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To the people of Hong Kong, in the belief that they will one day win the freedom that is rightfully theirs.





Do not get lost in a sea of despair. Be hopeful, be optimistic. Our struggle is not the struggle of a day, a week, a month, or a year, it is the struggle of a lifetime. Never, ever be afraid to make some noise and get in good trouble, necessary trouble.

—John Lewis






FOREWORD

My Dear Friend and Comrade in Arms, Jimmy Lai

I had the good luck and very special experience of having three extended discussions with Jimmy Lai in the last weeks before his arrest. These were one-hour-long conversations via Zoom. A man of seventy-two, surrounded by his beloved family, Jimmy was preparing himself to be arrested and probably spend the rest of his life in the prisons of one of the most merciless regimes in the world. He had a lot of questions about my nine years in the Soviet Gulag and asked how to cope with isolation, uncertainty, and fear when the heavy doors closed behind you. This brave man hardly needed any advice. What I learned from hard experience, he grasped instinctively. He already understood that jail can’t humiliate you; you can only humiliate yourself. And while your body may be shackled in prison, your spirit can be free.

Jimmy already knew that he stood at the center of a historic struggle. I asked him, “Why won’t you try to escape? You are a rich man. You certainly have airplanes and whatever you need to escape. You have British citizenship and no doubt many countries in the free world will be glad to host you.” “I can’t do it,” he answered. “I called my people to fight. They look at me. I can’t let them down.”

It is so simple. So clear. But it is often difficult for people to understand. When Alexei Navalny, the Russian dissident leader, decided to go back to Russia, many journalists asked me: Is he crazy? Is he stupid? Doesn’t he understand that he will be arrested at the airport? My answer to them: It’s you who don’t understand. He is not fighting for his survival; he is fighting for the future of his people. And his message to his people is: I’m not afraid of Putin and you also shouldn’t be. In the end, Putin killed Navalny in prison, but his life and his message inspire millions in Russia.

Another political prisoner in Russia whose actions some people might fail to understand is Vladimir Kara-Murza. He had survived two attempts of poisoning by Putin’s regime and was living a comfortable life as a historian of the dissident movement and a political journalist in Washington. But when Putin invaded Ukraine, he felt that, in order for his articles and films to have a real meaning, he had to be in Russia. He was sentenced to a twenty-five-year term in a Russian prison and was jailed for twenty-eight months before being released as part of a prisoner swap between Russia and the West.

I had my own experience with this refusal to understand. In 1977, I was arrested “for anti-Soviet activity and high treason.” The free world fought for my release, and after six years, American diplomats felt they had found a good compromise. Soviet leaders agreed that if I wrote and asked them to release me for humanitarian reasons because of my poor health, they would do it. The American diplomats were astonished and bewildered that I was unwilling to do this. They refused to understand what was so obvious to me and my wife. After the hard years of the struggle against the Empire of Evil, I could not recognize their “moral authority” to punish and pardon.

It is an almost unique feeling when your every word and step is important for a political struggle. Jimmy is now seventy-six years old and to survive even one more day in prison is a challenge. But he decided long ago that physical survival cannot be the ultimate aim. Because if it is, you don’t start such a struggle in the first place. How long you survive physically in prison doesn’t depend on you. But there is one thing that does depend on you: to remain a free person to the last day of your life. This is what makes Jimmy and people like him so dangerous to a totalitarian regime. They keep the spark of freedom alive, and the authorities are afraid that this spark can turn into a fire spreading to millions. This is what should make him feel victorious.

My conversations with Jimmy ended on an optimistic note. Of course, he said, the struggle for democracy is a very, very heavy burden. But it is also uplifting. I’m in a position to do such a wonderful thing. How can I miss it? And then, comparing our experiences on a purely personal note, he finished our conversation with the words: “Like you, I have a great wife. Like you, I’m a religious person, and I believe in the victory of Good. I hope to see you soon.”

We all in the free world have to pray to see him soon and work very hard to make it happen.

—Natan Sharansky

Jerusalem




CHRONOLOGY


	1948  Jimmy Lai and his twin sister, Si-wai, are born; their birthday is celebrated December 8.

	1949  Communists take power in China; Mao Zedong declares People’s Republic of China.

	1958–62  Great Leap Forward; the worst politically induced famine in history kills as many as 45 million Chinese.

	1950s  Lai works as a porter in the Guangdong railroad station; mother sent to forced labor site, leaving Lai, his twin sister, and an older sibling alone.

	1961  Lai enters Hong Kong as an illegal immigrant; works as a child laborer; lives in the factory where he works.

	1966–76  Cultural Revolution convulses China.

	1975  Lai and partner found knitwear manufacturer Comitex.

	1976  Mao Zedong dies; hard-line associates known as the Gang of Four, including his wife, arrested.

	1978  Deng Xiaoping emerges as Chinese leader and launches economic reforms; Shenzhen, bordering Hong Kong, soon picked as a Special Economic Zone where capitalism is permitted.

	1981  Lai founds fast-fashion retail chain Giordano.
_________

Comitex ranks one of Hong Kong’s largest sweater manufacturers.



	1982  Deng Xiaoping warns Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher that China will take control of Hong Kong no later than 1997.

