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Prologue

This book is about my mother and myself – and inevitably also about my grandmother and my father. Our stories are dramatic partly because they have been taking place in China in the last hundred and twenty or so years, when the country has been turned upside down many times by tempestuous changes. But equally importantly, my parents and my grandmother were extraordinary people who swam against the tide, and so ran into bigger waves. Born into such a family, I was thrown into an eventful life.

Many years ago I told our stories in Wild Swans: Three Daughters of China. The book begins with my grandmother’s birth in 1909 – and her foot-binding as an infant – when China was under the last emperor, moves through Mao Zedong’s rule (1949–76), especially its last decade, the horrendous Cultural Revolution during which my parents were subjected to painful ordeals, and finishes in 1978 when Deng Xiaoping officially ended the Mao era and started the ‘reforms’ – and I, at that propitious juncture, became one of the first Chinese to leave Communist China for the West.

The year 1978 was a watershed moment. Since then nearly another half a century has gone by, and China has risen from a decrepit and isolated state to a global power, challenger to the United States’ number-one position. In those decades, although I have been living in London, my life has been entwined with my native land. My mother lives there, so I visited her almost every year, until recently when the political climate made this impossible. I travelled around the country to research my books, including Wild Swans, a biography of Mao (co-authored with my husband Jon Halliday), and that of Empress Dowager Cixi (1835–1908), the last great imperial ruler who brought medieval China into the modern age. Most of those researches were conducted while my books were (and are) banned. My experiences dealing with the regime in those years were rich and revealing.

China is now at another watershed moment: Chairman Xi Jinping worships Mao and seeks to build a Maoist state with capitalist features. This new Xi era is greatly affecting the lives of my mother and me. I felt the time had come to write a follow-up to Wild Swans, to pick up where I left off and bring the story of my family – along with that of China – up to date.
 
My father and my grandmother died tragically in the Cultural Revolution, which I wrote about in Wild Swans. They have stayed in my mind and so are often recalled in this book. In fact, the past has never been far away in my subsequent life. It has shaped me, and moulded present-day China, and what’s more, it promises to herald the future.

I have called this book Fly, Wild Swans as a tribute to my mother, whose deathbed I am unable to visit. She has given me wings so I can take to the sky and be free. It is so much thanks to her that today I live freely and write freely.






1

Childhood in Mao’s China

(1952–66)

‘You are a good Communist, but a rotten husband!’ my mother said tearfully, her hands cradling her round stomach that was bursting out of her shirt made of locally produced rough cotton. Underneath her hand and inside her stomach, I was kicking and stretching, ready to pop out. It was March 1952, over two years after the Communist Party had seized China from the Kuomintang (the Nationalist Party) in late 1949. Both my parents were Communists, my mother fairly new to the Party and my father a veteran. In fact, he was the governor of the region where they were, Yibin, which was a prefecture of southwest China’s Sichuan province and covered over five thousand square miles.

My father was born in 1921 in the region’s capital, also called Yibin, a two-thousand-year-old hill city nestled against green, misty, tea-growing mountains. At its feet, two rivers, the crystal-clear Minjiang and the soil-laden Golden Sand, join up to form China’s longest river, the Yangtze.

Being born by the side of the great river up the hill in an ancient city may sound romantic, but it was the source of my mother’s bitter feelings towards my father. Doctors had pronounced that my birth would be exceedingly difficult with a high probability of a haemorrhage and that I could die during delivery and drag my mother to the other world with me. They had advised that she be transferred to a hospital in a larger city, where there were proper facilities and specialist obstetricians. And yet my father had refused to accept their advice.

To be transferred from Yibin to a bigger city was neither routine nor easy, but it was not impossible. As the governor, my father could say the word and my mother would be moved to the best hospital in the region. He declined to give the order. He said he could not authorise special treatment for his wife, as the Communists had vowed to end nepotism.

My father had joined the Communist underground in Yibin in 1938, when he was seventeen, while working as an assistant in a bookshop. He had lived through hunger and injustice and was easily persuaded by the left-wing books he read that the Communists would be better than the Kuomintang. In particular, my father took their pledge to eliminate corruption, which to him was the root of all the evils of the old China, most seriously, and since becoming governor had gone out of his way to deny ‘favours’ to his own family: his mother, sisters, brothers and relatives. One of his cousins, Big Uncle, had asked for a recommendation for a job in the box office of a local cinema. My father told him to go through the official channels. An older brother working for a tea-broker – Yibin is one of China’s major tea-producing areas – was put up for promotion as a manager. It fell on my father to clear the promotion, and he vetoed it, arguing that his brother was not capable enough and that he would not have been put forward if he had not been the governor’s brother. My father’s whole family was incensed; my mother exploded: ‘You don’t have to help him, but you don’t have to block him either!’ His brother never spoke to him again.

My mother was devastated by my father’s refusal to move her to a properly equipped hospital. At first she thought that he did not care whether she, or their baby, lived or died. Gradually she persuaded herself that my father had had no choice. If he had ordered her to be transferred, people in Yibin would have said the Communists were no different from all the old governments and were only in power to benefit their families. But her mood was only transformed into one of joy when, surrounded by nervous doctors, I miraculously came out of her body a healthy baby, weighing over ten pounds, with her unharmed.

