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INTRODUCTION

Who Will Rule: A General or a President?

The confrontation between General Douglas MacArthur and President Harry S. Truman in 1950–51 marked the most spectacular collision between military and civil power ever to occur in the United States. If a military figure had succeeded in dictating national policy, the main premises of the Constitution—the supremacy of popular will and civilian control of the military—would have been perverted. Truman weathered the storm and preserved the American political system. But it was a bitter fight, and he achieved it despite support for MacArthur from many bellicose Republicans in Congress and despite pressure from members of the public who did not understand the principles at stake.

The conflict laid out a clear choice to the American people: was a military or a civilian leader going to control the destiny of the United States? It also laid out a clear choice between total war to eradicate Communism root and branch, and limited war to keep Communism from advancing.

MacArthur, U.S. commander in the Far East, wanted all-out war with Communist China and possibly the Soviet Union. Truman wanted to keep the armed conflict between the Communists and the Free World restricted to the peninsula of Korea.

The quarrel took on added drama because MacArthur was a famous warrior who enjoyed high prestige among the American people, whereas President Truman was not very popular. MacArthur was unquestionably brilliant and impressive, and he spoke in sweeping, grandiloquent phrases. J. Lawton Collins, the army chief of staff, wrote that MacArthur “always gave the impression of addressing not just his immediate listeners, but a large audience unseen.”1 Truman, on the other hand, was colorless, unpretentious, and he talked in matter-of-fact terms. It was not until much later that the American people began to appreciate that Truman’s plain speech and down-to-earth ways concealed judgment and insight.

Adding immensely to the intensity of the conflict was a vicious dispute between the minority Republicans and the Democratic Truman administration. The Republicans had been deeply incensed that Truman had won the 1948 presidential election in spite of polls showing that the Republican nominee, Thomas E. Dewey, would win handily. Republicans were searching for any weapon to attack the Democrats. The situation in China offered an opportunity, especially since many Republicans were extremely hawkish and wanted to force a showdown with all Communists everywhere. They selected MacArthur as their champion. His oft-repeated refrain, “there is no substitute for victory,” was exactly what they wanted to hear.2

In calling for aggressive, offensive action against Communism, the Republicans were summoning up a powerful emotion in the American people: their vision of war as a crusade.3 Abraham Lincoln defined the concept in the Gettysburg Address of 1863, which symbolized the conversion of the Civil War into a moral crusade for emancipation.

But in a nuclear-armed world, viewing war as a crusade and demanding unconditional surrender does not make sense. As historian John W. Spanier writes, “All-out war has become an irrational instrument of national policy, for nations do not generally defend their national interest by immolating themselves.”4

Both sides recognized this fact in the Cuban missile crisis of 1962. When the Soviet Union began building missile sites in Cuba, the survival of the United States was at stake. President John F. Kennedy told the Soviet premier, Nikita Khrushchev, that if he did not remove the missiles, they would be removed by force—whether or not this brought on nuclear war. Khrushchev backed down at once.

The missile crisis proved that total wars are impossible between nuclear powers. Faced with its destruction, a nuclear power will use the bomb. Hence, no leader will risk obliteration of his country in order to defeat another nuclear power.

This was the actual reality in 1950, as well. Top leaders in the Truman administration recognized it, but many belligerent Republicans did not. Yet the possibility of nuclear war was ever-present from August 1949, when the Russians detonated an atomic bomb and began an intense drive to build more.

Americans still remembered with pride that World War II had been a crusade pursued to unconditional surrender. They liked to think that this was how they should fight all their wars. The realization that this no longer was possible in the nuclear age had not fully penetrated the public’s consciousness. But it did so in the crisis between MacArthur and Truman in 1950 and 1951. In this collision between opposing concepts of how the nation should be governed, Americans confronted the implications of all-out war. They chose limited war.