	1984  Sino-British Joint Declaration sets out terms of the colony’s handover to China in 1997.

	1989  Following weeks of pro-democracy protests, a massacre on June 4 sees hundreds, perhaps thousands, killed by the military in Beijing and around the country; support for protesters is strong in Hong Kong.

	1990  Lai founds Next magazine.

	1991  First popular elections held for Hong Kong’s Legislative Council, after 150 years of colonial British rule; pro-democracy candidates are victorious.
_________

Giordano lists on the Hong Kong stock exchange.



	1992  Deng Xiaoping’s “Southern Tour” jump-starts economic reform.
_________

Giordano opens in mainland China.

______

The last governor of Hong Kong, Chris Patten, arrives and pushes democratic electoral reforms against opposition from Beijing and the local business community.

_________

Lai takes British citizenship. Passport states date of birth is November 8, 1948; birthplace is Canton.



	1994  Lai attacks Chinese premier Li Peng (popularly known as the “butcher of Beijing” for his role in the Tiananmen massacre) in Next, calling him a “turtle egg” (“bastard”).
_________

Chinese authorities close Giordano store in Beijing in retaliation.

_________

Lai resigns as chairman of Giordano.



	1995  Apple Daily founded. Paper quickly becomes a leading newspaper in the colony’s competitive market.

	1996  Lai sells his 27 percent stake in Giordano following pressure from Chinese authorities unhappy about his pro-democracy activities, netting $185 million.

	1997  People’s Republic of China takes over Hong Kong after 156 years of British colonial rule; the handover was done without consulting the people of Hong Kong.
_________

The Basic Law, a mini-constitution, enshrines a wide variety of freedoms, and China promises fifty years of “Hong Kong people ruling Hong Kong.”

_________

Lai converts to Catholicism.



	2000  Chen Shui-bian is elected as president in Taiwan, ending authoritarian Kuomintang’s (KMT) dominance.
_________

Lai moves to Taiwan; later starts Taiwan editions of Next (2001) and Apple Daily (2003).



	2001  China enters the World Trade Organization.

	2003  Apple Daily and Next support protests against Hong Kong’s proposed national security law; 500,000 people join the crowd.

	2010  Chinese dissident writer Liu Xiaobo awarded Nobel Peace Prize in absentia; Lai attends Oslo ceremony.

	2014  September–December, Umbrella Movement led by students stages seventy-nine-day Hong Kong protest; Lai joins the occupation with a tent by government headquarters; he is teargassed; assailants dump pig offal over him.

	2019  June–November, protests against a law that would allow suspects to be extradited to mainland China prompt repeated million-plus demonstrations in Hong Kong as well as unprecedented police and protester violence.
_________

November district council elections see pro-democrat sweep amid record voter turnout.



	2020  March, Covid restrictions put in place prohibit gathering of more than four people; used to prohibit June 4 Tiananmen commemoration.
_________

June 30, National Security Law introduced.

_________

August 10, Apple Daily is raided by 250 police.

_________

December 31, Jimmy Lai is jailed.



	2021  April, Lai is convicted and sentenced to fourteen months in prison for civil disobedience charges stemming from 2019 rallies and marches.
_________

May, authorities freeze Lai’s 71 percent shareholding in his publicly listed media company, Next Digital, publisher of Apple Daily.

_________

May, Lai is sentenced to another fourteen-month term for a 2019 rally.

_________

June 17, Apple Daily is raided by five hundred police.

_________

June 24, Apple Daily prints its final edition after its bank accounts are frozen, without a court order, under the National Security Law.

_________

June–July, six Apple Daily staff, in addition to Lai, are jailed indefinitely without bail.

_________

December, Lai receives a thirteen-month sentence for lighting a candle at the June 4, 2020, Tiananmen commemoration.



	2022  October, Xi Jinping is confirmed for his third five-year term as Chinese Communist Party general secretary, cementing his role as the most powerful leader at least since Mao Zedong.
_________

December, Lai is sentenced to five years and nine months in prison after being convicted of illegally subletting part of the company’s office.



	2023  May, Lai is denied his choice of lawyer in upcoming National Security Law trial.
_________

December, Lai’s National Security Law trial begins.








Prologue THE TROUBLEMAKER

A deep harbor separates Hong Kong Island from the city’s Kowloon district. Three tunnels link the island with the mainland. They only close in extreme circumstances. In July 2022, the eastern tunnel was shut during a visit to the city by Chinese Communist Party General Secretary Xi Jinping. Another tunnel was shut again in December 2023 for a different kind of dignitary. Authorities organized a special motorcade for Jimmy Lai, the businessman and democracy activist, to transport him in chains from the maximum-security prison where he is kept in solitary confinement to a special trial that could see him sent to prison for life.

The strip searches required before he leaves prison don’t faze Lai, for he knows that he will see loved ones during court appearances. “Tomorrow, I need to go to court and have to go through a body search, taking off all my clothing in front of the guards,” he wrote before a 2021 court date. “Humiliating, but I don’t care, for I get to see my family members, friends, and supporters. Seeing them puts me back into the reality of the world outside and the emotional exchange is so uplifting.”

