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      This book is dedicated to my third daughter, Willa (she has waited patiently), and many other females who have inspired me:
            Jessica, Betsey, Helen, Mary, Hazel, Grace, Nora, Amy, Liza, Sarah, Betsey, Liz, Anna, Ellie, Meg, Daphne, Daisy, Ann, Isabella,
            Olivia, Varena, Bonnie, Rachel, Frances, Hannah, Charlotte, Sally, Alix, Coco, Chloe, Priscilla, Jody, Mrs. Carver, and Mrs.
            McGrath.
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      PRONUNCIATION GUIDE
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I have used the pinyin (literally “spell, sound”) system of transliterating most of the Chinese words and names in this book. Under this system,
         developed by the People’s Republic of China in 1958 and the most commonly used today, the old Mao Tse-tung is now Mao Zedong
         (although I have kept the more familiar Chiang Kaishek and Sun Yatsen from the Wade-Giles system).
      

      Leaving aside an explanation of the four tones, here is a rough guide to pronunciation of Mandarin Chinese:


      consonants

            c: ts, as in hats

            q: ch, as in cheat

            x: sh, as in sheet

            z: ds, as in words

            zh: j as in jam

            other letters: similar to English





vowels

            ai: “eye”

            an: “ahn”

            ang: “ahng”

            e after c/ch, s/sh, z/zh: “uh”

            ei: ay as in hay

            en: “uh”

            eng: ung as in hung

            i after c/ch, s/sh, z/zh: “uh”

            ia: “ya”

            ian: “yen”

            iang: “yeeahng”

            ie: “yeah”

            iu: “ooh”

            ian: “yen”

            ou: “oh”

            ua: “wa”

            uai: “why”

            uan: “won”

            uang: “oo-ang”

            ui: “way”

            uo: “wa”

            yan: “yen”

            yi: “ee”




examples

            Cai Chang: “tsai chahng”

            Deng Liujin: “duhng layooh-jeein”

            Deng Yingchao: “duhng yehng-chow”

            He Zizhen: “huh dsuh-juhn”

            Jiangxi: “jeeahng-she”

            Jin Weiying: “jeein way-yehng”

            Kang Keqing: “kahng kuuh-cheng”

            Li Bozhao: “lee boah-jow”

            Li Jianzhen: “lee jyen-juhn”

            Liu Ying: “layooh yehng”

            Ma Yixiang: “mah ee-sheeahng”

            tongyangxi: “tohng-yahng-she”

            Wang Quanyuan: “wahng choowen-yoowen”
            

            Wang Xinlan: “wahng sheein-lahn”

            Wei Xiuying: “way sheeyo-yehng”

            Wu Zhonglian: “woo juhng-leean”

            xuanchuan: “shoowen-chwan”

            Zhang Qinqiu: “jahng cheein-choh”

            Zhou Shaolan: “joe sha-oh-lahn”

  

 
      
      PRINCIPAL WOMEN OF THIS ACCOUNT OF THE LONG MARCH
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A note about Chinese names: The first name, almost always one syllable, is the surname, and the second name is the given or chosen name. It was not unusual,
         especially among the revolutionaries, for a person to change his or her chosen name as an adult to reflect personal characteristics
         or aspirations.
      

      Note on the dates used here and throughout the book: Birth and other personal dates are often known only by the year, so age references, given here at the time of the Long March,
         are roughly accurate but could be off by a matter of months.
      

      Cai Chang, age 34. From a distinguished family of gentry heavily involved in revolutionary politics in Hunan province, Cai studied
         in France in 1919 and helped establish the French branch of the Chinese Communist Party in 1921. She and her brother Cai Hesen
         were close friends of Mao Zedong’s. In 1923, she joined the Chinese Communist Party and married Li Fuchun. She was elected
         to the Central Committee in 1928. In Yanan, Cai served in the Central Committee organization. On the Long March, she was a
         favorite among the women for her humor and high spirits. In 1945, she was elected to the Central Committee and served as the only woman member. She was elected the first president of the All-China Democratic Women’s Federation
         in 1949 and held that position for thirty years. She was denounced in the Cultural Revolution, primarily for being the wife
         of Li Fuchun, but was later rehabilitated and elected vice-chair of the standing committee of the National People’s Assembly.1

      Deng Yingchao, age 30. Born to an impoverished family of gentry in Guangxi province, she was educated in Beijing and Tianjin. During the
         May Fourth Movement in 1919, she met Zhou Enlai, whom she married in 1925. She traveled with Zhou to Moscow in 1928 and served
         in a number of high-level positions first for the Nationalist Party before it split with the Communist Party and then for
         the Communists. During the Long March, she suffered from tuberculosis and had to be carried on a litter over much of the route.
         She was elected an alternate member of the Central Committee in 1945 and a member in 1949. She held many high-level positions
         until the Cultural Revolution. In 1978, she became a full member of the Politburo and until her death was considered one of
         the Eight Elders consulted by the Party leadership, a remarkable position of stature for a woman in China.
      