*   *   *

A movement to eradicate Communism was not a reasonable objective by 1950. The Democratic Truman administration had adopted a far less combative program. It was seeking to avoid challenging the Communists by following the “containment” policy, outlined by George F. Kennan, attaché at the U.S. embassy in Moscow, in his famous “long telegram” of February 22, 1946.5

In this telegram, Kennan recommended that the Western democracies should not attempt to eliminate Communism or to recover territories Communists already possessed. Instead, they should resist all future Communist expansion. The Kremlin, he wrote, would not take unnecessary risks and, if defied, would retreat. Western challenges would force the Soviet Union to concentrate more and more resources on nonproductive military equipment and less on better living standards for the people. The Soviets could not endure this competition indefinitely, Kennan felt, because the industrial power of Communist countries was no match for the vast economic superiority of the West.6 Kennan believed the Soviet state would ultimately implode, and the Soviet empire in Eastern Europe would break free.7

In effect, Kennan and Truman were waiting on the Soviet Union to suffer a slow death. Kennan sketched out the new approach: “Our task is to…compel the Soviet government either to accept combat under unfavorable conditions (which it will never do), or withdraw. In this way we can contain Soviet power until the Russians tire of the game.”8

Kennan saw that containment was in line with the thinking of the renowned nineteenth-century Prussian military theorist Carl von Clausewitz. He wrote: “War is a mere continuation of policy by other means…. The political view is the object, war is the means…. Does the cessation of diplomatic notes stop the political relations between different nations and governments? Is not war merely another kind of writing and language for political thoughts?”9 This was also the opinion of Sun Tzu, the ancient Chinese military sage. Both he and Clausewitz held that wars should be pursued only as far as political aims can be perceived and not a step further.10

Kennan elaborated on his strategy at Yale on October 1, 1946. The West needed a long-term policy “designed to keep the Russians confronted with superior strength at every juncture where they might otherwise be inclined to encroach,” but needed to enact this policy in a friendly and non-provocative manner. On the same day at the Naval War College, Kennan said that the Russians, lacking easily defended borders and unable to count on domestic loyalty, would not willingly engage an adversary stronger than themselves.11

This strategy implied a conscious resolve to seek all ways short of war to stop the advance of Communism. In case armed conflict, despite all, did come, the strategy called for limiting its aims and its extent to the narrowest degree possible.

Joseph Stalin in effect declared war on the West in a speech on February 9, 1946. In it, he called for Soviet industrial production three times the prewar level and justified the sacrifices this would require because capitalism had created world conflict in 1914 and 1939, and was certain to do so again. The Soviet Union, Stalin said, would have to be prepared. Stalin basically repudiated his wartime alliance with the West. This speech precipitated Kennan’s long telegram. It also opened the eyes of Harry Truman and abruptly ended his efforts to reach an accommodation with the Soviet Union.12

Winston Churchill launched the containment strategy on March 5, 1946, in a speech orchestrated by Truman at Westminster College, Fulton, Missouri. “From Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic an iron curtain has descended across the continent,” Churchill announced. A year later, on March 12, 1947, Truman asked Congress for massive aid to Greece and Turkey. Since 1945 Greece had been fighting Communist forces infiltrating from Russian satellites to the north, while Joseph Stalin was pressing Turkey to give up the Dardanelles and territory adjacent to the Russian Caucasus. Truman told Congress that “it must be the policy of the United States to support free peoples who are resisting attempted subjugation by armed minorities or by outside pressure.” This was the Truman Doctrine.13

When the U.S. inaugurated its containment policy, China was still ruled by the right-wing Nationalist regime under Chiang Kai-shek. Thus in theory American policy was to resist Communist encroachment into this ancient land. But the true situation in China made this aim unrealistic. Since 1927, Chinese Communists had been fighting a civil war with the Nationalists. In 1946, they were a huge and growing force, ruling 90 million people in North China. Chiang was incapable of slowing their advance, and the Communists drove him and the Nationalist survivors from the mainland in the fall of 1949. Chiang, with two million of his followers, fled to the island province of Taiwan.

Many people—most especially combative Republicans in Congress—believed incorrectly that the Russians were responsible for the Chinese Communist success, and they thought the United States should drive all Communists out and restore China to Chiang Kai-shek.

