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For Hannah
“Don’t forget, the whole Chinese race is depending on you.”
—Wang Shuo, Please Don’t Call Me Human


Preface
At the dawn of a new era in China, two young boys piqued the interest of Communist Party officials for their singular gift: They were tall, almost freakishly so. The first boy, whose feats would one day be erased from the record books for his perceived betrayal of the nation, resided near the ancient Temple of Heaven in China’s center of Communist power, Beijing. His name was Wang Zhizhi. The younger child, who would become the most recognized—and, some would say, most exploited—Chinese citizen in the world, was just a toddler living in Shanghai, a city at the heart of the country’s imminent capitalist revival. His name was Yao Ming.
The men in faded Mao suits made pilgrimages to the cramped apartments where each of the boys’ families lived in the early 1980s, bearing the only gifts to be found in a land still reeling from the ravages of the Cultural Revolution: a few pieces of fruit, a clutch of food-ration coupons, and some wrinkled yuan notes. Over pots of bitter tea, the visitors solemnly informed the parents that their sons belonged to the nation, their special gifts destined to bring glory to the motherland. The officials proceeded to poke and prod the boys, testing their reflexes and hand–eye coordination. Then, in an act that symbolized China’s yearning to once again stand tall among nations, they pulled out their measuring tapes. After carefully recording the boys’ heights, the men stretched the narrow strips of cloth across their delicate hands, making measurements that, backed by decades of scientific experimentation (and, later, the use of X-rays), enabled them to predict future growth with uncanny accuracy.
The Communist officials had expected something extraordinary; indeed, they had long been waiting for the appearance of two boys such as these. But the test results still astonished them. Both boys, the officials predicted, would grow to be more than seven feet tall—an almost mythical height that would make them not only a head taller than virtually the entire Chinese population, but among the tallest men in the world. There was one more vital detail: The youngsters were genetically predisposed to have a talent for tossing a ball through a little hoop. The news spread quickly through the sports commissions in Shanghai and Beijing, rising through the bureaucracy toward the man most obsessed with raising China’s stature in the world, Deng Xiaoping. The paramount leader himself stood just 4'11", an embarrassing fact that was guarded like a state secret.
What nobody could have predicted then was that the lives of Yao Ming and Wang Zhizhi would trace the arc of China’s inexorable rise and its fitful emergence into the world. As the boys, like their country, grew into behemoths, they would be pushed and pulled by forces far beyond their families’ control. Sports in China, after all, were not just a game; they were a projection of national ambition on the international stage—an ambition that Beijing had turned into an obsession with cultivating world-class athletes. The boys’ parents did not wish such a fate on their only children, but they understood the demands of the state all too well. All four of them were former basketball players themselves, forcibly recruited into the sports system because of their extraordinary height—and then, in retirement, paired off in the expectation that they would produce a new generation of giants.
Rebellion against the impositions of the Chinese state would come later. But from the moment the men in Mao suits first pulled out their measuring tapes, both families braced themselves for the day when their sons would be taken away to train in China’s state-run sports machine, whose unforgiving factories were designed to churn out Olympic champions. Over the next decade, a small army of coaches, scientists, minders, and ideological tutors would be enlisted to indoctrinate Yao and Wang in the rigid certainties of “basketball with Chinese characteristics,” a world in which there would be no questioning of authority, no glorification of individual achievement, and little freedom to think for oneself.
Their mission was simple: to bring honor to the largest nation on earth, a country that, after centuries of insecurity, was only beginning to recapture the confidence that had led it to call itself Zhongguo, “the Middle Kingdom.”
 
Halfway around the earth, in glass-enclosed executive suites across the United States, the titans of global capitalism were beginning to turn their gaze on the mysterious land across the sea. The romance of finding untold riches in the Middle Kingdom had tantalized the Western imagination ever since Marco Polo returned from his travels seven centuries earlier with awestruck accounts of a civilization more advanced than Europe.
“Big-nosed barbarians,” as the Chinese called western interlopers, had pried open the insular empire at various times in its history, plying locals with cotton, opium, or religion while loading up on silk, tea, or cheap labor. But China had gone into hibernation after Mao Zedong’s communist revolution. Only the Great Helmsman’s death in 1976 would allow the country to reawaken to the West, shaking off three decades of economic torpor as it sought to leap from third world to first world in a single bound. Western businessmen salivated at the prospect of cracking what many considered the last great untapped market on earth: 1.3 billion people, one-fifth of the world’s population, five times the number of Americans—all of them, it was imagined, eager to fulfill the mantra that defined Deng Xiaoping’s new era: “To get rich is glorious.”
Few Westerners were more entranced by the hypnotic allure of China than the leaders of the global sports industry. The universal language of sports has long been able to reach across the barriers of race, culture, dialect, and nation. But now, fueled by the forces of globalization—satellite television, the computer revolution, transnational capitalism, the demise of Communism—sports were morphing into a multitrillion-dollar industry, what historian Walter LaFeber would call the most globalized business in the world after drug trafficking. For any industry with truly global pretensions, China was the final frontier.
Leading the incursion into China were two burgeoning sports empires that were fashioning themselves as the arbiters of hip American youth culture: Nike Inc. and the National Basketball Association. During his first trip to Beijing in July 1980, two months before Yao Ming was born, Nike founder Phil Knight told friends he longed not simply to manufacture shoes on the mainland but to shod every Chinese foot in the company’s signature swoosh. Five years later, NBA commissioner David Stern would invite the Chinese national team for a tour of America—even arranging a friendly scrimmage with Michael Jordan and the Chicago Bulls—in hopes that high-flying NBA games would soon be beamed into every Chinese household.
But nothing in the encounter between East and West would be easy. Though China would soon boast double-digit growth rates—and the highest level of foreign direct investment in the world—the country was still caught halfway between strait-jacketed socialism and a rambunctious frontier capitalism. The first thing foreigners learned was that closing a deal in China meant making the right connections, or guanxi, in the byzantine bureaucracy. But Chinese officials, for all their eagerness to attract investment, were wary of surrendering control to foreigners rushing in to claim a piece of the motherland. Introductory smiles would often melt into mutual incomprehension, with the foreigners emerging dazed by their efforts to decipher the intricate rituals and hierarchies that defined business in China.
As China boomed, taking on the sheen of a modern society, it was easy for Westerners to believe that the slogan “socialism with Chinese characteristics” was merely a euphemism for a word that Beijing’s leaders couldn’t quite say out loud: capitalism. But China was still deeply socialist, and no place more so than the sports system. So entrenched was the idea that sports should ennoble rather than entertain the masses that the NBA initially had trouble giving away its programming for free. Even when the state-run television monopoly, CCTV, recognized NBA basketball’s appeal among China’s youth, it still saw no reason to pay for the broadcast rights. Nike would also hit roadblocks. The company finally began making shoes in China, but it took five years before the state-owned factories could produce a white shoe that wasn’t a dull, dishwater gray. Chinese consumers were hard to manufacture, too, for as much as the locals grew to love the emblems of American culture, their purchasing power was limited—and cheap knockoffs abounded. By the mid-1990s, Nike and the NBA had become two of the most lucrative brands in the world—and among the most recognized in China. But neither enterprise had made any real money in the Middle Kingdom.