      He Zizhen, age 24. Born in Jiangxi province to a family of gentry, He joined the Youth League when she was fifteen and the Communist
         Party the following year. In 1928, at age eighteen, she met Mao Zedong on Jingangshan and is said to have saved him and Zhu
         De when they were trapped behind enemy lines. Riding a horse and wielding two pistols, she led enemy soldiers on a ten-mile
         chase that allowed the two to escape. She and Mao married that year but became increasingly estranged during the Long March.
         When it was over, he sent her to Russia and ended up divorcing her. She returned to China in 1948 and lived a largely secluded
         life in southern China.
      

      Jin “Ah Jin” Weiying, age 30. From a progressive family in Zhejiang province, Jin attended primary school and teacher’s college. She started out
         as a teacher but, after moving to Shanghai, became active in the labor movement and joined the Chinese Communist Party at age twenty-two. She rose precipitously to a position on the
         executive committee of the Central Soviet in Jiangxi. She married Deng Xiaoping, who would one day succeed Mao as China’s
         top leader, but they were divorced before the Long March. Jin then married Li Weihan. When she reached Yanan, she worked for
         the Central Committee and the Anti-Japanese University. In 1938, ill and separated from her husband, she was sent to Russia,
         where she is believed to have been killed in a German bombing raid.
      

      Kang Keqing, age 23. The daughter of a fisherman and his wife, Kang was given away to a family with no children and raised in a village
         in western Jiangxi province. By the age of fourteen, she began working for the Communist underground. She met Zhu De on Jingangshan
         and married him in 1929. She joined the Communist Party when she was twenty. Despite her passion for military life, Kang was
         eventually channeled to women’s affairs. Though childless, she headed organizations dealing with children’s welfare and joined
         the executive committee of the All-China Women’s Federation, where she was elected deputy chair in 1957. Disgraced during
         the Cultural Revolution, she was raised to the Central Committee in 1977.
      

      Li Bozhao, age 23. From an impoverished intellectual-gentry family in the Sichuan province city of Chongqing, Li studied at a women’s
         teachers’ college that was also a hotbed of revolutionary activity and controversy. She joined the CYL at fourteen and was
         expelled from the college. At the age of fifteen, she traveled to Moscow via Shanghai and studied at the precursor to Sun
         Yatsen University. There she met Cai Chang and Zhou Enlai and, at the age of eighteen, married Yang Shangkun, future deputy
         director of the CCP Political Department. Back in China, Li taught and worked in propaganda. Moving to Jiangxi province, she
         edited a newspaper and directed and wrote for a theater troupe. During the Long March, her songs, dances, and living newspaper
         and theater acts were primary tools for entertaining and boosting troop morale and spreading the Red Party message to locals.
         After the march, Li had a flourishing career as a playwright, story writer, and novelist and wrote two operas, The Long March and Northward, about the epic journey she had experienced. Given her profession, it is not surprising that she was a primary target of the
         Cultural Revolution. Publicly disparaged and brutalized, Li was forced to clean the toilets of a six-story building. Branded
         a traitor in 1966, Yang Shangkun fared even worse, spending a dozen years in prison.
      

      Li Jianzhen, age 28. From a Guangdong peasant family, Li was sold by her mother for eight copper coins when she was an infant. She learned
         to read at the window of the village school when she dropped off the sons of her new family. Though of the merchant class,
         this family embraced the revolution, and Jianzhen joined the Communist Youth League in 1926. She lost her husband in 1930
         and left an infant behind when the Party moved her to Fujian, where she met Mao Zedong, Zhou Enlai, and Deng Yingchao, who
         transferred her to Jiangxi. As head of the Women’s Department, she supervised the making of food sacks, straw shoes, and clothing
         for the Red Army. Along with Wang Quanyuan, Li Guiying, and Deng Liujiun, she was one of the best singers among the Long March
         women, who were often asked to entertain. In 1938, Li and her second husband relocated to the southeast, where he was killed
         in 1943. In 1949, she was elected to the executive council of the All-China Women’s Federation. She eventually served as Guangdong’s
         Party secretary, a rare achievement for a woman.
      

      Liu “Little Sparrow” Ying, age 29. From Hunan gentry, Liu attended private school. At the age of twenty, she joined the Chinese Communist Party and
         quickly rose to head the Hunan Women’s Department. She may have had a baby by Lin Wei, a French-educated revolutionary, who
         was killed in 1927. Liu studied at the Central Workers’ University in Moscow. From 1932 to 1934, she worked with the Communist
         Youth League. During the Long March, she served as a political fighter, often traveling with her friend Cai Chang. In May
         1935, she succeeded Deng Xiaoping as a secretary for the Central Committee and married Central Committee general secretary Zhang Wentian. From 1950 to 1954, Liu was in charge of Party affairs
         in Moscow while Zhang Wentian served as ambassador to the Soviet Union. In 1959, Zhang was branded a “rightist opportunist,”
         foreshadowing the couple’s six-year exile in Guangdong during the Cultural Revolution, which Zhang did not survive.
      

