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				As a military man I have known many clever and truly outstanding strategists. I have rarely come across an individual more strategically oriented than Ren.[1]

				—Admiral William A. Owens,

				former vice-chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff
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			A Note on Names

			The Chinese names in the text are transliterated in the pinyin system, which has been used in China since the 1950s. In pronunciation, a zh can be approximated by the English j (Ren Zhengfei = “Rin Jung-fay”), an x by the English sh (Ren Moxun = “Rin Moh-shyun”), and a q by the English ch (Zhou Daiqi = “Joe Dye-chi”).

			Surnames precede given names in Chinese, and this often remains the case in anglicized versions. Some Chinese individuals who move abroad choose to adopt the Westernized convention of putting surnames second.

			Many Huawei executives have adopted English names for their professional work, and this text frequently uses English names for broader accessibility.

			The Cast of Characters lists executives by prominent titles they have held that figure into this story. Huawei’s executives tend to rotate roles and responsibilities every few years, and some have since progressed to other titles.

		

	
		
			Cast of Characters

			The Ren Family

			
				Ren Zhengfei / 任正非: Founder of Huawei Technologies Co., the world’s largest supplier of telecommunications equipment.

				Meng Wanzhou / 孟晚舟 (a.k.a. Cathy Meng and Sabrina Meng): Daughter of Ren Zhengfei and Meng Jun; Huawei’s chief financial officer.

				Ren Moxun / 任摩逊: Ren Zhengfei’s father; dean of Duyun Normal College for Nationalities and principal of Duyun No. 1 Middle School.

				Cheng Yuanzhao / 程远昭: Ren Zhengfei’s mother; math teacher at Duyun No. 1 Middle School.

				Steven Ren (a.k.a. Ren Shulu / 任树录): Ren Zhengfei’s younger brother; Huawei’s chief logistics officer.

				Zheng Li / 郑黎: Ren Zhengfei’s younger sister; a finance executive at Huawei.

				Meng Jun / 孟军: Ren Zhengfei’s first wife.

				Meng Dongbo / 孟东波: Meng Jun’s father and Ren Zhengfei’s first father-in-law; Sichuan Province’s vice-governor.

				Ren Ping / 任平 (a.k.a. Meng Ping / 孟平): Son of Ren Zhengfei and Meng Jun.

				Yao Ling / 姚凌: Ren Zhengfei’s second wife; mother of Annabel Yao.

				Annabel Yao (a.k.a. Yao Anna / 姚安娜 and Yao Siwei / 姚思为): Daughter of Ren Zhengfei and Yao Ling.

				Carlos Liu (a.k.a. Liu Xiaozong / 刘晓棕): Meng Wanzhou’s husband.

			

			Key Huawei Executives

			
				Sun Yafang / 孙亚芳: Huawei’s chairwoman from 1999 to 2018.

				Guo Ping / 郭平: One of Huawei’s three rotating chairpersons; member of the company’s early engineering team; oversaw Huawei’s international M&As and legal cases.

				Ken Hu (a.k.a. Hu Houkun / 胡厚崑): One of Huawei’s three rotating chairpersons; oversaw Huawei’s international cybersecurity.

				Eric Xu (a.k.a. Xu Zhijun / 徐直军): One of Huawei’s three rotating chairpersons; led Huawei’s wireless division during its early internationalization.

				Zheng Baoyong / 郑宝用: Huawei’s chief engineer in early years and later an executive vice president; also president of Huawei’s US division in the late 1990s.

				Li Yinan / 李一男: Huawei’s “boy genius” engineer in the early years; founder of the rival router maker Harbour Networks.

				William Xu (a.k.a. Xu Wenwei / 徐文伟): Senior Huawei executive and board member who did chip engineering for the company’s early telephone switches.

				Chen Zhufang / 陈珠芳: Huawei’s party secretary from the late 1990s through around 2007.

				Zhou Daiqi / 周代期: Huawei’s party secretary starting around 2008.

				Jiang Xisheng / 江西生: Early Huawei executive who negotiated the exit of the company’s five original investors.

				James Yan (a.k.a. Yan Jingli / 阎景立): Huawei’s first US representative in the 1990s.

				Matt Bross: British Telecom CTO who selected Huawei for its first major contract in the West in 2005; later joined Huawei as global CTO.

				Teresa He (a.k.a. He Tingbo / 何庭波): Head of Huawei’s chip unit, HiSilicon.

				Wen Tong / 童文: Huawei’s lead 5G scientist; former head of Nortel’s Network Technology Labs.

				Charles Ding (a.k.a. Ding Shaohua / 丁少华): Huawei’s chief US representative during the House Permanent Select Committee on Intelligence’s 2012 hearing on Huawei and ZTE.

				Richard Yu (a.k.a. Yu Chengdong / 余承东): Huawei’s smartphone head.

				Catherine Chen (a.k.a. Chen Lifang / 陈黎芳): Head of Huawei’s public affairs during the US-China trade war; her husband, Cao Yi’an, was one of Huawei’s early engineers.

			

			Domestic Rivals

			
				Shen Dingxing / 沈定兴: Founder of Zhuhai Telecom; one of Huawei’s original five investors.

				Wan Runnan / 万润南: Founder of the Stone Group Corporation, China’s most promising early private tech company, dubbed “China’s IBM”; he went into exile in France after supporting pro-democracy student protesters in Tiananmen Square in 1989.

				Wu Jiangxing / 邬江兴: Military engineer who developed the “04 switch,” China’s first homegrown advanced digital telephone switch, in 1991; founder of the switching company Great Dragon; he was a director of the Information Engineering Academy of the PLA’s General Staff Department, a title that Ren Zhengfei has been mistakenly cited as holding.

				Hou Weigui / 侯为贵: Founder of ZTE.

				Liu Chuanzhi / 柳传志: Founder of Lenovo.

			

			International Industry Executives

			
				John Chambers: CEO of Cisco when the company filed an intellectual-property lawsuit against Huawei.

				Bruce Claflin: 3Com CEO; set up a joint-venture company with Huawei to help it defend itself against the Cisco lawsuit.

				Mike Zafirovski: Motorola COO who tried to negotiate a merger with Huawei in 2003.

				William A. “Bill” Owens: Former vice-chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff; former Nortel CEO; represented Huawei in its 2010 bid for a place in a Sprint contract.

				Daniel “Dan” Hesse: Sprint Nextel CEO.

			

			Chinese Government Officials

			
				Note: The title of China’s top leader fluctuated before 1997. Mao Zedong led China under the title “chairman of the Communist Party of China” from 1949 until his death in 1976. After a brief interregnum, Deng Xiaoping took over the helm under a range of titles, including “paramount leader,” then just “comrade” in the years before his death in 1997. Since then, starting with Jiang Zemin, the nation’s top leader has ruled as “general secretary of the Chinese Communist Party” while also doubling as the nation’s “president” on a staggered schedule. For instance, Xi Jinping became China’s leader in November 2012, when he assumed the post of general secretary of the Chinese Communist Party, then gained the additional title “president of China” in March 2013. The premier is the nation’s number-two official.