The belief that all Communism everywhere was “monolithic” and ruled from the Kremlin was an article of faith in official Washington. In the China White Paper of August 1949, Secretary of State Dean Acheson stated as a fact that the Chinese Communists had “foresworn their Chinese heritage” and “publicly announced their subservience to a foreign power, Russia.”14 But this was completely untrue and perilously wrongheaded.

The Kremlin had long since lost its dominance of the Chinese Communist Party after giving bad advice that had nearly destroyed the movement. In January 1935 at a conference at Zunyi in northern Guizhou province, Mao Zedong seized control of the party. He abandoned orthodox Marxism based on revolt of the urban industrial proletariat or worker, which Moscow had been demanding, and replaced it with a plan to champion the cause of the peasants, who made up 80 percent of China’s population.15

Although this conference was unknown to the outside world for many years, U.S. Foreign Service officers picked up the Chinese Reds’ independent path in 1944 and began reporting it to the State Department. But Washington authorities ignored them, despite the fact that at war’s end in 1945, Joseph Stalin recognized the Nationalists as the official rulers of China and rejected the Communists. Few people heeded voices like Edgar Snow, an acquaintance of Mao Zedong and author of Red Star over China, who wrote in the April 9, 1949, Saturday Evening Post that “China will become the first Communist-run major country independent of Moscow’s dictation.”16

Nevertheless, the Truman administration based its position on China on factors only indirectly related to the Chinese Reds. Chiang Kai-shek was an extreme reactionary autocrat who supported the landowners and industrialists and who had allowed them to exploit the peasants and the few urban workers. Therefore, Truman advisers saw that any “liberation” placing the Nationalists back in control would arouse the violent opposition of the majority of the people. In addition, Chiang had proved himself to be an utterly incompetent military commander, and any campaign in China would require complete American direction and the commitment of an enormous American army, navy, and air force.

Red China did not possess the atomic bomb, but a war of extermination against the Chinese Communists would gravely imperil the Soviet Union, which shared a four-thousand-mile-long boundary with China. It might intervene, or it might strike in Europe while America was tied down in the Far East. And it might use the bomb. The Truman administration saw these dangers clearly. It decided that all-out war with China was emphatically not in American interests. Accordingly, in January 1950, it openly pulled back Kennan’s theoretical containment line—or the strategic frontier that the United States would defend—to Japan, the Ryukyus (Okinawa), and the Philippines, omitting all of China, as well as Korea and Taiwan.17

This announcement aroused the intense antipathy of pugnacious Republicans. Many of them were quite willing to challenge Red China, despite the risk of nuclear war.18

In reality the only possible way to confront the Communists militarily was in limited wars, in which there was no chance of a nuclear confrontation. This was precisely the kind of war the United States got into when the North Koreans invaded South Korea on June 25, 1950. This was a war of containment, a restricted war to keep the Communists from expanding. Except for one profound but brief aberration, it was not an attempt to seize territory the Communists already possessed.

The aberration occurred in the fall of 1950. The Truman administration violated its own resolve to follow the Kennan plan, because it and the American people were mesmerized by the success of the Inchon invasion on September 15, 1950. This invasion, conceived and carried out by MacArthur, virtually eliminated the North Korean Army without a shot being fired at it. Truman heeded both MacArthur’s demands that North Korea be destroyed and prodding from the American people to carry out a crusade. He decided to ignore containment, conquer North Korea, and reunite it with South Korea in a state dependent on the United States. But the Chinese Communists forced this effort to be aborted with a powerful offensive that drove American and other United Nations forces back to the vicinity of the 38th parallel in late 1950.