      Ma Yixiang, age 11. Ma came from a poor farming family that lived in the remote mountains of western Hunan. The youngest of four children,
         she was the only one to survive childhood. Even so, her parents had a hard time providing for her and sold her as a tongyangxi. Ma joined the Red Army to escape the abuse of her in-law family and was assigned to the Second Army Group.
      

      Wang Quanyuan, age 21. Born to a peasant family in Jiangxi province, Wang joined the Communist Youth League at age seventeen and the Chinese
         Communist Party four years later. During the Long March, she was assigned to the Fourth Army and found herself separated from
         her friends. Placed in charge of the Women’s Regiment, she crossed the Yellow River with the ill-fated West Route Army. She
         was enslaved by Ma Muslim horsemen, escaping after two years in captivity. Upon her return, the Communists rejected her because
         of her lengthy absence. She traveled back to Jiangxi but was still accused of being a traitor. More than four decades and
         several husbands later, she was accepted back into the Party and lived near Jinggangshan in Jiangxi until her death in 2009.
      

      Wang Xinlan, age 10. One of six daughters of a wealthy Sichuanese family, Wang grew up in a large house surrounded by fruit orchards
         and rose gardens. Her two brothers played soccer in the courtyard. Her father, the only person from their village to study
         at the Imperial College in the Qing Dynasty, valued education and hired a tutor to teach his daughters Chinese. He later sent
         them to the primary school, where Wang learned to read and write and received “revolutionary enlightenment.” Though wealthy,
         the family sided with the Communists and held secret organizational meetings on their estate.
      

      Wei “Shorty” Xiuying, age 22. From a peasant family in Ruijin, in Jiangxi, Shorty ran off with the Red Army in 1930 after men from her village
         encouraged her to escape the abuse of her adoptive family. She joined the Party in 1932. During the Long March she was a political
         fighter, who often filled in carrying the litters. Afterward, she worked in the Women’s Bureau, and after a stint of guerrilla
         fighting in Jiangzi-Guangdong, she studied at the Marx-Lenin School and the Party School in Yanan.
      

      Wu Zhonglian, age 26. From Hunan, Wu grew up poor but excelled in school, joined the Communist Party at the age of nineteen, and became
         active in the underground. Finding her way to Jingangshan, she worked in the Communist Youth League. She moved to Ruijin,
         where she acted as a guerrilla fighter and taught at the Red Army School. Literate and capable, she served as a secretary
         of her Cadres unit on the Long March, each night scratching out sheaves of marching orders for the following day. After 1949,
         she and her second husband settled in Hangzhou with her son, who was born on the trail and went by the nickname Long March
         Wu. She became president of the Zhejiang People’s High Court and served on the executive committee of the All-China Women’s
         Federation. She was persecuted to death during the Cultural Revolution.
      

      Zhang Qinqiu, age 30. From Hangzhou province, Zhang Qinqiu moved to Shanghai to study at the age of eight and met Shen Zemin, the man
         who introduced her to the revolution. She became one of the first female Party members in 1924 and the following year married
         Shen and moved to Moscow, where they both studied at Sun Yatsen University. Later they moved to the Eyuwan Soviet base. During
         the Long March, Zhang briefly became head of the Fourth Army Political Department, the highest position held by any Communist
         woman during this period. She led the Fourth Army’s Women’s Independent Regiment, a combat force and the first of its kind. With the West Route Army, she gave birth to a baby on the Gobi Desert.
         In later years, she served as Deputy Minister of the Textile Industry. She was persecuted to death during the Cultural Revolution.
      

      Zhou “Young Orchid” Shaolan, age 17. Zhou left her life as a tongyangxi to join the revolution and become a nurse in the Twenty-fifth Army. Though young, she was bold and refused to be left behind
         when the army tried to send her and her fellow nurses home. She nursed General Xu Haidong after he suffered a serious head
         wound and eventually married him, changing her name to Zhou Dongping.
      

   
      
       USEFUL TERMS
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I have used some Chinese terms that have no corollary in English. These include:

      dabanjia The big house moving.
      

      datuhao The “smashing” of landlords and tyrants and the confiscation of their property, a portion of which was usually distributed
         to the peasants as part of the Reds’ show of beneficence to the masses. Most landlords fled when they heard of the approach
         of the Red Army. Those who did not were often publicly humiliated, beaten, or executed.
      

      guanxi An all-important concept in China since ancient times, guanxi is influence and status determined by family, friend, and work connections; political and military power; and wealth.
      

      jin A unit of weight equaling 1.1 pounds.
      

      kang A fire-heated mud-brick platform that served as a bed in some parts of China.
      

      li A unit of distance equaling 0.31 miles but also subject at times to the degree of difficulty. Thus, it might be said that
         a mountain is thirty li up but only ten li down.
      

      tongyangxi Commonly translated as “child bride,” a tongyangxi might be given away or sold. Frequently, there was no apparent husband, so the tongyangxi was a servant. In cases in which the tongyangxi was betrothed, the male was often younger by several years, and the girl was expected to help raise her future husband.
      

      xuanchuan Often unsatisfactorily translated as “propaganda,” xuanchuan was the promotion and advocacy of Communist ideology, usually in the form of songs, slogans, and performances—often dovetailing
         with recruitment—and morale work, especially in the face of danger and during times of hardship. In modern corporate terms,
         xuanchuan teams were responsible for human resources, internal communications, and public relations.
      

