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			PROLOGUE

			OCTOBER 1, 1949, BEIJING

			Bodies jostled, elbow to elbow, angling all morning for a spot in the square. Soldiers clomped in the cold—tanned, singing as they marched, steel helmets and bayonets under the October sun. Tanks moved in columns two by two; then howitzers, teams of ponies, gunners shouldering mortars and bazookas. On the flagstones, in front of the imperial gate, men and women craned their necks toward a platform above a portrait of Mao Zedong, painted in hues of blue, hanging beside tubes of blue neon. Underneath, a sprinkling of yellow streamers rippled in the crowd. Nearly everything else in the frenzied square was red.

			Shortly after three p.m., a tall figure in a dark woolen suit stepped up to a bank of microphones atop the gate. He lifted a sheet of folded paper, pursed his lips, and glanced down at a column of Chinese characters. A double chin rested against his collar; heavy jowls had long since submerged his cheekbones. Although Mao was still only in his mid-fifties, he was not in good health. He rarely went to bed before dawn. For years he had punished his body with a masochistic regimen of stewed pork, tobacco, and barbiturates. Occasionally, overcome by a spell of dizziness, he would suddenly stagger—one symptom of the circulatory condition that his doctors called angioneurosis. Still, he had retained into middle age what one acquaintance described as “a kind of solid elemental vitality”—a kinetic magnetism that photographs could never quite manage to convey.

			On this day, Mao’s speech, delivered in his piping Hunanese, was nothing particularly memorable: a few lines praising the heroes of the revolution and damning the British and American imperialists and their stooges. But the celebration that followed, marking the birth of the People’s Republic of China, was a cathartic spectacle. Mao pressed a button, the signal to raise the flag—yellow stars against a field of crimson—and a band broke into “March of the Volunteers,” the new national anthem, with its surging chorus of “Arise, arise, arise!” An artillery battery erupted in salute; a formation of fighter jets slashed across the sky.

			The sun set, and the party went on: fireworks raced toward their peaks, rockets of white flame—then fell, smoldering but harmless, into crowds of giddy children. Red gossamer banners billowed in the evening breeze, undulating like enormous jellyfish; to one witness, the British poet William Empson, they possessed a kind of “weird intimate emotive effect.” Lines of paraders hoisted torches topped with flaming rags; others carried lanterns crafted from red paper—some shaped like stars, some like cubes, lit from within by candles or bicycle lamps. Slowly, singing, the glowing procession bled out into the city.

			Among the marchers was a boy of sixteen, Chen Yong. He held a small red flickering cube. He had been twelve years old when he joined Mao’s army, though he had looked even younger—a year or two, at least. He had studied Morse code, one of the few jobs for a boy his age, then joined a unit that fought its way through Manchuria. As the long civil war was coming to a close, Chen’s father had thrown his boy back in school. But on this night no one was studying. The war was over; Mao had won. Chen carried his lantern into the dark.

			
				★
			

			Nearly seven decades after this celebratory light show, I visited Chen Yong at his home in Beijing, an unfussy apartment block in one of the city’s western neighborhoods. Chen was now in his early eighties; his hair had gone white, and a gauzy beard descended from his chin. In his hand, trembling slightly, he clutched a pair of eyeglasses. One inflamed eyelid was nearly closed; a furtive intensity had replaced the calm flat gaze of his teenage years.

			One of my favorite parts of researching this book—a yearlong chronicle of the Truman Administration’s response to Mao’s victory in 1949—was the opportunity to spend time with some of the remaining eyewitnesses to the events of those dramatic twelve months. There are fewer and fewer survivors left; some of the key figures have been dead for four decades and more. The rest are elderly, their memories fading fast. In telling this story I have generally clung to the contemporary documents—the diaries, memoranda, letters, and newspaper reports that yield the most accurate portrait of that year. Still, I never passed up the opportunity to talk with those who were actually there. There was something magical about these encounters—a living connection to a bygone China.

			In the summer humidity of his apartment, Chen shuffled slowly across the concrete floor, opened a drawer in his bedside table, and pulled out a black and white photo. In the picture, his younger self wore the padded gray tunic of a Chinese Communist soldier—cinched hopefully at the waist, a size or two too big for his teenage frame. As we talked, the emotion of that year seemed as present as it might have been seventy years ago; at one point he quietly began to sing one of his old marching songs. Yet when I pressed him on the granular details of his experiences, he was often at a loss. He would narrow his eyes, looking straight at me, and say with frustration, “It’s hard to remember.” Still, when I asked him how often he thought back to the events of that year, he said, “Pretty much all the time.” And that, of course, is the great paradox of growing old: the less we can remember, the more time we spend remembering.

			
				★
			

			As with people, so with nations: even as the survivors of the revolution are disappearing, Chinese leaders are spending more time trying to recall that era. China’s current president, Xi Jinping, said shortly after he took power that he considered revolutionary history the “best nutrient” for a nation making its ascent as a great power. After years of de-Maoification in the 1980s, China’s leadership now consciously seeks to reprise some of Mao’s best-known political themes. When modern Chinese statesmen look to the past, they gravitate not to the lunacy of the Great Leap Forward, Mao’s reckless attempt to transform China’s agricultural economy, nor to the depredations of the Cultural Revolution, the fevered campaign to solidify Mao’s rule in the late 1960s and early 1970s by mobilizing China’s disaffected youth. Rather, today’s Chinese leaders celebrate the triumphs of 1949, with all their emotional reverberations. Among other tributes, Xi’s government recently inaugurated a new holiday, called Martyrs’ Day, to be held each September 30—the date in 1949 that Chinese leaders broke ground on a major national monument in Beijing.

			The China of today remains filled with mementos of 1949. On a recent spring morning, I took a day trip from Beijing to Xibaipo, one of the rural base camps that Mao had occupied at the beginning of the year, as his armies prepared to complete their conquest of the mainland. Once a bone-jarring voyage across pitted roads, today it is a painless four-hour drive along superhighways flanked by thick hanging trees. Although the weather in Beijing had been unusually sunny and smog-free, the sky grew hazier as we traveled southwest, into China’s industrial heartland. Out the windows, flashes of the new China whizzed by: sand pits, smokestacks, solar panels, power lines, chewed hills that looked as if they had been eaten by a cosmic-scale monster. And yet in other ways, an older China was with us still. On the dashboard of his Ford sedan, my taxi driver had placed a slick white bust of Mao that said, on its pedestal, SAFE AND SOUND.