My mother believed in the Party, too. Ten years my father’s junior, she had already been a member of the Communist underground before she was sixteen. Her city, Jinzhou, was in Manchuria in northeast China, 1,500 miles from Yibin. It had been under Japanese occupation until 1945 when Japan surrendered at the end of the Second World War. The Kuomintang government under Chiang Kai-shek took over, but my mother quickly became disenchanted with it, after its intelligence agents killed her school friends, one for bringing into the city a pamphlet written by Mao. After her then boyfriend was arrested and tortured, she sought out the Communist underground. Among the things she did for them was to smuggle military information out of Jinzhou to Mao’s army in the outskirts. At the time Mao was wrestling with Chiang Kai-shek for control of China.

My father was in the besieging army, and heard a lot about my mother, ‘that extraordinary seventeen-year-old girl’. He imagined her to be like a fire-breathing dragon, and was pleasantly surprised when they finally met after the Communists seized Jinzhou in 1948 and my mother came to report to him. In front of him, in a simple, faded blue gown, was a tall, slender and graceful young woman, pretty and soft-spoken. In his world, crude manners and loud shouting epitomised being ‘revolutionary’, and my mother appeared like a breath of fresh air. My father noticed that though she was gentle, she was never meek; she gave firm commands without raising her voice, and talked in a clear and precise way, never rambling. My father was bowled over. My mother was very taken with him, too. Although he did not have a soldierly bearing, thin in his baggy green army uniform and shorter than her, my mother was immediately attracted by his unusually big, dreamy eyes, and thought he looked like a poet. They fell in love, married, and marched with the Communist army from Manchuria south to Yibin, where, while my father was the governor, my mother became the head of the city’s Youth League.

My mother was popular with the young people she worked with – and much loved by my father’s large, extended family. On the day she was introduced to his mother, tradition demanded she perform a kowtow to her mother-in-law. My father said kowtowing was a degrading custom which the Communists were committed to abolishing, and he would not kowtow to anyone. My mother said she would, telling him that doing so would make the Communists look more human. She wanted to please her mother-in-law, and she also had a flair for performance. After she went down on her knees and put her head on the floor three times, everybody laughed in delight. My mother then went on a kowtow spree, and followed my father’s unmarried sister, Aunt Junying, into the family’s large and beautiful back garden to do dozens of kowtows to the trees and shrubs. The women in my father’s family were devout Buddhists, and believed that all plants were alive with souls and would appreciate gestures of friendship. Although she had not been raised as a Buddhist, my mother was delighted by this ritual. She had grown up in the pharmacy of her stepfather, Dr Xia, a renowned practitioner of Chinese medicine, which was largely plant-based. She became acquainted with all kinds of plants, and believed in their healing powers. They were like family treasures to her. Chatting about them fondly and knowledgeably with my father’s nature-loving family, my mother won their hearts at the first meeting.

So when I was born, all the adults in the family wanted me to be like my mother, and gave me the name Er-hong – ‘Second Wild Swan’ – as my mother’s name, Xia De-hong, contains the character for ‘wild swan’, hong. This character evokes the image of a large, beautiful and strong bird that flies long distances across the sky over great mountains and rivers. My father loved the image associated with the character, and addressed my mother in his letters to her: ‘My beloved Wild Swan’.

My mother knew my father loved her. A year after I was born, when she was in hospital again giving birth to my brother Jinming, her boss and friend, a Mrs Ting (Zhang Xiting), a woman with a willowy figure and flirtatious repartee, tried to seduce my father, and he rebuffed her in no uncertain terms. He knew that Mrs Ting was determined and could try again, but more worryingly that she was a vindictive person who would go to extraordinary lengths to persecute people who crossed her, with the help of her husband, who was the head of personnel in Yibin. Terrified that she might harm my mother, who worked under her, my father took the earliest available train to Chengdu, capital of Sichuan, and, after a day’s travelling north, he went straight to the governor of the province and asked to be given another job. He did not mention Mrs Ting, but cited the difficulties of working in his hometown with too many relatives. He then waited in Chengdu, and sent my mother telegrams urging her to leave as soon as possible. This was why I, at the age of one, moved to Chengdu in June 1953, when my brother Jinming was a month old, and my mother’s traditionally mandatory period of postnatal convalescence was over. She took me and my elder sister, Xiaohong, leaving Jinming behind with my father’s family as he was considered too young to travel.

Chengdu, the capital of several ancient kingdoms, became my home for the next twenty-five years. It sits on a fertile plain which, thanks to a great irrigation system constructed around 256 BC, is known throughout China as the Land of Abundance (Tian-fu-zhi-guo). The city was rich in culture and for centuries had been a hub of activity for several religious beliefs: Daoism, Buddhism and Confucianism. In the numerous courtyards that lined its alleyways, hibiscus trees with large pink flowers thrived in the temperate climate and made Chengdu the City of Hibiscus. In the centre of town stood the old palace, shaped like the Forbidden City in Beijing, its magnificent gate tower similar to Tiananmen Gate. It was often called Little Beijing. Marco Polo had been here in the thirteenth century and written about its prosperity – and its silk production. Chengdu is known as the City of Silk, and the river that flows across it is the Silk River, Jinjiang, in whose many meandering tributaries people used to wash the weaving instruments. Making silk was a way of life – even I took part when I was a child. One of my early memories was of gathering armfuls of mulberry leaves, feeling their fluffy underside, and feeding them to silkworms in large flat baskets several times a day. I watched the baby caterpillars eating hungrily, growing fat quickly, and before long from each of their plump little mouths a barely visible thread starting to emerge and spin round the caterpillar itself – until in no time a cocoon was formed. A long, fine silk fibre would be extracted from inside the cocoon and wound onto a hand reel. I remember trying to pull a thread, only to see it break in my clumsy fingers.

