was dispatched to Eagle Peak, a hill almost  eight miles to the northeast! They were ambushed by the Americans  and got smashed.

			Thus we lost the opportunity to seize the mountain behind Maping  Village, which could have enabled us to retreat and save the remaining units. We had to trudge five extra miles of precipitous road to  reach Jiader Hill, and this depleted our strength and delayed us in  fighting our way out.

			At daybreak, when we had arrived at Jiader Hill, gunshots burst out  on the slope beyond Maping Village. Bewildered, Commissar Pei and  Commander Niu again had an exchange of words. Pei said, “The  enemy is probably already on that mountain.”

			“Why can’t you trust our brother division?” Niu retorted. He  looked like a withered old man now, his puckered face covered with  dust, and his left arm hung in a bloody sling.

			I happened to be present, so Pei turned to me with a smile. “What  do you think we should do, Comrade Yu Yuan?”

			I was taken aback because I was merely a clerical officer. I ventured, “Maybe we should send some men to reconnoiter.”

			So they dispatched a squad led by the commander of the reconnaissance company to the mountain. Hardly five minutes after the  men had left, artillery shells thundered and threw up dust clouds in  Maping Village. Now, obviously the brother division wasn’t there; the  mountain was already in the enemy’s hands! (Later we learned that  the 179th Division had sent a regiment to our rescue, but they were  blocked and reduced to four platoons by the Americans.) We were  entirely isolated now, forty miles away from the nearest brother unit.  Within an hour the enemy took Maping and the nearby villages; in  addition, they had already occupied all the hills in that area. With little  ammunition and only three thousand men left, we were totally  trapped. The South Korean Second Division was approaching us from  the front.

			More devastating was that since the previous evening we had lost  radio contact with both the headquarters of our Sixtieth Field Army  and that of the Chinese People’s Volunteer Army. Commander Niu  held an emergency meeting, which most of the regimental leaders  attended. After briefing them about the situation, he said, “We must  decide what to do now—fight our way out or hold our line to wait for  reinforcements.”

			While the meeting was going on, artillery shells exploded around  the headquarters, which was just a shallow pit behind a low wall built  of brownish rocks and mud, probably for shepherds to shelter themselves from wind. Pebbles, clods, and rock chippings, tossed up by the  explosions, pelted down. Projectiles were zinging all about, followed  by shock waves. The enemy was visible in both the south and the east,  while some American troops were reported to be closing in from the  north. A guard at the site of the meeting was even killed by sniper fire.  Slapping his knee, Commissar Pei said hoarsely, “One lesson we’ve  learned these days is that we didn’t lose that many men in actual fighting, most of the casualties were inflicted by artillery. If we stay here,   we’ll be pounded to powder. Besides, we’re out of ammunition. How  can we defend our position? Who knows if there’re any reinforcements coming to us at all? We must fight our way out!”

			Following him, the other officers argued that in addition to artillery,  the enemy had air support and always fought a battle on two dimensions—on the ground and from the air. If we stuck to one spot, we’d  play right into their hands. We had no alternative but to break out of  the encirclement. Hao Chaolin, the division’s artillery director, who  was without a single gun under his command now, said, “Commander  Niu, please give orders! We can’t let the enemy continue wasting our  men like this. These troops are the last ones our division has!” A large  mole kept moving near the edge of Chaolin’s left eye as he spoke.

			Niu declared, “Get ready to fight our way out! The operational staff  will request approval from our army’s headquarters immediately.  We’ll set out the minute we get permission.”

			Fortunately radio contact was reestablished, but we waited three  hours for a response from above, which didn’t come until after five  p.m. Permission was granted. The telegram ordered us to reach Eagle  Peak, in the northeast, and stated that our army was regrouping  beyond Maping Village. The higher-ups seemed in confusion too—the message didn’t make sense, the two places were in opposite directions. Nevertheless, we started out northeast at six o’clock.