Streets were closed to traffic on that December morning as a convoy of police cars and motorcycle outriders accompanied an oversized armored car carrying the prisoner, who sat shackled inside a cage. The lumbering vehicle wound along the narrow oceanfront road from Stanley Prison on Hong Kong Island’s southern coast before turning north and entering the Aberdeen Tunnel and then the Cross-Harbour Tunnel on its way to the West Kowloon Courts.

Outside the court, dogs and one thousand police guarded against any potential disruption. They provided the sort of security one would expect for a president or a high-profile terrorist rather than a seventy-five-year-old devout Catholic who had long professed a commitment to nonviolence. The show of force accompanied the trial of Hong Kong’s most committed dissident and China’s best-known political prisoner.

Inside the court, Lai sat in a glass box, listening to the proceedings with the help of hearing aids. He had eye surgery not long before the trial and, even with the help of glasses, struggled to read material projected onto the courtroom screen. He was thinner than he was before he entered prison. He survived Covid in jail and has aged during the three years he spent behind bars before his trial began. At six feet one, he has a commanding presence; the tens of pounds of weight he has lost during his time in prison imbue him with a newly ascetic appearance.

Lai swapped his brown convict’s uniform for a blue oxford shirt and a light-colored Loro Piana blazer. It was a show trial and authorities had let the main character dress as he wished.

Defendants in Hong Kong often wear nice clothes in hopes of conveying respectability to a jury. That wasn’t the case with this trial. Contrary to promises made by China for continued jury trials, authorities denied Lai this right, trying him instead before a panel of handpicked judges. He wore his clothes for his own dignity.

Lai built his fortune on sweaters and polo shirts but outside of jail had built his wardrobe around jeans and button-down cotton shirts or loose-fitting linen ones. He favored clip-on suspenders and for a time even sported overalls—a style unique among Hong Kong’s tycoons.

It wasn’t just clothes that set Jimmy Lai apart. For more than three decades, he had fought for freedom and democracy as a vocal and effective critic of Hong Kong’s and China’s leaders. Like millions of others among Hong Kong’s seven million people, he distrusted communist China and wanted the city to enjoy the rights and freedoms it had been promised when Beijing took control of the British colony in 1997.

He had money—a fortune estimated at $1.2 billion before the government came after him, his wealth earned after he arrived in Hong Kong as a twelve-year-old with less than five dollars in his pocket. He spent well over $100 million of his own money to fund Hong Kong’s pro-democracy movement.

His enormously popular Apple Daily newspaper and Next magazine set the political agenda in Hong Kong, ultimately becoming an opposition force in a city that has never known democracy. “The Chinese Communist Party hates Jimmy so much because they are afraid of his media empire,” says veteran journalist Ching Cheong, who had been sympathetic enough to Beijing that he had earlier held a senior position at the communist mouthpiece Wen Wei Po in Hong Kong. “His media is very important for the democratization of Hong Kong. The CCP treat propaganda as one of their lifelines. Jimmy’s media empire succeeded in refuting many of their lies.”

He is fearless. In 2020, when the government banned commemoration of the Tiananmen massacre, Lai defiantly knelt alone in Hong Kong’s Victoria Park, the traditional remembrance site. He lit a candle. “If commemorating those who died because of injustice is a crime, then… let me suffer the punishment,” he told the court before being sentenced to fourteen months in prison for this act of “inciting” an “illegal assembly.”

Hong Kong has scores of billionaires, but not one of them dared to stand up to China while the city’s freedoms were whittled away. And Hong Kong has spawned many brave democracy campaigners, but none could nurture the movement with a mass-media spotlight, let alone bankroll it. Lai played a significant role in mounting the biggest democratic challenge to the Chinese Communist Party since the 1989 Tiananmen Square student movement. He is literally one in a billion. In a conversation in 2020, as the charges against him multiplied, Lai mused: “It is just natural they nail me. I have the newspaper, which is an opposition newspaper supporting the movement. I am very vocal opposing the Communists. I participate in every resistance [that is, demonstration and protest march]. For them, I am a troublemaker. It is hard for them not to clamp down on me and silence me.”

Lai defies easy characterization. His success as a pragmatic businessman meant that he approached human rights activism in a results-oriented way. He’s interested in freedom, but you won’t hear him talk much about social justice. His philosophy verges on libertarian, contending that government should play a limited role beyond providing order and a strong rule of law. A Catholic, he is a militant anticommunist in the mold of John Paul II, the Polish pope who encouraged the democratic uprisings in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union in the 1980s and 1990s.

Jimmy Lai is one of the most important political prisoners of our age, yet he has many more champions on the right wings of the American and British political spectrums than on the left. He’s a voracious reader and a prolific columnist who aspires to the role of a public intellectual, but he is too action-oriented to fit into the intellectual tradition of China’s Liu Xiaobo, the Soviet Union’s Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, or Poland’s Adam Michnik.

Unlike many prisoners of conscience, he isn’t affiliated with a political party. He doesn’t seek political power, unlike long-detained activists such as South Africa’s Nelson Mandela, Poland’s Lech Walesa, or Russia’s Alexei Navalny, who was murdered in a Russian prison as I was finishing this manuscript and whose death makes Lai’s case all the more pressing. A businessman, he has faith in markets and believes in the importance of economic growth in promoting freedom. Policy-making bores him. He has an entrepreneur’s certainty and bluntness. His solutions are simple, bordering on simplistic—they revolve around more freedom, more democracy, and less government regulation. He talks less about universal human rights than about “values,” especially what he calls “Western values,” by which he means freedom and tolerance and the use of law to give people a sense of security.