				Mao Zedong / 毛泽东: Founder of the People’s Republic of China, chairman of the Communist Party of China (CCP), and the nation’s leader from 1949 until his death in 1976.

				Deng Xiaoping / 邓小平: China’s leader from 1978 to 1997. He retired his formal government titles in the late 1980s but continued to be regarded as the nation’s de facto leader until his death. He is credited with engineering China’s economic renaissance through market reforms following Mao’s Cultural Revolution.

				Zhao Ziyang / 赵紫阳: China’s premier from 1980 to 1987 and general secretary of the CCP from 1987 to 1989. He was deposed after sympathizing with the pro-democracy student protesters of Tiananmen Square in 1989. Earlier in his career, he was the leader of Sichuan Province as it began its experimentation in market reforms.

				Li Peng / 李鹏: China’s premier from 1987 to 1998. A security hard-liner who backed the use of force against the Tiananmen Square protesters in 1989.

				Hu Yaobang / 胡耀邦: General secretary of the CCP from 1982 to 1987. His death in April 1989 sparked student protests in Beijing that escalated into the Tiananmen Square protests.

				Jiang Zemin / 江泽民: General secretary of the CCP from 1989 to 2002. He oversaw China’s freewheeling boom in private business, as well as the nation’s 2001 entry into the World Trade Organization (WTO). Outranked by Deng Xiaoping during the first part of his tenure as general secretary, he became China’s top leader following Deng’s death in 1997. Ren’s meeting with Jiang in 1994 is often cited as an early highlight for Huawei.

				Zhu Rongji / 朱镕基: China’s premier from 1998 to 2003. He was a leading proponent of China’s economic liberalization and negotiated the country’s entry into the WTO. Following Zhu’s visit to Huawei in 1996, the company gained easier access to financing from the state-owned banking system.

				Hu Jintao / 胡锦涛: China’s leader from 2002 to 2012, he presided over a period of rapid globalization. Ren Zhengfei accompanied him on a state visit to Iran in 2001.

				Wu Bangguo / 吴邦国: China’s vice-premier from 1995 to 2003 and chairman of the Standing Committee of the National People’s Congress from 2003 to 2013. He was one of Huawei’s supporters in Beijing and the official whom the company sought out for help when it came under scrutiny from national auditors in the early 2000s.

				Wen Jiabao / 温家宝: China’s premier from 2003 to 2013.

				Zhang Gaoli / 张高丽: China’s vice-premier from 2013 to 2018. He visited Huawei in 1998 during his tenure as Shenzhen’s party secretary.

				Xi Jinping / 习近平: China’s current leader and general secretary of the CCP since 2012.

			

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			This is a work of journalism, which means that nothing is invented or fictionalized. Much of the dialogue and many of the details are drawn from official meeting minutes, speech transcripts, video recordings, government reports, and other contemporaneous records. Some information is also derived from the recollections of firsthand participants. Details on sources can be found in the endnotes.

			The goal of this project was to chronicle the historic path of the most successful company in China’s modern history, Huawei Technologies, in the belief that it could contribute to the conversation about how we arrived at this current moment in history—and what comes next.

			This is an independent project, which means it does not have the endorsement of, and was not commissioned by, Huawei, any other tech company, or any government. Penguin’s Portfolio imprint was the sole source of funding. The Washington Post supported the endeavor through a book leave. This book also draws on interviews and research I did as a reporter for The Post and The Wall Street Journal.

			The reconstruction of this narrative was made possible through the generous time and insights of many industry executives, policymakers, and scholars of China. I have tried to faithfully reflect the diversity of their perspectives in these pages. Any errors, misunderstandings, or oversights are solely my own. I hope that readers will enjoy their foray into the astonishing world of telecommunications as much as I did mine.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			The woman’s flight from Hong Kong arrived in Vancouver on December 1, 2018, at 11:10 a.m., a few minutes ahead of schedule.[1] Dressed comfortably in a dark hooded tracksuit and sneakers,[2] her shiny black hair hanging loose around her shoulders, she was planning a quick stop at one of her family homes, then heading on to Buenos Aires. As it happened, the most powerful men and women in the world were gathering just then in the Argentine capital for the G20 summit. It was—by her account—a coincidence.

			As she stepped off the Cathay Pacific flight at the Vancouver International Airport, something was not quite right. An officer was checking passports as the passengers emerged from the jetway at gate 65. When she reached him, she showed him her Hong Kong passport, a fairly new one, her seventh in eleven years. The officer called over a colleague, who asked her to hand over her mobile phones. Her lawyers would later say she could have resisted. But she was jet-lagged and caught off guard, so it didn’t occur to her to resist. She handed over her iPhone and a red-cased smartphone made by her father’s company. The officers put them into a thick bag designed to block cell-phone signals and make it difficult for anyone to wipe them remotely.

			After following her to baggage claim, the two officers rifled through her luggage, pulling out more electronics: a pink MacBook, a rose-gold iPad, a 256-gigabyte USB drive. One of them asked her for the phones’ passwords and scribbled the numbers on a loose sheet of paper. The questioning continued. One hour passed, then two. Finally, three hours after she’d gotten off the plane, a third man appeared and told her she was under arrest. She was facing charges of fraud in the United States.

			“You’re saying you’re going to arrest me?”

			“Right.”

			“And then send me to the United States?”

			“Right.”[3]

			It was now undeniable that this was not a random airport check. This was a highly planned operation. As the officer explained that they were going to book her into jail and fingerprint her, he advised Huawei’s CFO, Meng Wanzhou, also known as Cathy Meng, also known as Sabrina Meng, to get a lawyer.

			

			—

			Huawei had been on Washington’s radar for some time. The company had emerged as China’s leading high-tech firm, trouncing its Western rivals in bids for major contracts on the strength of its sales team’s ferocious “wolf culture.” Huawei was now number one in the lucrative trade of building the “pipes” that made up the world’s phone and internet networks. Its pockets seemed endlessly deep, as it scooped up top engineers from across the globe.

			Meng Wanzhou’s father—Huawei’s reclusive founder, Ren Zhengfei—was a corporate legend in China. He had a reputation as a long-term strategist, and his military-esque aphorisms were widely quoted. Starting from humble beginnings, Ren had worked his way up through the military before setting up a humble telephone switch venture that had shot straight to the top. It was either an astonishing feat of innovation or, as some people muttered, too good to be true. There were rumors about the company pursuing obscured projects in Iran and North Korea. There were fears that Huawei products might contain “back doors” that could let overseas spies burrow their way in. There were questions of whether the company was controlled by China’s government, despite Huawei’s protests that it was an independent, privately owned company. Some US officials, with a touch of melodrama, were calling Huawei no less than the greatest threat to American democracy.[4]

			Ren protested that he couldn’t possibly be involved in such things. He was, he said, only a maker of pipes—a humble vocation not unlike that of a plumber. Not everyone saw things this way. Sure, Huawei might make pipes of a sort, but it was not water flowing through them. What flowed through these pipes was telephone calls, emails, internet traffic, text messages, video calls, corporate accounting, medical records, wills and testaments, love letters, family photographs, police intelligence, government secrets. In a word: data. The most valuable commodity of the information age. And Huawei was the largest supplier of these pipes—by a long shot.