			To reach Eagle Peak we had to pass a deep valley, about two miles  long. The 538th Regiment marched at the front; behind them was the  divisional staff, followed by the 540th Regiment. More than two thousand men crowded into this valley; it was difficult to maneuver, and  we could only go forward. In no time the troops were in disorder. Some  men straggled behind and slipped away into the woods and bushes.  Who could blame them? The whole division hadn’t eaten a single  meal for four days, so whenever possible, the men would step aside to  look for things to eat. Sometimes they picked up a bag of roasted soybeans dropped by a kitchen cart, or took handfuls of parched flour from  a tubed sack still strapped across a dead man’s chest. Occasionally they  chanced on a bag of rice left behind by the South Korean army. Having  no time to cook, they just munched the grains raw. We were all like  hungry ghosts, fearful but unable to stop wandering around. During  the forced march, many men couldn’t keep pace and dropped behind.  Some new soldiers would fall to their knees or lie down whenever   shells exploded nearby. A large number of the recruits from the former Nationalist army deserted. One of them not only defied orders  but also fired at the deputy commander of the 540th Regiment, who was  seriously wounded in the head and later died in the POW hospital.

			Several times the troops at the front were hit by enemy artillery,  and again we suffered heavy casualties. At sunrise, when we finally  reached the west side of Eagle Peak, there were only thirteen hundred men left, and the enemy had already occupied all the heights in  that area. The leaders of the 538th Regiment organized an assault unit,  composed of about fifty Party members, many of whom were junior  officers. They set out in the triangular formation—“three as a group  like an arrowhead”—and took the main hilltop from the enemy, so we  had a foothold for the time being. But they were overwhelmed by the  enemy’s counterattack in the afternoon and lost the position. This  meant that our attempt to break out of the encirclement had failed.

			At dusk we heard by radio from our Sixtieth Army’s headquarters  again. Commander Hong ordered us to head northwest for Shichang,  a village, to meet with some brother units already on the move to our  rescue. For hours our men had been searching for things to eat on the  mountain. When the officers finally assembled them, there were about  four hundred men left. They were organized into three companies,  and together we started out for Shichang. The divisional leaders were  so exhausted, so weakened, that their bodyguards had to support them  on the way. I limped behind them; my heart was filled with fear, so  heavy, as if jammed with lead. Never had I thought that the war could  be so chaotic and so bloody.

			In fact, we were now walking back the way we had come. According to the map Shichang was about fifteen miles away, but because of  fatigue and artillery attacks we covered only ten miles over the course  of a whole night, during which the earth seemed to shake under my  feet. At some spots, the soil had been loosened so much by heavy bombardment that the dirt reached our ankles when we walked through it.  The next morning, as we were about to enter the valley we had passed  the night before, suddenly a voice came from down the slope to the  right. “Commissar Pei, Commissar Pei, take me with you please!”

			“It’s Doctor Wang,” said Tiger, Pei’s bodyguard.

			Pei told Commander Niu, “I’m going down to have a look. I’ll be  back in a minute.”

			“Don’t stay too long, Old Pei,” Niu said.

			“I won’t.”

			The commissar could no longer walk steadily, so Tiger and I supported him down the slope to see the doctor. Chang Ming offered to  come with us, but Pei said we’d be back shortly. Ming had sprained  his neck and marched with his head tilted at an angle of forty-five  degrees, so the commissar refused to let him accompany us.

			Dr. Wang’s right knee was injured and he had lost consciousness  the night before. At the sight of us he wailed, “Please take me along,  Commissar Pei! I’m still useful.” His pockmarked cheeks were bathed  in tears. Beside him lay a leather medical box, which I picked up and  strapped across my shoulder. I helped him to his feet and together we  climbed the incline to catch up with the retreating troops, gripping  the branches of osier shrubs all the way.

			When we got back to the trail, there was no trace of our men. My  heart lurched; scared and outraged, I was reduced to tears.

			“Don’t cry, Yuan,” Pei said to me.

			“I never thought they’d abandon us like this! We’re their comrades,” I said.

			“I screw their mothers!” cursed Tiger, his baby face streaked with  tears.

			Together we entered the valley. After a few minutes’ walk, when we  had just passed a stretch of marshy land, a voice shouted from the  edge of a larch wood, “Commissar Pei’s coming!”

			“Take us with you, Commissar Pei!”

			Voices followed one another. Then from the grass some men rose  to their feet, waving and shouting. A few staggered toward us. We  went down the slope to see them. Thirty yards later I felt dozens of  eyes staring at us from three directions.