			In Xibaipo, now a stark but bustling tourist town, we passed a restaurant called Red Memory and an information center selling trinkets emblazoned with portraits of Mao and Xi Jinping. Farther in, we arrived at a complex of low-slung, dun-colored bungalows marked with placards written in Chinese and Russian. Wandering beside the pear and locust trees, visitors paid five yuan to sit in a replica of Mao’s canvas folding chair; for a little more, twenty yuan, they could pose for a photo behind an embankment of sandbags, wearing an old army uniform and hoisting a rifle. The site, according to a member of the staff, had actually been moved slightly from its original location, to make way for a reservoir. But nobody seemed to mind. On this morning the museum was crowded with tourists filing past glass cases filled with relics of the revolution.

			Yet there is another, darker side to this sort of remembrance. Mao’s victory in 1949 provoked a reaction across the Pacific; by the end of the year, the United States had extended its policy of containing Communism, once limited primarily to Europe, to Asia as well. The Truman Administration crafted an ambitious plan—including a series of covert operations—to bolster the nations along China’s periphery. Even as Mao consolidated his control over the mainland, American operators quietly slipped cash and weapons to his enemies. These historical events, too, inform Chinese views about the present, as the nation continues its fitful rise. Anxious Chinese officials see today’s American policy as a sequel to the containment strategy hatched in 1949. They fret over American troop deployments and training missions to East Asia, and they suspiciously eye flashpoints like Tibet, Xinjiang, and Taiwan for evidence of modern American perfidy.

			That narrative of 1949—a combination of triumph mixed with grievance—overlooks a great deal. In reality, American policy makers battled fiercely with one another as they struggled to shape a response to Mao’s victory. Some wanted to engage him; others wanted to confront him; still others wanted to ignore him completely. In between existed a thousand shades of nuance. These disputes were not simply tactical differences of opinion; they reflected profound disagreements about the nature of the American relationship with China and revealed fault lines in the American character itself. They destroyed careers, reduced a cabinet member to tears, and in the decades that followed gave rise to some of America’s most divisive foreign wars, in Korea and Vietnam. The most disconcerting thing is that these fissures—though now largely hidden—still exist. Each approach is fueled by its own self-deceptions, its own brand of remembering and forgetting.

			There is no obvious antidote to all this historical make-believe. It is not a matter of simply setting out the facts; the stories we tell ourselves about China are too freighted with emotion to be chased away so easily. Still, by slipping into the participants’ skins and looking at the dilemmas of 1949 through their eyes, we can begin to share some of their fears and thrills—and ultimately purge some of our own anxieties and misconceptions. In other words, the only cure for a runaway story is another story.

			This one begins aboard an airplane, with a glamorous woman preparing for a fight.

		

	
		
			★

			PART I

			★

		

	
		
			1

			MISSIMO

			Four propellers whirled on their engines as the silver Skymaster taxied to a stop. Though President Truman had once used the modified C-54 as his personal plane, it was not a particularly majestic craft: ten tons of aluminum and steel riveted into the shape of a porpoise. Near the runway, several dozen well-wishers huddled in the cold—a respectful reception, but small. Workers pushed a ramp across the tarmac; a cluster of reporters hustled toward the stairs. Just after ten a.m., the plane’s hatch swiveled open and a petite Chinese woman ducked out. As she descended the steps, in the December chill of the Washington morning, she pulled her lips into a smile.

			Flashbulbs flickered; newsreel photographers cranked their cameras. Madame Chiang Kai-shek had made herself up for the occasion, plucking her eyebrows down to razor lines and slipping gold studs through her ears. She wore her black hair swept high above her forehead, dark and curving, like a waterfall at night. She had wrapped herself so tightly in her beaver coat, with its tuxedo collar, that she gave the impression of trying to disappear inside it; only her chin, cheeks, and broad forehead exposed themselves to the late-autumn air. As a final flourish, she had knotted a rust-red scarf and tied it high across her throat.

			She was tired, and she looked it. Black shadows hung beneath her eyes. She felt dizzy, unsteady. As she stepped down the staircase, two powerful men reached toward her in greeting at the same time: on one side the Chinese ambassador to the United States, and on the other her brother-in-law, a former Chinese finance minister. Sensitive to tender egos and perceived slights, she grasped both of their hands at once. Behind them, camera bulbs still flaring, a small girl swept forward and handed Madame Chiang a bouquet of two dozen roses. Finally, an elderly woman in mink edged through the scrum, took China’s first lady by the arm, and pulled her toward a waiting black limousine. “Do you want to say anything?” the woman asked. Madame Chiang said, “I do not.”

			The departure from the airfield was chaotic: The photographers crowded the women as they climbed into the car, then propped open the door to steal a few last shots. Madame Chiang squinted into the glare, her eyes vacant, her expression blank. Finally, the newsmen scattered and the procession sped toward Virginia’s horse country. Though Madame Chiang was accustomed to a large entourage, she had forgone it on this trip. Her mission was too precarious, too likely already to generate unwanted attention. Today she was carrying only a few small bags; into one of them she had tucked a book of secret codes.

			After a forty-mile drive, they arrived at their destination, the Leesburg home of George Marshall, the U.S. secretary of state. The paparazzi, who had followed in chase cars, convinced Madame Chiang to pose one more time on the lawn in her furs. After gamely obliging, she begged for a respite. “I have been flying continuously since Sunday morning,” she said. “I know you will understand and give me a little time to recover my equilibrium.”

			
				★
			

			More than seven thousand miles away, her husband, Chiang Kai-shek, the president of the Republic of China, was about to lose a war, his home, and possibly his life. At his headquarters in his capital of Nanjing, behind gates guarded by sentinels in steel helmets and carrying American carbines, Chiang restlessly scoured military maps as Mao’s Communist troops destroyed one division after another of his rival Nationalist forces. In his study, a spacious room heated inadequately by a tiny electric burner, Chiang dispatched hopeless requests from his generals by scratching a laconic reply in the margin of each document: “Can’t do.”

			Chiang and Mao had been battling each other, in one form or another, for more than two decades. At one time, they had considered themselves uneasy allies in a common struggle to modernize China. The enemy then had been the empire’s ancient past, its ossified rituals and corrupt bureaucracy. After the collapse of the Qing dynasty, they had both fought the republican government in Beijing and the warlords in the provinces. Over the years, however, the revolution had splintered. Chiang had taken command of the Nationalist wing, the Guomindang, ruthlessly purging his political enemies. Mao, after a series of his own bitter power struggles, had solidified his control of the Chinese Communists.