			And there was something else here. The question of Huawei wasn’t merely a question of business; it was also a question of belief. When the Soviets had sent Sputnik 1 into the skies in 1957, it had shaken Americans to the core. There was nationwide soul-searching: How could Moscow have gained the technological edge with its stodgy Communist methods? The collapse of the Soviet Union seemed to put that debate to rest, affirming the brittleness of Communist rule and the superiority of Western liberal democracy. As for China, it had been a technological leader centuries ago, inventing the compass, gunpowder, and paper. But it had fallen behind in the fifteenth century, and the prospect that it would ever catch up again seemed unlikely. Until now. The world was having another Sputnik moment. And this time the Sputnik was Huawei.

			Huawei was filing more patent applications than any other company on earth. Huawei was number one in 5G. Huawei was number one in smartphones. It was breaking ground in artificial intelligence. It pulled in more in annual sales than Disney and Nike combined, and it employed more people than Apple. The rise of such an absolute corporate juggernaut was not supposed to be possible through Communism. But it had happened. It was the kind of thing that made people reconsider what they knew to be true. They were reconsidering if free trade really made everyone wealthier. They were reconsidering if history did end with Western-style democracy. They were reconsidering if the source of innovation really was college dropouts’ garages and not the state picking winners and losers. Because if so, then how did a company like Huawei exist?

			

			—

			Days after Meng’s detention, Beijing struck back. Two Canadians, both named Michael, were detained in China, thrown into solitary detention, and accused of espionage. The simmering US-China trade war had exploded into full-fledged hostage diplomacy.

			Amid the fear and uncertainty that followed, something strange happened. Invitations began trickling out to major news organizations: The New York Times, The Washington Post, CNN, BBC. They were all invited to come to China and meet Ren Zhengfei himself. It was the first time in his life that Huawei’s secretive founder had thrown open his doors to the foreign press. So it was with a great deal of intrigue, and a little trepidation, that the journalists arrived, one after another, in the megacity of Shenzhen on China’s southern coast.

			As they drove through the smoggy outskirts of Shenzhen, the sea of factories must have seemed to go on forever. There was one assembly line after another, churning out yo-yos, ziplock bags, scuba wet suits, electric toothbrushes, ultrasonic plastic welders, arch-support insoles, and everything in between. This was the place called the world’s factory floor. Finally, the foreign reporters emerged at a lakeside hill. This was where Ren had built his Garden of Eden. There was a life-size replica of Versailles, with statues of white horses galloping around a fountain at its entrance. Nearby, the red turrets of Heidelberg Castle soared. A little red train chugged cheerfully from castle to castle. One hundred and fifty Russian painters had been hired to paint the walls and ceilings of the massive halls with Renaissance-style murals. In one hall, there was a re-creation of the caryatids from Delphi, the mysterious female figures holding up the sky with their heads. Exquisitely dressed young women playing the lute. There was also a sprawling vista of the Battle of Waterloo. Outside, black swans glided on a lake—a reminder from Ren to his employees to always be on the lookout for a “black-swan event,” a term for an extremely unlikely but disastrous occurrence.

			“Welcome,” the Huawei staffers said, “to Huawei’s R&D campus.”

			Now out walked Ren himself. If you believed some folks in Washington, he was one of the most dangerous men in the world. He didn’t look so standing before them: a wizened little old man in a blue leisure suit and pastel shirt, spouting aphorisms and jokes through a translator.

			The visiting journalists were keen to ask Ren about his background, about Huawei’s ownership, about the psychedelic vision of the European castles, about Huawei’s business in Iran, about the detention of his daughter. But most of all, they wanted to ask him over and over, in every possible permutation, the unanswerable question: Did Huawei help the Chinese government spy?

			“We are a company that sells water taps and pipes,” Ren said. “How can anyone ask for water from a hardware store like us?”[5]

		

	
		
			Part I
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				A country without its own program-controlled switches is like one without an army.[1]

				—Ren Zhengfei, July 20, 1994

			

		

	
		
			1

			The Bookseller

			The Ren Family: 1937–1968

			Ren Moxun[1] sold “good books.”[2] That was what he and his friends called patriotic literature. They were seeking to inspire their countrymen to heroism at a time when it was urgently needed. They’d considered names like Advancement Bookstore and Pioneering Bookstore before finally settling on July Seventh Bookstore. The reference was obvious: Earlier that year, on July 7, 1937, Japanese troops had crossed the Marco Polo Bridge, captured the capital, and continued their invasion of China. World War II would not come for Europe for another two years, when Adolf Hitler invaded Poland. But here in China, the war was already upon them. Ren Moxun opened up the bookstore in the small town of Rongxian,[3] in southern Guangxi Province, and threw himself into the war effort.

			Ren Moxun was around twenty-seven at this time, and he had a high forehead, long cheeks, and bushy eyebrows.[4] The only one among his siblings to have attended university,[5] he cultivated a professorial air and wore horn-rimmed spectacles. He revered books, schooling, and the written word, a predisposition he would pass down to his seven children.[6] At the time he opened his bookstore, reading was still a hobby for the privileged elite. If you pulled five people off the street at random, you’d be lucky if one could read.[7] Chinese script was difficult to learn: it had no alphabet, and you had to memorize each word, one by one. Still, there was enough interest in Rongxian for a bookstore. Ren Moxun stocked revolutionary titles[8] from a supplier in Guilin: Karl Marx’s Das Kapital, Vladimir Lenin’s The Proletarian Revolution and the Renegade Kautsky, the complete works of the modern Chinese thinker Lu Xun. He and his colleagues placed a bench at the front so that frugal students could sit and read for free.[9] Outside the bookstore, they propped up a blackboard to scrawl news of the war, something of an unofficial village newspaper. They started a political reading club too, which gathered for spirited discussions.

			In his day job, Ren Moxun served as an accountant for a Nationalist military factory supporting the fight against Japan. The Nationalists, China’s rulers at the time, were also embroiled in a civil war against Mao Zedong’s Communists, who were seeking to overthrow them with the help of the peasantry. As they fought Japan’s invasion, the two sides had brokered a delicate truce, an agreement Ren Moxun strongly endorsed. When one faction of Communist revolutionaries in his town began advocating to end the détente with the Nationalists, he denounced them as traitors.[10] These were tense times. People disagreed on what was the right path for the nation, on who was friend or foe, on whether a book was a “good book” or not. One day in March 1938, some Nationalist officers searched the bookstore and pulled out a big pile of books that they demanded not be sold. Ren Moxun and his colleagues found a clever workaround.[11] They piled the banned books into a vitrine and scrawled a sign on it: Inside This Cabinet Are Banned Books. As it turned out, the books inside the cabinet sold briskly.