   
      
      AUTHOR’S NOTE
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In 1934, thirty women set out with Mao Zedong’s Red Army on an epic journey. The Chinese Nationalists under Chiang Kaishek
         had vowed to exterminate them and to destroy the Jiangxi Soviet, their remote southeastern China enclave where several million
         people lived under Communist rule. Having surrounded the enclave with thousands of heavily armed blockhouses, the Nationalist
         Army bombed its towns to rubble and launched a massive invasion with more than a million troops.
      

      The women fled with Mao’s army not only to save their lives but also to continue pursuing their dream—a dream of freedom from
         the servitude and destitution that were the legacy of their ancient society. In it, women were bound to the house and the
         field; poor families remained perpetually on the brink of starvation; and by some social perversion, a woman’s beauty and
         worthiness were considered inverse to the size of her feet. For many, this meant having the bones in their feet crushed in
         childhood and their feet bound so that they could wear three-inch slippers.
      

      Now the Communists had to find a new place to start their experimental society all over again. Along with Mao’s force of 86,000
         men, the thirty women would march a vast distance on foot—four thousand miles in a single year—in search of their new home.
      

      Harried by Nationalist forces and their American-made fighter-bombers, the Reds would cross southern China from east to west
         and then head north up the daunting Tibetan Plateau. In the remote forests of the south, on the ice-capped peaks in the west,
         and across the bitter swamps of the northwest, they marched at a blistering pace and fought when they had to. Bullets, fever,
         exposure, and starvation decimated their ranks, but still they carried on.
      

      By the time they stopped in north-central China, they had participated in one of the great military odysseys of any age. Only
         a fraction of the men remained. All of the women were still alive, though not all had reached their final destination. The
         astonishing trek became known throughout China and the world as the Long March.
      

      At first, the women did not fully comprehend the extent of what they had undertaken. “If one had a strong body, the Long March
         was not very difficult,” Li Jianzhen told the American journalist Helen Foster Snow not long afterward. “I carried a gun,
         my own blanket, and fifteen jin of food on the way.”1 Li’s nonchalance, typical of the female marchers, belied the fact that she and her comrades had just participated in a shockingly
         grueling ordeal and one of modern China’s defining moments.
      

      In addition to Mao’s First Army, three other Red Armies—the Fourth Army, the Second Army (originally the Second and Sixth
         army groups), and the Twenty-fifth Army—would undergo similar Long Marches from different parts of China to finally join forces
         all in one place. These armies also had women contingents.
      

      This is the story of the women who marched with Mao, and to a lesser extent that of their compatriots who marched in the other
         Red Armies. Although their paths were often extremely bitter, their struggles were suffused with a certain restrained joy.
         They were the chosen, unbound both metaphorically and in some cases literally. While Mao’s version of Communism would eventually bring its own voluminous
         troubles to China, they marched to advance the plight of the poor and of women, which had remained essentially unchanged since
         the Dark Ages.
      

      In this, these courageous women were successful, leaving behind an enduring lesson in perseverance and fortitude.

      [image: image]

      DURING THE PAST FIVE YEARS, I have driven and walked the Long March route in many provinces, talked to Long March survivors and historians across China,
         and examined histories and accounts of the journey, some of which have emerged in the more open periods of the post-Mao era
         and others of which had never been translated into English before.
      

      I also met with Beijing scholar Guo Chen, who created the first comprehensive work focusing on the Long March women in the
         1970s and 1980s; with Stanford scholar Helen Praeger Young, who interviewed many of the surviving women from 1986 to 1989;
         and with British adventurers Ed Jocelyn and Andy McEwen, who retraced the entire Long March on foot in 2002. Jocelyn led my
         trek in Sichuan and Gansu provinces in 2009 and around the proverbial campfire enlightened me on Long March geography, politics,
         and little-known details.
      

      These sources and experiences and many others have contributed to my effort to dig beneath the polemics and misinformation
         that have so often tainted modern Chinese history—especially that of the Long March, a favorite subject of Mao’s propagandists—and
         to reach for the enduring human story that lies within.
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         Thousands of years before today,

         Women were not treated like people, ayo!

         We were beaten up and tortured.

         Joining the Red Army for the revolution,

         We women started over, ayo!

         Follow the Red Party with heart and soul.

         How glorious to be a heroine, ayo!

         —A women’s song on the Long March

      

      
         To be a revolutionary is to go and look for a good place.

         —Ma Yixiang

      

   
      
      PART ONE
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     THE MARCH TO THE WEST

      
   
      
      
      chapter 1

      [image: image]

      A Flowering

      
      In the globally and even cosmically tumultuous year of 1910, little could have seemed less significant than the birth of a
         peasant girl in the far reaches of southeastern China. That year, the Great Fire wiped out a vast swath of northwestern U.S.
         woodlands, the flooding Seine swamped the Paris Métro, and the earth passed through the tail of Halley’s comet. Mexico erupted
         in revolution, Japan annexed Korea, and Egypt’s first native prime minister was assassinated. So disturbing was the changing
         world that the Vatican demanded that its new priests renounce Modernism.
      

