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  CHAPTER ONE
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  My First Year Behind Bars


  I’ve grown a bit tired of the kind of autobiography that begins at the beginning and ends at the end. So mine starts in the middle. The most interesting part of my life, I’m afraid, is when I was arrested in 1968 and imprisoned for three years.


  The Cultural Revolution was the most destructive social upheaval modern China has endured. My wife and I were arrested and thrown into prison as suspected spies of this or that foreign power. Our home was broken up. My sixteen-year-old daughter was sent to the grasslands of Inner Mongolia, while my son, barely eight years old, had to be left behind with my mother, who lived on a meager pension. Our home was ransacked three times by different Red Guard factions. There was, however, one thing I was grateful for: the time I spent in prison taught me more about China’s true state of affairs than I have learned during the rest of my life.


  I was sent to several prisons during those three years, and I was quite naughty, appointing myself to try to help other prisoners because it was clear to me that at least ninety percent of them were people who were falsely accused and never should have been arrested in the first place. I watched many prisoners take their own lives or go insane, and I became determined that that would not happen to me. I decided I would use my time in prison to learn as much as I could from the other prisoners’ backgrounds and experiences, and that I would survive by using my wits and my sense of humor. Prison became an exercise in anthropology, and a kind of intriguing and amusing game.


  I think if there is a higher purpose in writing this memoir, it is this: to reveal that a life that might be considered full of misery or make others feel sorry for you is not at all what I experienced. People have a natural tendency to prefer something more pleasant. Even the caveman invented games to amuse himself. That’s what I did, too. And if this autobiography is worth reading or writing, it is partially for that: to explain how to spend one’s time pleasantly in prison during the Cultural Revolution . . . one of those how-to books.


  Kites to Cuffs: My Arrest


  My imprisonment began on the evening of April 28, 1968. By that time, we had been in the Cultural Revolution for two years. We actors at the Beijing People’s Art Theatre had formed our own so-called combat groups, which seemed the best way to protect ourselves from the cascading attacks of the era. The one I was in was called Smiling Among the Flowers (congzhong xiao), a line taken from Mao Zedong’s poem “Plum Blossom.”1 Our group consisted of a dozen seasoned actors. For one reason or another, these actors were never in the limelight or publicly acclaimed, though everyone in the theatre business knew that they were the backbone of the company, without whom none of the popular pieces in our repertoire could have been staged. One youngster had a questionable family background because his father was overseas in Japan. My own father was in an even more objectionable place, Taiwan, so we were both vulnerable to criticism that they were spies. Since the beginning of the Cultural Revolution, the question of family background or one’s “roots” had been emphasized, so all of us were careful to keep a low profile. Little did we expect that such behavior would earn our group a new nickname, the Old Sportsmen.


  This nickname did not have the humorous connotation it appears to have. The trouble is, the word “sport” (yundong) could also mean “movement” in modern Chinese political jargon. So Old Sportsmen actually meant we were a group of old-timers who were experienced in analyzing political trends and avoiding pitfalls with dexterity, even though we were inevitably at the wrong end of whatever “movement” was the rage at the time.


  Now, in the spring of 1968, all of us Old Sportsmen were unanimous in our assessment of the current movement—the Cultural Revolution, which had begun in 1966. Judging by all the rules of the past, the movement should have been coming to an end. To us old-timers, all the signs of the movement’s end were in sight. In fact, editorials from the few approved newspapers still in circulation during the past month or so were advocating the line that we should not regard every cadre (party official) as a confirmed “capitalist roader” (zouzipai)—some of them could be salvaged and made to serve the revolution in the future. Since capitalist roaders had been the main target of the Cultural Revolution, such a new rendering of the jargon could only mean that the light at the end of the tunnel was getting brighter. Little did we imagine the Cultural Revolution was going to last another eight years.


  By some unforeseen turn of events, the seafood market was full of delicacies that year. Apparently, up until then, all the best catch had to be handed in to the state in order to be exported for much-sought-after foreign currency. After more than two years of the Cultural Revolution, the fishermen finally woke up to the fact that government inspectors had been stripped of their authority and it was up to the fishermen to decide how to dispose of their goods. The irony of the situation was that during a nationwide purge to stamp out capitalism we were actually enjoying some kind of a market economy. My wife, Wu Shiliang, was pleased, and we invited a couple of friends over to enjoy a feast.