			The July Seventh Bookstore was shut down by the Nationalists in the second half of 1939. Its owners held a fire sale to get a last batch of good books out to the people.[12] Ren Moxun considered traveling to Yan’an to join Mao’s Communists but found the roads impassable. So he crossed to the rolling hills of the neighboring province, Guizhou, where he found work as a teacher.

			Guizhou Province is a hilly region slightly smaller than Missouri, set inland from China’s southwestern border with Vietnam. Monsoons sweep the subtropical region each summer, watering the terraced paddies of sticky rice. Cold drizzles continue through the winter. The area’s indigenous people were the Bouyei, who spoke their own language and also inhabited northern Vietnam. For centuries, China’s emperors considered the area an impoverished borderland[13] where even cooking salt was sometimes in short supply.[14] Even in the modern day, Guizhou retains the reputation of a hardship posting for officials.

			In Guizhou, Ren Moxun met a seventeen-year-old named Cheng Yuanzhao. With big brown eyes,[15] round cheeks, and a broad smile, she was also bright and good with numbers.[16] They married, and Cheng Yuanzhao soon became pregnant.

			Their son was born in October 1944,[17] and they named him Ren Zhengfei. It was an ambiguous name. Zheng meant “correct,” and fei meant “not.” “Right or wrong” would be a fair translation. It wasn’t like the common, straightforward boys’ names. Jiabao meant “family treasure.” Jianguo meant “build the nation.” But what did a name like his mean?

			Japan’s occupation of China ended abruptly the year after Ren Zhengfei’s birth, when the Americans dropped atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. For all the efforts of Ren Moxun and his compatriots, it was America’s superior bomb technology that ended the Japanese occupation. In China, there would not yet be peace. Civil war resumed between the Nationalists and Communists. Ren Moxun and Cheng Yuanzhao had six more children, all while both parents worked teaching local students in spare conditions, under the glow of kerosene lamps.[18] Cheng served for a period as an elementary school principal.[19]

			In 1949, Mao Zedong emerged victorious. It was clear that Ren Moxun had picked the wrong side by working for the Nationalists during the war. It wasn’t yet clear how dire the consequences would be for his family.

			

			—

			On a foggy morning in 1950, Ren Moxun rode a horse-drawn carriage into the town of Zhenning.[20] The name Zhenning meant “town of peace,” but Ren Moxun, seated in the middle of the cart and surrounded by three armed men who kept their Mauser guns trained outward, arrived with some trepidation. The fog was so thick the men could see only a few meters ahead on the winding dirt road, and they feared that unfriendly locals might attack them. Officials had tasked Ren Moxun with launching a new middle school for Bouyei children in Zhenning, one that would teach them the Mandarin Chinese language and help integrate them into the nascent Communist republic. Mao’s new government was seeking to solidify its control over a sprawling territory that, for most of its history, had been not a unified whole but self-governing fiefdoms speaking different tongues. A unifying language was not just a linguistic issue but a political one.

			Ren Moxun and his colleagues began setting up a new boarding school, going door-to-door to recruit students across the countryside. Fewer than half of the students spoke fluent Mandarin.[21] Many of the older residents didn’t speak Mandarin at all. Ren Moxun and his staff learned conversational Bouyei. Attendance was a challenge for students who had to travel a great distance.[22] Many families also couldn’t afford the school fees. Ren Moxun and his staff came up with a solution: the students and faculty would make up the budget shortfall through part-time farming.[23] He got the government to give them an acre of land, where the students planted crops and raised pigs. The labor of the students and teachers enabled the school to cover its costs, including meals and a free blue uniform for each student.

			Mao’s officials believed they were extending a civilizing influence to the nation’s frontiers—Guizhou in the south, Inner Mongolia in the north, Tibet and Xinjiang in the west. The residents didn’t necessarily see it that way. They had lived for centuries with their own languages and customs, and they were now being compelled to assimilate. There were those who did not like Ren Moxun and his school either. After someone threatened to kill him with a hand grenade—the precise reasons are unclear—the school was issued four rifles to protect the staff and students.[24]

			One of Ren Moxun’s objectives was to inculcate his students with the right beliefs. “Principal Ren, your guiding ideology must be clear,” a visiting official instructed him. “You must make clear who the enemies are, who we are, who are our friends.” Ren Moxun organized rallies for the students to denounce their enemies.[25] The enemies at home were the oppressive landlords. The enemies abroad were the Americans, who were waging war against North Korea, one of China’s allies. Ren Moxun reported that the “scoundrels” hidden among the teachers were successfully caught through these criticism sessions, which were often intense, with students bursting into tears. In the anti-America sessions, students offered up secondhand accounts of atrocities committed by US troops in the area, presumably when they had passed through during World War II. One student said a US soldier had shot a farmer for sport near the Yellow Fruit Waterfall. Another said a classmate’s sister had been dragged into a jeep and raped. It was hard to say what, exactly, had happened years ago with US soldiers, but the resentment against America was certainly real.

			Ren Moxun was a man of quiet ambition, and by age forty-five, he was beginning to gain national attention for his work. In 1955, a prominent linguistic journal published a paper of his on teaching Mandarin Chinese to Bouyei children.[26] He outlined their successes in connecting with their pupils by learning their tongue. He noted that the Bouyei language had been changing rapidly since Mao came to power, with new terms like landlord and land reform added. His paper impressed officials at the Ministry of Education enough that they dispatched officials to visit his school. In the autumn of 1955, he was also invited to attend the landmark linguistic conference in Beijing where officials made the controversial decision to simplify the Chinese written language to boost literacy. Arriving in the nation’s capital, he posed proudly for a photo on a tree-lined walkway of Beihai Park.[27]

			After returning home to Zhenning, Ren Moxun was promoted to dean of the new Duyun Normal College for Nationalities, a teachers’ school for local ethnic minority students. His son Ren Zhengfei, then a middle schooler, was astonished when they moved to the county seat and saw the department store. It was his first time seeing a two-story building.[28]

			

			—

			When Ren Moxun took up management of Duyun Normal College for Nationalities in 1958, Mao had just launched an ambitious national campaign dubbed the Great Leap Forward. The previous autumn, the Soviet Union had launched the world’s first artificial satellite, Sputnik 1, a technological feat that stunned the world. The Soviet Union’s leader, Nikita Khrushchev, set a goal of surpassing the US in industrial output in fifteen years. Mao was inspired to follow suit, declaring that China would catch up with the United Kingdom in fifteen years.

			To meet such an astronomical goal, all of China would have to suspend business as usual for an emergency industrialization push. Duyun Normal College for Nationalities was no exception. Ren Moxun was ordered to halve the four-year curriculum to make time for steelmaking. His staff and students would work nights making steel while continuing their daytime classes, a grueling schedule.[29] The exhausted students could only catch up on sleep during the day, and their coursework suffered.