To attract the Chinese masses, the foreigners needed inside help. Not just the right guanxi and a consumer boom, but a charismatic local hero who could do for businesses in China what the leading global icon, Michael Jordan, had done in the rest of the world. The proposition was more complicated than it sounded, not least because the very idea of individual heroes was still considered taboo in the People’s Republic. Over the previous half century, the Chinese had been taught to venerate essentially only one hero: Chairman Mao. But the Western prospectors rushed in anyway, undeterred in their search for a Chinese icon who could stride across the international stage and play in the NBA.
Then, in the late 1990s, a tantalizing rumor surfaced about two teenage giants hidden deep inside the Chinese sports system. Both boys stood more than seven feet tall, and although rail-thin, they were remarkably well-trained in the fundamentals of basketball. Were these boys the heroes-in-the-making the foreigners had been seeking, the future NBA players who could act as a bridge into China for the most powerful companies in the world? And, if so, would the Chinese state, caught between its fear of losing control and its desire for international prestige, ever be willing to relinquish its carefully cultivated athletes?
Yao and Wang already carried on their bony shoulders the expectations of their emergent motherland. The burden was about to get even heavier.
 
A cloud of cigarette smoke hung over the basketball court, stubbornly resisting the gusts of wintry air blowing through the unheated gymnasium. It was December 1999, and few places on earth could have felt further removed from the glitzy world of the NBA than the home court of the People’s Liberation Army team, a dimly lit arena in the coastal Chinese city of Ningbo. The temperature inside the gym hovered a few degrees above freezing. Blank-faced players—some still in parkas—moved mechanically through their pregame drills, while ruddy-cheeked fans stomped their feet in unison to the beat of a traditional gong and drum. The numbing cold didn’t seem to bother anybody. After all, everybody lucky enough to be inside the gym that night was about to witness something special: the long-awaited showdown between China’s biggest stars, two gifted giants whose emerging talents augured the ascendance of their homeland—and the coming collision of East and West.
Out on the hardwood court that night, Yao Ming and Wang Zhizhi already seemed like natural foils, two players as inextricably linked as lightning and thunder. Wang was lightning. A twenty-two-year-old PLA soldier who had sparked the Chinese army team to four consecutive national championships, he flashed across the court with dancing, unpredictable moves, combining a deadly outside shot with knifing drives to the hoop. Now at his full height of 7'1", Wang—whose surname means “king” in Mandarin—had established himself as the undisputed ruler of Chinese basketball.
Yao, on the other hand, was thunder. Three years younger than Wang, the lumbering nineteen-year-old center for the Shanghai Sharks already measured an astonishing 7'4"—and he told the scientists who monitored his development that he could still feel himself growing. Sure of hand but slow of foot, Yao still lagged a few beats behind Wang. But as the elapsed time between flash and boom grew shorter, the giants’ rivalry intensified, and few observers could help but to frame it as a battle of two Chinas: soldier vs. civilian, Beijing vs. Shanghai, the past vs. the future. By the time the two went head-to-head that night, Yao had Wang by three inches and thirty pounds. But the boyish-looking army soldier still possessed a sweeter shot, a quicker step, and an absolute belief in himself that bordered on arrogance.
I was sitting in the crowd that night in Ningbo. As a correspondent for Newsweek, I had come to chase down the rumors about the pair of Chinese giants. The on-court battle was riveting, but what truly captivated me was the cloak-and-dagger drama developing behind the scenes. The transpacific struggle to bring the first Chinese players to the NBA had just begun. And though it was too early to tell where the story would lead, the narrative already seemed emblematic of the far bigger encounter between China and the world. What tugged at me that night, in fact, was the promise of a journey that captured the story of the century—China’s inexorable rise—along with its equally important corollary: America’s quest to understand, or at least to profit from, the emerging superpower. If I needed any further proof that the plot would thicken, I only had to look at the people sitting next to me in the stands that night: an NBA agent, a Nike rep, an Asian Internet tycoon, and a top Chinese basketball official. All four of them, for four very different reasons, fixed their eyes hungrily on the two giants out on the floor.
Like the “Ping-Pong diplomacy” that led to the thaw in U.S.–China relations thirty years before, the drama surrounding Yao and Wang was already moving far beyond sports to the realms of business, politics, culture, and superpower relations. These two athletes, rising stars in the fastest-growing sport in the world, would soon be touted as the prisms through which hundreds of millions of Chinese would encounter America, as well as the lenses through which curious Americans would get a glimpse into the Middle Kingdom. The two worlds were so far apart, however, that the encounter was bound to bring as much disappointment as delight—not just for the Chinese officials who developed the two giants and then agonized over their fates, but also for the Western businessmen driven to turn them into international icons.
With all of the forces in motion, it was easy to forget that, at the center of the story, were two young athletes nursing the most innocent of hoop dreams. Yao and Wang—rivals, teammates, and, at one time, nearly friends—just wanted the chance to play basketball against the best in the world. Soon their paths would diverge, turning one into a reluctant superstar, the other into a rebel unwelcome in his homeland. But on that night, in that cold gym, as they battled back and forth across the hardwood, neither of them could have imagined just how difficult their journeys would be.

PART I

EAST

1

Birth of a Giant
The faint whispers of a genetic conspiracy coursed through the corridors of Shanghai No. 6 Hospital on the evening of September 12, 1980. It was shortly after 7:00 P.M., and a patient in the maternity ward—a woman who must have been instantly recognized by hospital staff when she checked in earlier—had just endured an excruciating labor to give birth to a baby boy. An abnormally large baby boy.
The doctors and nurses on duty that day should have anticipated something out of the ordinary. The boy’s parents, after all, were retired basketball stars whose marriage the year before had made them the tallest couple in China. The mother, Fang Fengdi, an austere beauty with a pinched smile and threadbare clothes, measured 6'2"—more than half a foot taller than the average Shanghai man. The father, Yao Zhiyuan, was a 6'10"giant whose body pitched forward in the kind of deferential stoop that comes from a lifetime of perpetually ducking under door frames and listening to people of more normal dimensions. So imposing was their size that ever since childhood, the two had been known simply as Da Yao and Da Fang—Big Yao and Big Fang.