  The two friends belonged, of course, to the same “combat group” as I. We even made the pretense of drawing up another big character poster to justify the gathering.2 I can’t remember what the purpose of the poster was supposed to be—probably to denounce someone or some policy that was bringing the whole country back to all the evils of capitalism (something we hadn’t had a taste of for decades). By this time in the Cultural Revolution, we had worked out a routine for our combat group that seemed to meet the demands of the situation, and we were feeling quite smug about it. Every week or so, we would produce some kind of poster commenting on the current events and the latest injunctions from the party center. No one paid the slightest attention to what we were trying to say. By this time, the entire theatre company, like every other institution, had organized itself into combat groups of various sizes, some with a membership of only two combatants. In order to survive, these little groups affiliated themselves with the two major groups, who were constantly at odds with each other, trying to prove their own superior revolutionary qualifications. The more radical of the two factions called itself “the rebels” and labeled the other faction “the loyalists.” Since we did not wish to be mixed up with either faction, we always signed our big character posters with a name of our own—“The Amused”—which did not amuse either side and repeatedly exposed us to further attack.3


  The question remained, however, of what to do with our idle time in a period when it was impossible to perform onstage and the theatre remained closed. It’s all very well to stay aloof from the factional squabbles, but we still wanted to know what was happening in the world and how to cope with the new directives from the Central Cultural Revolution Group. Suddenly, one of us remembered that as kids we used to enjoy making and flying kites, a favorite pastime in Beijing. Since we would certainly not be missed in the theatre company, it seemed a brilliant idea to pick up our childhood hobby once again. We went about it in earnest, too. One was assigned the job of going out to buy the necessary raw materials: much to our delight, we discovered the ideal paper—tough but thin—for our purpose. (The paper was produced originally for more erudite uses, namely calligraphy and traditional Chinese painting.) We acquired stems of bamboo next, and prepared to splice them for making kite frames. Watercolors and painting brushes were easy to get: they were actually sold everywhere because everyone needed them for political posters. Our greatest discovery, however, was the nylon twine that was so much better than the cotton twine we had used as children. We chose one of the members of our group to design and direct the others. He proved to be a true connoisseur, and we made some of the best kites I’ve ever seen. Finally we were ready for our debut.


  After much deliberation, we decided to launch them in Tiananmen Square, a vast space with no electrical wires to get in the way. The first outing was a great success, and soon we became a popular part of the milieu. Beijingers, easygoing and tolerant by nature, enjoyed watching the kites and we were even applauded one day for bringing new designs. Not long ago, I passed through Tiananmen Square to attend a meeting and saw the square full of kite flyers—so our tradition has continued to this day.


  I remember that on that fateful evening, Wu Shiliang and I were dining with fellow actors from our theatre who belonged to our combat group, and we were eating conchs. We had been flying kites earlier that day and I remember we were all feeling content because the people watching us in Tiananmen Square seemed quite carefree. The conchs, moreover, tasted wonderful and we all felt more confident than ever that the Cultural Revolution was coming to an end. Just then the doorbell rang.


  I told my friends about how the local children had unscrewed the bell button and taken it away as a free toy, forcing me to run all over town to find replacements until I discovered that a coin inserted in the right place worked just as well. We all had a good laugh. I assumed the visitor was another friend coming by to visit. I had had a few drinks with the conchs and felt warm enough to go answer the outer door in my shirt sleeves.


  I was surprised to see two strangers smiling at me. Then I noticed that more than a dozen neighbors were sitting on tiny stools a few feet away. Some of them, those with unimpeachable family backgrounds, had new red arm-bands pinned to their sleeves. All of them looked rather stern. I did not give it much thought. Ever since some of the more zealous of the rebels from the theatre company had come and ransacked my house on the pretext of getting rid of remnant articles from the old society (which might include anything from old snapshots to old books and various bric-a-brac), my neighbors had dropped their former friendliness and tried to avoid me. If nobody else was around, most of them would still behave as usual, but as they were in a crowd now, I couldn’t expect that from them. The two strangers asked for my name and then, quite courteously, invited me to go with them to the local police station as they had a few points to verify. Since I only had my shirt on, I asked to go and fetch a coat. They assured me that the station was just around the corner, and I would be back in no time. So, without telling my wife or any of our guests, I left with them.


  As the evening air was getting to be a little brisk, I turned down my rolled-up sleeves. The two strangers were on either side of me, and I felt the cuff of each sleeve held by the tips of their fingers. This was the first moment I suspected something was wrong.