Truman now saw that a war of annihilation was not a choice for the United States. He immediately gave up the idea of conquering North Korea and reinstated Kennan’s containment policy.19

In a brilliant political move designed to keep the Americans from attacking China directly, the ruling Communist politburo designated all the forces it sent to Korea as “volunteers.”20 This created the fiction that the war was wholly limited to the peninsula. At the same time, the Chinese were determined to keep North Korea as a buffer in front of the Chinese frontier. Marshal Peng Dehuai wrote on the day, October 4, 1950, that Mao Zedong named him to command Chinese forces in Korea: “The U.S. occupation of Korea, separated from China by only a river [the Yalu], would threaten Northeast China. The U.S. could find a pretext at any time to launch a war of aggression against China.”21

The deception about “volunteers” suited Truman very well, since he, too, wanted to keep the war restricted to the peninsula. He also wanted to end the war more or less on the basis of status quo antebellum. But this was not the view of MacArthur and it was not the view of many Republicans. It was on this fundamental difference in national policy—not to speak about the question of a nuclear holocaust and the survival of civilization—that the fight between MacArthur and Truman was carried out.

*   *   *

Generals or kings or dictators, with the power of armies behind them, have generally been in charge of nations and of national policies. Indeed, nations and empires historically have been created by military leaders. The Assyrian, Persian, Macedonian, Roman, and other empires of antiquity were founded by military chiefs.22 The war bands of Germanic tribes that conquered Western Europe on the decline of Rome were commanded by military leaders. These warrior chieftains sought to establish kingdoms in which they were absolute monarchs. They were dictators by another name. The concept reached its zenith in Europe in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, when monarchs claimed “the divine right of kings.” Under this theory, anyone who crossed the wishes of a king was acting against God himself.23 The advance of Western civilization can be reduced to the process by which these dictators have been subdued and the people have gained control of their destinies.

But victory has always been tentative. Generals by their nature seek to impose order on undisciplined or disobedient people. Generals believe in superiors and subordinates. They think of themselves as superior and thus uniquely qualified to tell subordinates what to do. This tendency is greatly intensified in some generals who have a deep lust for power. Napoléon Bonaparte was one such general. He stopped a popular march in Paris in 1795 with “a whiff of grapeshot” from his cannons, and he destroyed French democracy in a coup d’état in 1799.

Napoléon’s example has been the characteristic pattern of most societies. In 1927, Mao Zedong defined his method of taking over China through a Communist dictatorship with this notorious observation: “We must be aware that political power grows out of the barrel of a gun.”24

Every country ruled by its military ends up as a dictatorship. Military dictatorships have been the fate of many societies: North Korea, Pakistan, Iran, Burma (Myanmar), Cuba, numerous states of Africa, and all the Arab states of the Middle East. The “Arab spring” of 2011 raised hopes that freedom could spread across the Arab world after Tunisia, Egypt, and Libya ousted dictators. But upheavals in Yemen, Bahrain, and Syria brought bloody reprisals.

The American people have been wary of military dictatorship for a long time. In June 1787 James Madison told the Constitutional Convention that the army had always been the instrument of tyranny and had enslaved the people in Europe.25 In The Federalist Papers (no. 8), Alexander Hamilton wrote that Britain had avoided dictatorship only because of its insular position. If Britain had not been an island, he wrote, it would have been forced to maintain a large standing army to protect itself from other continental powers. In such a circumstance, Britain would have fallen under the absolute power of a single man.26 To avoid the danger, the Founding Fathers insisted on inserting in the United States Constitution a provision (Article 2, Section 2) making the president, an elected civilian, the commander in chief of all military forces.

Although civilian control of the military is firmly established in American political doctrine, it has not always been accepted by highly ambitious generals.

Both Zachary Taylor and Winfield Scott, the top generals in the Mexican War of 1846–48, engaged in bitter disputes with President James K. Polk.27 George B. McClellan, the senior Union general in the first two years of the Civil War, wrote his wife that he had received “letter after letter” begging him to assume the presidency or become a dictator. He took to referring to the president as “the original gorilla.” On November 13, 1861, he refused to see Lincoln, who had been waiting an hour for him, and went to bed. Another Union officer, Joe Hooker, said publicly that the country needed a dictator to take charge of both the army and the government. Despite this, Lincoln gave him command of the Army of the Potomac. Lincoln wrote Hooker: “Only those soldiers who have gained successes can set up dictators. What I now ask of you is military success, and I will risk the dictatorship.”28 As recently as 2010, General Stanley A. McChrystal, commander in Afghanistan, challenged the American political system by making disrespectful comments about President Barack Obama in Rolling Stone magazine. This led to his prompt ouster.