Still, the medical staff at No. 6 Hospital must have been astonished. In all their years tending to a population that was, by Western standards, congenitally small, they surely had never seen a newborn quite like this: the enormous legs, the broad, squarish cranium, the hands and feet so fully formed they seemed to belong to a three-year-old. The official measurements gave their wonder some mathematical certitude: At more than 11.2 pounds and twenty-three inches long, the infant was nearly double the size of the average Chinese newborn. The name his parents gave him, taken from a Chinese character that unifies the sun and moon, was Ming, meaning “bright.”
News of Yao Ming’s birth was quickly relayed across town to the top leaders of the Shanghai Sports Commission. Perched in their fortresslike headquarters next to People’s Square—a prime location that reflected their privileged position in the Communist hierarchy—the bureaucrats in their Mao suits greeted the news with satisfaction, if not surprise. It was these men and women, after all, who had been trying to cultivate a new generation of athletes who could embody the rising power of China. The boy in the maternity ward was the culmination of their plan.
The experiment had no special code name, but in Shanghai basketball circles it might as well have been known as “Operation Yao Ming.” The wheels had been set in motion more than a quarter of a century earlier, when Chairman Mao Zedong exhorted his followers to funnel the nation’s most genetically gifted youngsters into the emerging Communist sports machine, modeled after the Soviet system. Two generations of Yao Ming’s forebears had been singled out by authorities for their hulking physiques, and his mother and father were both drafted into the sports system against their will. “We had been looking forward to the arrival of Yao Ming for three generations,” says Wang Chongguang, a retired Shanghai coach who first heard of Yao’s grandfather in the 1950s, played with Yao’s father in the 1970s, and would coach the boy himself in the 1990s. “That’s why I thought his name should be changed to Yao Panpan.”
Long-awaited Yao.
It may have been a protracted wait, but the birth of the Shanghai behemoth—like the delivery in Beijing, three years earlier, of another oversize boy named Wang Zhizhi—could not have come at a more auspicious time. In September 1980, China was preparing for its reemergence in international athletic competition after more than two decades of isolation, and sports officials were under increasing pressure to produce world-class athletes who could bring home the gold for China. The baby Yao offered a tantalizing glimpse into the future. He was a genetic marvel, encoded with the DNA of two basketball players, who could be molded from childhood into an athletic superstar. Giddy with the sense of possibility, some officials wanted to start helping the family immediately with food and finances. Others even began pushing for an exception to the country’s strictly enforced one-child policy, which had begun to be implemented a year earlier. If China truly wanted to compete internationally, they asked, why shouldn’t the nation’s tallest couple be allowed to breed an entire team of champions?
One Communist leader didn’t share in the delight. This man, one of the most powerful sports officials in Shanghai, had bitter memories of the torment inflicted on him by Yao Ming’s mother when she was a youthful revolutionary. How could such a proud leader forget the beatings, the public humiliation, the years of backbreaking labor—all of which he blamed on the group of Red Guards to which Da Fang belonged? It had taken the man nearly a decade to battle his way back to the top. He was in no mood to start bending the rules to help Da Fang.
For him, revenge sounded far sweeter.
 
The marketing wizards at the NBA like to talk about China as basketball’s “final frontier.” But the Middle Kingdom’s fascination with hoops began long before Michael Jordan and the Chicago Bulls made their debut on Chinese television in the late 1980s. Perhaps China didn’t invent the game of basketball, as some Chinese historians claim, pointing to the ancient pastime known as shouju, a form of Han dynasty handball. But basketball did, in fact, land in China nearly at the same time it arrived in Chicago, and only a few years after an eccentric Canadian named Dr. James Naismith invented the game in 1891.
When Doc Naismith hung two peach baskets from a ten-foot-high balcony encircling a gymnasium in Springfield, Massachusetts, the thirty-year-old physical-education instructor was simply devising a way to keep a group of unruly boys occupied during the long New England winter. But the game would one day circumnavigate the globe for one simple reason: Naismith made his invention at the international training school of the Young Men’s Christian Association, a place that groomed young missionaries for postings abroad to promote a vision of “muscular Christianity,” in which the development of the body, mind, and spirit were considered inseparable.
One of the YMCA’s fastest-growing missions at that time happened to be China, then a land of four hundred million that was opening up to Western religions. Over the next few years after Naismith’s invention, dozens of missionaries would set off for the mysterious Middle Kingdom, their rucksacks packed with Bibles and “The 13 Rules of Basketball.” A century later, global visionaries at Nike and Reebok would look at China’s massive population and dream about all the soles to be sold. But at the end of the nineteenth century, the YMCA saw China as the world’s biggest market for souls to be saved. And in their eyes, salvation would come through God and sports, although not necessarily in that order.
Basketball arrived in China in the waning years of the final imperial dynasty, the Qing, just as the conniving Empress Dowager, Ci Xi, was maneuvering madly to hold on to her shrinking empire. Depending on whose account one believes, the game was first introduced in either 1895 or 1898 in the city of Tianjin. The reformist intelligentsia embraced the Christian missionaries and their Western sports as part of a campaign to transform the corrupt and weakened empire into a strong and modern nation. As China expert and University of Iowa journalism professor Judy Polumbaum has noted, the nascent popularity of basketball helped get rid of what reformers considered the most humiliating symbols of emasculated feudalism: the long gowns, fingernails, and ponytails that formed part of the imperial court’s traditional dress. The first young men who flocked to the YMCA’s basketball courts tucked their robes up under their sashes and wound their long, braided queues into buns on top of their heads. Max J. Exner, the YMCA’s first physical-education director in China (and a participant in Naismith’s first game in 1891), reported: “Wherever athletes go, the queue falls into disfavor because of the hindrance it presents.”
With her bound feet and imperial finery, the empress dowager couldn’t have been much of a sports fan. Deeply suspicious of both modernity and the missionaries, she at one point felt compelled to support a two-year uprising against foreigners that resulted in the massacre of two hundred Christian missionaries and several thousand Chinese Christians. The turmoil caused by the so-called Boxer Rebellion hastened the demise of the Qing dynasty and paved the way for a republican government led by Sun Yat-sen in 1911, a period that saw an influx of Western ideas from Marxism and marketing to democracy and the man-to-man defense. The YMCA helped usher in the new era by organizing the country’s first national games, athletic competitions that, like the recently inaugurated Olympic Games, were seen as vital expressions of nationalism and modernity. In 1907, the staff at YMCA headquarters in Tianjin tried to motivate Chinese athletes and educators by issuing a challenge. “When will China be able to send a winning athlete to the Olympic contests?” they asked. “When will China be able to invite all the world to come to Peking for an International Olympic contest?” The answers would come a century later.