			“Have pity!” a man moaned.

			“Please, I’m my parents’ only son.”

			“Send us back to China!”

			“Oh, don’t leave us behind!”

			“I’ll recover soon. Commissar, please assign a stretcher to me.”

			“Don’t dump us in Korea!”

			There were about three hundred men in the valley, mostly wounded  by artillery, some burned by napalm, and many poisoned by mushrooms and herbs, their lips purple and their faces swollen. A few weeks   ago they had all been strong men in the pride of their youth and vitality, but now they were more piteous than a swarm of lepers. For a  moment I was so horrified that words failed me.

			To my surprise, Pei Shan announced loudly, “Comrades, I won’t  abandon any of you. We shall fight our way out and get back to our base.”

			Some men began sobbing and cursing the American imperialists and  their own superiors who had deserted them. After they had assembled  around Commissar Pei, we divided them into three teams. Now I had  to assume some kind of leadership because I was an officer. We covered the dead with sheets and thin quilts, roughly dressed the wounded,  and assigned the men to help each other in pairs. Before we set off,  the commissar gave a short speech. “Comrades and brothers,” he said,  “it’s obvious we’re surrounded. Now in front of us are two enemies:  one is the American invader and the other is hunger. We must grit our  teeth to endure hunger. For the time being this is all we can do. We’re  going to set out now. On the way every Party member must help others and must be a model of bravery and loyalty. We’re going to use the  cover of darkness to slip through the gaps in the enemy’s lines—”

			He was interrupted by an American plane flying slowly overhead,  which was broadcasting a message urging us to capitulate, promising  to treat us humanely. An endearing female voice said in standard  Mandarin: “Chinese soldiers, your national leaders say you volunteered  to come to Korea, but in your hearts you all know you didn’t come  here of your own free will. Your leaders stuck the name of the People’s  Volunteers on you and sent you here as cannon fodder for Stalin and  Kim Il Sung. Now, you have no food or warm clothes, you dare not  speak your minds, and you cannot write home. Think about it, brothers, are you really volunteers?”

			Hearing those words, a few men broke into sobs. As the plane was  banking away temporarily, Pei said, “Don’t be taken in by the enemy.  Remember we’re Chinese and must never betray our motherland. If I  find anyone who wants to surrender, I’ll shoot him on the spot.” He  slapped his pistol.

			At this point Tiger appeared. From somewhere he’d gotten hold of  a mule with a lopped tail, which must once have belonged to a mortar  battery. He patted the half-filled sack of grass that had been placed on  the mule’s back as a saddle, and said to Commissar Pei rather proudly,  “Sir, you can ride on this from now on.”

			“No, I won’t!” Pei’s eyes shone with determination. To our astonishment, he pulled out his pistol and shot the mule in the forehead. The  animal dropped to the ground, gasping noisily while blood flowed out  of its mouth and its legs stretched as if pulled by invisible ropes. With  his left hand on Tiger’s shoulder, Commissar Pei raised his voice and  announced, “Comrades, we must live or die together! I shall walk with  you all the way back to our lines. Don’t lose heart. We must help each  other and find our way out.”

			Why did he shoot the mule? Just to show his resolve to these men?  Or to assure them that he wouldn’t run away? Or to frighten them into  obedience? I was confounded, and so was Tiger, who looked upset  and hurt, but we didn’t dare say a word. If only we could have stayed a  little longer and cooked some mule meat before we had to leave.

			We set off for Shichang Village. Dead tired, we couldn’t walk fast.  The enemy didn’t shell us at this time; probably they saw that we were  just a bunch of wounded men and could hardly get anywhere, no immediate threat to them. When darkness deepened, we began moving  faster in the direction of Shichang, at the pace of about one mile an  hour. Without a map or a compass or stars in the sky, we just followed  our instinct for direction. The commissar, Tiger, Dr. Wang, and I walked  at the head of the first team while the other two groups marched  behind us.

			Originally I had thought I would be assigned to lead a team of the  wounded men, but Pei had ordered both Tiger and me to stay close to  him. Perhaps he was scared too. Tiger carried on his back a leather  bag containing Pei’s personal belongings. The commissar, suffering  from a stomachache caused by an ulcer, pressed his fist against his  belly from time to time. He told us that if we couldn’t break out of the  trap, we would go to the mountains and wage guerrilla war, waiting for  an opportunity to return to North Korea.