  There was a car waiting for us. They managed to maneuver me into it, again one on either side. I blurted out, “Didn’t you say it was just around the corner?”


  Their noncommittal answer was, “It’s so much easier by car.”

  “What is it you want to verify?” I asked.


  “You’ll know soon enough,” was the reply, only this time their voices carried more authority.


  In about five minutes we arrived, and I was told to get out of the car. By this time, the courteous smiles had totally disappeared. I was told to go forward, turn left, or turn right by the two men, who took care to stay behind me, out of my sight. In the years to come, this became the routine way to take me from place to place, and I became so used to it that I eventually felt positively uncomfortable when I walked with anyone side by side. We walked through a small courtyard and I was instructed to pass through a doorway. As soon as I entered, the room was suddenly ablaze with floodlights. Momentarily the spotlights, flashes of cameras, and other sources of incandescence blinded me. Someone expertly handcuffed me and I was forced to sign my name on a document, on the dotted line. I was in a daze during all these proceedings. All I remembered was that there were a lot of flash photos taken and the thought that flitted across my mind was, “They really take me seriously . . . ”


  Next, I was unceremoniously hauled off and sandwiched between two new strangers in a different car. The strangers were in army uniforms this time. It was only months later that I learned these people were not really soldiers of the People’s Liberation Army, but were former policemen who had themselves been politically disgraced and had lost whatever prestige they enjoyed before the Cultural Revolution, and thus took refuge in PLA uniforms. This was still a time when even a PLA cap or some discarded PLA uniform jacket carried a lot of weight. By this time I was already handcuffed and the two men in uniform each had a hand on the back of my head to keep it down. I had regained some of my wits and realized they did not want me to recognize our destination, but I sensed where we were going. I knew Beijing too well.


  I could make out that we were heading south, far from the center of the city, past Tiananmen Square, past the usually bustling downtown Qianmen thoroughfare and then, turning west, into the southwest corner of Beijing, but still within the outer ancient city walls. Staring at the army boots on either side of me, I came to the conclusion this was not just a kidnapping by a rival faction, but the real thing—what we usually referred to as the “dictatorship of the proletariat.” Old habits die hard: even in the predicament I was in, I could not help trying to figure out what kind of car I had been taken hostage in. I decided it was an old vintage Buick, something quite rare for Beijing in those days. Why did they use such a car? Was there some hidden significance in the choice? I never did find out.


  Needless to say, one question above all occupied my thoughts: Why was I being arrested?


  At the time, my mind was still full of the Cultural Revolution and the factional infighting at the theatre company. I had always known that the rebels never trusted me, and no matter how hard I tried to stay out of their controversy with the loyalists, they persisted in thinking that I was the loyalists’ strategist behind the scenes. But the movement had been going on for two years now, and they had had plenty of time to do their mischief. So why wait until now?


  As the car sped onward to the west, I suddenly remembered something that had happened about a year earlier. Three or four PLA servicemen were sent to the theatre company, calling themselves the Team for the Propagation of Mao Zedong Thought and claiming leadership of the company by authority of the newly formed Municipal Party Committee of Beijing. All members of the company were organized into “study groups” and leaders were appointed to each. Similar teams had been sent to the other professional theatre, opera, and song and dance companies as well. The “study sessions” they organized required that everyone sit together every day and air their views. As people had nothing better to say than how they welcomed the Cultural Revolution, or how it was high time all the “baddies” were uprooted from the ranks of the party, it soon became extremely boring. There was nothing we could do but endure it. So, more than two hundred people, including actors, directors, set designers, stagehands, box office workers, ushers, and even the bus drivers had to crowd themselves into a hall to hear the rigmarole repeated ad infinitum.


  One day the leader of the team stood up and exhorted us: “The reason our study sessions have become dull and repetitive is because we have forgotten Comrade Lin Biao’s teachings, ‘In training for battle, I want to see your bayonet draw blood.’” Actually, the way the team leader put it was, “Your bayonet must see red!” It sounded pretty gruesome when applied to the battlefield, but he was talking about theoretical debates.


  He expounded his doctrine further: “After the proletariat has seized power, its central mission is not to build up the country, but to continue class struggle. This mission is distorted and adulterated by a number of leaders in power. Our task is to unmask these leaders and crush them. The only ones to see through their diabolical conspiracy are the Great Helmsman and the ‘leftist’ leaders who support him. It is therefore our duty now to unearth these villains, not merely to repeat what is written in
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