The YMCA’s emphasis on athletics as a way of fostering self-reliance, moral rectitude, and national pride resonated in a society wary of more dogmatic evangelical appeals. By 1920, the organization had more foreign missionaries in China than anywhere else in the world, and it operated athletic centers in all of the country’s major cities. Basketball became a mainstay among urban youth, and migrants and missionaries soon carried the game to the vast rural interior. In 1935, the sport was officially declared a national pastime. An American traveler named M. V. Ambros marveled at the proliferation of courts in China during the 1930s, even the most primitive of which seemed to draw clusters of workers and peasants vying for a game. “You can just feel what the game means to them,” he wrote in a letter to Naismith. “It will be a real pleasure for you to travel through the Orient to see how much basketball is played. It cannot be described or pictured; it cannot be told; it must be seen.”
 
Naismith never made it to China, but his life and legacy would be linked to a man regarded today as the godfather of Chinese basketball. Mou Zuoyun is well over ninety years old now. He lives with his wife in an apartment compound just off of Stadium Road, a boulevard that, radiating out from the east gate of the Temple of Heaven, has served as the epicenter of China’s centralized sports system for half a century. Mou is a bit hard of hearing and he tires easily these days, but he still wears the dapper tweed outfits he sported before the 1949 Communist Revolution—and his voice resonates in clear, unaccented English as he recounts the tale of how China went from the YMCA to the NBA.
As a boy in the 1920s, Mou and his friends in his hometown of Tianjin used to gather almost every day after school at the YMCA, where they tested their skills in bowling and basketball. Sports had become a national concern by then, and China’s participation in regional sports competitions helped a new generation see through localist concerns and cheer for the Chinese team—the ultimate symbol of a nation that was modern and unified. A decade later, the country was racked by turmoil, and many American missionaries returned to the United States to escape the intensifying civil strife between the nationalists and the communists. But the YMCA remained an oasis of athletic bliss. Even during the war with Japan in the 1930s, when the organization turned its attention to poverty alleviation and famine relief, there were still YMCA basketball tournaments—and Mou, a 5'11"forward, guided his team to repeated victories.
Mou was a twenty-three-year-old university student when he was selected to play in the 1936 Olympic Games in Berlin. Basketball was making its Olympic debut, and so, in a sense, was China. Four years earlier, the Chinese government had sent a token delegation to the 1932 Games in Los Angeles as a ploy to stop the Japanese puppet state of Manchuria from sending a team under the Chinese flag. (The lone athlete to compete, a twenty-two-year-old sprinter named Liu Changchun, failed to qualify for the finals, but he was hailed as a hero back home for rejecting Japanese pressure and competing as “a descendant of the Yellow Emperor.”) In June 1936, Mou formed part of China’s first full contingent of 140 athletes as they steamed out of Shanghai on a twenty-five-day ocean voyage to Venice, where they would catch the train to Berlin. “We were hit by typhoons all the way,” Mou recalls. “We all got seasick. We couldn’t sleep, exercise, or hold our food down. It was miserable.”
By the time they reached Berlin, the Chinese athletes were sapped of their strength, but they donned their crisp Western suits and dark ties and marched solemnly off the train through a gauntlet of Nazi salutes. The Chinese delegation was one of the few that did not salute Adolf Hitler with a Sieg Heil as it paraded past his reviewing stand in Berlin’s Olympic stadium. Mou and his compatriates simply took off their hats and placed them over their hearts. For the young basketball player, another person in the stands was far more significant than the Führer: Doc Naismith, then seventy-five, was there to witness the official coronation of the game he had invented forty-five years earlier.
At the basketball grounds, Mou found himself thunderstruck by the American team, which boasted two centers taller than 6'8". The International Basketball Federation (FIBA) had tried to level the playing field by holding the tournament on outdoor courts made of dirt, limiting each team to seven players a game, and banning all players over 6'2". The American team successfully repealed the last rule and went on to win the gold medal in a rain-soaked mud bath over Canada. Final score: 19–8. The Chinese team didn’t fare too badly, winning four games and losing four. With Naismith in the stands, Mou even had a chance to show off his quick dribbling and long-distance artillery in China’s upset victory over France. But neither the basketball team, nor any other Chinese athlete, made it to the medal podium. A German cartoon reflective of the times ridiculed China’s failure to win a single medal, showing Chinese athletes searching for medals next to a large goose egg. The failure stung even more deeply because the Japanese team returned from Berlin with eighteen medals.
Returning to China, Mou felt driven to prove that China could compete with the world. He finished up his degree, started teaching physical education at prestigious Tsinghua University, and married the daughter of China’s nationalist sports czar, Ma Yuehan. (Through his father-in-law, who also served as the head of China’s Olympic Committee, Mou traces his hoop history back to the end of the Qing dynasty.) For years, Mou coached the Tsinghua University team. But by the late 1940s, the best hoops in China had shifted to the factories as the nation’s top capitalist enterprises, led by a Shanghai shoe company called Huili Rubber, began to hire ringers to help boost their prestige—and sales—in semi-professional leagues. Just as Nike would try to latch on to Yao Ming and Wang Zhizhi a half-century later, Huili lured away the country’s best players, including a tenacious guard named Wang Yongfang, paying them good salaries and outfitting them in Huili shoes and uniforms. At halftime during games, a plane dropped coupons for free shoes on the crowds. Shoe sales boomed.
For his part, Mou saw basketball more as a path to enlightenment than a road to riches. Like Naismith himself, who had died a poor man in 1939, Mou wanted little more than to master all aspects of the game. His father-in-law, who had studied in the 1920s at the YMCA International Training School (by then renamed Springfield College), worked his connections to get Mou a scholarship to study at the birthplace of basketball. Naismith was long dead by the time Mou landed in America in 1946, but the thirty-three-year-old Chinese graduate student soaked up instruction from the finest basketball strategists in the land, including former Stanford University coach John Bunn and the University of Kentucky legend (and U.S. Olympic coach) Adolph Rupp. “I was very lucky to have the best teachers,” he says. “They gave me ideas to last a lifetime.”
In Mou’s tidy apartment, there is a small room off the front hall that is filled with trophies and medals, mementos from his early career and from the more prominent role he would play after the Communist Revolution. Mou doesn’t seem overly proud of the awards. With a gnarled hand, the old man guides a visitor past the memorabilia to a small bookcase near his desk, pointing to a collection of weathered hardback books, their spines cracked from years of use. “My bibles,” he says, smiling wistfully. “I hauled them back in a trunk from America.”
The books are in English. There is Rupp’s Championship Basketball for Player, Coach, and Fan, Bunn’s Basketball Methods, and a dozen other titles—all published before 1949. The information they contain may be slightly outdated, designed for an era when players were slow, white, and under six feet tall. But the trove of books is Mou’s most treasured possession, for it represents the repository of knowledge that he gleaned, so long ago, in America—knowledge that he has hoarded for more than half a century, almost as if there had been no revolution at all.