      
      But the most stunning and epochal convulsion of all was unfolding in China, the world’s oldest continuous civilization, where
         the Qing dynasty had entered its death throes. Two thousand years of dynastic rule in Asia’s largest and most populous nation
         were crashing onto the shores of the twentieth century, launching what was to be four decades of upheaval and civil war and,
         on the tide of world wars, reshaping the global order.1

      
      Only months prior to the fall of the last Chinese dynasty, the peasant girl was born in the obscure village of Yeping to the
         Wei family. In traditional China, the birth of a boy was called jieguo, “the bearing of fruit,” and was considered a boon to the family. The birth of a girl was called kaihua, “a flowering”—though visually pleasing, ultimately unrewarding because only her eventual in-laws would prosper from her labor
         and offspring.2

      
      The little girl had entered a world of rigid gender and birth-order politics, a realm of oppressive spirits, ancestral ghosts,
         and Daoist, Confucian, Buddhist, and cultural traditions that would weigh on her like the blanket of bamboo smoke that hovered
         over a village house. She could quite possibly live her life within a one-mile radius. Befitting her status as a daughter
         in traditional China, the little Wei girl in Yeping was given no name. But she was lucky in two regards: First, some peasants
         too poor to feed their families drowned newborn daughters in their night soil buckets. Though destitute, this girl’s parents
         had let her live. Second, her family could not afford to bind her feet to produce the “three-inch lilies” that would make
         her an attractive bride but would also require crushing the bones at the end of her feet, bending her toes under to her heels,
         and securing them with strips of cloth. She did not have the luxury of being permanently deformed and housebound. She was
         needed in the fields.
      

      
      Yeping would eventually find itself at the hub of Chinese Communism, but for now the sleepy village in southern Jiangxi province
         was a mountainous backwater so remote that no roads reached it from the north. Camphor trees here had growth rings of more
         than five hundred years, and change came slowly to the village. The isolated inhabitants—about forty families in all—spoke
         with a thick southern accent, frequently interjecting “ha,” “sa,” and “bo” to emphasize their points, while also using expressions dating back to ancient Chinese. The local dialect differed greatly
         not only from the predominant Mandarin but also from that of villages only a few miles away.
      

      
      In rural Jiangxi, an archipelago of remote homesteads and villages each steeped in the past and its own superstitions, the
         women worshipped the white-robed female bodhisattva Guan Yin, who brought them sons and saved them from both deadly fires
         and drowning.3 In each village, humble roadside stone shrines to the villagers’ own bearded earth deity brought protection from drought
         and famine. Villagers, mostly tenant farmers, lived in mud-brick huts with dirt and pebble floors that turned liquid during
         spring’s subtropical rainfalls. Most of these huts had only two rooms: a kitchen and a bedroom, where the whole family slept.
      

      
      Abundant rice—two or even three crops per year—was a blessing of the region and so central to life that in both Mandarin (the
         principal Chinese dialect) and Cantonese (the language of Guangdong), the term meaning “to eat,” chi fan, literally means “to eat cooked rice.” But the Wei family tasted little of its harvest. All of their rice crop went to the
         landlord. Instead, they ate the same small fibrous sweet potatoes that they fed to their pigs.
      

      
      The family cooked in large metal woks on a wood-burning mud-brick stove. They ate yam congee or pumpkin soup for breakfast,
         lunch, and dinner, at a wooden table with a drawer for bowls and chopsticks and benches on either side. Stacks of pumpkins
         occupied one corner of the kitchen, where ducks and chickens roamed, fouling the floor and necessitating constant sweeping.
      

      
      Outside, the yard was thick with animal and human odors. Near the outhouse—a collection of boards around a hole with brick
         foot pads on either side—sat the pigsty with a breeding pair, whose sucklings were sold to the local butcher. The waste of
         both humans and beasts was collected in pits only a little farther away, to be held for use as fertilizer for the crops.
      

      
      Around Yeping, crops grew year-round, but for the peasant farmers fall was the busiest time. After bringing in the rice, they
         harvested yams, which they peeled, cubed, and dried on rooftops or in communal courtyards. Pumpkins, some of which had been
         culled in summer while green and tasting like zucchini, also were harvested now, orange and sweet. After long workdays, villagers
         sat in bamboo chairs around the courtyard, where laundry dried on poles and naked children and rawboned dogs (a selection
         of the latter to end up on a spit come winter) produced a din among the prodigious flies. Children from the same clan ran
         in a pack, calling one another “brother” and “sister.”
      