			For decades Chiang had eclipsed Mao in the struggle for international legitimacy. In 1928 Chiang had ascended to the leadership of China’s Nationalist government; Mao and his guerrillas, meanwhile, had been forced to flee to the mountains. After Japan invaded China in the 1930s, American leaders had hoped that Chiang’s Nationalist armies might serve as a bulwark against Hirohito’s forces in the Pacific. Chiang had charmed the American public, winning sympathy and support as he sought to hold the line. American magazines had printed glossy full-page portraits of the man they referred to as the Generalissimo: taut caramel skin, black eyes staring straight into the camera, hair cropped to a military stubble, wool uniform with stars and bandolier. After Pearl Harbor, the attachment grew even more intense, as the U.S. Congress approved enormous shipments of weapons and economic aid to the Nationalists.

			Ultimately, however, the Second World War had left Chiang’s armies crippled and the Chinese economy in ruins. In its aftermath, Mao’s Communists began slowly retaking territory. American leaders, at first, had sought to reconcile the warring factions, dispatching various missions to the Middle Kingdom in an effort to broker a peace. But when those efforts failed, U.S. statesmen grew gradually more disillusioned with Chiang. Increasingly, against a growing and emboldened Communist opposition, the Generalissimo was on his own.

			Now in his early sixties, Chiang was no longer the sleek, youthful hero of the Chinese resistance. Time and stress had turned his bristling mustache nearly white, and a bulging vein protruded from his temple. As the civil war intensified, he had boldly—and foolishly—gambled by going on the offensive against Mao in Manchuria. There alone he had lost twenty-nine infantry divisions and four hundred thousand men. Over a period of four months, the Communists had seized seventy-five percent of his weapons and neutralized half of his fighting forces. In some northern cities, his freezing, starving troops had been reduced to eating horse meat and tree bark. Now, as the winter of 1948 approached, Mao took the offensive again, ordering hundreds of thousands of his soldiers to attack the key Nationalist-controlled cities.

			Chiang had hoped to halt Mao’s advance by making a stand at Xuzhou, a ravaged, muddy town of rolling hills and lakes a couple of hundred miles north of Nanjing. A vital military prize for centuries, Xuzhou was now a major railroad hub; more important, it acted as a firewall protecting the Nationalist capital from Mao’s forces in the north. The Generalissimo had ordered hundreds of thousands of troops to protect the grim village, with its swarms of refugees wandering beside neglected buildings and fields of winter wheat. Wearing yellow padded uniforms and fur hats with ear flaps, Chiang’s soldiers had busily fortified the town. Now, with Mao’s columns pushing toward the village, Chiang had to decide how critical this redoubt really was. In the end, he chose to retreat—planning instead to regroup farther south on the plain above Nanjing.

			On December 1, 1948—the same day Madame Chiang arrived in Washington—the Generalissimo’s troops completed their flight from Xuzhou. In the subzero cold, more than two hundred thousand Nationalist soldiers crept out of the northern village, leaving it in flames behind them. The fleeing troops destroyed fuel and ammunition depots as they went, propelling a column of black smoke eight thousand feet into the air. Looters stripped former government buildings of even the window frames and floorboards. Some Nationalist planes took off carrying freezing, wounded soldiers; other aircraft simply burned on the tarmac. By ten p.m. Mao’s troops had taken the city. The rout set off a panic in Nanjing; diplomats and their families packed every departing train for Shanghai, to the southeast. In his private diary, Chiang wrote that his own aides seemed suspicious that he would surrender the Nationalist capital.

			In public, however, Chiang tried to remain sanguine in the face of these defeats. On the day Xuzhou fell, the American ambassador in Nanjing wrote to the State Department noting a strange “self-assurance and a serendipity” in Chiang’s demeanor; the ambassador found this determination both “magnificent” and somehow “disturbing.” At other times, though, Chiang appeared depressed and fatalistic, cursing the heavens for his predicament. If Mao succeeded in taking Nanjing, the ambassador speculated, the Generalissimo might kill himself.

			As the Xuzhou pocket collapsed, Chiang drafted a telegram to his wife. He told her he missed her and asked whether she had arrived in the United States. He had not wanted her to make this trip, but now he needed her help. Later the same day he sent along a longer missive with precise instructions for her talks with the Truman Administration. He told her she should ask for emergency aid—money and men: $1 billion for each of the next three years, plus U.S. military advisers. The Americans, he knew, were already skeptical of such military rescue operations. It would be a near-impossible assignment, even for his exceptionally charming spouse. Still, his options were narrowing; this could be their last chance.

			
				★
			

			On the day Madame Chiang arrived, she visited briefly with Marshall in a Virginia hospital, where the secretary of state was being treated for kidney disease. The two had known each other since late 1945, when Marshall—the revered American general who had led the mobilization of U.S. forces during the Second World War—had traveled to China in an attempt to broker a deal between Chiang and Mao. A stolid figure with dull blue eyes and enormous ears, Marshall prided himself on his cool rationality; he liked to boast that he had no emotions at all except those he reserved for Mrs. Marshall. He confided to underlings that he found Madame Chiang meddlesome and often irritating. Still, he also trusted her, and her spirited interventions sometimes managed to sway him. Once, during their negotiations in China, after Marshall had wondered aloud whether they could “get together” on an issue, Madame Chiang had looked him in the eye, put a hand on his knee, and said flirtatiously, “General, you and I can get together anytime.”

			Now, after a first meeting confined largely to small talk and catching up, Madame Chiang visited Marshall again at the hospital a couple of days after her arrival in Washington. This time she quickly came to the point, asking explicitly and forcefully for the aid her husband had outlined in his telegram. She argued that China needed a “spark plug” in the form of a senior American general to take control of the fight with Mao. She also pushed Marshall to make a public statement in support of her husband’s government. Marshall listened patiently from his sickbed but ultimately discouraged her. The Nationalists had done nothing, in Marshall’s view, to show that they could successfully defeat Mao’s rebels. If the Truman Administration could not say anything positive about Chiang’s government, he believed, then it should say nothing at all. Nonetheless, Marshall told Madame Chiang that she should come to see him again once she had met with President Truman.

			Madame Chiang sent a report of her conversations with Marshall back to her husband in Nanjing, acknowledging that her efforts had yielded little so far. She complained that she had been sick since she arrived, and that the actions of the Nationalist-controlled Chinese embassy—leaking information to the press and throwing other obstacles in her way—had made her task more difficult. Still, she claimed that she had resolved a number of key “misunderstandings” with Marshall. She advised Chiang to be patient and stay calm. She told him enigmatically that she was doing a “complicated job” and that they should not discuss the details by telegram. Privately, she urged him to say a prayer for the success of their mission.