 
When Mao seized power in 1949, China did not have much to show for its vaunted five thousand years of history. Poor, backward, and feudal, the Middle Kingdom seemed more like a failed Third World state than the most glorious civilization in the world. China had invented gunpowder but then misplaced the recipe. It had devised the compass but somehow lost its naval superiority. It had originated many of the martial arts and a game the Chinese claim to be the precursor to soccer. But in the international competition where the strength of nations is judged most severely—the Olympic Games—the most populous country in the world had never won a single medal in any sport. The final embarrassment had come at the 1948 Olympics in London, when a team of thirty-three Chinese athletes again came away empty-handed—and had to pay their own way on the long trip home.
Under Mao, sports would play a much more vital role. At an early age, the charismatic Communist firebrand had viewed sports as an essential tool for national rebirth and ideological indoctrination. In his first published essay, a 1917 article entitled “A Study of Physical Culture,” Mao—then just twenty-four—focused on how sports could bolster both the body and the body politic. “Our nation is wanting in strength,” he wrote. “This is an extremely disturbing phenomenon. The development of our physical strength is an internal matter, a cause. If our bodies are not strong, we will be afraid as soon as we see enemy soldiers, and how then can we attain our goals and make ourselves respected?”
Building an athletic juggernaut was one way to reestablish China’s historical greatness after decades of humiliation at the hands of foreign powers. Physical fitness and sporting prowess, Mao reasoned, could help restore the nation’s self-confidence and command respect around the world. It didn’t matter that China’s most popular sports, such as basketball and table tennis, were foreign imports introduced by Christian missionaries. Or that China’s first National Games, in 1910 and 1914, had been organized by the YMCA. If the “foreign devils” could use sports to help extend the reach of Christianity, why couldn’t Mao use them to spread the gospel of Communism and nationalism?
Mao’s first experiment with the power of sports came at the height of the revolutionary struggle against the Nationalists in the mid-1930s. The Long March, as the Communists’ six-thousand-mile epic retreat from southern China is known, decimated Mao’s troops, reducing the estimated one hundred thousand soldiers who began the journey to just ten thousand. At one point during the yearlong trek, Mao’s deputy Zhu De lifted his exhausted soldiers’ spirits by organizing a game of basketball, using an animal hide stuffed with grass as the ball. The ploy worked so well that when the Red Army (later known as the People’s Liberation Army, or PLA) fomented rebellions in towns along their route, Zhu and his men would often pilfer balls to bring back to their bases. When the ragged Communist forces finally settled into the caves around the impoverished, north-central Chinese town of Yan’an, hoops made of bamboo baskets were erected in and around the rocky outcroppings.
And so the Communists claimed the imported American sport as their own—not simply as an idle diversion, but as an instrument of education and diplomacy. Basketball, after all, was an egalitarian sport that rewarded Communist values such as teamwork and selfless sacrifice. Unlike other team sports, such as soccer, where certain positions get all the goals and the glory, basketball offers scoring opportunities to every player, as long as the team shares the ball and works together to create the best shot.
As Mao and his band of Communist rebels licked their wounds and gathered strength in the hills above Yan’an, they also came to see basketball as a useful tool in the battle for the hearts and minds of a frightened population. One of Mao’s top deputies, He Long, a pipe-smoking former athlete who would become the first minister of sport after the revolution, forged a basketball team out of a group of athletic young soldiers and dispatched them across the mountainous region to put on clinics and exhibition games. The “Fighting Army Team,” or Zhandou, as Marshal He’s squad was known, sometimes infiltrated enemy zones to play underground games with sympathetic villagers, even engaging in firefights with Nationalist troops on their way in and out. Thus began the Chinese Communist Party’s use of athletics as propaganda—and the army’s dominance of Chinese sport.
So effective was Mao’s first foray into sports as politics that he continued his athletic mission after the founding of his People’s Republic. Even today, nearly every gymnasium or athletic field around China carries Mao’s famous slogan in bright red Chinese characters: PROMOTE PHYSICAL CULTURE AND SPORTS AND BUILD UP THE PEOPLE’S HEALTH. In the early days of the People’s Republic, Mao pushed physical fitness as a way to enhance the strength and productivity of the socialist workers. Sports were also meant to inspire the collective spirit needed to fuel a resurgent nationalism. One of the most popular early pieces of propaganda was a 1957 film entitled Female Basketball Player No. 5. It told the story of how a game defiled by Nationalist-era corruption and individualism was transformed by a group of hardworking players and coaches dedicated to the Communist ideals of sportsmanship and collective honor.
Perhaps no single act symbolized Mao’s politicization of sports more than his first famous dip in the Yangtze River in June 1956. Hiking his black swimsuit up over his ample belly, Mao plunged into the waters near Wuhan with his entourage of guards and sycophants and drifted downriver for two hours before emerging triumphantly. The moment, eulogized in one of Mao’s ubiquitous poems, was a piece of ingenious political theater that showed off his fitness for leadership at a time when his revolution seemed to be losing steam.
The swim also served as potent propaganda. A healthy worker made a healthy revolution, Mao declared, and daily exercise—carried out in schools, factories, farms, and public offices—became another way to carry out the revolution. The ripple effects of Mao’s mantra can still be seen in China today, where public squares are filled each morning with elderly people practicing the graceful motions of tai chi. In Beijing, during all but the coldest months, residents brave the city’s fetid channels for their daily swim, their white bathing caps bobbing up and down in the algae-covered water.
 
The Great Helmsman’s deeper ambition, however, was to develop world-class athletes worthy of representing the fledgling People’s Republic. A population of several hundred million tai chi practitioners was fine, but a nation—even a Communist one—is measured not by its ordinary citizens but by its extraordinary ones. The Soviet planners who poured into the Middle Kingdom after the 1949 revolution helped Mao build everything his new society needed, including a vast network of sports schools to develop elite athletes and to exemplify China’s superiority over the capitalist West.
By the mid-1950s, a sports system based on the militaristic Soviet model began to take shape. For every event from diving and gymnastics to table tennis and basketball, the nation’s most genetically gifted athletes were selected at a young age; put through an arduous, year-round training regimen; supplied with good food, nutrition, and medicine (no small thing is this still-impoverished nation); and inspired to sacrifice their bodies for the glory of the motherland. For the first time in Chinese history, sports became a truly national project, pulling in hundreds of thousands of recruits from China’s massive pool of poor peasants, workers, and—most revolutionary of all—women, who barely two generations before could barely walk because of their bound feet.
The West would not catch a glimpse of China’s athletic harvest for three decades, because the Middle Kingdom was, once again, heading into hibernation. By the mid-1950s, Mao’s campaign to purify China of foreign influences had shut down most capitalist enterprises and sent Western investors packing; later, he would even boot his Soviet benefactors back to Moscow for being insufficiently revolutionary. Throughout this period, Mao’s Communist government engaged in a global battle for recognition with the defeated Nationalists in Taiwan, a struggle that continues today. In the darkest days of the Cold War, nearly every international body, including the United Nations, regarded the Nationalists in Taiwan as the legitimate government of China, shutting off the Communist mainland from the world. The International Olympic Federation, however, remained on the fence for years, and Mao saw that sports could be an important bargaining chip in his quest for international legitimacy.