But it was Douglas MacArthur who most overtly defied presidential supremacy and who most clearly tried to limit the authority of the Constitution. In Senate committee hearings on May 3, 1951, he testified: “I think that it is quite impossible to draw a line of differentiation and say this is a political and this is a military situation.” When a country commits itself to force, he said, “the minute you reach the killing stage,” the military assumes control. “A theater commander is not merely limited to a handling of his troops; he commands that whole area politically, economically, and militarily. You have to trust at this stage of the game, when politics fail, and the military takes over, you must trust the military.”29

MacArthur tried to backtrack after the New York Times wrote in an editorial on May 5, 1951: “General MacArthur advances the thesis that once war has broken out the balance of control must be put in the hands of the military…while the administration holds that in peace or war, the civil administration remains supreme.” MacArthur said what he meant was “that there should be no non-professional military interference in the handling of troops in a campaign.”30

His response left in limbo a fundamental question: since the president, a civilian, was almost by definition a “non-professional,” how was he to overrule MacArthur, who was manifestly a “professional”? In fact, MacArthur had already answered the question. Less than two months previously he had demonstrated that he wanted to decide whether the United States would or would not have war. On March 24, 1951, he tried to exclude the president by deliberately undermining a vast diplomatic move by Truman to bring about a cease-fire with the Chinese. It was this act of treachery that finally brought the collision of MacArthur and Truman to a head, and that resulted in MacArthur’s finally being dismissed.

MacArthur told the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) in July 1950 that the Cold War would be settled in Asia, not Europe, and he accordingly should receive absolute priority in weapons and forces.31 This was not a rational conclusion. The Soviet Union’s military power was infinitely greater than China’s, and it was concentrated in Europe. Joseph Stalin not only had seized Eastern Europe, but had directly challenged the West in 1948 with the Berlin blockade. Although Washington had concluded incorrectly that Red China was an obedient satellite of the Kremlin, it was inconceivable that Stalin would fight out the Cold War in the Orient.32

MacArthur jumped on the North Korean invasion as evidence that the Soviet Union was using surrogates to make its aggressive conquests. But the facts did not bear this out. Not only did Red China not take part in the war, but the Soviet Union backed away from helping North Korea the moment the United States intervened, thereby confirming George Kennan’s conviction that the Kremlin would not risk a direct challenge of the West.33

MacArthur revealed his hostile goals on December 30, 1950. He urged the Joint Chiefs to blockade the China coast, bombard China by air and from the sea to destroy its war-making potential, use Chinese Nationalist troops in Korea, and allow Nationalist troops to carry out attacks on the China coast. In an address to the U.S. Congress on April 19, 1951, he called for measures only slightly less aggressive: a blockade of the China coast, air reconnaissance of Manchuria and the China coast, and removal of all restrictions on operations by Nationalist troops against China. “War’s very object is victory, not prolonged indecision,” he told the Congress. “In war, there can be no substitute for victory.”34 On March 20, 1951, he repeated his proposal to use Nationalist Chinese troops in Korea in a letter to Joseph W. Martin Jr., the Republican leader in the House of Representatives.35

Any of these proposals would bring on a full-scale war with China. MacArthur knew this, and this is what he was looking for. But, as JCS Chairman Omar Bradley told the Senate committees on May 15, 1951, “Red China is not the powerful nation seeking to dominate the world. Frankly, in the opinion of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, this strategy would involve us in the wrong war, at the wrong place, at the wrong time, and with the wrong enemy.”36

MacArthur’s intent was proved in his December 30, 1950, message to the Joint Chiefs. In it he said that China had forced a “state of war” on the United States by its intervention in Korea. MacArthur said the actions he recommended “could severely cripple and largely neutralize China’s capability to wage aggressive war, and thus save Asia from the engulfment otherwise facing it.”37

Truman was trying by every means possible to restrict the war to the Korean peninsula. He had rejected recommendations to use Nationalist troops a couple times in the past. Therefore, MacArthur’s proposals were a total repudiation of the course of action decided on by the Truman administration. It was MacArthur’s refusal to abide by national policy that got him fired on April 11, 1951. The December 30 message and the address to Congress disclosed the scope of MacArthur’s naked attempt to dictate national policy.