			To our horror, at daybreak the two teams behind us had vanished.  We couldn’t see whether they had purposely quit following us, or had  been captured by the enemy, or were simply too exhausted to march  anymore. I guessed they might have disbanded of their own accord.  Now we had about eighty men with us, most of whom had belonged to  the Guards Company and the Mountain Gun Battalion. Many officers  were also in this group.

		

	
		
			3. THREE MONTHS OF GUERRILLA LIFE

			After a month of hiding in the daytime and trying in vain to find a rift  in the enemy’s encirclement, our team was reduced to thirty-four  men. Whenever someone was killed or disappeared, I couldn’t help but  think about my promises to my mother and Julan. It seemed unlikely I  would be able to make it home. But in spite of my fear and sadness, I  forced myself to appear cheerful, especially in the presence of Commissar Pei, who always insisted that at all costs we must survive. Some  of the remaining officers were familiar with guerrilla tactics. Our team  leader, Yan Wenjin, the director of the divisional security section, had  led dozens of guerrillas in both the war against the Japanese and the  civil war. But we were in a foreign country now. Without the knowledge of its language, its terrain, and its people, how could we get the  civilians’ support that was the basis of guerrilla warfare?

			Hunger was our most pressing problem. During the day we picked  wild grapes and berries on the mountain, though we dared not move  about conspicuously. The wild fruits, tiny and bitter, numbed our  tongues and made a greenish saliva dribble out from the corners of our  mouths. Commissar Pei couldn’t eat what we gathered because of his  ulcer, but he encouraged us to search for fruits and herbs for ourselves.

			One morning Yan Wenjin ran over and beamed, “There’s a dead  horse in the woods!”

			We all went over to take a look. The horse, a Mongolian sorrel, had  been dead for some days. Its hair had begun to fall off, and the gun  wound in its chest festered with rings of maggots like a large white  chrysanthemum. Flies droned over it madly even though a man wielded  a leafy branch to drive them away. Yet we were elated to find the carcass and immediately set about looking for bayonets, wooden shell  boxes, and steel helmets. I went up a slope with two men to search the  area beyond a patch of dwarf fir trees. As we walked, flocks of crows  took off, cawing fitfully. Behind a low rise we came across four dead  South Korean soldiers. In the middle of them lay a Chinese soldier,  whose head was smashed and whose face was gone, eaten up by birds.  Around him were scattered splinters of wooden grenade handles.  Clearly he had detonated the grenades and died together with the  enemy. We carried his body into a cavity under a juniper and covered  him with stones and green branches. After saluting him, we went back  with two bayonets and an empty box that had contained mortar shells.  We had also found a brass lighter in a Korean man’s pocket. The other  groups brought back a bayonet, three helmets, and some wooden cartridge boxes too. From God knows where one man returned with a  dented field cauldron.

			Immediately they started butchering the horse. The air turned  putrid as dark sticky blood dripped onto the ground. Soon, large  chunks of the meat were being boiled in the cauldron, which had  been propped on a horseshoe of rocks. Dr. Wang limped over. Frowning, he had a look at the carcass and then with a pair of tweezers  poked the horsemeat in the pot. He said in a thin voice, “The meat is  rotten. You’ll get poisoned if you eat it.”

			Disappointed, we walked away to wash our bloody hands in a  puddle of rainwater. Some men couldn’t stop swearing.

			To solve the problem of hunger, Yan Wenjin offered to go down the  mountain with five men to search for grain. Commissar Pei let them  go. They left after sunset, and we waited for them anxiously. But for  five days we heard nothing from them. Later in the prison camp I  learned that they had ambushed an American truck transporting a  squad of GIs and some supplies. Three of them had been killed by a   machine gun, and Yan Wenjin had been hit in the stomach and died  on the way to the hospital. After that failed attempt, smaller groups  were sent down the mountain to search for food, but none of them ever  came back. By chance, I had seen through binoculars how three of  our men fell into the enemy’s hands. It was overcast that morning, but  the air was clear. As our comrades were approaching the foot of the  southern
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