Mou Zuoyun tried to help forestall China’s slide into isolation. He had made the journey back from America soon before the Communist Revolution, and, having hidden away his American books, the former Olympian was soon named the head basketball coach for the national team. In 1952, Mou led a hastily assembled delegation of forty athletes to the Summer Olympics in Helsinki. As Taiwan withdrew its team in protest, Mou and his compatriots boarded a propeller plane that took three days flying across the vast Russian wilderness to Helsinki. By the time they arrived, the games had already begun. Only one Chinese athlete averted disqualification—a female swimmer who lost badly in a preliminary heat—but Mou left the Olympics feeling triumphant. “We felt that we had won because we had competed and Taiwan had not,” he says. “At that time, some people around the world did not want us in the games. So our very appearance in Helsinki was in itself a victory.”
Four years later, their luck wouldn’t hold. During an inspection tour of the Olympic venue in Melbourne two weeks before the 1956 games were to begin, Mou noticed that special villas were being constructed for a Taiwanese delegation. After arguing in vain with Olympic officials, Mou telexed the bad news to his bosses in Beijing. The Chinese Olympic delegation team never set sail for Australia, boycotting the games to protest Taiwan’s presence. Three years later, Beijing angrily pulled out of the Olympic movement altogether. It would be more than two decades before a team from mainland China would see Olympic competition again.
Despite the Olympic blackout, the massive Chinese sports system continued to churn out athletes. In only one sport, however, did they make headlines. By a fluke of history, China turned itself into a world power in a game that, to American minds, was more associated with the linoleum-lined basements of suburbia: table tennis, better known as Ping-Pong. The International Table Tennis Federation was one of the only governing bodies in sports to switch its post-1949 allegiance to the Communist leaders in Beijing. As a result, the grateful Chinese leaders transformed Ping-Pong—then just a casual pastime played on the southern coast—into a national sport. They turned thousands of the country’s most agile young athletes into human backboards.
Rarely has a country achieved such dominance in a single sport over such a long period as China has in table tennis. With their unusual grips—until recently, all Chinese players held their paddles like a pair of chopsticks—they have won more than half of all world titles, including a sweep of the men’s and women’s world championships in 2005. When a player named Rong Guotuan began this amazing run by winning the 1959 world championship—the first world title ever for a Chinese athlete—it was cause for national celebration. Fireworks exploded in Tiananmen Square; squads of bicyclists raced down the streets proudly waving red Chinese flags. Rong’s victory was offered to the Chinese people and to the world as evidence of the superiority of the Communist system—a symbolic victory that Mao would call “a spiritual nuclear weapon.”
Still, this was only Ping-Pong. The game required lightning-fast reflexes and extraordinary agility, but it was hardly the kind of sport to command fear and respect around the world. Even in the Chinese bureaucracy, the sport was classified almost apologetically as one of the “small balls.” The top leaders in Beijing knew that real respect would come only when China could compete with the Western powers in the “big balls”: soccer, volleyball, and basketball. In an offhand remark that quickly assumed the weight of a political imperative, Premier Zhou Enlai, second only to Chairman Mao in influence, vowed that China would one day excel not just in “small balls” but in “big balls,” too. Marshal He Long, the beloved Long March veteran who became Mao’s first minister of sport, threw down the gauntlet even more melodramatically. “If we don’t reach the highest level in the three big balls,” he said, “I will never shut my eyes—even after death.”
To most Chinese officials, this goal seemed like a pipe dream. There were too many cultural and physiological barriers, they maintained, for Chinese athletes to compete with their Soviet and American counterparts in sports like basketball, which required physical superiority. Bai Jinshen, a basketball sage who delivered commentary for China Central Television, explained the problem to Sports Illustrated’s Alexander Wolff: “Ancient Chinese sports were always performances, always art. Sports were for health and exercise, not competition. So it’s been a tradition for us to be better at performance sports, like diving and gymnastics and shooting, than competitive sports. Or, if the sport must be competitive, let it be table tennis and volleyball, where there’s a net. Dividing the competitors is better, so there’s no body contact.”
The cultural aversion to body contact reflected a deeper sense of physiological inferiority. Solemnly invoking the questionable science of morphology, the study of body type, Chinese scientists would explain that the small, compact torso of the average Chinese is suited to technical sports like gymnastics or table tennis, not to those requiring strength or height. Several foreign coaches who have worked in China say the belief in the physiological inferiority of Chinese vis-à-vis blacks and whites created psychological barriers that even today hold Chinese athletes back. In the 1950s, the situation was particularly bleak in size-dominated sports such as swimming, volleyball, and basketball. How, for example, could China’s female hoopsters hope to compete with the 6'6" behemoths of Eastern Europe when the starting center on the Chinese national women’s team stood barely 5'6"?
The era of the Chinese giants, however, was fast approaching. The problem, scientists now say, was not so much one of genetic inferiority as decades of deprivation and malnourishment—and the lack of a program that brought together the biggest, most talented youngsters in the country. In the mid-1950s, Mou Zuoyun, by this time the official in charge of “big ball” sports, made a decree that would help change that situation. “I made a rule that all girls who showed the potential to grow taller than 1.80 meters [5'11"], and all boys who showed the potential to grow taller than two meters [nearly 6'7"], should be recruited to play basketball,” he says. Armed with scientific manuals that showed how to predict a child’s height, coaches and scouts fanned out across the land to cull the tallest youths in the country for the national athletic cause.
The new strategy soon began to bear fruit. By the late 1950s and early 1960s, even as the devastating famine caused by Mao’s Great Leap Forward persisted, an army of tall athletes began appearing in the sports schools to train in basketball and volleyball. Many of these recruits were found in China’s most forbidding climes, such as Heilongjiang, a northeastern province wedged between North Korea and Siberia, which would later gain renown for sending, at one time, eight young women over six feet tall to the national volleyball team.
In Beijing, two towering basketball recruits captured the most attention. One was Wang Weijun, a 6'5" teenage boy with broad shoulders and a flattop haircut. The other was a 6'2" girl from rural Shanxi Province named Ren Huanzhen. Ren’s father was an itinerant railway-construction worker, a robust 6'5" man who could carry so much soil that the weight of his baskets often broke his wooden shoulder pole. Ren was skinny, by contrast, but by age twelve, she had already sprouted past most of the adults in her rural town. When a railway station manager discovered her at a train depot in the late 1950s, he promptly recruited her to play for the local railway unit basketball team. Ren was just thirteen and largely unschooled. But less than two years later, the national railroad team brought her to Beijing, where she would continue her climb up the sports pyramid.