This defiance had been going on within military channels since June 14, 1950, eleven days before the North Korean attack. On that date MacArthur produced a memorandum stating that Communist occupation of Taiwan would threaten U.S. positions in the Far East and should not be allowed. This implied an American protectorate of Taiwan and direct military assistance to Chiang Kai-shek. MacArthur gave the memorandum to Louis Johnson, secretary of defense, and Omar Bradley during their visit to the Far East, which ended on June 24, a day before the North Korean attack.38

MacArthur personified the idea that wars are to be fought to the finish, to total victory. MacArthur did not subscribe to the concept of Clausewitz or Sun Tzu. MacArthur wanted to pursue war to the bitter end. He could only be at odds with national policy in the Korean War and in regard to Red China. In both cases, the United States had only limited goals. Absolute victory was not one of them.

This book tells the story of the titanic collision between two individuals and between two concepts of how people should be led. It is also a story of a historic clash in policy with cataclysmic potential consequences. If Truman had lost and MacArthur had won, the nation, even if it had survived a nuclear holocaust, would have been far different, far less free, than it is today. Truman, in his quiet and unassuming way, saved the United States of America.


CHAPTER 1

Origins of the Far East Dilemma

The Chinese revolution of 1912 ousted the last Qing emperor and turned China into a republic. But the country fell into extreme disorder. The Nationalists or Kuomintang (KMT) formed the recognized government, but they controlled only parts of the country. Warlords ruled many provinces, the Japanese occupied Port Arthur on the southern coast of Manchuria and were encroaching on China proper, and the British and the French dominated Shanghai and numerous other commercial emporiums.1

The Nationalist Party itself contained two utterly incompatible factions—an authoritarian right wing under Chiang Kai-shek that supported the landlords, merchants, and industrialists, and the Communists, who were seeking to overthrow the right wing and transform China into a socialist dictatorship.

In April 1927 Chiang Kai-shek turned on the Communists and killed all of them he could find. In alliance with right-wing groups of industrialists, Chiang slaughtered nearly all the Communists in Shanghai. Zhou Enlai, the leader there, only barely escaped and went into hiding. Chiang’s troops spread a white terror to cities in South China where they killed thousands more.

On August 7, 1927, the Communists divorced themselves from the Nationalists or KMT and voted to become a rigidly centralized and secret party. The central committee elected Mao Zedong a member of the ruling politburo and named him to conduct an uprising in Hunan province. Mao (1893–1976), son of a well-to-do Hunanese peasant farmer, told the conference that Communism must become a well-organized military movement in order to succeed. Party members, he said, had not grasped this fact and would continue to fail until they had done so. Here at this conference, Mao enunciated his famous aphorism: “We must be aware that political power grows out of the barrel of a gun.”2

Mao had come to realize that the regular Communist practice of organizing popular revolts of unorganized and largely unarmed peasants and workers had no chance of success. The masses could not go up against KMT armies firing machine guns and cannons without adequate arms, military training, and strict order. Only reliable, effective Red armies, or at least disciplined guerrilla units, dedicated to the revolution, could fight organized enemy armies and win.

Mao’s ideas were borne out in the uprising in Hunan that the party had ordered him to conduct. He had only a few poorly trained groups to assist him. Popular revolts called for in the Hunanese capital of Changsha failed miserably. Mao’s forces seized Liuyang, thirty miles east of Changsha, but KMT troops surrounded them and killed or captured most of the members. Nationalist militia caught Mao while he was moving between units, and marched him to within two hundred yards of militia headquarters, where doubtless he was to be shot. At this point he broke free and ran into the fields. He hid in tall grass while soldiers, and peasants forced to help search, came near him several times.