“He is very different,” notes Notre Dame political scientist and Hong Kong native Victoria Tin-bor Hui. “A lot of freedom fighters tend to be lawyers—activists who raise their arms or intellectuals. He is a businessman who just basically really cares about his home, Hong Kong, and the cause of democracy.” In late 2019, when he gave a talk with Martin Lee at the Council on Foreign Relations in New York, observers found themselves surprised that “he didn’t say anything too provocative” and was “so mild and so shy,” she remembers.

There are many courageous people in Hong Kong. Lai’s wealth and international stature set him apart. So, too, does the role that Apple Daily and Next magazine played in developing the pro-democracy movement. “Without Apple Daily there would be no Hong Kong pro-democracy movement,” says attorney Kevin Yam, a prominent overseas activist who is wanted by the Hong Kong authorities. “It’s as simple as that.”

The publications, under Lai’s leadership, did more than just push a democracy agenda. They helped the people of Hong Kong believe in themselves and shake off the sense of being second-class citizens that often characterizes people in colonies. Lai and his team nurtured a sense of political and civic engagement in a city that its residents had often treated as a transient stopping-off place.

The combination of his wealth and stubborn defense of individual liberty makes Lai a dangerous opponent to Chinese authorities. So afraid is Beijing of this septuagenarian that he faces the very real possibility of spending the rest of his life behind bars for the crime of “colluding” with foreigners—notably by meeting with the likes of Vice President Mike Pence and Secretary of State Mike Pompeo and calling for sanctions against human rights abusers in Hong Kong.

Totalitarian governments cannot tolerate dissent. Everyone who fights against the lies and propaganda in Xi’s China must be treated as a threat. One person opposing the government today could be one hundred tomorrow, one thousand next week, and one million a month from now. Indeed, Lai and his journalists showed that they could generate that sort of opposition to the Hong Kong government, since his newspaper and magazine helped bring hundreds of thousands and then millions of protesters into the city’s streets in 2003, 2014, and 2019.

For more than two decades after Hong Kong’s handover to China, Lai pushed for democracy. A British citizen since 1992, he traveled abroad frequently, especially to the United States, often with the prominent lawyer and fellow democracy activist Martin Lee. Lai was well-known in Washington.

China reacted with fury to his meetings with Pence and Pompeo in 2019. “The U.S. is well aware of who Lai Chee-ying is, what his stance is and what role he plays in the Hong Kong society,” fumed a spokesperson from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, using his full Chinese name. “At the current sensitive period in Hong Kong, top U.S. officials lining up to meet with such a person have ulterior motives and sends a serious wrong signal.”

Pence doesn’t see it that way. He met Lai in the White House at Pompeo’s request, in order to host “a great courageous champion of democracy in Hong Kong to encourage him.” For Pence, Lai ranks with heroic Soviet-era dissidents like Andrei Sakharov and Natan Sharansky. Pence is impressed that Lai has been “willing to take a stand and ultimately to be walked out in handcuffs when he could have been anywhere else. He didn’t have to stay, but he stayed. It was incredibly inspiring to me.”

Lai had every chance to leave Hong Kong before his arrest and imprisonment in 2020. He owns houses and apartments in Kyoto, London, Paris, and Taipei, and he knew that the Chinese Communist Party would target him if he stayed in Hong Kong after it imposed a sweeping national security law on the city in mid-2020. Instead of fleeing, he doubled down. In his last five months of freedom, he livestreamed weekly video programs featuring politicians, diplomats, journalists, and religious figures. He preferred to go to jail for freedom and democracy rather than abandon the city that, he says, “gave me everything.”

Lai has received a slew of media freedom awards since going to prison. Groups honoring him range from the Committee to Protect Journalists to the Catholic University of America to the libertarian Cato Institute. The city of Lyon bestowed honorary citizenship on him in recognition both of his love of freedom and his love of French food.

For Lai is no ascetic. He is knowledgeable and deeply invested in fine food and wine. He entertains generously—many a foreign correspondent has been a guest in his home, as have countless business associates, foreign politicians, religous figures, and other dignitaries. As a young entrepreneur in the fast-fashion trade, Lai lived a bawdy, even lascivious lifestyle. All that is past. He’s now embraced a monkish existence inside Stanley Prison, reading exclusively Catholic philosophy, and painting and drawing Jesus Christ and the Virgin Mary. He doesn’t complain. He has chosen his path.



I met Jimmy Lai in 1993 when I interviewed him for a profile for the Far Eastern Economic Review and saw him several times a year over the next three decades. He is generous and, as a result, I enjoyed dozens of excursions to Hong Kong’s outlying islands on his boats, the first a modest junk (Free China) and the next an Azimut luxury yacht bearing his wife Teresa’s middle name, Lisa. On scores of other occasions, I joined lunches and dinners with journalists, professors, missionaries, economists, and political leaders. Lai and Teresa were renowned for their hospitality, good food, and the warmth with which they welcomed visitors into their homes and onto their boats.