      
      Although the baby girl born to the Wei family in 1910 had her share of good luck, it only went so far. Six months after her
         birth, her mother died.
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      HUNDREDS OF MILES TO THE NORTH, in the great capital city of Beijing, as the Qing dynasty teetered, old and new powers clashed over the fate of the nation.
         At their height, the Qing, from Manchuria, had reshaped China, suppressing warlords, pushing into Tibet, and taking Taiwan
         from the Dutch. But their rule had been in a steady decline as China was rocked by the Opium Wars (1839–1842 and 1856–1860)
         and the loss of Hong Kong to Britain, by the bloody civil war known as the Taiping Rebellion (1850–1864), and by the Sino-Japanese
         War (1894–1895), which had cost it Taiwan. With the abdication of the last emperor, a mere child, in 1912, the dynasty finally
         collapsed.
      

      
      Sun Yatsen, a reformer and unifier later considered the father of modern China, emerged as the provisional president of the
         newly founded Republic of China. A visionary, Sun asserted that the country belonged to all its historic peoples, including
         the Hui (Chinese Sunni Muslims of Turkic descent), Man (Manchus), Meng (Mongols), and Zang (Tibetans), not just the predominant
         Han. His enlightened reign was all too brief, however. In 1912, a former Qing military commander pushed Sun aside, taking
         the presidency and declaring himself emperor, dealing democracy a mortal blow. When he died in 1916, China again plunged into
         chaos.
      

      
      THAT SAME YEAR, the girl in Yeping, now six, was sold by her father as a tongyangxi, or child bride, to a family in another village. This was not an uncommon practice. The husband-to-be might be much older
         or younger, perhaps an infant himself, in which case she was expected to raise him while serving in his parents’ household.
         Often the acquiring family had no son at all for the girl to marry, in which case she simply became a servant.4

      
      As the girl had grown older, though not that much larger, the villagers had begun to call her “Shorty.” When Shorty was told
         that she should prepare to depart for her new home, she surreptitiously collected stones and hid them in the bedroom. When
         two men came to get her the next day, she attacked them with her stockpile. After she had hurled all her rocks at them, she grabbed a sickle
         and swung it at them. One of them tugged the weapon out of her small hands and hoisted her over his shoulder like a sack of
         rice. But Shorty was not finished. Furiously pounding the man’s backside, she clenched one of his ears in her teeth. The man
         dropped her, and the two men bolted without the girl they called a “pint-sized demon.”
      

      
      Shorty’s respite was brief. Her family summoned an older cousin to come for her. In rural China, where children might just
         as easily eat or sleep in the homes of their aunts and uncles as in their own, cousins were like siblings, and she was fond
         of this one. He successfully coaxed her into letting him take her to her new home, and as unceremoniously as that, Shorty’s
         childhood was over.
      

      
      Henceforth, she spent her days fetching water, chopping wood, doing laundry, and cooking. The tongyangxi was expected to make pig fodder and to collect the night soil and pig waste for the fertilizer pit. When Shorty made mistakes,
         her in-laws chastised or beat her and sometimes refused to feed her. Like millions of peasant girls across China, she did
         little but work. She was paid in welts and bruises across her small body and in near-ceaseless scorn.
      

      
      FOLLOWING WORLD WAR I, when the Treaty of Versailles transferred China’s Shandong Peninsula to its enemy Japan, the Chinese, who had contributed
         workers to assist the Allies in France, erupted in anger. On May 4, 1919, students demonstrated in Tiananmen Square and then
         began a strike, which spread around the country and took root particularly in Shanghai. Journalists, merchants, and workers
         also mobilized. Among the more radical voices to emerge from the turmoil of the so-called May Fourth Movement was that of
         a twenty-five-year-old Hunan student. In his start-up weekly Xiang River Review, he proclaimed: “Today we must change our old attitudes…. Question the unquestionable. Dare to do the unthinkable.” He favored
         the establishment of a democracy, but above all he could not tolerate a new government that preserved the old system, which
         virtually enslaved the common people. There could be, the student believed, no compromise with the forces that had for so long repressed
         China’s potential. “We are awakened!” he boldly declared. “The world is ours, the state is ours, society is ours!”5 His name was Mao Zedong.
      

      
      Two heavyweight reformers emerged from the turmoil: the Nationalist (Guomindang) Party, a moderate democratic socialist organization
         cofounded by Sun Yatsen, and the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), founded by Li Dazhao and Chen Duxiu in 1921. (Mao Zedong attended
         the Party’s 1st congress in Shanghai in July of that year.) Modeled after and advised by its counterpart in the Soviet Union,
         the Party rose meteorically. By 1927, 60,000 Party members had organized millions of peasant farmers and urban laborers under
         the Red banner. Broken into myriad secret cells scattered throughout the vast country, it had become the largest Communist
         party in the world.
      