At nightfall, Mao set off across the mountains, finally reaching a point he had designated for survivors to assemble. He persuaded the battered soldiers he found there to retreat to the legendary bandit bastion, Jinggangshan, in the Luoxiao Mountains dividing Hunan and Jiangxi provinces. It was a long and arduous trip, and Mao had only a thousand men when he reached sanctuary in these rugged, heavily forested heights and protected valleys. Another Communist leader, Zhu De, and his six hundred men joined Mao in the spring of 1928. In these forbidding heights, Mao brought together revolutionaries and “floating elements” of Chinese society, including bandits and other disaffected persons. Mao recognized the revolutionary potential of such people, alienated from conventional society because of harsh taxation and exploitation.3

In the Jinggangshan Mao worked on his idea of how to win the revolution. With the help of Zhu De, he laid the foundation for a new kind of army with a new kind of soldier. This army over time came to be as democratic as a hierarchical command structure can be. Unlike other armies, there was no distinct officers’ corps separated by class and education from the men. There were no ranks, no insignia. Men became leaders by demonstrating their ability. Men addressed commanders by their job titles, like “comrade platoon commander” or “comrade company commander.” Officers did not beat or mistreat the men. Everyone lived together, ate the same food, and dressed alike. The Red Army actively proselyted soldiers from opposing forces, and because treatment was better in the Red Army, many men deserted to it. The Red cadres or party leadership groups forbade soldiers seizing food or property from the peasants. They punished rape, robbery, and violence harshly. The Communist soldier came to be seen by the people as a friend, not, as was often the case of warlord or KMT soldiers, as a plague.

In July 1928, Mao Zedong and Zhu De moved to Ruijin, 120 miles southeast in the Wuyi Mountains on the Jiangxi-Fujian border. There they set up a tiny soviet government. Other Reds created smaller rural bases in other out-of-the-way places. Mao and Zhu developed a self-sufficient territory that relied little upon guidance from Moscow or the party leaders, who had moved to secret headquarters in Shanghai.

The forces of Mao and Zhu De withstood several attempts by Chiang Kai-shek to destroy them. But in 1934, the Communist leadership insisted on abandoning the highly effective guerrilla tactics that Mao had developed. These tactics drew Nationalist troops deep into the mountains, where the Reds isolated individual units and destroyed them. This caused the remaining Nationalist forces to withdraw in haste. Instead, the Communist leadership ordered direct attacks against invading KMT forces.4

The directive came from Otto Braun, an agent of the Kremlin. He was a German who had served in World War I and had graduated from the Frunze Military Academy in the Soviet Union. Braun fancied himself a military expert, and he poured scorn on Mao’s guerrilla methods. The time had come, Braun insisted, for the Red Army to fight a conventional war. This called for direct frontal attacks. Peng Dehuai, one of Mao’s principal field commanders, fiercely opposed Braun’s orders, but the Communist leadership overruled him.

Braun decided it was crucial to hold Guangchang, at the northern edge of the soviet, about fifty miles north of Ruijin. He moved a large portion of the Red forces to the town and ordered the troops to build field fortifications. Kuomintang aircraft and artillery quickly flattened the fortifications. Peng lost one thousand men the first day, and argued heatedly to withdraw the entire force. Braun again vetoed his proposal, and ordered a direct attack into the heart of KMT artillery and machine gun fire. Peng lost four thousand men dead and twenty thousand wounded. This crippled the Red Army.

There was now nothing to do but abandon the Ruijin soviet. On October 16, 1934, most of the remaining Communists, 72,000 in the Red Army and 14,500 officials, civilians, wives of important leaders, and government workers, broke through a thinly held KMT barricade about seventy-five miles southwest of Ruijin. The “long march” had begun. Moving west, mainly at night along paths and trails, the Reds were able to get past Chiang’s forces. By the time he was aware of the escape, Chiang was unable to concentrate any of his four hundred thousand troops in the path of the Communist retreat.