Chengdu was also famous for its cuisine. It had numerous restaurants, many with distinctive specialities and fanciful names. As a child I was mesmerised by those names but rarely went to any. Communist officials were strongly discouraged from visiting restaurants, which the Party identified with a hedonistic lifestyle. This was no small sacrifice for my mother who loved food, and hankered after the dishes that she, from Manchuria, had never tasted.

My father was made the deputy director of a major department in the Sichuan Provincial Party Committee, the Department of Public Affairs, which managed education, health, sports, publications and art institutions of the province (Sichuan was the size of France with sixty million people). My mother became the director of the Department of Public Affairs in the Eastern District of Chengdu, looking after similar things but on a lower level. We moved into ‘the compound’, a large enclosure that incorporated several former streets and included the Second World War US Army club. Most top officials worked and lived there, with their families. There were guards at the gate, gardeners to maintain the grounds, excellent chefs and a fleet of cars with drivers.

My mother was not entitled to a car and rode to work every day by bicycle. Except for Sundays, she and my father were seldom at home before we children went to bed. We were effectively brought up by my maternal grandma, Yang Yufang, who had come from Manchuria to live with us. Then in her forties, she looked very different from my mother. While my mother wore a sort of Communist uniform for female officials at the time, the so-called ‘Lenin jacket’, which was double-breasted and tucked in at the waist – a foreign style – my grandma was always clothed in a traditional cotton top with knot buttons on the side, all of which she made herself. She made her own cotton shoes, too, for her ‘bound feet’, which looked very small, narrow and pointed, and on which she hobbled rather than walked like my mother. She would frown from time to time as she steadied herself while walking, but her eyes, very bright, always seemed to be smiling.

My grandma made our family life tranquil and loving. She forbade my parents from telling us off at mealtime (‘No criticisms when they are eating. They won’t be able to digest their food properly’), and made sure that if my parents had an argument, it was never in front of us. I can only recall one row between my parents, one evening when I was about nine. I did not know what it was about, but heard my father shouting and my mother challenging him vehemently in her customary soft voice, yet uncharacteristically in tears. I felt so frightened that I closed the mosquito net over my bed to try to hide myself. But the net was too flimsy, and I burst out, not crying but bizarre, intense nervous giggling. ‘Er-hong is laughing!’ cried my father as he stomped past my bed, looking flabbergasted, and I think that may have put an end to their row, as my mother raced over and folded her arms around me. Throughout my childhood, I felt nothing but love from my parents, who never uttered a harsh word to me. Even their rare criticisms were carefully worded and delicately delivered, as if I were an adult whose feelings they must not hurt.

I went to school when I was six in 1958. I walked, always with friends, twenty minutes there, and twenty minutes back for lunch; and did the same in the afternoon. The route was mostly alleyways, and on the narrow pavements cabbages and other leaves were laid out to dry for making preserved vegetables (which I loved). The stretch I liked most was along the Imperial Canal, a two-thousand-metre moat surrounding the old palace. Although the palace was largely gone by the time I started school, some ruins remained, and the moat was intact, its green water fresh and clear next to willows and camphor trees on the banks.

My parents’ faith in their Party was shattered during the Great Famine between 1958 and 1961, when some forty million people died of starva
tion. Though they did not know the full scale of the famine or the cause of the catastrophe, they knew enough to realise that it was man-made and the responsibility of their Party. Unlike in the past when they had found reasons to excuse the Party, this time the Party was unforgivable. I remember my father once said to me out of the blue – which I now think was him talking to himself – ‘Why did we make revolution in the first place? We made revolution because people were starving. We wanted to give people a full stomach.’ I was startled by the agitation in his voice and on his face. Later I learned that he wrote a letter to Mao to voice his views, which was the only thing one could do to influence policy; but he was persuaded to withdraw the letter by the provincial governor, who was a friend, and who reminded him of the likely disastrous consequences for his family. A sense of guilt weighed on my father – on him more than on my mother because he identified more closely with the Party, whereas she had had reservations and kept a psychological distance.

My mother’s disillusionment had come almost as soon as Mao’s army entered her city and she encountered the real Party, an organisation so different from her own group of partisans. She was astonished to realise that the wonderful things she had dreamed of – equality, kind treatment of women, and comradely warmth – were not there. The biggest shock came when, aged eighteen, she left Jinzhou to travel with my father to his hometown Yibin over a thousand miles to the south. As a senior official, my father was assigned a jeep; but my mother, without a high rank, had to walk. My father would not give her a lift because that would be deemed ‘nepotism’, and my mother – both of them, for that matter – would be reprimanded if she got into his car. One night, after a whole day of trudging and carrying her bedroll, feeling utterly exhausted and sick all the time, she burst into tears while trying to sleep on the ground of a temple where her group were packed close together. My father was lying next to her, and he hurriedly cupped her mouth with his hand, whispering that she must not let people hear her cry. But some did and complained to the group leader, who told her off the next day, saying that she had behaved like ‘a precious lady from the exploiting classes’, and was ‘disgraceful to cry after walking a few steps’. Of course, no one, not even my mother herself, knew that she was pregnant. Soon afterwards she suffered a miscarriage and lost her first child.