			In the meantime, she herself sought spiritual solace. On a Sunday morning shortly after arriving in Washington, she slipped into a pew at the city’s Foundry Methodist Church, a venerable old sanctuary that often hosted visiting dignitaries. A Chinese flag hung in the chancel; from the pulpit, the pastor, Frederick Brown Harris, alerted his congregation to Madame Chiang’s presence. Harris praised the Chinese for standing by the United States during the Second World War—and for fighting the Communists now—and then pointed to a female figure depicted in one of the church’s stained-glass windows. The pastor explained that the artist had taken Madame Chiang as his model—a tribute to her good works. Harris lauded Madame Chiang as “one of the most distinguished Methodists in the world.” The service, he said, was intended to celebrate the “enduring bond between her country and ours.”

			
				★
			

			The ties Madame Chiang had nurtured with the United States over the years were tactical—but also personal. Her father, Charles Jones Soong, had come to the United States from China as a twelve-year-old boy, in 1878, working in a small Boston shop run by his uncle. Bored by the job, Charlie stowed away on a ship that made its way to Wilmington, North Carolina. The cutter’s captain introduced the precocious boy to some of Wilmington’s leading citizens, who began bringing Charlie to a Methodist church and nearby revival meetings. By his mid-teens, Charlie was lecturing family members back in China about his new faith. In one letter, he reminded his father of a trip the two had made to a Buddhist temple in China, where they had prayed to a wooden statue. “Oh, Father,” Charlie now scolded, “that is no help from wooden Gods.” Eventually Charlie enrolled in Trinity College in North Carolina, a predecessor of Duke University, and later transferred to Vanderbilt, where he studied theology. The young man intrigued fellow students—though not all the faculty. The dean recalled him as “a harum-scarum little fellow, full of life and fun, but not a very good student.”

			Eventually trained as a Methodist missionary, Soong returned to China in 1886, where he started a business printing Bibles and religious tracts. He also began to involve himself in Chinese politics. By the late nineteenth century, China’s ruling Qing dynasty had grown precariously weak, the result of a complex set of demographic, economic, and military factors. China’s population had been growing rapidly for more than a century, putting pressure on the regime and its bureaucrats to do more for its subjects. At the same time, the Chinese economy was becoming increasingly integrated into the larger world market. Rural livelihoods were becoming less secure, as traditional methods of spinning thread were being supplanted by new technologies. Meanwhile, sporadic rebellions had erupted throughout the country, with the insurrectionists blaming the Qing elites for corruption and mismanagement.

			Foreign powers had also done their part to undermine the stability of the Qing. For years British traders had flooded China with opium produced in their Indian colonies, a practice that had pernicious effects on Chinese society. Millions of Chinese ultimately grew addicted to the powerful narcotic, while the trade had drained the country of silver. After the Qing had tried to abolish the trade, in 1838, Britain had gone to war, crushing the Chinese and imposing a punitive treaty that had granted London full control over Hong Kong and access to five strategic ports on the mainland. A second war with the European powers, in the 1850s, had ended in a similarly harsh settlement. Chinese leaders railed against the “unequal treaties” imposed by their European foes. In one of the most galling provisions, the accords introduced a practice known as extraterritorial jurisdiction, or extrality, making it illegal to prosecute foreigners under local law.

			The Qing rulers had never really recovered from these humiliations. As the defeats mounted, some Chinese intellectuals began to question the values underpinning traditional Confucian culture. Influenced by Western scholars like Herbert Spencer, with his notion that only the most capable survive the evolutionary struggle, these reformers called for a large-scale modernization of Chinese society, including improvements to the political and educational systems. In the early 1890s, Charlie Soong befriended Sun Yat-sen, one of the principal antagonists of the Qing. A fellow Christian convert who had spent part of his boyhood in Hawaii, Sun shared Soong’s respect for Western political ideals. The two men soon began collaborating in their secret revolutionary project to reform—or topple—the existing dynasty.

			Soong, meanwhile, had married Ni Guizhen, a young woman from a prominent Shanghai clan whose parents had considered her unmarriageable because of her large unbound feet. (Foot binding, which Chinese men believed made female feet more dainty and attractive, was still a common practice in rural China at the turn of the century; Charlie, who had spent his teenage years in a different world, saw no appeal in deformed toes.) Over the next several years, Guizhen gave birth to three daughters and three sons. Although most of the Soong children would come to take some role in Chinese politics, it was the couple’s youngest daughter, whom they named Mayling, who would one day play the largest part, as the first lady of the Republic of China.

			An inquisitive, high-spirited girl, Mayling was nicknamed Little Lantern by her family, for her chubby figure. They enrolled her in an exclusive private school in Shanghai and later sent her to Macon, Georgia, where her sister was already studying. Mayling’s American instructors found her vivacious and occasionally exasperating. One friend recalled the girl defiantly tossing some sheet music on top of a piano and declaring, “I do not wish to play this piece!” Mayling acquired a Georgia drawl and joked to other students that the only thing Chinese about her was her face. She considered herself a cultural Confederate. When a summer school teacher asked her to write an essay about General Sherman’s March to the Sea during the Civil War, Mayling replied, “Pardon me, I am a Southerner, and that subject is very painful to me. May I omit it?” For college she decided to go north—to Wellesley in Massachusetts, where she was known for sometimes being moody and withdrawn. But as one acquaintance recalled, there was “a fire about her and a genuineness, and always a possibility of interior force.”

			After college Mayling returned to Shanghai, now something of an alien land to her. While she had been away at school, Sun Yat-sen’s revolutionaries had finally succeeded in overthrowing the Qing and had formed their own republican government. Yet the revolutionaries remained rancorously divided; local warlords battled for turf. After so many years in the United States, Mayling felt strangely adrift in this new China. One night, on her way to an appointment in Shanghai, she found herself lost and cold in the city’s maze of alleyways; it was only when she heard a man speaking English that she felt safe and at home again. She had grown accustomed to first-world comforts, urging her father—now one of Shanghai’s wealthiest men—to update their home with modern amenities. “Don’t send your children abroad,” Charlie joked to one of his friends after his daughters had returned to China. “Nothing’s good enough for them when they come back. They want to turn everything upside down….‘Father, why can’t we have a bigger house? Father, why don’t we have a modern bathroom?’ Take my advice; keep your children at home!”

			Charlie Soong’s death, in 1918, threw Mayling into a depression. She spent hours on her balcony in Shanghai’s French Concession, smoking menthol cigarettes and casting about for purpose in her life. As a girl, she had found her parents’ Christianity tiresome; she had scoffed when her mother, having to decide some difficult question, would say, “I must ask God first.” Even now Mayling considered herself too willful to be a true Christian. “I am not a religious person,” she wrote to a friend in 1921. “I am too darned independent and pert to be meek or humble or submissive.” Still, slowly, she began reading the Bible and studying its lessons with the help of her older sister. In time, she would evolve into one of China’s most prominent evangelists.