      
      For a time, the Nationalists and Communists were allied against the regional warlords. After Western governments refused to
         support the alliance, the Nationalists used Soviet funding to establish a military academy in Guangzhou (then Canton), the
         capital of Guangdong province. They set up a soldier named Chiang Kaishek as principal of the school, whose mission it was
         to prepare soldiers for a campaign to unite China.6

      
      In the spring of 1925, Sun Yatsen died, and the uneasy partnership between the Nationalists and Communists imploded. Right-leaning
         Chiang Kaishek took command of the National Revolutionary Army and in 1927 united with rightist militias to attack their former
         allies, killing 5,000 labor organizers and Communists in Shanghai and initiating what became known as the White Terror. In
         poor rural Jiangxi, peasant farmers suspected of being Communist sympathizers were gunned down in their fields. Others, including
         pregnant women, were rounded up during the day and executed en masse at night. Many were beaten and tortured in order to get
         them to betray the hiding places of their comrades. According to one Jiangxi woman, “Some were stripped naked and burned at
         the stake.”7

      
      On August 1, 1927, Communist soldiers in Nanchang, the capital of Jiangxi province, rose up against their former Nationalist allies and held the city for five days in what is considered
         the first battle of the Chinese Civil War. The Communists, under Zhou Enlai, He Long, Liu Bocheng, Lin Biao, and Zhu De, captured
         thousands of small arms and a vast quantity of ammunition before being driven out. A month later, Mao Zedong led the Autumn
         Harvest Uprising in Hunan. The rebellion, like other Communist outbreaks, was viciously suppressed, and the Communists fled
         from the cities, where they were subject to immediate execution.
      

      
      The Sixth Chinese Communist Party Congress in 1928 was held in the safety of Moscow. At the congress, the Party embraced the
         enormous potential of peasant women in a society that had long oppressed and abused them. Echoing sentiments espoused by Mao
         earlier, delegates declared that it was of the “greatest importance to absorb… peasant women into… the revolutionary movement.”
         These women, the group recognized, were a core element of village economies, held sway in family life, and had a crucial influence
         on the peasant troops. In past movements, the delegates stated, peasant women had proven to be brave fighters. In this regard,
         history provided a legendary role model in Queen Mother Xin. The Shang dynasty warrior, wife of King Wu Ding, had led an army
         of 13,000 men, enormous in its day (thirteen centuries before the Christian Era), in defeating four hostile states attacking
         the Shang’s northwestern frontier. As a sign of her heroism, Xin had been buried with dozens of bronze-bladed dagger-axes
         with turquoise-inlaid handles.8

      
      Even before the Moscow gathering, the Chinese Communists had initiated a number of revolutionary practices regarding women.
         They had denounced arranged marriages, and they had condemned the practice of foot-binding. They had created real educational
         and leadership opportunities.
      

      
      TO WITHSTAND THE LOSSES they had sustained in the White Terror, the Communists launched a wave of recruiting and reorganization. In the fall of 1930,
         Red Army troops arrived in Shorty Wei’s village. They had already begun to transform her rural county of 230,000 residents, which, until now, had changed little since its
         founding in the third century. The Red Army’s brand of transformation was swift and shocking: They swept into a village, executing
         landlords (though most fled ahead of them), seizing their land, destroying deeds and boundary markers, and banning religion.
         They then redistributed what they had taken, including temple property, among the peasants. They set up schools to teach the
         peasants how to read, established peasant-led Party rule, and recruited the young and able, men and women, to help carry the
         revolution to the next village. It was a progressive and merciless, sometimes ferocious, radical reconception.9
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Deng Fa, Cai Shufan, and Hu Di in Yeping, in the late fall of 1931. (Helen Foster Snow Archives. This and all photos from the Helen Foster Snow Archives come from the L. Tom Perry Special Collections,
            Harold B. Lee Library, Brigham Young University.)

      
      Shorty, still unmarried and nameless, joined a group of field hands to listen to what the Communist recruiters had to say.
         The only female in the audience, she liked what she heard, and even more, she liked the idea of escaping her in-laws’ house.
         She had little to lose, and although she stood less than four and a half feet tall, the feisty girl with thick eyebrows and
         wide cheeks was unintimidated. She stepped forward and volunteered to be a soldier.
      

      
   
      
      
      chapter 2
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      The Struggle

      
      Three years before setting up camp in Yeping, following Mao’s Autumn Harvest Uprising and other failed revolts, the Communists
         had fled from urban areas and established bases in the rural countryside. One contingent had created a soviet—an autonomous
         region governed by a Communist council—called Eyuwan in the remote borderlands of Hubei, Henan, and Anhui provinces in east-central
         China.1 Mao had sought refuge on Jinggangshan, a mountain on the Hunan-Jiangxi border in southeastern China, about a hundred miles
         south-southwest of Nanchang. Here he had united with groups of miners and rebel bandits, the latter dispossessed peasants
         who had been preying on wealthy landowners, and with a small local Communist force to form an army of several thousand.
      

      
      A fortress of a mountain with a plateau on top, accessible only through a few narrow passes, Jinggangshan became a revolutionary
         hotbed under the leadership of Mao, who was a rousing visionary, and Zhu De, a former Nationalist public security chief and
         officers training corps commandant who had defected with about 1,000 men.2 Zhu, who dressed and talked like a common soldier and went by the nickname “Chief Cook” (he had once escaped arrest during
         a Nationalist raid by claiming to be a kitchen hand), had a devoted following of men. The mountaintop became the center of
         a sprawling soviet that would produce some of the steeliest Red Army soldiers and leaders.
      