The Reds’ original plan was to find refuge in a small soviet in the mountains of northwestern Hunan province, around Sangzhi. Chiang figured out this intention, and concentrated half of his forces to block this northern movement and the other half to press on the rear of the retreating Red Army. Zhu De, the senior Red commander, realized he must get out of this trap, and ordered an all-out flight to the north-flowing Xiang River, some 250 miles west of Ruijin. The Reds had to get across this barrier before turning north toward Sangzhi.

The leading elements of the Red Army reached the Xiang on November 26, 1934. But the civilians who were carrying much of the equipment and records were far slower. This gave Chiang the opportunity to close in on the rear guard of the Red Army and destroy one of its divisions, about twenty-five hundred men. With KMT forces converging on the Xiang crossing site, Zhu De held all combat elements east of the river for three days to allow the noncombatants to get across. Kuomintang cannon and aircraft exacted terrible losses on the defending Communists, including the loss of another entire division of twenty-five hundred men.

The Red Army was now in desperate straits. The Chinese leadership was extremely angry at Otto Braun and other Kremlin advisers, blaming them for the debacle. The army was down to nearly half the force that had broken out of the Ruijin soviet, and the Communists appeared to be in a hopeless situation. To the north a large KMT army blocked movement toward Sangzhi. To the south into Guangxi province lay the certainty of attacks from all sides and a cul-de-sac from which there was no escape. To the west the prospect was almost as bad: the extremely formidable and steep heights of Laoshan (“Old Mountain”) and the Five Ridges, a lofty, almost trackless extension of the Nan Ling range in northern Guangxi.

This was the critical moment when Mao Zedong exerted decisive leadership. He saw that the only way the Communist movement could survive was for the remaining people in the Red Army to cast off every nonessential piece of equipment and weapon, to form a lean core of determined partisans, and to climb over Old Mountain and the Five Ridges and to emerge into Guizhou province, where KMT forces were weak and scattered. From Guizhou, the Red Army could march either to Sangzhi in northwest Hunan or to a small Red sanctuary led by Zhang Guotao in northeastern Sichuan province.

The Red leaders realized Mao was right. The remaining army threw away all of their heavy equipment and records, keeping only rifles, machine guns, grenades, and a few mortars that could be broken down and carried on their backs. The leaders merged civilians and soldiers into one force and turned toward Old Mountain. The path in places was no more than two feet wide and was so steep that climbers often could see the soles of the shoes of the person ahead. By the time the Red Army descended to Liping, in the lower country of Guizhou on December 13, 1934, many brave men had fallen along the way, but all the timorous and less courageous had gone as well. What was left was the heart of the Communist movement, about forty thousand men and women.

Now began a dramatic series of marches, first to Zunyi in northern Guizhou province on January 7, 1935. There, on January 15, twenty Red leaders sat down for a three-day conference. Under the direction of Mao Zedong, the Communist Party abandoned its doctrinaire Marxist policies, dictated by the Kremlin, and adopted a purely Chinese policy of championing the cause of the peasants and the few urban industrial workers (1 percent of China’s population). Mao seized full control of the movement at Zunyi. But the reason was not the new ideology, which most of the Chinese supported, but his demonstrated brilliance in military matters. The Red leadership realized that it could survive only if directed by Mao.

Now began several attempts to cross the Yangtze River southwest of Chongqing in order to get into Sichuan. But Chiang blocked all these efforts. Mao turned back south and aimed at the Guizhou capital of Guiyang. This drew all the Nationalist forces on a false scent. Once clear of danger, Mao veered the Red Army abruptly west and struck 250 miles into Yunnan province, aiming at the great bend of the upper Yangtze, the Golden Sands at Jiaopingdu, a caravan crossing for a thousand years. Chiang knew of this crossing as well as the Communists did, and concentrated a large force on the north bank to block the way.

But, on Mao’s orders, one of his
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