			Mayling also began a quest of another sort—for a husband. At Wellesley she had been a bit plain and plump to attract hordes of admirers. Still, her exotic southern accent, worldliness, and bold self-possession now caught the attention of several Shanghai bachelors. She would sometimes meet them for unchaperoned teas, which she considered racy. Though she was not infatuated with any of the men, she enjoyed the attention. “I think if one does not love, the next best thing is to be loved, don’t you?” she wrote to one college friend. Mayling was conscious of her growing charisma. After taking a position raising money for Shanghai’s Y.W.C.A., she noted with delight how easy it was to convince powerful men to part with their funds. “I go to the managers of the banks personally and look them in the eye, and literally the money rolls in!” she told a friend. “I never say the same thing to two men; I first size them up to see which of my arguments would most likely appeal to him, and then I strike while the iron is hot!”

			Mayling attracted one particularly intriguing suitor: Chiang Kai-shek, a promising young military officer. Some members of her family disapproved of the match; Chiang had spent a dissipated youth in Shanghai’s brothels and was well known for associating with some of the city’s most notorious gangsters. Furthermore he was not a Christian, and he had been married previously. “Don’t marry that Bluebeard!” Mayling’s sister begged her. Yet Mayling was taken with the rising officer—if not for his looks or character, then for his growing influence in China’s politics. As a former commandant of a prominent military academy, Chiang had built strong support among the Chinese officer corps. After Sun Yat-sen’s death in 1925, he had launched an ambitious military campaign in an effort to crush the warlords and oust the Beijing government. Now Mayling persuaded her fiancé to travel to Japan, where her mother was then living, to ask for her blessing of their marriage. Chiang promised to make a good-faith effort to study the tenets of Christianity, and the Soong matriarch ultimately approved the match.

			By Mayling’s wedding day, December 1, 1927, she had morphed into a true beauty. At twenty-nine, her face had shed its childish roundness, accentuating her exquisite features: firm dark eyes, low sloping nose, tightly controlled smile that suggested both mischief and restraint. After a small Christian ceremony at home, the newlyweds hosted a spectacular reception for thirteen hundred guests at Shanghai’s Majestic Hotel. A Russian orchestra played Mendelssohn’s wedding march as the couple entered the ballroom. Mayling wore a delicate dress of silver and white georgette with orange blossom accents; she gripped a bouquet of pale pink carnations. Near the Chinese-style altar, next to a shield made of red geraniums that spelled out the Chinese character for “long life and happiness,” the couple bowed three times to an enormous portrait of Sun Yat-sen flanked by Nationalist flags. While the guests applauded and sipped from their teacups, detectives quietly swept the ballroom for any sign of a security threat.

			Dangers to the Nationalist leader were indeed multiplying. Chiang, rising rapidly within the republican establishment, had begun cracking down on internal political enemies; in one particularly bold operation, he had declared war on Shanghai’s labor unions, which he accused of taking orders from Moscow. He enlisted hundreds of agents belonging to the Green Gang—a powerful fixture in Shanghai’s underworld—to attack picketing unionists. Teams of assassins wearing blue uniforms and white armbands fanned out across the city, assailing the picketers with lethal efficiency. “Heads rolled in the gutters of the narrow lanes like ripe plums and the weary executioners wielded their swords with the monotonous rhythm of punka wallahs,” one witness reported. The next day, during a massive demonstration protesting the killings, forces loyal to Chiang opened fire with machine guns, killing sixty-six and wounding more than three hundred. Chiang’s thugs gored some survivors with bayonets and used rifle butts to fracture the skulls of others. The Shanghai massacres dramatically intensified the enmity between Chiang and Chinese leftists. Soon after the assaults, Mao Zedong—now thirty-three years old and a political rival—fled to the mountains of southern China, fearing he could be the next target.

			Yet even as Chiang subdued his domestic adversaries, new foreign threats emerged, temporarily overshadowing the civil strife. As the 1930s unfolded, a rising Japanese empire sought increasingly to dominate its western neighbor. In 1931, Japanese troops invaded Manchuria, compelling Chiang to mobilize his compatriots. Chiang created a paramilitary force known as the Blue Shirts to enforce strict domestic discipline. Unapologetic about his ultranationalism, he explained that the goal was “to thoroughly militarize the lives of the citizens of the entire nation.” Partly at the urging of his wife, Chiang also launched a cultural reform program he called the New Life Movement. His allies hung banners urging citizens to “avoid wine, women, and gambling.” The movement, with its emphasis on self-improvement, included unmistakably evangelical overtones. (“There’s Methodism in this madness,” his detractors quipped.) Critics accused Chiang of fascism, although in his mind, the project was simply an attempt to reprise traditional Chinese values and unite a dangerously divided populace.

			For Mayling, her new married life combined both hardship and adventure. In 1937, Japanese troops began marching deep into the Chinese heartland. Madame Chiang later recalled traveling the country with her husband, living in tents, train cars, and mud huts along the front (although, considering her well-known taste for luxurious accommodation, some scholars have questioned whether these memories might be self-serving propaganda). The Generalissimo was generally a benign companion—a wiry presence with rigid posture and a demeanor so placid that he “looked embalmed,” according to one observer. The couple read morning devotions together, and his soft-spoken mumbling—“hao, hao; good, good”—had a soothing quality. Yet he could also be a capricious spouse, especially under the stress of war. His self-control could devolve rapidly into a spasm of anger in which he “yelled, threw teacups or plates about, tore up papers and raged out of control,” as one journalist recalled. The tantrums did not unduly trouble his wife. “A bad temper in a man is preferable to a man without a temper,” Madame Chiang had once explained to her sisters.

			From the Nationalist stronghold of Chongqing, Chiang and his wife took charge of the war effort, coordinating defense and relief missions. The couple won acclaim for their personal bravery; in 1937, Time magazine named them Man and Wife of the Year. The physical hazards were genuine. By the end of the year, the Japanese armies had conquered some of China’s largest cities, terrorizing the residents who had stayed behind. In Nanjing alone, Japanese soldiers killed twelve thousand Chinese civilians and raped twenty thousand women—a horrific episode that came to be known as the Rape of Nanjing. Chiang, hoping to slow the Japanese assault, destroyed several dikes along the Yellow River. But the resulting floods only compounded the suffering. The deluge killed half a million Chinese and obliterated four thousand villages. As the war ground on, some of the most desperate victims were forced to sell their children or eat other human beings to survive.