In May 2017, I took part in a weeklong bus tour of America with Lai and more than a dozen others; human rights campaigner Ellen Bork, who for a time had worked in Hong Kong for pro-democracy legislator Martin Lee, suggested at a November 2016 dinner at Lai’s house that we should travel around the country to better understand newly elected Donald Trump’s appeal. Lai had supported Trump in that election, and he jumped at the idea. The trip started in New York City and traveled via Harrisburg, Pittsburgh, and Cleveland to Chicago. From there we headed south, through Des Moines, Topeka, and Dallas to Houston before jogging east to New Orleans. Meetings with senior leaders at three universities—Carnegie Mellon, Notre Dame, and Northwestern—to discuss subjects ranging from artificial intelligence and machine learning to the changing media world constituted the intellectual highlights of the trip. We also met prominent Republican figures, including Kansas governor Sam Brownback and former Louisiana governor Bobby Jindal. We got a little closer to ordinary concerns when we ate at a restaurant in Cleveland staffed by formerly incarcerated people and, the following morning, met with a woman on the front lines of the opioid crisis.

I served on the board of directors of Lai’s media company, Next Digital, from 2018 until authorities forced it to close in 2021. Lai had founded the Hong Kong stock exchange–listed company, known first as Next Media and later as Next Digital, and owned 71 percent of it. I also moderated most of the approximately twenty weekly livestream shows that he did from July 2020 until he was imprisoned in December. As such, I participated in some of the events at Apple Daily and elsewhere that are at the heart of the government’s case against Jimmy Lai. What amazed me the most is the courage and dignity with which he has embraced his fate.

I have the privilege of being free—following Lai’s imprisonment, six Apple Daily colleagues were jailed, including one of my fellow Next Digital directors. The company’s bank accounts were frozen and the newspaper forced to close. The government launched four separate investigations into the company’s collapse, looking into what responsibility that the directors—including me—might have; this Kafkaesque turn of events in blaming the victim would be laughable were my colleagues not in jail. I am outside of Hong Kong and have no business or family ties there, making retaliation less likely. I now head the Committee for Freedom in Hong Kong Foundation, which seeks to free all of Hong Kong’s political prisoners, including Lai.

I never expected to write a book about Lai, but the extraordinary circumstances in which he finds himself demand it. If Jimmy Lai is guilty, he is guilty of excessive optimism, guilty of believing that China would keep its promises to leave Hong Kong alone for fifty years.

History is littered with examples of single individuals posing earthshaking threats to totalitarian regimes. Oddly, it is precisely at those moments when dictatorships are wielding their most repressive power—when all others have receded into terrified silence—that these stubborn personalities prove most vexatious. As Xi’s grip on power tightens, and as China’s democracy movement reaches at its lowest ebb in decades, Jimmy Lai refuses to yield. That is why the Chinese Communist Party fears him. His courage matters.




Chapter One “FOOD IS FREEDOM”

Jimmy Lai was three or four years old when his father said goodbye. A successful businessman, Lai Sim-lam decided in about 1952 to leave his family in southern China for the safety of the nearby British Crown Colony of Hong Kong. In 1949, the Chinese Communist Party had declared the founding of the People’s Republic of China. “The Chinese people,” intoned party head Mao Zedong, “have now stood up.” Hundreds of thousands of Chinese were fleeing the hunger and political persecution in Mao’s China for the uncertainty of life in the British colony.

Lai’s parents both received permission to go, a backhanded reward for their support of the anti-Japanese resistance and the Chinese Communist Party itself in the 1940s (as well as a payoff to a local cadre), but only on condition that they leave their children behind. Lai’s mother, Liang Shaoxia, chose to stay. His crying father picked the young boy up as he was leaving and said, “You are going to do great things.” The scene would haunt Lai for decades, fueling his belief that he was somehow a chosen person even as he hunted for the father who had abandoned him.

Jimmy Lai’s current British passport states that he was born on November 4, 1947, thirteen months before what he believes is his actual birth date. Lai and his twin sister, Si-wai, celebrate their birthday on December 8. But no one really knows the date of their birth. There’s even confusion about the year; Lai eventually predated his birth to November 1947 so that he could more easily work as a youngster in Hong Kong and most official documents use that year. His mother dated their birth to the year of the rat in Chinese cosmology: 1948. Tradition holds that those born in rat years are, in a typical characterization, “smart, quick-witted, flexible, adaptable, and outgoing,” an apt description of Lai. Indeed, his first British passport, issued in 1992, states that he was born November 8, 1948.

What’s certain is that they were the last two of their mother’s birth children. Shaoxia was in her midthirties when she gave birth to the twins. Her oldest son had died as a child and a daughter died when she was in her twenties. Regarded by her family as something of a Florence Nightingale figure, Shaoxia for a time fostered another girl. For much of his childhood, though, the family consisted of Lai, Si-wai, and the next-youngest sister, Huanying, two years older.