She nearly died and contemplated leaving the Party to study medicine, her ambition before she got married. My father was so alarmed that he begged her almost in panic not to quit, telling her it would be treated as desertion and dealt with accordingly. From his reaction, my mother realised that once you joined the Party, there was no exit (a crucial fact that kept the Party going). She stayed on, persuading herself to accept the Party’s point of view, but she was never as wholeheartedly committed as my father.

As their devotion to the Party waned, my parents stopped working so hard and spent most evenings at home. They checked their children’s homework and took turns to give us extra tuition. My mother taught us maths, and my father coached us in Chinese language and literature. On those evenings my siblings and I were allowed into my father’s study, lined from floor to ceiling with thick hardbacks and thread-bound Chinese classics. We had to wash our hands before we touched his books and were told never to turn the pages near the binding as it could tear the leaves.

Apart from academic excellence, what my parents wanted most from us was to grow up with moral principles. While my sister and I both had names with my mother as a model – my sister’s name, Xiaohong, meant ‘to be like’ Mother – each of my brothers was given a name that represented our parents’ aspirations. The character Zhi, meaning ‘upright’, was given to Jinming; Pu, ‘genuine’, to Xiaohei; and Fang, ‘incorruptible’, to Xiaofang. My father’s own name, Chang Shou-yu, reflected his dedication to those ideals. His original name had been quite different. When he joined the Communists, he took a nom de guerre, Wang Yu, with ‘Yu’ meaning ‘foolish’, because people who adopted those principles were often regarded as being ‘foolish’. (Wang was the surname.) When he returned to Yibin, he reverted to his real surname, Chang, but called himself Shou-yu, meaning ‘Keep being a man who is considered foolish’.

I entered middle school in 1964 at the age of twelve. My school, the Number Four Middle School, was the best in Chengdu. It had been founded in 141 BC and was the oldest government-funded school in China. Housed in an old Confucian temple, it had a grand front gate that boasted sweeping roofs, stately red pillars and high thresholds of solid thick wood, to make the entrance more ceremonious. At the centre of the campus stood the grand temple itself. Although the statue of Confucius inside had been removed when the Communists took power, replaced by half a dozen ping-pong tables, it still had a grandeur, with massive wooden interior columns, two giant bronze incense burners down a flight of stone stairs, along with a pair of towering stone slabs engraved with Confucius’ teachings. As the approach to the temple, there had been a big empty square designed to create a sense of reverence. Now it contained the sports field and a two-storey classroom building, behind which was a large garden. A small canal ran across it, under three arched sandstone bridges decorated with carved miniature animals on top of the balustrades. I particularly loved the small wooded hill at the back of the campus, where, in biology lessons, we learned about the leaves and flowers. I was so riveted that I wanted to become a horticulturist – a plant hunter even, to discover new species.

In summer 1966, when I was fourteen, my life was turned upside down when Mao launched the Cultural Revolution. Like other children, I had grown up to regard Mao as God. There was a song we all learned to sing: ‘Father is close, Mother is close, but neither is as close as Chairman Mao.’ If we wanted to pledge what we said was true, we would declare: ‘I swear to Chairman Mao!’ So, when he called on young people to be Red Guards, his taskforce for the Cultural Revolution, it went without saying that we should do as Mao told us to. A Red Guard group was formed in my school, and it ordered everyone to stay on the campus to ‘make Revolution’. But I shied away from militant actions that the revolution demanded, and kept claiming illness to try to stay away from school. I was criticised for having too much ‘warm-feelingsism’, and was not allowed to join the Red Guards.

The school I loved had changed into a terrifying place ever since Mao stood on Tiananmen Gate and told the young people to ‘be violent’, and to ‘smash all things old’. The Confucian temple was wrecked, and a crowd gathered to pull down the giant stone slabs. Boys urinated in the bronze incense burners, which they had toppled. They went around campus waving iron bars and hammers to knock off the heads of the small statues. Gardens were trampled and battered. I heard that our elderly gardener – with whom I had chatted, as I had been fascinated by what he was doing – had been accused of being a ‘class enemy’, beaten up, and died. I cannot describe how frightened and repulsed I was. And there were more atrocities. One day all pupils were ordered to gather on the sports field to attend a ‘denunciation rally’, at which I saw a dozen or so of the school’s best teachers being hauled onto the platform. My English language teacher, an elderly man with courteous manners, was one of them; like the others, his head and upper body were forcefully pushed down, and his arms ferociously twisted behind his back into the so-called ‘jet plane’ position. On another day I was forced to watch my philosophy teacher being attacked in a classroom and made to beg for mercy by boys from my form because she had previously told them off dismissively in her lessons. One evening I was swept onto a truck to go on a ‘house raid’ after two female chiefs of a ‘neighbourhood committee’ had denounced a woman who they said was hiding a portrait of Chiang Kai-shek. In the house, I heard the woman’s blood-curdling screams as she was stripped half-naked and lashed by a pupil I knew with the brass buckle of a leather belt, the standard weapon of the Red Guards. On yet another evening, I caught sight of a vague figure falling out of an upstairs window. The Red Guards had divided the pupils into categories based on their family backgrounds. Those from the ‘good’ families were the ‘Reds’, and those from the ‘bad’ families were the ‘Blacks’. The ‘Reds’ were licensed to torment the ‘Blacks’. That evening a seventeen-year-old girl who had been classified as a ‘Black’, and had had her hair half shaven leaving grotesque bald patches, threw herself out of a window. That night in the dormitory, the moment I closed my eyes I saw a human form smeared with blood. The next day I asked the Red Guards of my class for sick leave and went home. I desperately wished I would never have to set foot in the school again.