			In early May 1939, Japanese planes firebombed Chongqing, igniting the wooden dwellings perched on the city’s steep hills. Strong winds fanned the phosphorous flames, burning residents alive in their homes. From the edge of the blaze, Madame Chiang watched walls crumble amid bursts of spark and fire and listened to the screams of their citizens. “The bombs,” Madame Chiang wrote to a friend, “have reduced rich and poor, wise and stupid, to one common level—pieces of burnt flesh which are extracted from the smoldering piles with tongs.” Across the Pacific, the U.S. media published photographs of these horrors, stoking the outrage of Americans. Missionaries, in particular, condemned the amorality of the Japanese invaders and lauded the Chinese resistance, which they viewed as the best hope for the continued Christianization of East Asia.

			After Pearl Harbor, with the United States itself now battling Japan in the Pacific, the Chiangs’ fight took on a more strategic dimension. But American commanders disagreed about exactly what that strategy should be. In early 1942 the Japanese military succeeded in choking off the Burma Road, an important Nationalist supply route that stretched more than seven hundred miles from Burma to the Chinese city of Kunming. Some American officers—notably Joseph Stilwell, the U.S. officer who had been assigned as a liaison to Chiang—wanted to train and equip the Generalissimo’s ground forces until they could push into Burma and reopen this key artery. Stilwell, at least at first, thought Madame Chiang could be an “important ally” in this quest, capable of exerting a positive influence on her husband. The American had recorded a trenchant character sketch of the Chinese first lady in his diary: “Direct, forceful, energetic, loves power.”

			Other American officers, however, were giving the Chiangs conflicting advice. For years the couple had consulted with Claire Chennault, an American airman who had helped the Nationalists construct airfields and a successful early-warning system in the early days of the Japanese onslaught. Now Chennault pressed the Generalissimo and his wife to replenish their forces by flying in supplies from India over the eastern Himalayas—known as the Hump—rather than relying on the Burma Road. He also wanted to launch bombing raids against the Japanese from air bases in Nationalist-controlled territory. The Chiangs, convinced of the wisdom of this strategy, considered Chennault something of a savior—and the admiration was mutual. In his diary, a besotted Chennault had gushed about Madame Chiang, “She will always be a princess to me.” Chennault’s aides, on the other hand, did not all share his enthusiasm. The journalist Joseph Alsop, who served with Chennault in China, found Madame Chiang off-putting and phony, hiding behind a “mask of makeup with the consistency of enamel.” Alsop complained that Madame Chiang gave him the feeling of “being purposely charmed, the purpose being to make later use of me.”

			Determined to make the most of her personal magnetism, in late 1942 Madame Chiang flew to the United States to make a direct appeal for aid and sympathy. Americans received China’s first lady like a celebrity; newspapers filled hundreds of columns with coverage of her speaking tour stops. (Columnists referred to the powerful first lady as the Missimo.) During one stop, at the U.S. Capitol, legislators marveled at their exotic guest, who wore bright red nail polish, elegant jade jewelry, and a form-fitting black qipao, slit at the leg. “There was something about the small, well-proportioned, birdlike woman that left every Senator and the galleries with an overpowering sense that here they were in the presence of one of the world’s great personalities,” one reporter gushed. Speaking in the Senate chamber, Madame Chiang affirmed the ties of friendship between the United States and China and argued that both nations were “fighting for the same cause.” She told the senators that she felt as if she were “coming home.”

			Madame Chiang stayed at F.D.R.’s White House, where she petitioned in person for aid. The president promised her that the United States would send supplies “as fast as the Lord will let us.” Madame Chiang retorted that the Lord helps those who help themselves. F.D.R. privately joked that he was not going to let himself be “vamped” by Madame Chiang, who by the mid-1940s had acquired a reputation as a political seductress. (The cunning Dragon Lady—a central character in the popular comic strip Terry and the Pirates—had been styled partly on Madame Chiang and had helped to solidify that image.) Madame Chiang’s glamour, the president and first lady observed, came with a hard edge. She clapped haughtily at the White House staff, demanding service, and ordered them to change her bedsheets frequently. She shocked some of F.D.R.’s aides by displaying what Eleanor Roosevelt described as a “casualness about cruelty.” One evening, as the Roosevelts sat with Madame Chiang at a dinner party, the conversation came around to union politics. F.D.R. asked the Chinese first lady what she would do about a troublesome labor leader. Madame Chiang “never said a word,” Eleanor later recalled, “but the beautiful, small hand came up and slid across her throat.”

			The American media reinforced the portrait of Madame Chiang as an uncompromising crusader; more than one newspaper cast her as a Joan of Arc figure. Yet the press coverage simultaneously conveyed a subtler message, presenting her as a frail, feminine presence in need of rescue—a storyline that appealed to American notions of paternalism. The Rochester Times-Union described Madame Chiang as “fragile as an ivory figurine.” By the time she arrived on the West Coast leg of her tour, the damsel-in-distress trope had been well established. In Los Angeles she mingled with movie stars like Gary Cooper and Rita Hayworth and delivered a speech before thirty thousand at California’s Hollywood Bowl, a huge outdoor amphitheater dwarfed by dramatic, scrub-covered hills. Her grace and refinement enchanted Tinseltown. Bob Hope joked, “She is the only woman in the world for whom I would shave twice in one day.”

			The public adulation, however, masked increasing frustration with the Chiangs on the part of many U.S. officials. Stilwell had come to see the Generalissimo as a “grasping, bigoted, ungrateful little rattlesnake.” He grumbled that Chiang was not doing enough to help fight the war and was instead merely “milking the United States for money and munitions,” stalling in a desperate attempt to preserve his troops. Chiang, for his part, believed that Stilwell and his allies were acting selfishly; the Generalissimo had long complained that the United States treated China like a “decorative object,” to be manipulated at will. When F.D.R. finally sent Chiang a personal letter demanding that he put Stilwell in charge of all Chinese forces, the Generalissimo refused—and responded by insisting on Stilwell’s recall. Although Stilwell ultimately agreed to leave China, the incident marked a significant deterioration in the U.S.-China relationship.

			By this time, however, the Japanese threat was gradually receding. The U.S. Navy had developed a clever strategy of leapfrogging from island to island in the Pacific—an approach that rendered mainland China less critical. In late 1944, General Douglas MacArthur and his forces began sweeping across the Philippine islands, gradually driving out the Japanese military. Truman delivered the final blow in the summer of 1945, dropping atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Within weeks after the attacks, the war in East Asia was over.

			Yet the end of the Second World War reignited Chiang’s conflict with Mao’s Communists. On the surface, Chiang appeared well positioned for this confrontation; within a year after the armistice, his forces controlled some eighty percent of China’s territory. In reality, however, the war with Japan had severely depleted Chiang’s Nationalists, militarily and economically. By the end of the war, the fighting had killed more than fifteen million Chinese and created between eighty and one hundred million refugees. Chiang was left with the near-impossible task of healing his nation’s physical and psychic wounds.