Ren and Wang would both become fixtures for the Beijing teams in the 1960s and 1970s. Their height helped change the dimensions of the Chinese game, but it was their eventual marriage that yielded the biggest contribution. The couple’s only son, born in 1977, would become a basketball prodigy with skills so sublime that rival Chinese forces—and eventually American ones, too—would wrestle over the right to call the youngster their own. The boy’s name was Wang Zhizhi.
 
The tallest of that era’s Chinese giants would rise from a small village in the swampy wetlands west of Shanghai. The residents of Zhengze, whose low-slung houses line a series of narrow canals, are not known for their height. Like most southern Chinese, they are generally squat people whose lack of stature is exacerbated by lives of backbreaking labor in the nearby rice paddies and sweet potato fields. Even today, many of the town’s older women are bent like crooked sticks, their faces low to the ground as they trudge through the streets.
But there was one family in Zhengze that towered over the rest. The Yao family had produced a continuous line of giants, each generation taller than the next. Yao Xueming, who would never live to see his famous grandson play basketball, stood 6'8"—and looked even taller next to his wife, who barely reached five feet. Toiling in the fields was too difficult for someone his size, and the rumor of factory jobs lured him to Shanghai. The couple moved to the sprawling port city shortly before Mao’s troops swept in victoriously in 1949. Yao Zhiyuan, Yao Ming’s father, was born two years later, a true child of the revolution.
The Gold Star Pen Factory, where Yao Ming’s grandfather landed a job, had a basketball court, like many factories in Shanghai at the time. Yao Xueming had never played before, but as Shanghai coaches tell the story, the workers organized boisterous pickup games after their shifts ended, and they often recruited the awkward giant to play. Then in his late twenties, Yao Xueming would plant himself underneath the opponents’ basket, swatting at their shots with propeller-blade arms. His shooting form was ugly, his movements clumsy and lead-footed. But every time he blocked a shot—or, just as frequently, every time a little ball handler dribbled circles around him—the workers would hoot and holler with satisfaction.
One day in 1956, a veteran basketball coach named Tian Fuhai caught a glimpse of Yao Xueming on the streets of Shanghai. The workers of the Gold Star Pen Factory had joined a street parade to celebrate the government takeover of dozens of capitalist enterprises, and Yao Xueming was pounding on the drums, punctuating the militaristic chanting of Communist slogans. He stood head and shoulders above the crowd, and Coach Tian figured the man must have been perched on a soapbox. Moving closer, though, he saw a pair of gigantic feet planted firmly on the ground. Tian tapped the giant on the back.
“Excuse me, comrade, how old are you?” Tian asked, craning his neck upward.
Yao Xueming turned around. “I’m thirty-three,” he said.
Tian had arrived too late. Nobody could learn to play basketball effectively at his age, much less a giant whose physical coordination requires more time to develop. Still, Tian pressed on.
“Do you have any children?”
“Yes, four,” Yao responded.
“Any of them as tall as you?”
“Well, not yet,” he said. “My eldest son is only six.”
Tian reported his discovery to the newly formed Shanghai Sports Commission, and the local officials kept an eye on the eldest son, Yao Zhiyuan. Long before the soft-spoken child reached his full height of 6'9", the coaches, inevitably, came calling. They sent Da Yao to train in a specialized sports school in Shanghai’s Xuhui District—the very place where, a quarter of a century later, his own son would start his career. Da Yao had no interest in playing basketball and no recognizable aptitude for the game aside from his prodigious height. Moreover, he didn’t want to move away from home. But the state commanded him to start training, and even if he hadn’t been an obliging eldest son with a deep aversion to conflict, that was all that mattered.
“I was tall, so I had to learn how to play basketball,” Da Yao recalled years later, smiling ruefully. “I had no choice.”
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Red Guard Rising
The marble archway at No. 651 Nanjing Road loomed ahead of her—enormous and forbidding, even to a girl who was more than six feet tall. Fang Fengdi, then just fifteen, pedaled toward the entrance of Shanghai’s elite sports-training center that first day on a bicycle that was, almost inevitably, several sizes too small. Nobody in Da Fang’s family had expected her to grow so tall. Her parents were both relatively short, like most native Shanghainese, and her three siblings would only grow to modest heights. But over the previous year, Da Fang had sprouted like bamboo after the spring rains, making her a head taller than most of the boys—and teachers—in her school.
It was 1965, and Da Fang had arrived at the place that would become her home for the next five years—a place that would witness her transformation from frivolous young girl to national basketball star to something even more pivotal to Chinese history. But at the time, the entrance to No. 651 Nanjing Road may have seemed all the more forbidding to Da Fang for one simple reason: She didn’t want to be there. “I was just a young girl who loved to sing and dance,” she recalls. “I always thought I’d be an entertainer, but I didn’t like basketball at all.” Da Fang’s unexpected growth spurt, however, had caught the attention of a local coach in Shanghai’s Jing’an District, and soon sports officials paid a visit to her family’s small apartment.
The officials explained to her parents that Da Fang had been selected for athletic training at Shanghai’s premier sports institute. As one of the tallest girls in Shanghai, if not the tallest, Da Fang had the potential to bring glory to the city, and perhaps to the nation, through her efforts on the basketball court. The officials’ unspoken message was also clear: Because the sports system would now become her “iron rice bowl,” taking care of her food, shelter, and employment for the rest of her life, she wouldn’t have to follow her mother into the cramped assembly lines of the local garment factory. There would be a price, of course. From that moment on, the apple-cheeked girl would have to give up her childhood dreams. Behind the gate at No. 651 Nanjing Road, life as she knew it was about to come to an abrupt halt.
Before 1949, when foreigners ruled Shanghai and the city’s main thoroughfare was known as Bubbling Well Road, No. 651 was the site of an elegant social club that catered to pampered expatriates, the ultimate symbol of the city that opium built. More than a century earlier, a Chinese empire weakened by domestic instability and the widespread addiction to a plentiful supply of British opium had tried to halt the trade in the “barbarian poison,” only to find itself drawn into a war it could not win. China’s defeat in the Opium Wars led the emperor to hand over much of Shanghai and four other treaty ports, plus Hong Kong, to Britain and other Western powers. More humiliations followed as China lost control over more territory—the Russians in the northeast, the Japanese in Taiwan—and over key elements of its trade and foreign policies. China became “the sick man of Asia.” A central aim of every Chinese leader since that shameful period has been the recovery of national sovereignty and pride, to restore the Middle Kingdom to its rightful position as the center of the civilized world.