2

My Brave Parents in the Cultural Revolution

(1966–78)

Home was no longer a refuge from the end of August 1966, when my father was taken into custody. That month atrocities like those in my school swept across China; in many places teachers were beaten to death. My father finally decided to speak up.

His sense of guilt at not voicing his opposition during the Great Famine had never left him, and now all the horrible things taking place were the last straw. He wrote to Mao asking him to stop the violence that was wrecking so many lives. My mother had tried to talk him out of writing, arguing that it was at best pointless and at worst suicidal. My father said that it was the only thing he could do. My mother said, ‘You don’t care about yourself. You have no concern for your wife. I accept that. But what about our children? . . . Do you want our children to become “Blacks”?’ My father replied, ‘I love my family. But I must do something this time.’ He asked my mother to divorce him and tell their children to disown him.

I was at home when my father was taken away, on the orders of the Sichuan Party bosses. My mother asked where he was being taken and was told that the Party had said ‘No one is to know.’ I walked with Father to the side gate of the compound, holding his hand. The long path was lined with grim-looking junior Party officials. My heart throbbed violently and seemed to be jumping out of my mouth. I felt my father’s hand twitching in agitation and stroked it with my other hand. Outside the gate, he was conducted into a waiting car and driven away.

As soon as Mother and I returned to our apartment, she hurriedly packed a few things to go to Beijing to appeal for Father’s release. I asked to go with her to the railway station. She agreed but did not explain anything, telling me that at fourteen I was too young to understand. I stayed with her overnight waiting for the train that would leave at dawn. Later she told me that she had wanted me to bear witness in case something happened to her, and I could also keep Grandma informed.

In Beijing my mother went to a ‘grievance office’. Chinese rulers throughout history had set up this type of offices for the population to lodge serious complaints, and the Communists continued the tradition. As my father was a senior official, and my mother was one of the very few spouses with the courage to go to Beijing to appeal, she was received by Vice-Premier Tao Zhu, who was one of the Party leaders at the time, before he was purged for his own opposition to the Cultural Revolution. Tao Zhu ordered the Sichuan Party to release my father.

Although I knew that disaster was befalling my family, I did not think of rejecting the Cultural Revolution. Despite my loathing for the horrors in my school, I never thought of refusing to join the Red Guards. Those were Mao’s orders, and to follow them was not open to question, just like to eat or to breathe. Such was the power of the brainwashing. So when I was told that all pupils who had not been admitted into the Red Guards could now be enrolled en masse on National Day, 1 October 1966, I returned to school and put on the red armband. By now the Red Guards had become a looser organisation, and virtually all my urban contemporaries were calling themselves Red Guards.

My membership lasted two weeks, till mid-October, when five girlfriends and I left Chengdu to go on a pilgrimage to Beijing to see Mao. My mother, having succeeded in getting my father freed, had returned home and was with Father. My family seemed to be all right, and I felt I could leave, as the pilgrimages might end soon.

Since August the regime had been encouraging young people to come to Beijing to be received by Mao – in a bid to stir up more frenzy for Mao’s deification. Food, accommodation and transport by train were all provided free of charge for the millions of travelling young people, involving colossal administrative work that was managed by Premier Zhou Enlai. Mao made eight public appearances on Tiananmen Square. On the day of our turn – Mao’s last show – the Great Helmsman stood in an open car driven along Chang’an Avenue across Tiananmen Square, passing by us and a million other youngsters who lined the avenue. (We had been informed about the review only the day before, after which we were not allowed out of the premises; and, as another safety precaution for Mao, we had all searched each other just before the rally for potential weapons, including keys.) When Mao’s car approached, the crowds jumped up and down blocking my view, so I only caught a glimpse of his back. For a moment I thought I should feel devastated, as we had been indoctrinated to regard seeing Mao as the purpose of our lives. But fanaticism was not in my nature, and the consciously worked-up despair vanished the next instant. After travelling for two months in extreme discomfort – packed trains, blocked toilets, hunger and cold, itchiness from lice and inflamed knees from rheumatism – I longed to get home, and have a bath.

I returned to Chengdu in December 1966 and from then on had no more to do with the Red Guards or my school. With the arrival of the new year, violence and atrocities accelerated. Mao, having used the young Red Guards to create immense terror across the country, now turned to his real targets and began to purge Party officials who he believed had stopped following him. Those officials were termed ‘Capitalist-roaders’. People from all walks of life were becoming Red Guards: workers, teachers, doctors, small officials . . . All subordinates were told to punish their bosses, as well as other designated victims. Brutal denunciation meetings became an everyday sight throughout the country.

My father was subjected to many such meetings at which he was beaten up repeatedly. He suffered more than most because he was not just accused of being a Capitalist-roader; he was condemned for having written to Mao to protest against the Cultural Revolution. He also defied the thugs who organised the meetings. At one, all the victims were ordered to kneel and kowtow and pledge loyalty to a huge portrait of Mao at the back of the platform. While the others did as they were told, my father refused. Thugs yelled at him, kicked his knees and yanked his hair to try to make him fall on his knees, but as soon as they let go, he fought to stand straight. Once during a fierce struggle, he cried out, ‘What kind of cultural revolution is this? There is nothing “cultural” about it. There is only savagery!’ ‘I am absolutely against it – even if it is led by Chairman Mao!’ Those were blasphemous words and brought my father more torture. Several of his ribs were broken and one eye was temporarily blinded.