			Diplomatic politics only made matters more difficult for the Generalissimo. In the final months of the war, F.D.R. had secretly granted Stalin concessions in Manchuria and elsewhere in northern China in exchange for Russian support in East Asia. The Soviets then permitted Mao’s forces to construct a secret weapons factory along the Manchurian coast. Stalin, eventually, would also turn over a massive stockpile of captured Japanese tanks and artillery pieces to Mao’s troops, who increasingly found themselves skirmishing with Chiang’s Nationalists. Newly supplied and invigorated, Mao’s army now posed a mortal threat to Chiang’s weary, spent regime.

		

	
		
			2

			THE GREATEST FORCE

			Mao had once compared his battles with Chiang to a kind of ferocious sibling rivalry. The two factions, he explained, were “twins born of China’s old (feudal) society, at once linked to each other and antagonistic to each other.” Both Mao and Chiang had looked to the West for inspiration as they sought to modernize their country. Yet while Chiang and his wife eagerly sought to cultivate close ties to America’s political and business elites, Mao, in fits and starts, had come to find Marxist critiques of Western capitalism more appealing.

			Mao viewed the dramatic events transforming China through the prism of his own experience—beginning with his grim early life. He was born in 1893 in Shaoshan, a remote village in China’s southern Hunan province—a region filled with rice paddies and bamboo groves that was known for its spicy cuisine. Tigers and leopards prowled the lush hills around the village, lending the place a precarious charm. Still, landlocked and remote, Shaoshan felt far from everything—especially for an ambitious young man. News was slow to reach the village. Mao later claimed that when the Qing empress Cixi died in 1908, the village did not get the bulletin until two years later.

			Mao blamed his family for reconciling themselves to this backwardness. His mother, a pious Buddhist, was “a kind woman, generous and sympathetic,” he recalled. But he recognized that she was not a modern woman. Like most Chinese of her time—an era when girls were sometimes sold by their families to brothels—she could not read at all. Mao loathed his father, a brutal martinet, coming to dread his beatings. Mao once suggested that his father deserved to be “jet-planed”—a torture tactic in which the victim’s arms are pulled backward as his face is thrust into the dirt. In a Confucian society that prized filial piety as one of its chief virtues, it was a heretical suggestion.

			Mao’s reading fueled his rebellious streak. In his home, with its mud floors and earthen walls, he would drape a bedsheet over his window and attempt to read by lamplight. When his father complained that he was lazy, the boy would flee the house. Eventually, Mao chose to enroll at schools outside his village; even when he did not attend, he continued to read on his own at the local library. Mao later recalled how he would buy a couple of rice cakes for lunch, then read straight through until closing time. He avoided the Confucian classics, with their emphasis on right behavior and personal morality. Instead, he preferred adventure stories like The Water Margin, a tale of revolt set during the Song dynasty. He studied Western lives and philosophy, reading biographical sketches of Rousseau and Montesquieu and liberal classics like the works of Adam Smith and Charles Darwin. By his teenage years, Mao later recalled, he had become the “family ‘scholar.’ ”

			One of Mao’s favorite Chinese writers, Liang Qichao—who coined the term “Sick Man of Asia” to describe his nation—complained that while Chinese society constantly looked to the past for inspiration, Western nations were looking to the future. Liang urged his countrymen to spend less time trying to perfect their personal virtue and more effort working to cultivate national strength. “In the world there is only power—there is no other force,” Liang had written as the twentieth century dawned. “That the strong always rule the weak is in truth the first great universal rule of nature. Hence, if we wish to attain liberty, there is no other road: we can only seek first to be strong.” Mao later recalled that as a young man he had “worshipped” Liang and his cold-eyed approach to international politics.

			Inspired, Mao began to get involved in local politics himself. As the Qing empire crumbled and the reformers gained stature, Mao organized fellow students and wrote muscular political tracts. He echoed and expanded on Liang’s ideas—rejecting Confucian culture and urging a wholesale reimagining of Chinese values. Mao derided the “white and slender hands” of effete traditional scholars and instead pressed Chinese activists to strengthen their bodies and wills. He emphasized the possibility of self-transformation. “The weak can become strong,” he wrote in one early political tract. “This is not a question of destiny, but depends entirely on human effort.” He pushed his readers to exercise vigorously and embrace martial values—to “charge on horseback amidst the clash of arms, and to be ever victorious; to shake the mountains by one’s cries, and the colors of the sky by one’s roars of anger.”

			The indispensable element, in Mao’s view, was force: China would succeed in shaking off the indignities of the past only by relentlessly cultivating the sources of its own power. In Mao’s view, that meant galvanizing China’s populace. “The greatest force,” he argued, “is that of the union of the popular masses.” He believed that the rapid population growth that had put so much pressure on the Qing regime could work in China’s favor. He had long urged his adherents to strengthen their individual wills. Now he began stressing the imperative of bolstering a collective will.

			These efforts intensified during the early 1920s, after agents from the Comintern—the body tasked with spreading Communism internationally in the aftermath of the Russian Revolution—began filtering into China. In 1921, Mao attended the First Congress of the Chinese Communist Party and soon began organizing study groups and holding literacy drives as part of his recruiting efforts. He found eager converts among China’s tradespeople—the carpenters, electricians, and railroad workers who were suffering under the existing system—and helped to form unions and encouraged strikes. Other recruits had no jobs at all, possessing little more than their resentments. By Mao’s early thirties, he was becoming a skilled organizer and a committed leftist. “I believe in Communism and advocate the social revolution of the proletariat,” he wrote in late 1925.

			While Soviet Communism placed urban workers at the center of its system, Mao also saw potential in China’s rural peasants. He retreated more and more frequently to the countryside, preparing detailed reports on the conditions in these regions. In 1927, he completed a study of the peasant movement in his native Hunan province, predicting that they would soon overthrow China’s feudal landlords. “The present upsurge of the peasant movement is a colossal event,” he wrote. “In a very short time, several hundred million peasants in China’s central, southern, and northern provinces will rise like a fierce wind or tempest, a force so swift and violent that no power, however great, will be able to suppress it.”

			At first, Mao had agreed to cooperate with China’s urban bourgeoisie en route to this goal. He acquiesced in the Comintern position that any successful revolution would need to combine the Chinese business classes and working classes into a united front. For a time, therefore, Mao was technically a member of both the Communists and Sun Yat-sen’s Nationalist party. It was this arrangement, in fact, that allowed him to build the nucleus of his future guerrilla army. Mao and his allies readily accepted military training from the Nationalist officer corps. As Chiang and the Nationalists prepared to launch a major offensive in the mid-1920s, Mao raised troops from the country’s rural villages to assist in the campaign.