His older half-siblings had gone to private schools in Guangzhou in the precommunist Republican period. Lai literally lived in a different country, growing up in the People’s Republic at a time when it was consumed by political struggles. He lived in poverty and had the most rudimentary formal education, yet held on to the idea that he was destined for greatness. “Jimmy always thought he was born in the old world and fantasized about how good it was in the past,” says his wife Teresa. “He always thought, ‘I am privileged, don’t look down on me.’ He felt that he was chosen. He didn’t mind if people looked down on him. He knew he was different.” Lai’s attitude, she says, was “I don’t mind even if I kneel down to tie your shoelace because when I stand up I will be much taller than you.”

The country had been at war since Japan invaded in 1937, with troops over the next two years sweeping south along the country’s east coast and into Guangdong province. Hundreds of thousands of refugees fled China and sheltered in neighboring Hong Kong, which Japanese troops captured in 1941. Britain recovered Hong Kong after Japan’s defeat in 1945 as the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) and the anticommunist Kuomintang (KMT) renewed their conflict on the mainland with increased ferocity. Lai’s family was just one of the tens of millions whose lives were torn apart by invasion, civil war, revolution, and their brutal aftermath.

Lai’s father had married into a prosperous shipping family and joined the family business. As his first wife battled ill health, Lai’s mother was recruited into the family as a second wife, a common practice among China’s wealthy. Shaoxia came from a peasant family and was chosen for her strong constitution. Her husband’s family wanted her both to take care of his existing children and give birth to more. As the first wife fought for her last breaths, her mother humiliatingly forced Shaoxia to put her mouth against that of the dying woman in a sort of reverse artificial resuscitation. This practice reflected a superstition that the spirit of the dying woman could inhabit her successor.

“Mother Number Two.” That’s what Lai had to call his own mother throughout childhood. Although the first wife was dead before Lai’s birth, his mother could not oppose the demands of her prosperous in-laws. She would be forever known even by her own children by this demeaning appellation.

The extended family lived in a substantial house in Shunde, on the southern outskirts of the provincial capital of Guangzhou. Family lore has it that Lai’s grandfather owned the first Rolls-Royce in Guangdong province. Shunde, like much of the Pearl River Delta, is a marshy, low-lying area crisscrossed by waterways. Birthplace of the martial artist Bruce Lee, Shunde was insular yet had easy access to Guangzhou and other cities along the Pearl River Delta estuary—notably the Portuguese colony of Macau and the British colony of Hong Kong.

After the Chinese Communist Party took power in 1949, authorities ordered the family’s single-family home subdivided into apartments. China’s new rulers assigned outside families to live in the house; bathrooms and a kitchen became communal. Lai’s father had allowed the communists to hold secret meetings upstairs in his house as the civil war raged; his reward was persecution. He lost his business, and he lost his home. The experience shattered him.

Sometime in the early 1950s, as the young twins Chee-ying and Si-wai rested while their mother was out on an errand, Simlam tried to commit suicide by hanging himself in the same room. Shaoxia returned in time to save his life but was furious at the thought that the family would be further persecuted if he succeeded in what would be treated as a counterrevolutionary act. He largely broke off contact after leaving for Hong Kong, where he started a new family. Lai, his mother, Si-wai, and Huanying (whom Lai refers to as “my slightly mentally retarded sister”) were left behind. Lai himself didn’t speak until he was three and a half; his family worried that he was a mute.

Lai was the youngest son from this second marriage. He had a brother, Lai Choi-ying, who was seven years older, as well as another older sister, Biying. With their father gone, Lai’s older siblings scattered, and he only saw them irregularly.

He shared a bond with them that Si-wai didn’t—the ying (“hero”) character in his given name. In traditional Chinese naming convention, the surname is typically followed by two characters—one is unique to the individual (chee in Lai’s case, meaning wisdom or knowledge), and one is shared among the siblings in the same generation. Lai shared the ying character with his older brother and three sisters but not with Si-wai; this reflected the hopes that his father and his parents had for his youngest son.

A peasant until she married, his mother now had wealthy in-laws and a businessman husband who had fled to Hong Kong. Communist authorities deemed her a class enemy. “We were unfortunate because our family was rich, so naturally when you are rich you become the enemy of the people,” Lai remembered. He saw his mother forced to kneel on shards of broken glass, wear a dunce’s cap, and bow her apologies as Communist Party officials vilified her and paraded her in front of crowds.

Lai’s mother was pronounced guilty as the wife of a runaway businessman. She was periodically sent to what Lai called a labor camp—though usually able to return on the weekends. Four-year-old Lai and his two siblings were left to fend for themselves for most of the week. Though she was a good cook, she would deliberately burn rice in the kitchen at the forced labor site to be able to bring the charred grain home to feed her children.

Lai’s childhood in revolutionary China haunted him for years. For three decades, he suffered nightmares from seeing prisoners executed. “Adults were very busy being cursed or being sent to labor camps,” he later said. “I didn’t know what was going on. We had to struggle. But we were kids. We didn’t know any better.” Lai isn’t one to dwell on the difficulties of his past. In a telling understatement, Lai remembered it as “a very confused time. We just had to survive, struggle.”

He scraped through five years of schooling, repeating at least one grade. The ease with which his sister Si-wai breezed through lessons, able to look at a passage and memorize it, underscored Lai’s difficulties. His mind wasn’t on academics, and his attendance appears to have been irregular at best. At the age of six, he started hustling on the street. He’d scrounge tobacco from half-smoked cigarettes and reroll the leftovers for sale. He stole food. He carried luggage for train passengers. As his mother cycled in and out of forced labor, he became the fractured family’s main breadwinner.