			Some steel was produced in the nationwide drive, but a lot of the amateur efforts came to naught. As farmers neglected the fields and melted farming tools to try to meet steel quotas, the crops failed. By 1959, starvation was widespread across Guizhou Province and the nation. In some Guizhou towns, grain rations were reduced to several tablespoons per person per day.[30] Ren Moxun pleaded with local authorities to increase the students’ rations, arguing that they needed more food to complete their workloads. They stretched their rations by growing radishes in the schoolyard and gathering acorns to grind into meal. The dean had Communist Party members among the staff—seen as the most morally upstanding employees—take turns guarding the pantry from theft.[31]

			Outside the schoolyard, the situation was even more dire. Local authorities across Guizhou were receiving reports of a swelling sickness.[32] Farmers’ abdomens were ballooning with fluid until it killed them. Investigations determined that the cause was starvation. By one historian’s estimate, 10 percent of Guizhou’s population died from the famine, one of the highest death rates in the country.[33] The famine coincided with local unrest: At one point, officials instructed Ren Moxun and his students to disperse a crowd of angry ethnic minority villagers, which they did with reluctance. It is not clear what the villagers were protesting.[34]

			Ren Moxun’s own family was struggling to put enough food on the table for their seven children. The family foraged wild roots, tasting them gingerly, unsure if they were edible.[35] They ate wild castor beans, which gave them diarrhea. Ren Zhengfei had been an excellent student in middle school, but now he found it hard to concentrate. In his sophomore year of high school, he had to retake the final exams.

			As Ren prepared for the grueling college entrance exam, the gaokao, his mother encouraged him by slipping him an extra corn cake now and then to ease his hunger pangs.
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					Excerpted from a 1959 booklet about the Chongqing Institute of Architecture and Engineering, this photo shows a campus building designed and constructed by students.

				
			
			

			—

			
			In 1963, Ren Zhengfei was accepted to the Chongqing Institute of Architecture and Engineering (later merged into Chongqing University).[36] This was not an elite school like Tsinghua or Peking University in the capital. But for a small-town student who had just survived a famine, it was good enough indeed. Chongqing was a major inland city in Sichuan Province, which was known for its mouth-numbingly spicy cuisine and its surrounding bamboo forests, where giant pandas roamed. As a temporary wartime capital for the Nationalists in the early 1940s, it had munitions factories, heavy industry, and engineering schools.

			The Great Leap Forward and the famine had ended, but Ren’s college experience was still not a normal one. Mao thought young people were spending too much time with their noses in books. They should be learning by building things with their hands, with the peasantry as their tutors. In early 1964, Mao ordered universities to thin out curriculums, making room for students to learn through practical work.[37] The professors at the Chongqing Institute of Architecture and Engineering were obliged to turn lectures into reading handouts and allow students to take open-book tests. Teams of students were sent out for stints on construction sites.[38] Mao also ordered universities to participate in nationwide defense preparations, with students run through militia drills.[39]

			On the morning of May 14, 1966, students awoke to find all classes suspended for three days.[40] Mao announced that class enemies had infiltrated the Communist Party and had to be rooted out. The Cultural Revolution had begun. At Ren’s university, students and teachers were told to write “big-character posters,” handwritten signs denouncing individuals as counterrevolutionaries. Before long, some four thousand posters papered the campus.[41] By the summer, the professors were in terror as growing numbers of them were denounced. More and more of Ren’s classmates wore the red armbands of the Red Guards, Mao’s youth paramilitary organization, which was spearheading the hunt for counterrevolutionaries.

			As was happening elsewhere across the nation, Red Guards at Ren’s university overthrew the administration, forcing the professors to turn over the keys and official seal. They overthrew the Chongqing government as well. Teachers and students fled. Management of the college remained in chaos for the next two years. In February 1967, some fellow students at Ren’s university kidnapped Luo Guangbin, a local writer.[42] The Red Guards locked Luo up inside a room in the physics building on campus, denouncing him as a traitor who wrote reactionary novels, until he leaped from a window to his death.

			Beyond the campus walls, Red Guards were staging deadly battles[43] in the streets of Chongqing as rival factions fought for dominance. The students had broken into the city’s military factories, seizing rifles, heavy artillery, and even tanks. Six middle schoolers and a college student were killed in a shootout on August 4, 1967.[44] Four days later, a Red Guard clash along a riverbank left 24 dead, 129 wounded. Chongqing was becoming one of the bloodiest sites of the Cultural Revolution. Some 1,700 Red Guards and civilians had been killed in the city by the time the violence receded in 1968, according to an independent historian’s estimate.[45]

			Ren Zhengfei watched from the sidelines with fear and a little envy.[46] His father’s bad political background meant that he could not join the Red Guards even if he wanted to. Instead, he buried himself in books, reading deeply on math and philosophy, as well as self-studying three foreign languages. Ren received letters from his mother periodically; they were largely banal, repeating party slogans. Mail was not private, and people were careful about what they put to paper. It was only through a friend who had met a student from his father’s school that he heard his father, too, was enduring brutal persecution.

			Principal Ren Moxun’s background was all wrong. He’d grown up in material comfort, his father a successful ham maker in coastal Zhejiang Province.[47] The family had lived in a sprawling 1820s estate that was sometimes called the “Thirteen Rooms of the Ren Family.”[48] On the outside, the two-story home looked simple, with whitewashed walls and a gray-tiled roof in the common style. But the interior betrayed the family’s wealth and status: there were intricately carved wooden beams and balconies that surrounded a central courtyard, or siheyuan.[49] This bourgeois background was now a problem for Ren Moxun, along with his work at a Nationalist factory during the war. He had joined the Communist Party in 1958, but that was far too late to expiate these other sins.[50]

			Ren Moxun was hauled onto a platform in the school cafeteria, his hands tied, his face smeared with black ink, the tall hat of shame denoting a counterrevolutionary placed on his head.[51] “Studying is useless!” people shouted. “The more knowledge you possess, the more reactionary you are!”[52]

			One of Ren Moxun’s students demanded the principal admit that he’d instilled feudalist thinking in the students, such as by quoting Confucius. According to a recollective essay by Feng Jugao, a different student, when Ren Moxun tried to deny the accusation, the accuser rushed forward with a wooden stick and beat him until the stick broke.[53] “I can’t say if the wooden stick was weak, or if Principal Ren’s backbone was strong,” Feng wrote. “But the wooden stick broke in two across Principal Ren’s back.” Feng recalled his mother being aghast, saying that the students who beat the principal would get their karmic punishment.

			Ren Moxun was put on a truck with other “rightists” and driven around town with a sign looped around his neck as a warning.[54] One of his colleagues—the school’s party secretary, Huang Xuanqian—couldn’t endure the torments and committed suicide.[55] Ren Moxun also considered ending his life, but he didn’t want to die before his name was cleared, as it would leave his wife and children with a cloud over them. “If he died,” Ren Zhengfei explained, “his children would have to carry this political burden…. He endured a hundred tortures, but he would not kill himself.”[56] Ren Moxun was sent to a labor camp.[57]

			“The Cultural Revolution was a disaster for the nation,” Ren Zhengfei later wrote. “But for us it was a baptism. It made me politically mature, so that I wasn’t just a simple bookworm.”[58]

			

			—

			Universities nationwide were banned from matriculating any new students between 1966 and 1976. Ren Zhengfei’s younger siblings were shut out, but through the random luck of his birth year, he’d been able to eke out a college education. In 1968, Ren graduated with a major in heating, gas supply, and ventilation engineering.[59]

			The year of Ren’s graduation, Mao began his “rusticated youth” campaign, sending millions of urban youths to the countryside to be reeducated by laboring alongside the peasantry. Some of the young people were obliged to farm for years—planting corn, hoeing potatoes—before they were allowed to resume their lives back home. Many others never made it back, having put down roots in the countryside by the time they were allowed to return to the cities.