			Nevertheless, points of conflict between the Communists and the Nationalists were proliferating. After Chiang’s brutal purge of leftists in Shanghai in the spring of 1927, Mao retreated with his allies to a base camp high in China’s Jinggang Mountains. Mao had long anticipated the possibility of setbacks. “A revolution,” he had written, “is not like inviting people to dinner, or writing an essay, or painting a picture, or doing embroidery.” It was, he warned, “an act of violence”—with all its untidy consequences. Shifting political tacks, Mao now applied all he had learned about recruiting, propaganda, and military training to strengthening his own small but passionate band of reformers.

			From his base in Jinggang, a picturesque setting of misty mountains and forests populated by monkeys and wild boar, Mao embraced a new tactic: guerrilla warfare. He and his men survived by raiding the property of neighboring landowners, often redistributing it to local peasants. In larger engagements, the rebels shrewdly husbanded their military resources, striking only when they could concentrate their forces. Mao explained: “The enemy advances, we retreat; the enemy camps, we harass; the enemy tires, we attack; the enemy retreats, we pursue.” In reality, however, it was Chiang’s Nationalists who did most of the pursuing. Mao’s Communists fled from one hiding spot to another until, in 1934, they attempted to break out toward northern China—a flight that would come to be remembered as the Long March.

			Mao and his Communists spent a year trekking northward, enduring Nationalist air raids and grimly austere conditions, before finally settling in Yan’an, a dusty warren of caves that had been carved out of the yellow loess hills of northern China. Mao’s acolytes, at this stage, were a young and ragged bunch. Edgar Snow, an American journalist who spent time with Mao in Yan’an, compared the experience to being “in the midst of a host of schoolboys, engaged in a life of violence because some strange design of history had made this seem infinitely more important to them than football games, textbooks, love, or the main concerns of youth in other countries.”

			Although Mao was now in his forties, he, too, retained a boyish charm, an easy laugh, and an appreciation for sophomoric antics. Snow recalled how Mao once casually pulled down his pants in a hot cave as he studied a military map. He had not yet morphed into the tumid, self-serious personage of his postrevolutionary years. Snow described him in the mid-1930s as “a gaunt, rather Lincolnesque figure,” with sharp cheekbones and a quick wit. The humor was partly a mask: Mao had endured some devastating personal tragedies as his armies battled the Nationalists. As he retreated deeper into the Chinese heartland, his rivals had captured his wife and executed her by firing squad. On the Long March, after marrying again, he was forced to leave an infant daughter behind on the trail.

			In Yan’an, however, Mao finally had reason for optimism. As China’s conflict with Japan intensified during the late 1930s and early 1940s, Chiang’s Nationalists were increasingly forced to occupy themselves with their foreign foe—leaving Mao’s Communists unmolested. Mao had chosen Yan’an partly for its proximity to the Soviet Union, which he hoped might aid the Chinese Communists. Yet as the Second World War erupted and escalated, Stalin repeatedly urged Mao to leave the safety of his rural base and join the battle against the Japanese. Mao, for the most part, refused. “We are certainly not fighting for an emancipated China in order to turn the country over to Moscow!” Mao had once explained to Snow. “Only where the interests of the Chinese masses coincide with the interests of the Russian masses can it be said to be ‘obeying the will’ of Moscow.”

			
			Mao was a committed Marxist who had come to see class struggle as the mainspring of history. Still, he increasingly sought to adapt Communist ideology to local Chinese conditions. To some extent, this shift was shaped by domestic politics: his most formidable rivals in the Chinese Communist Party had styled themselves as pro-Soviet Marxist-Leninist intellectuals. Mao, instead, positioned himself as a homegrown, populist alternative, calling for the “sinification” of Marxism and advocating mass participation in the political system. He argued that Chinese society should not count on the Soviet Union for support; instead, it would need to regenerate itself. He and his allies, meanwhile, ruthlessly purged their organization of disloyal elements. The Chinese Communist Party increasingly came to orbit around Mao—the first inklings of the cult of personality that would emerge full force in later decades.

			As Mao carved out a measure of autonomy from Soviet influence, he also reconsidered his relationship with the United States. Although he abhorred capitalism, he admired Americans in some respects. He had been a supporter of the McKinley Administration’s Open Door policy, which sought to keep the European powers from establishing spheres of influence in East Asia. He respected Theodore Roosevelt for his willful self-discipline, and F.D.R. for his antifascism. Still, as the postwar antagonism between the United States and the Soviet Union deepened, Mao feared that he would soon find himself a pawn in the Cold War. During a 1946 interview with the American journalist Anna Louise Strong, he set up teacups and liquor glasses on a table like game pieces to illustrate his view of the conflict. Before attempting to confront the Soviets directly, Mao predicted, the United States would first seek to subdue a “vast zone” on the Russian periphery—a sector that included China.

			Mao’s distrust of the United States grew, later the same year, when President Truman tried to heal the rift between Mao and Chiang by asking Secretary Marshall to mediate. At one time, during similar negotiations, Mao had tried to signal his goodwill with over-the-top bursts of bonhomie. (“Long live Generalissimo Chiang!” he would exclaim at the negotiations.) Now, however, Truman and Marshall quickly lost Mao’s sympathy by playing a kind of double game—presenting the United States as an honest broker while continuing to support Chiang’s Nationalists militarily. “It was the first time for us to deal with the U.S. imperialists,” Mao later remembered. “We didn’t have much experience. As a result we were taken in. With this experience, we won’t be cheated again.”

			The failure of Marshall’s mission left American policy makers with little choice but to continue to back Chiang—or retreat altogether. And Congress, enchanted as it remained with the Generalissimo and his wife, was happy to keep the aid flowing. Truman, however, was gradually losing his enthusiasm for the project. The president complained to his advisers that any American assistance program would be like pouring “sand in a rat hole.”

			
				★
			

			These remained the prevailing attitudes in Washington in the winter of 1948, as Madame Chiang pleaded with the capital’s wire-pullers and prayed for one last miracle. Not all Americans had turned on her, but even some of her admirers seemed to condescend. One U.S. diplomat recalled how, at a tea for journalists back in China, the assembled men had stared lustfully at her legs as a fan blew her pale-blue skirt in rhythmic waves above her calves. (“That is the best looking pair of legs I have seen in a long, long time,” the New York Times man reported.) On another occasion, as Madame Chiang sat in a darkened theater box watching an opera, she had caught a young American serviceman gawking at her. The first lady
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			In a very short time,
several hundred million peasants
in China’s central, southern,
and northern provinces
will rise like a fierce wind or tempest,
a force so swift and violent that
no power, however great,
will be able to suppress it.

			—MAO ZEDONG
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