My mother was also branded a Capitalist-roader, but because she had been a popular boss, always trying to help and protect people working under her, they more or less left her alone. She suffered instead at the hands of my father’s persecutors, who demanded that she denounce him. She refused, and was put through scores of denunciation meetings, at one of which she was made to kneel on broken glass – I remember helping my grandma pick out fragments of glass from her knees. My grandma made padded knee bands for her, as well as a waist band, to cushion her from the punches and kicks of the thugs who liked to aim for vulnerable parts of her body.

Children in condemned families were told to denounce their parents, and I knew children who changed their surnames to demonstrate that they were disowning their fathers. Some even joined in the beatings of their parents. But my family grew closer. As a child, witnessing my parents’ suffering and bravery, I loved and admired them intensely, and devoted myself to looking after them.

In March 1967, my father had a surprise visit from two old colleagues from Yibin: Mrs Ting, who had tried to seduce him years before, and her husband. It was to flee them that my family had left Yibin for Chengdu. Since our departure, the Tings’ victimisation of their foes had grown to such a mind-boggling degree (once she sent a bodyguard to prison, accusing him of trying to rape her, when in fact he had rejected her advances) that many risked their lives to write and denounce them to the pre-Cultural Revolution provincial authorities. An investigation found them guilty of gross abuse of power, and they were sacked and expelled from the Party in the early 1960s. Now, with Mao purging the old Party officials and looking for replacements, he cleared the Tings and made them the bosses of Sichuan.

The Tings were forming their team and wanted my father to work with them, so had come to our apartment to make their offer, telling him that if he collaborated all the incriminating things he had said and written would be forgotten. My father refused them point-blank, and, according to the Tings, threw them out. It was right after they left that he wrote his second letter to Mao, which ended with these words: ‘I fear the worst for our Party and our country if people like [the Tings] are given power over the lives of tens of millions of people.’

Before he sent the letter by mail, knowing it would be intercepted, Mother had asked him, ‘What’s the use? How could you possibly imagine Chairman Mao would listen to you?’ Father had replied: ‘I must do it even if just for my conscience.’ He was arrested on the Tings’ orders.

For the second time since the beginning of the Cultural Revolution, my mother was at Chengdu railway station, waiting for a train to take her to Beijing to try to get her husband freed. She decided that the only person who could help her was Premier Zhou Enlai, who had the reputation of being both authoritative and moderate. But how to get to see Zhou? She sat on the bench of the waiting area racking her brains when her eyes were drawn to a big banner under which stood about two hundred Red Guard students. They belonged to a group called ‘Red Chengdu’, and were going to Beijing to petition Premier Zhou against the Tings.

At that time the Red Guards had split into factions and were fighting against each other. In Sichuan the different groups had gathered under two camps each commanding millions of followers: ‘Red Chengdu’, which was more moderate, and another more brutal group that called themselves ‘26 August’. The Tings backed ‘26 August’, and tried to suppress ‘Red Chengdu’ by violence. ‘Red Chengdu’ was sending this delegation to present its case to Premier Zhou, who was receiving Red Guard groups from all over China round the clock to sort out such problems.

My mother, who was very good at striking up a conversation, approached the students and told them she was also going to Beijing to appeal against the Tings, who had arrested my father because he had refused to work with them. The students became interested: my parents had been colleagues of the Tings and could potentially supply information to help topple them. My mother even managed to persuade them to let her go to their meeting with Zhou Enlai. The journey took two days and a night. While the students slept, my mother drafted a petition in her head to give to Zhou at the meeting. She wrote it down when they arrived in Beijing. At nine the next evening, she went with the group to the Great Hall of the People on the west side of Tiananmen Square. When she heard Zhou asking in conclusion, ‘Anything else?’, she stood up from the back row: ‘Premier, I have something to say.’ She gave her name and position and my father’s name and position, and said, ‘My husband has been arrested as an “active counterrevolutionary”. I am here to seek justice for him.’ As my father had a high rank, Zhou looked intently at her and said, ‘The students can go. I’ll talk to you.’ My mother had anticipated this offer and had decided not to take it up. She replied, ‘Premier, I would like the students to stay and be my witnesses.’ And she handed her written petition to the student in front, who passed it on to Zhou. When Zhou asked her to speak, my mother spoke succinctly for a few minutes. She mentioned my father’s (second) letter to Mao, but avoided giving the exact contents, saying only: ‘My husband held some seriously erroneous views . . .’, before stressing that he had acted in accordance with the charter of the Communist Party, which permitted its members to write to the top leader, however wrong their views might be. She could tell that Zhou understood her problem, that she could not spell out my father’s words in front of the Red Guards. Zhou whispered to an aide sitting behind him and the aide handed him some sheets of paper with the letterhead of the State Council, which Zhou headed. He wrote a little stiffly – his right arm had been broken years before when he fell from a horse. After he finished, the aide read out what he had written:

‘ “One: As a Communist Party member, Chang Shou-yu is entitled to write to the Party leadership. No matter what serious mistakes the letter contains, it may not be used to accuse him of being a counterrevolutionary. Two: As Deputy Director of the Department of Public Affairs of Sichuan Province, Chang Shou-yu has to submit himself to investigation and criticism by the people. Three: Any final verdict on Chang Shou-yu must wait till the end of the Cultural Revolution. Zhou Enlai.” ’

My mother’s spirits were hugely lifted as she heard point number one, because this could get my father out of prison – even though point number two meant he would still be subjected to denunciation meetings, and point number three left open what sort of ‘verdict’ he would get later. She turned to the two students next to her, and saw that they were thrilled for her. Yan and Yong, two Red Guards in love, stayed friends of my family.