			Ren was also assigned to rural labor, but he was luckier than many. Guizhou Province was a stone’s throw from the border with Vietnam, and for several years already, Mao had been funneling artillery, shells, tanks, radio transmitters, and telephones to Hanoi to aid Vietnam’s fight against the Americans. The hills of Guizhou provided good air cover, so the Chinese military had burrowed in there, building secret air bases and camouflaged factories. Whatever the political rhetoric against science, Mao needed an enormous number of trained engineers to keep the gears turning in the proxy war. And so as Ren left university, he found himself assigned to the familiar hills of Guizhou, not to hoe potatoes or to make steel but to help build a secret military production site code-named 011.[60]

		

	
		
			2

			The Factory in the Cave

			Ren’s Military Years: 1968–1982

			Guizhou Province is a land of hills and caves. The thin topsoil sits on pale limestone, eroded over the eons by rain.[1] As underground sinkholes collapsed, they formed an ethereal terrain of caverns, hills, and valleys. Guizhou’s city builders flattened some of the hills and filled in some of the valleys, but there were too many, so they had to build around them. Persistent fog shrouds the region. In ancient times, superstitious travelers from the north believed it to be noxious vapors that caused disease. But now Mao’s troops saw the land from a new perspective: it was the perfect spot to hide a fighter jet factory.

			The project was dubbed 011, and long after it had ceased operation, people still found it mysterious. “ ‘It was a secret unit of China’s in Guizhou,’ ” the local state-run newspaper, Anshun Daily, reported residents saying decades later.[2] “ ‘People say it was a military factory that manufactured aircraft.’ ” According to one former employee, it didn’t have a regular address for receiving mail.[3]

			Ren Zhengfei arrived at Base 011 following his 1968 college graduation. After spending his teenage years in deprivation and turmoil, he had emerged a compact young man, with the same tall forehead, triangular eyes, and bookish bent as his father. He tended toward melancholy, and he would have a lifelong habit of fearing worst-case scenarios. The worst was happening to many people in the Cultural Revolution, but Ren had been lucky. He’d arrived in one of the few places in the nation where he could continue scientific studies without fear of political peril: the military.

			Beijing had ordered Base 011’s construction[4] in 1964, as the Vietnam War raged to the south. China’s leaders were anxious to avoid open war with the US, but there was a real risk that the war would spill over the border. So they ordered the construction of Base 011 and other installations as part of a sweeping military-industrial production campaign. Guizhou was not directly on the border but not far removed either. US intelligence observed three new Chinese air bases being constructed.[5] Across the province, residents were ordered to dig bomb shelters. Deng Xiaoping, a senior official who would become one of the nation’s longest-ruling leaders, visited the area himself to survey the preparations.[6]

			Base 011 wasn’t a single manufacturing site; it was a network of dozens of factories scattered across caverns outside the town of Anshun in central Guizhou. The dispersed setup made it harder to see from the air—harder, too, to sabotage. The project covered more than half a square kilometer and cost a staggering 1.1 billion yuan ($160 million in US dollars based on current exchange rates).[7] More than 2,000 employees of the Shenyang Aircraft Corporation were transplanted from the far northeast to set it up, and there were plans for 35,500 people to work there at full capacity.[8] Officials had originally hoped that planes could start rolling out of Base 011 in 1968, the year of Ren’s university graduation. But the schedule was delayed, as rebels seized control of the facility during the Cultural Revolution.[9] Beijing officials were impatient about the delays, ordering Base 011 to produce fighter jets by 1970.[10]

			According to Ren, he had to work two years as a cook first, since he was an “intellectual” who required reeducation. From there, he progressed to plumber, then to technician. In his spare time, he said, he self-studied electronics. Asked if his work there was related to communications technology, he replied, “What I did back then had nothing to do with communications. I was just an ordinary construction worker, just like today’s migrant workers in cities.”[11]

			At first, living conditions were primitive. The dorms had been hastily erected by piling stones into walls without mortar, so the wind and wet whistled straight through. With no plumbing, workers drew their drinking water straight out of rice paddies.[12] “You cannot imagine how tough it was back then,” one worker recalled to a local magazine. “We all bunked together in the shabby stone houses, and we were hungry.”

			To Huawei’s detractors, Ren’s military past would be viewed as his original sin. It led to all the other questions about how closely the company was linked to the Chinese government and the party. It was a reason why officials in Washington began taking an interest in Huawei in the late 1990s, recalled James Lewis, who was working at the US Commerce Department on international technology issues.[13] “That was one of the questions,” Lewis said. “How strong is his connection back to his former employers?”

			Huawei would downplay Ren’s military tenure over the years. “Mr. Ren’s military service did not involve Chinese signal intelligence in any way,” a Huawei executive told the US Federal Communications Commission (FCC) in a sworn declaration.[14] Huawei said that Ren’s work at Base 011 took place through the Second Company of the State Construction Commission’s Third Bureau.[15] “This company constructed buildings for the 011 factory, but was not actually part of the military. With this company, Mr. Ren was not a soldier,” Huawei’s statement said.

			Huawei was probably right in that Ren’s military background was not the key factor in understanding the company’s later connections with China’s government. Over the years, Huawei’s business interests would become intertwined with those of Beijing in numerous ways that did not have any apparent connection to Ren’s early days as an army engineer. But there is no doubt that Ren’s experience in the military helped shape his worldview. He would inculcate Huawei with a military-esque culture, running new hires through army-inspired boot camps and emphasizing discipline and personal sacrifice. He peppered his speeches with military analogies and references to famous battles. Years later, he still carried himself with a soldier’s bearing.