Lai had repeated run-ins with the police. Because of his age, he avoided serious punishment. Some of the local police even developed an avuncular attitude. Once, he opened the door to find a policeman standing there. “I didn’t do it!” he shouted. The police officer and his colleagues just wanted to treat the hungry youngster to a meal. Lai developed handwriting skills as a way to avoid serious punishment. Using his handsome calligraphy, he wrote propaganda posters for the authorities in an era before copying machines. He appears to have been fascinated with words from a young age. Although he didn’t like school, Lai always loved reading thick books to impress people.

When Lai was seven, he went with someone he describes as a cousin to a place near Guangzhou with the aim of buying lighters and flints to sell on the black market. (From other of Lai’s writings, it’s likely that the older man was a black-market trader who was not related to him. Lai also worked as a street hawker at the time. He experimented with cutting prices in order to increase volume; he was beaten up by rivals for undercutting the going rates.)

His “cousin” brought the young boy along as cover because traveling with a young child generally brought less hassle from the police. The black-market contact hadn’t arrived, and the cousin decided to wait. But Lai didn’t want to stay overnight, fearing his mother would be worried and angry.

Lai went back to Guangzhou on his own. He later wrote about his harrowing train ride. All the passengers wore oil-stained blue Maoist clothes. In a car filled with “stern faces and blank eyes,” coughing and spitting were the only sounds.


I don’t know if they were tired or sad, but the atmosphere in the car was sad and depressing. Crowded in the carriage, I was oppressed by the tense atmosphere. Looking out the window, I saw tall chimneys blowing thick black smoke everywhere. The black smoke dyed the evening glow miserably and gloomily, which was terrifying, and made me even more frightened, worrying that these people would take me hostage somewhere.



He was a child on his own, not daring to look at the other passengers, afraid to ask directions, straining to hear the station announcements. Finally, he heard “Guangzhou” and charged off the train, only to find that he had gotten off several stops too early—far from his destination. He ran back to the train but it was already rumbling away. “I was so frightened that my legs became weak, and I couldn’t stand up anymore. I fell to the ground and cried.”

When he got up, everyone had left the station. The place was deserted. Lai describes the terror of an abandoned child:


I seemed to be forgotten by the whole world, like the people buried in the cemetery. When I stood up again, the feeling of loneliness and emptiness was as if my whole heart had been taken away. My whole body was exhausted and weak, as if haunted by a ghost, and I couldn’t lift my feet at all.



Somehow he got home safely. Looking back, Lai felt that his return constituted a miracle, one that fit both with the Catholicism he adopted later in life and the sense his father had earlier instilled in him as someone chosen. Writing on Christmas Day more than a half-century later, Lai recounted his salvation that day. He encountered a young girl—he literally believed that she was an angel—who helped him buy food from a sesame seed cake vendor and gave him directions for a bus to get home. Though it was after midnight when he returned to Shunde, his relieved mother stroked his head and told him how lucky he was.

Around the age of eight, Lai became a porter at the Guangzhou train station, the northern terminus for the Kowloon–Canton Railway. The railroad had opened in October 1911, just five days before a revolt began that brought about the overthrow of the Qing dynasty and the end of more than two thousand years of dynastic rule in China. The railway represented a transparently imperial attempt to keep British Hong Kong as a key trade center that pulled in goods from Canton and southern China when a competing French railroad threatened to siphon away commerce.

Soon after the communist takeover, direct rail service to Hong Kong stopped. Exports from Guangzhou collapsed. The Korean War, which started in June 1950, further isolated the new People’s Republic. Embargoes imposed by the United States and the United Nations to punish China for supporting North Korea curtailed trade and travel. The number of international air flights plummeted, as did the frequency of shipping services.

The Kowloon–Canton Railway provided one of the few links, however tenuous, to the outside world. In the mid-1950s, the railway’s limited service represented one of the only ways outsiders could get into the People’s Republic. It was a memorable crossing. Passengers had to disembark at the Hong Kong border town of Lo Wu and walk across a bridge spanning the Shenzhen River into China, where they boarded another train to complete their journey to Guangzhou. Jimmy Lai was among the porters, jostling to carry their bags.

Lai considered himself lucky to have found work at the station. “I became one of the privileged people, so to speak,” having at the age of eight or nine ingratiated himself with the gang bosses who controlled work at the station. The money he earned fed his sisters and mother, but he acquired something more. “Working in a railway station gave me the privilege of accessing those who came from outside,” he remembered five decades later. “When you live in a communist country surrounded by all the lies, you are scared of the outside world, because you hear how terrible the outside world is.”

The Chinese Communist Party, like all totalitarian regimes, draws much of its power from the stories it tells about its foes. China’s revolution, the party warned, needed to be protected from enemies within—people like Jimmy Lai’s mother, a peasant woman sentenced to forced labor, the frightened teachers and doctors paraded through the streets in their dunce caps with accusatory signs hung from their necks, people like those whom Lai saw executed at the killing grounds in Guangzhou. Visitors from Hong Kong represented particular danger, with their freethinking, free-spending ways. Outsiders might threaten the revolution by bringing in the disease of capitalism.