Back in Chengdu, my mother showed the note to an old friend who had thrown in his lot with the Tings. For old time’s sake, he did my mother a big favour by securing my father’s release without taking away Zhou’s note, which my mother desperately wanted to keep for possible use in the future. She did not tell her children about the note, nor my father – as he had come home with a severe mental breakdown.

The prison authorities had told my father that he was being sent home to be under the watchful eye of his wife, who had renounced him and was now his prison warden. Confused and furious, one day my father struck my mother – for the first and only time in their lives – causing her left ear to be badly damaged and almost deaf. The Tings refused to allow him psychiatric treatment. It was Yan and Yong, and through them ‘Red Chengdu’, that got my father treated. The dominant Red Guard group at Sichuan Medical College belonged to the camp of ‘Red Chengdu’. My father was admitted to its psychiatric clinic and recovered. When I visited him there and saw him well again, I was so happy that I burst into tears, and rushed to a bathroom to have a good cry. He, and my entire family, were immensely grateful to the students. But my father politely, yet firmly, declined their request to collaborate to bring down the Tings: it was not the right procedure for him.

Meanwhile, my mother gave the note from Zhou to my grandma for safe keeping. My grandma folded the thin piece of paper into a small roll and tucked it into the cotton upper of one of the padded winter shoes she had made for herself.

Life for my parents in 1967 and 1968 consisted of endless denunciation meetings and periodic detentions. Over those long and dark days, I ruminated about the society I was living in. On the night of my sixteenth birthday, in 1968, I wrote my first poem to express my feelings, and was polishing it when I heard the door banging. Some Red Guards had come to raid our flat. My poem could bring disaster to my family and myself, and I rushed to the bathroom to tear it up and flush it down the toilet. Afterwards, hearing my grandma sobbing in the next room, I thought to myself: We are told that socialist China is paradise on earth. If this is paradise, what then is hell? At the time I did not blame Mao. His deification had blocked any contemplation about him. It would take many long and dark years for Mao’s responsibility to dawn on me, and for me finally to say to myself: ‘Of course it is Mao who is ultimately responsible for all the deaths and suffering!’

One thing that turned me viscerally against the regime was that nearly all books were condemned as ‘poisonous weeds’ and bonfires were lit across China to consume them. Mao had declared: ‘The more books you read, the more stupid you become.’ Red Guards carted them off in house raids and burned them. Some books survived, as they found their way to the black market. My teenage brother Jinming frequented a black market in Chengdu and built up an impressive collection of foreign and Chinese classics, which he hid ingeniously in different places, including under an abandoned water tower in the compound. I was able to read them in those bookless years and to emerge from the cultural desert with my brain still functioning.

At home, my main responsibility was helping my grandma look after my youngest brother Xiaofang, who was five in 1967. I went everywhere holding his hand, so all my friends knew him well. My friends and I hung out a lot – we had time: there was no proper schooling in the whole of China for some ten years.

In 1968, Mao’s new set-up, the Sichuan Revolutionary Committee headed by the Tings, was officially installed, and my family, along with the purged old administration, were thrown out of the compound. We were given some rooms in a house in Meteorite Street, so named because a meteorite had once fallen there. The house-moving had been left to my grandma and us five children as my parents were in detention and no one was designated to assist us. It was our friends who helped with the move; without them we would not have had any beds to sleep in.

From the beginning of 1969, my family scattered. My parents, my sister, my brother Jinming and I were sent out of Chengdu one after another to distant and different parts of Sichuan. My parents were trucked to separate quasi-labour camps on the eastern edge of the Himalayas, about four days’ journey to the south from Chengdu. Euphemistically termed ‘cadres’ schools’, those camps treated the inmates slightly better, with a little more freedom and a little less back-breaking labour than the Gulag-style labour camps. But life was harsh, especially for people like my parents who were deemed enemies. They were given the hardest jobs to do and had no Sundays off. While my father in his camp in Miyi County had to endure frequent denunciation meetings in the evenings after a whole day’s exhausting work, my mother in hers in Xichang County was forced to stand for the lunch break with her head bowed, facing the other inmates, in sessions called ‘field-side denunciation’ and ‘never forget hate’. This practice was stopped only after my mother protested to her immediate boss that she could not carry on working without resting her legs, and the boss was not totally unreasonable and saw her point.

My father’s camp was particularly pitiless because it was under the control of the Sichuan Revolutionary Committee with the Tings as the chiefs. Many victims killed themselves, mostly through drowning in the roaring river that ran across the camp, the ‘Tranquillity’ (An-ning-he). The inmates said the echoes of the river in the dead of night sounded like the sobbing of ghosts. The stories made me very anxious about my father, especially as he had already suffered a mental breakdown and could end his own life if his mind suddenly snapped. I was determined to go and visit him as soon as possible, to make him feel that he was loved and life was worth living. My mother was under less pressure than my father, but I knew that beneath her strong exterior she needed me, too.