			

			—

			At some point after his university graduation, Ren was introduced to a young woman named Meng Jun, who was the daughter of Sichuan Province’s vice-governor, Meng Dongbo.[16] According to a history of the Red Guards in Chongqing by the Chinese historian He Shu, Meng Jun had been a student at the Chongqing Medical College.[17] A fellow student recalled her as tall, bespectacled, and not a great beauty, but carrying herself with a noble bearing.[18] “I don’t know what she saw in me,” Ren said, “because she was already somebody and I was nobody.”[19]

			Jun meant “military,” and it was an odd name for a young woman. But in Mao’s China, it had become trendy for young women to take on militant names and tomboy styles. Mao had outlawed the crippling practice of foot-binding for girls and encouraged women to take their places on the battlefield and on the assembly line. Mao’s wife, Jiang Qing, a former movie star, eschewed makeup and jewelry and wore loose, androgynous clothes. Young women across the nation imitated her. Ren described Meng Jun as “very tough.”[20]

			While Ren’s bad political background had ruled him out of membership in Mao’s youth paramilitary group, the Red Guards, Meng Jun was exactly the kind of upstanding youngster whom officials wanted to recruit into the organization. She was appointed deputy political commissar for the Mao Zedong Thought Red Guards, or Thought Guards, a Chongqing-based branch of Red Guards backed by the local government.[21] Ren has said that Meng Jun led some three hundred thousand Red Guards.[22]

			Meng Jun’s father, Meng Dongbo, was a large-framed man with a toothy smile[23] and the proletarian background that higher-ups found trustworthy.[24] He’d been raised by his impoverished grandfather in Wuxi, as his widowed mother worked in Shanghai to try to pay off the family’s debts. As a schoolboy in the days of Nationalist rule, Meng Dongbo had begun working for an underground Communist cell, taking on the dangerous task of delivering secret notes sewn into the lining of his jacket. Meng Dongbo was a quick study, and he even picked up some English during a stint working at British American Tobacco in Shanghai as a teenager. After joining Mao’s troops in Yan’an in 1938 at the age of nineteen, he swiftly rose through the ranks.[25] By the time Mao launched his Great Leap Forward steelmaking drive in 1958, Meng Dongbo was head of metallurgy for Sichuan,[26] China’s most populous province. Under orders from his bosses, he oversaw Sichuan’s construction of thousands of primitive kilns to smelt iron across the countryside, a disruption of farming that contributed to the deadly famine that followed.[27]

			By the time the Cultural Revolution was beginning in 1966, Meng Dongbo was Sichuan’s vice-governor.[28] As Mao became paranoid of enemies hidden within the party’s ranks, he ordered a purge of senior officials. Meng Dongbo’s boss, Li Jingquan, the tan, gap-toothed Sichuan chief, was now public enemy number one, with massive public rallies held to criticize him.[29] Li was thrown in prison[30] after being accused of ideological crimes ranging from opposing the construction of a factory that would print Mao Zedong’s writings[31] to reading salacious novels from the library.[32] His deputies were also implicated. One poster that hung in the street accused Meng Dongbo of scheming to help Li organize pro-government worker groups.[33]

			Meng Dongbo was “brutally persecuted and criticized,” according to the Sichuan Daily, the state-run provincial newspaper.[34] He was sent to a labor camp[35] along with thousands of other officials, where they were stripped of their titles and called “cadets.” The cadets planted crops, fed pigs, built houses, and dug wells.[36]

			His daughter Meng Jun also suffered. She and the others in the government-backed Thought Guards had quickly come under attack from more radical student groups that accused them of being puppeteered by corrupt officials. Meng Jun was pressured into denouncing the local government and the Thought Guards, according to several accounts.[37] The Chongqing Red Guard factions soon deteriorated into deadly firefights in the streets.
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					A 1967 public rally in Chengdu to denounce Sichuan’s then party secretary, Li Jingquan.

				
			
			The upheaval of the Cultural Revolution had been a great equalizer. In another time, it might have been unlikely for a small-town school principal’s son to find himself in the orbit of a vice-governor’s daughter. But with both their fathers in labor camps, Ren Zhengfei and Meng Jun began courting. At their wedding, Ren’s siblings, who had been assigned to manual labor like digging sand and building railroads, scraped together a modest sum of cash for a gift.[38]

			

			—

			On September 18, 1970, Base 011 delivered on Beijing officials’ demands. Its first fighter jet, a Shenyang J-6 III, based on a Soviet design, made a successful test flight.[39] It was a small plane, cigar-shaped, with an engine under each wing and a clear bubble around the cockpit. That first flight must have been a magical moment for everyone there. From caves in the backcountry, they had produced a hulking piece of metal that could float through the air.

			Base 011 became more sophisticated over the years. One former employee recalled a unit of technological intelligence officers conversant in foreign languages working there on research projects ranging from jet engine construction to mining explosives.[40]

			In 1972, Ren and Meng Jun welcomed their first child, Meng Wanzhou. Wanzhou meant “evening boat,” and the name was part of a Chinese idiom describing a beautiful scene at sunset. Days later, Richard Nixon set foot in Beijing, a historic first visit to Communist China by a US president. The United Nations had also recognized Mao’s People’s Republic of China after years of clinging to recognition of the defeated Nationalists, who had fled to the island of Taiwan at the end of the civil war. After decades of being international pariahs, China’s Communists were finding acceptance into the world.

			By 1974, Ren had been transferred to Xi’an, the ancient gate of the Silk Road and the capital of Shaanxi Province, to train at the Xi’an Instruments Factory,[41] which made thermometers, pressure gauges, and other specialized gadgets used in scientific labs and industry. It was there, through a university lecture by the Chinese computing pioneer Wu Jikang, that he learned about computers for the first time.[42] Ren didn’t understand much of the lecture, but he felt inspired.

			That same year, Ren was dispatched to Liaoyang in the frigid northeast, a remote site about one hundred miles from China’s border with North Korea, as part of a construction arm of the People’s Liberation Army called the Engineering Corps.[43] His wife stayed behind in Chengdu with their two-year-old daughter, Meng Wanzhou, whom Ren affectionately nicknamed Piggy.[44] Their son, Ren Ping, was born about a year into Ren’s Liaoyang posting. He had only a month’s home leave each year, preventing him from forming a closer bond with his children.

			Ren’s troops had been tasked with helping China manufacture nylon and polyester, which had been invented in the United States in the 1930s[45] and which were still mysterious foreign textiles that no Chinese company could produce. This was a top-level project ordered by Mao himself.[46] If China could weave textiles out of petrochemicals, it could alleviate the dire shortage of cotton cloth, which was still rationed. Ren himself had grown up without enough shirts: as a high schooler, he had to wear the same thick shirts year-round.[47] Nylon was also useful for the military, with US troops using it for everything from parachutes to aircraft fuel tanks to flak jackets.