As a porter at a train station that welcomed more foreigners than any other entry point in China, most of them Hong Kong Chinese, Lai quickly became conscious of the gap between the official story and reality. He began to understand the communist lies for what they were. “The bags I carried for foreign visitors had such a great aroma,” he marveled. “I could see how well people dress, how well they speak, how well they treat us. I was never treated that well in China by Chinese. It was an experience that was very educational to me. It changed my view of the world. I said to myself, ‘I want to live in this place. I want to go to Hong Kong. I want to go to the outside world.’ ”

A bar of chocolate marked a turning point. One day, after carrying baggage for a disembarking passenger, the man reached into his pocket and gave Lai a half-eaten Bar Six chocolate. Wrapped in foil with a bold orange paper wrapping, the Cadbury’s candy was unlike anything produced in China. Lai, feeling shy, turned away from the man to take a bite. “I was so hungry. It was so tasty. It was amazing. I turned and asked him ‘What is this?’ He said, ‘Chocolate.’ I said, ‘Where are you from?’ He said, ‘Hong Kong.’ I said, ‘Hong Kong must be heaven because I never tasted anything like that.’ That triggered my determination to go to Hong Kong.”

That taste of chocolate probably occurred in 1960, a year of famine in China. So desperate was the food shortage that Lai remembers grilled field mice as a delicacy he savored in those lean years. His childhood was marked by hunger and sadness. “The wound is deep and the scar is deeper,” he later wrote of his childhood. After he tasted the promise of another world, Lai begged his mother for permission to go to Hong Kong. “It took me a year to convince her.”

Hong Kong wasn’t just the land of chocolate. It was also his father’s new home. A year or so before he left, the eleven- or twelve-year-old Lai wrote a poem in which he poured out his yearning to see his father: “who has been separated from us for nine years…. Who will take care of my father in his misery? / Only my soul is by his side.” His mother worried that “going to Hong Kong is like going to the moon ‘because I will never see you again.’ ” She finally relented, though she didn’t send him to his father. Shaoxia’s sister lived in Hong Kong, and she would be more trustworthy as a first stop for the young boy.

Lai says he left when he was twelve and a half, in the first half of 1961. His flight took place in the midst of the Great Leap Forward, perhaps the greatest human disaster in history. In 1958, Mao Zedong, determined to develop the country economically, launched a crash industrialization and agricultural development program. The Chinese Communist Party abolished private farming and collectivized agriculture. Crop production plummeted, but no one dared tell Mao. Officials seized every bit of grain they could find. Mao wanted to impress other leaders with his revolutionary success, so he exported grain to the USSR while the














































e9781668027714/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


e9781668027714/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Epigraph


    		Foreword


		Chronology


		Prologue: The Troublemaker


		Chapter One: “Food Is Freedom”


		Chapter Two: “What’s Your Magic?”


		Chapter Three: The Father of Fast Fashion


		Chapter Four: “Like My Mother Calling”


		Chapter Five: “Turtle Egg”


		Chapter Six: The Bulldozer


		Chapter Seven: “God Suffers with Me”


		Chapter Eight: “Crazy Hype and Arrogance”


		Chapter Nine: “I Want to Be Taiwanese”


		Chapter Ten: Umbrellas and Tear Gas


		Chapter Eleven: “We Just Have to Eat Their Meal”


		Chapter Twelve: “Making the Law the Tool of a Ruler”


		Chapter Thirteen: Prison


		Chapter Fourteen: “Living in Complete Freedom”


		Epilogue


		Photographs


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Notes


		Index


		Photo Credits


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


    		Epigraph


		Foreword


		Prologue: The Troublemaker


		Epilogue


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Notes


		Index


		Copyright








		III


		IV


		V


		VII


    		VIII


    		IX


		X


		XI


		XII


		XIII


		XIV


		XV


		XVI


		XVII


		XVIII


		XIX


		XX


		XXI


		XXII


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264








e9781668027714/images/endpaper01.jpg
RUSSIAN FEDERATION
[

MONGOLIA /

o
\D ONGGUAN

l&/“\\@\

/\( SHUND
— 7

[ NEW
TERRITORI

GUANGDONG PROVINCE
AND HONG KONG

|
Urban areas

Coverage of rear endpaper map






e9781668027714/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


e9781668027714/images/9781668027714.jpg
MARKL.CLIFFORD

THE TROUBLEMAKER

HOW JIMMY LAI BECAME A BILLIONAIRE,
HONG KONG'S GREATEST DISSIDENT, AND
CHINA’S MOST FEARED CRITIC

“As this brilliant
biography shows, Lai
is a beacon for all

of us in the West.”
—BILL BROWDER, q !
Jew York Times bestselling
author of Red Notice and \
Freezing Order






e9781668027714/images/title.jpg
THE

TROUBLE
MAKER

How Jimmy Lai Became a Billionaire,

Hong Kong’s Greatest Dissident, and China’s Most Feared Critic

MARK L. CLIFFORD

FREE PRESS
New York Amsterdam/Antwerp Toronto
London Sydney/Melbourne New Delhi





e9781668027714/fonts/Anton-Regular.ttf


e9781668027714/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