No place more acutely symbolized the national trauma than Shanghai, a sleepy town on the mudflats that foreigners had transformed into the most decadent and dynamic city in the Orient. “The barbarians from across the sea,” as the Chinese referred to these interlopers, built a bustling metropolis at the mouth of the Yangtze River that was seething with sex and crime—and rooted in an apartheid economy that kept many Chinese in virtual serfdom. The foreigners erected grand neoclassical structures along the Huangpu River to serve as banks and corporate headquarters. They designed colonial mansions along the graceful tree-lined streets of the French-ruled Concession. And on Bubbling Well Road, they encouraged the proliferation of establishments that could satisfy their every need: brothels, gambling dens, movie theaters, department stores, and—on the site that would later be known as No. 651—a luxurious private oasis known simply as the Country Club.
The well-heeled foreigners arriving through the front gate of the Country Club in their rickshaws or DeSotos would alight on the circular driveway. Sweeping past the turbaned Indian porters, they ascended the curving staircase to a second-floor terrace overlooking the manicured gardens and tennis courts below. Sitting around the massive oak bar in their linens and silks, the Western colonialists—French, British, American—surveyed their peaceful domain with glasses of brandy and champagne, far removed from the misery and chaos of the China that teemed outside the gates. The only hints that these foreigners inhabited the Middle Kingdom came from the white-gloved Chinese waiters delivering drinks and the coolies in straw hats pruning the rose-bushes below.
One of the most astonishing examples of the foreigners’ obliviousness to the reality of China came in the Country Club ballroom in November 1948, when the British consul-general to Shanghai, Robert Urquhart, made a famously shortsighted speech on the eve of the Communist Revolution. “We are under no immediate threat,” he told the British Residents’ Association that night. “Most of the fears which have been conjured up are founded on rumor and pure imagination . . . We are not going to up and leave our community home at the first signs of an approaching storm. Does anyone suggest that if there is a change of government here, the new one will be so unreasonable that they will make civilized life and normal trading impossible?”
Within a year, Mao’s peasant army swept into Shanghai, and the complacent foreigners who had whiled away their leisure hours at the Country Club fled. China’s puritanical new rulers, appalled by the capitalist excesses that had turned Shanghai into the “Whore of Asia,” seized all of the city’s clubs as part of their strategy to suffocate the former center of “bourgeois influence.” In 1953, the club at No. 651 Nanjing Road—now, even the street names were changed—was transformed into the city’s main training center for elite athletes. Shanghai’s new leaders ordered the lush gardens ripped up to install a running track and a soccer field. A grove of trees was chopped down to make way for four basketball courts. The mahogany gazebo was destroyed, the pond drained, and three tanks of fish hauled off to the city aquarium.
By the time Da Fang arrived in 1965, the pleasure palace had long since taken on the air of a military camp. The graceful old clubhouse remained, yes, but dour Communist officials rather than foreign colonialists now patrolled the second-floor terrace, monitoring the hordes of young athletes training below. The Country Club was under new management, and it had a far more long-winded name: the Shanghai Sports and Athletic Competitions Direction Section. More than two hundred of the city’s most promising recruits lived in the compound, training in everything from swimming and gymastics to soccer and volleyball. From the moment Da Fang arrived, she, too, would abide by the principle of the san jinzhong, the “three togethers,” by which Chinese athletes live, eat, and train together nearly every day of the year.
Life in the sports factories, in fact, wasn’t so different from life in the garment factories, where Da Fang’s mother toiled. Both occupations provided workers with (or, depending on one’s perspective, condemned them to) lifetime employment within the same danwei, or work unit. The best athletes usually lived five or six to a room, but they received a steadier diet of milk and meat than the rest of the population, a significant perk in a land where food was still severely rationed. But like the factory job, athletic training was physically punishing, poorly compensated, and subject to the danwei’s dictatorial rule. For most Chinese citizens, Communist power manifested itself most palpably through the danwei’s minipotentates. They made, or at least enforced, nearly all of the key decisions in people’s lives: where to live, where to work, what to eat, whom to marry, and—most insidiously—what to think.
Da Fang’s generation, born in the flush of the revolution, was the first to be fully indoctrinated from childhood in the rigid certainties of Mao Zedong Thought. By the mid-1960s, the ideological training at No. 651 Nanjing Road had become almost as intense and monotonous as the athletic training itself, for elite athletes were considered a revolutionary vanguard that might one day represent China in international competitions. Like most of the other athletes (except for rural recruits), Da Fang returned home one day a week, leaving Saturday afternoon and returning on Sunday evening in time for an obligatory session called, without a trace of irony, “Democratic Life Meeting.” For all the Communist diatribes against religion, the evening ritual had a distinctly ecumenical feel, more High Mass than town hall. Party leaders delivered sermons extolling the Great Helmsman, exhorting the faithful to show ever more revolutionary spirit. Then the athletes engaged in a self-flagellating round of confession and repentance. (The process, amazingly, remains virtually the same for China’s top athletes today. Their six-day-a-week training is sprinkled with ideological study meetings—only these days, instead of praising Mao, the party ideologues try to explain how former president Jiang Zemin’s abstruse theory of “the Three Represents” can help make them better ballplayers.)
In Da Fang’s day, the high priest presiding over many of the Democratic Life Meetings at No. 651 was a handsome but imperious party cadre named Zhu Yong. A member of the Communist underground before the revolution, Zhu (pronounced “ju”) was first rewarded for his courage and commitment with a job as a union leader for Shanghai’s Changning District. In 1959 he became a top Communist official at the sports institute. Zhu was technically the official in charge of women’s basketball, even though he didn’t know the rule book nearly as well as Mao’s Little Red Book. His real authority, however, came from his position as deputy Communist Party secretary, which gave him the power to make sweeping political commands—and to shape the minds of the young athletes.
Several times a week, Zhu Yong summoned the basketball players to the institute’s first-floor lecture hall for “political thought” meetings. They were a captive audience, and the self-important commissar—silently scorned for his ignorance on the basketball court—seemed to relish the opportunity to show his wisdom and lay down the law. He droned on about mind-numbing Communist theories on the dictatorship of the proletariat and the ownership of the means of production. He chastised players for sacrificing too little for the revolution, for succumbing to the evils of individualism, and for engaging in secret romantic relationships.
Young and impressionable, Da Fang was putty in the hands of the propagandists who extolled her workers’ background and imbued her with the desire to carry on the class struggle. Molding her basketball game proved more difficult. Arriving at the asphalt courts in her shorts and tennis shoes, the teenager seemed more suited at first to chatting with friends than putting in long hours of grueling practice. Da Fang was the tallest female player in Shanghai, but “she was terrible at first,” says one of her early coaches. “She ran very slowly, she couldn’t catch the ball, and she got so tired she could only run up and down the court a couple times before she had to stop.” While the other players raced through their drills with military precision, Da Fang was taken aside to learn the fundamentals: dribbling, shooting, passing, rebounding, and—most importantly—developing a revolutionary spirit.
By the
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