			A number of foreign companies had lobbied for the lucrative factory project. In a nod to diplomatic considerations, Mao’s government awarded the contract to France’s Technip and Speichim: France had been the first Western power to recognize Mao as China’s leader.[48] The project was hailed as the largest ever between France and Mao’s China.[49]

			There were ambitious plans to build a factory town with capacity for hundreds of French engineers and some seventy thousand Chinese workers. But when Ren and his colleagues arrived, there was still no housing, and they had to camp in the grass.[50] Ren later said he ended up in Liaoyang because the government was having trouble staffing the project. “No team answered the call,” he said. “Therefore, the government had to mobilize military teams to build the factory.”[51] Some of the workers were also drawn from reeducation camps for local officials, who were promised a second chance if they worked hard.[52]

			The project was woefully behind schedule. The construction teams had neglected to first lay down the pipes for carrying corrosive chemicals, which had to run underneath everything else. When they realized their mistake, they had to tear everything up and start again. “It was a mess,” the factory’s party secretary, Qi Yushun, recalled.[53] The delays were so severe that the project was publicly criticized in the People’s Daily, the party’s mouthpiece paper in Beijing, as an example of the failures that resulted from the “reactionary nature” and “wolfish ambition to restore capitalism” of Deng Xiaoping—then a senior Beijing official who was in the process of being purged from Mao’s inner circle.[54]

			The staff dorms had been constructed hastily, and the walls soon cracked, letting the chill wind through. They shivered in the cold in their dark-green cotton uniforms. The hot water supply was spotty in the dorms. It was hard to even get vegetables beyond pickled cabbage and radish in the cold months,[55] let alone grape wine, a privation felt deeply by the French engineers stationed in Liaoyang for the project.[56] Still, Ren was appreciative of his time there. “The factory was like an oasis in the desert,” Ren later said. “It was really difficult to find a place in China at the time where reading technical books wouldn’t be treated as a political mistake.”[57]

			Ren’s unit was assigned to test and calibrate the imported French factory equipment. These devices were things like differential pressure transmitters, gauges that measured the rate of flow through a pipe.[58] To test them, Ren needed a machine that could produce a precise amount of air pressure, with any variations smaller than a twentieth of a percentage point. Ren’s team had only crude Soviet-made mercury gauges from the 1950s. After learning about a precision version made by the US company Ametek with a floating ball over a nozzle, Ren determined that he would make his own, becoming obsessed with the research project.[59]

			“He was so devoted to his research that he worked night and day, and lost all track of time,” read a profile of him in the PLA Engineering Corps’ internal newspaper. “As a result, he was suffering from hair loss, insomnia, and bad appetite. Wrinkles were deeply etched on his forehead already, though he was only at the age of 33.”[60]
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			A New Start

			China’s Economic Reforms Begin: 1976–1984

			The fortunes of the Ren and Meng families changed abruptly on September 9, 1976. At 4:00 p.m., radios across the country carried the solemn announcement that Mao Zedong had died. Within weeks, Mao’s wife and her allies had been arrested. The Cultural Revolution was over.

			It was a new lease on life for Ren Zhengfei’s father, Ren Moxun, and his father-in-law, Meng Dongbo. Both had suffered in labor camps and were now allowed to resume their work and lives. Ren Moxun was sixty-six. It was bitter for him to accept that some of the prime years of his career had been lost so senselessly. “Like Don Quixote, they set up all sorts of imaginary enemies,” he wrote about the campaign. “They endlessly pursued a ‘class struggle’ that distorted facts.”[1] His wife, Cheng Yuanzhao, had also survived, but she had severe hearing loss after a bout of untreated tuberculosis.[2]

			Ren Moxun emerged from the Cultural Revolution with a demotion. Freed from the labor camp, the former university dean was named principal of Duyun No. 1 Middle School in 1979.[3] The school was in a sad state. Red Guards had trashed much of its equipment, which symbolized old ideas and old customs. Most of the desks and chairs had gone missing. Teachers had tried to hide cartloads of the school’s books, but these had been found and burned. Around half the teachers, some thirty instructors, had been denounced and persecuted. Two math teachers had been killed, and a history teacher had died of illness during forced labor.[4] Well into his sixties, Ren Moxun was past retirement age in China, but he did not want to retire. He could finally work again. “I am proud of the political caliber of the older generation,” he later wrote. “As soon as they were let out of the labor camps, as soon as they’d recovered organizational life, they worked as hard as they could.”[5]

			In Duyun, first the farmers were allowed to keep extra crops after paying state quotas,[6] and then others could start small businesses.[7] At the local department store, sales of plastic slippers, hot water thermoses, wristwatches, and sewing machines surged.[8] It was a sudden change for everyone, adults and children alike. Ren Moxun followed the official line, teaching his students that their system in China was fundamentally different from exploitative capitalist systems overseas. “Capitalists provide workers with electric refrigerators and cars on credit, putting 8% to 12% interest on the bill, and tell you to pay in installments,” Ren Moxun taught the students. “After paying for several months, if you can’t pay anymore, they’ll take the stuff back. They won’t return your money.”[9] His pupils studied an essay by a Chinese woman living in Japan who described the heavy burdens of life in a capitalist system. She wrote that she had to change outfits several times a day to avoid being ridiculed or losing her job. One student remarked that they now understood why people changed outfits so often in foreign movies. “In the past we thought it was a luxury, but now we understand it’s nothing to envy.”[10]

			In around 1977, when Meng Wanzhou was about five, she was told that she was being sent to live with her father’s parents in Guizhou.[11] It was a common arrangement for elderly grandparents to take on the child-rearing in Communist China, with both women and men working outside the home. It is unclear why the decision was made for Meng to go to her paternal grandparents instead of staying with her mother’s politically connected parents in Chengdu.

			Meng struggled to adjust in Guizhou, far from her parents. Her grandparents lived more simply. Candy was a rare treat, and there often wasn’t meat for dinner. Her grandparents enrolled her two years early in Duyun No. 3 Elementary School, where she struggled to keep up with the older students. Math homework was especially painful. Her grandmother would help her with her sums but would occasionally remark, “How does Feifei have such a dumb daughter!”[12]

			Meng’s view of herself as a bad student lingered into adulthood. “When I was in grade school, I was very, very dumb. I couldn’t sing and I couldn’t draw, and I was the kind of student that teachers didn’t like,” she wrote in an essay published internally at Huawei.[13] Recalling her mother’s patience with her, she quoted an idiom: “Mothers don’t mind if their children are ugly.”

			

			—

			After his release from the labor camp, Ren’s father-in-law, Meng Dongbo, was reinstated as Sichuan’s vice-governor. Sichuan was now the focus of the nation’s reforms. Deng Xiaoping—the diminutive Sichuanese official whom Mao had purged and whose “wolfish ambition to restore capitalism” was used as a scapegoat for the delays at Ren’s nylon factory—had now emerged as the nation’s new leader. Deng indeed believed that Mao’s communes and political witch hunts were wrongheaded, and that Western-style capitalism would save the nation. Deng encouraged his home province, Sichuan, to start experimenting under the new party secretary Zhao Ziyang, a long-faced man with a widow’s peak.

			As one of Zhao’s deputies, Meng helped dismantle the communes and restore private farming across Sichuan. In 1980, they launched the radical experiment of letting several Sichuan factories operate privately, managing their own accounts and keeping their profits after paying a state profit tax.[14] A cotton mill, a clockmaker, and a print shop were among the first. When the editor of the People’s Daily, the party’s press organ, visited from Beijing, Meng discussed with him how far they could push the reforms, and the two even floated the idea of the government charging the businesses rent.[15]

			As China opened up to the world, they were hosting a growing stream of foreign visitors. Officials from Switzerland, Yugoslavia, Zaire, and North Korea arrived in Chengdu in quick succession, with Zhao, Meng, and their colleagues preparing banquets in the guests’ honor.[16] There was even an
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