There was no public transport to their camps. But there were trucks going nearby. China was building a major industrial centre, to be named Panzhihua, in that remote region, and convoys of trucks were transporting goods from Chengdu, passing by Xichang and Miyi. I could get a lift to the nearest spot on the road and walk the rest of the way – to my mother’s camp for half an hour, and to my father’s about two hours. I searched hard and found a kind driver who was the relative of a friend, and so could be trusted. He allowed me to sit on the back of his truck as the cabin was reserved for the relief driver. At night we all stayed in small, dirty hotels, them with other truck drivers, and me in a large room with other female travellers. In this way, having been bounced about on the back of the truck for days, I ‘gate-crashed’ my parents’ camps.

I never sent telegrams beforehand for fear the camps might refuse my visit. I reckoned that if I, then seventeen years old, just turned up, it would be difficult for the authorities to turn me away: the camps were in the middle of nowhere in deep mountains with no transport and no hotels, only howling wolves. So, after I had landed on them, the camps were compelled to give me a bed in a room for women and allow me to stay until the truck driver finished his rounds after some days and came by again to pick me up where he had dropped me off. I was treated with some warmth in my mother’s camp, as everyone missed their children. But in my father’s, the women in my room as well as most others looked through me with silent coldness. Although it was extremely unpleasant, I cared only that my visits, along with those of my siblings, made a life-and-death difference to our father.

In more than two years, I spent a lot of time on the road, and was hardly in the villages I was allocated. The first one was in the same region as my parents’ camps, with pathless high mountains standing between us. It was in a county called Ningnan, four days’ journey by truck from Chengdu, after which a day’s trudge in the mountainous forests. Mao’s plan for me and my contemporaries was for us to be peasants for life wherever he placed us. Subconsciously, I did not like his plan and struggled to change my lot, by getting out and moving to another village in Deyang County, close to Chengdu.

In late 1971, a political earthquake shook the country. Mao fell out with his deputy, army chief Marshal Lin Biao, who had ensured that the army backed Mao in the Cultural Revolution and had dispatched army officers to replace purged officials. Lin tried to flee China but died in a plane crash in Mongolia. He left a deep shadow that haunted Mao. Lin’s son, an air force officer nicknamed ‘Tiger’, who had helped his father control the air force and had fled and died with his parents, had hatched a plot to assassinate Mao. Mao could no longer trust Lin’s men who were running the country and so was forced to reinstate purged officials.

Like millions of others, my mother was rehabilitated. She was released from her camp and reassigned to her old department, where she had been the director. It now had no fewer than seven directors. The Cultural Revolution created countless victims, but also quite a lot of beneficiaries. My mother did not go back to work. She did not want to work for the Cultural Revolution. My father was not rehabilitated because he had opposed Mao, and the Party was yet to produce a verdict on him. But Lin Biao’s downfall improved his life in the camp. Sensing that the Cultural Revolution was going to be reversed, people started to greet him with the occasional smile, and he was asked to sit down at meetings, which had never happened before. He was told to denounce Mrs Lin Biao, Ye Qun, and to ‘expose her misdeeds in Yan’an’, where they had been friends in their youth. My father said he had nothing to say. Eventually, he was released from the camp when it was about to be shut down.

The economy was recovering and factories were recruiting. A small machinery factory of several hundred people which used to come under my mother’s Eastern District took me on. A few months before my twentieth birthday in 1972, I left my village in Deyang and was assigned to be a steelworker and then an electrician. I was no good at mechanical things and received five electric shocks in a month.

Before long I found myself falling in love with a fellow electrician named Day, who was good-looking and played several musical instruments. I was smitten by the poems he wrote to me. One early spring day, after we had finished a maintenance job, we leaned against a haystack in the fields on the edge of the factory, enjoying the first glorious sunshine of the year. I longed to be in his arms, and he made to bend over to kiss me. But he stopped when he was close, with a heartbreakingly sad expression that distorted his face. An insurmountable barrier lay between us: Day’s father had been a Kuomintang officer, and had been in a labour camp. He was doomed as a ‘Black’, and any family he would have would be ‘Blacks’. Having witnessed the ghastly treatment of those people, I was scared. In fact, the whole factory was gossiping about our relationship, with the consensus that I should not be ‘dragged into misfortune’ and Day should ‘stop courting’ me. We both pulled back from committing ourselves. The Cultural Revolution had poisoned everything, including love.

Eventually I got over Day with the help of one incredible piece of news that overshadowed all my other thoughts: after having been closed for six years, universities were beginning to reopen to take in an extremely small number of students. I yearned to go. Mao ordered that unlike before the Cultural Revolution, students must now be selected from among ‘workers, peasants, and soldiers’ – but this suited me fine as I had worked as a peasant and was now a factory worker. I put in an application, and the factory held meetings in all the workshops to select one candidate. Most voted for me. They knew I had been working hard to prepare for university. The electricians’ quarter had two rooms, and while the others had chatted and played cards in-between jobs in the outer room, I had stayed in the inner one poring over pre-Cultural Revolution school textbooks that I had taken a great deal of trouble to find: Chinese, maths, physics, chemistry, biology and English.

With other nominated candidates all over China, in 1973 I sat for exams, which were in fact rudimentary, and I passed with distinction. For the English oral, my mark was the highest in Chengdu.

Mao was annoyed that exams were making a comeback, as he had condemned them as ‘bourgeois dictatorship’. The exams I had
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