      
      More than a hundred women found their way to this redoubt. Like the men, they helped spread Mao’s message of agrarian revolution
         to the local peasants and helped expand and transform the military base into an actual ministate. Doing this meant recruiting both men and women in villages throughout the region.
      

      
      Ouyang Quanyuan, like Shorty Wei, was only sixteen when she fell under the spell of Red recruiters. She had gone to the market
         in her village, in the hills along the middle Gan River, to trade eggs for salt. A major tributary of the Yangtze, the Gan
         was an important trade artery in southeastern China, flowing north the entire length of the province and through the capital
         of Nanchang.
      

      
      At the market, Ouyang encountered an amazing thing: a gregarious band of strangers had flooded the streets, waving red flags,
         banging on drums, and sounding gongs. Eventually, the locals assembled, sweeping her up in the crush. Baodong, or “rebellion,” was on their lips. The strangers made confusing speeches. “We poor are liberated,” they proclaimed. “Join
         the revolution!” Ouyang was not sure what liberation was, but she felt a thrill at the news that her life had possibilities
         she had never considered.
      

      
      When Ouyang was eleven, her father had betrothed her to a man of twenty-seven. She had been allowed to remain in her parents’
         home, however, walking the three miles to and from her in-laws’ house each day to work in the fields at harvesttime. After
         witnessing the rally, she could not wait to tell both families about the exciting things she had seen and heard. Practical
         and hardworking, she had always worn her hair twisted into a bun and held in place by a wooden hairpin. Now, taking up Communist
         ways, she cut her hair short and encouraged the women around her to cut their hair and to reject foot-binding.
      

      
      Soon her mother-in-law, afraid that she would lose her daughter-in-law to this new force in their lives, demanded that the
         marriage be made and consummated. Ouyang took her husband’s family name, as was the local custom. It would be one of Wang
         Quanyuan’s last overtly traditional acts.3

      
      IN 1929, the Nationalists forced Mao Zedong’s contingent to flee to even remoter country more than a hundred miles to the southeast,
         in the low, densely forested peaks of the Wuyi Mountains. There the Communists put down roots on a bend in the Mian (Cotton) River.
      

      
      Ruijin had taken its name, meaning “auspicious gold,” in AD 904, when a discovery of the precious metal had led to a prospecting
         boom. Now the red clay yielded little but stains, and one Communist soldier described the town as “ancient and withered.”
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      Central Soviet Republic, 1934
      

      
      
      The protracted White Terror was taking a severe toll on the Communists across China. Chiang Kaishek’s forces had annihilated
         the ranks of their previously swelling farm and labor organizations and by some counts would slay four out of every five Party
         members.4 As Shanghai, the center of Chinese Communist activism, increasingly became a death zone, the Communists fled. A few were
         lucky enough to escape abroad to study. Others furtively made their way to the various soviets in remote parts of remote provinces.
         Most of the leaders sought refuge in Mao’s burgeoning soviet, which buzzed with activity.
      

      
      It was here that the Communists were most successful in their efforts to implement their agrarian revolution and to reorganize
         society. They soon built a bureaucracy to govern the region’s three million rural inhabitants, and by 1930 Jiangxi had become
         the “Central Soviet Republic” and Ruijin the headquarters of the Chinese Communist Party, with the top leaders establishing
         themselves just north of Ruijin—in Yeping, Shorty Wei’s no-longer-sleepy hometown. Beneath thick canopies of trees, the Communists
         built meeting halls and wooden houses that provided the leadership with shelter. Catch basins in paved courtyards collected
         the copious rainfall from the rooftops and provided water for household use. In one gargantuan hollowed-out camphor tree,
         Mao found a quiet reading spot.
      

      
      In the fall of 1931, a time of year normally taken up with the harvest, representatives from the other Communist strongholds
         in south and central China came to Yeping to discuss strategy. Twenty-year-old Li Bozhao was among the many new arrivals.
         Outgoing and energetic, she was a model of the new assertive woman. The daughter of a noted scholar, she had studied under
         the Communist firebrand and rising leader Zhang Wentian (also known as Luo Fu)5 in a Sichuan school before being expelled for staging a school play depicting the abuse of women. Although she was just fifteen
         at the time, the Communists had sent her to Moscow, where she studied mechanics, warfare, and drama and met a number of the
         higher-ranking comrades.
      

      
      In Jiangxi, Li led a school for artists and actors and directed the education department. She also made history by editing
         the first issue of the Communist newspaper Red China. Li and her staff lived and worked in Yeping’s farm huts, sleeping on straw beds atop dirt floors. By the smoky light of
         oil lamps, they wrote and revised, their eyes turning puffy and red, cranking out 12,000 words a day.6

      
      The Nationalists had relocated the nation’s capital from Beijing to Nanjing in 1928. Nanjing had served as the original capital
         during the Ming dynasty (1368–1644), the last period of ethnic Han rule, an era when the nation was one of the richest and
         most powerful in the world. Chiang Kaishek saw himself as the one who would return China to such glory.
      

      
      Getting to the Communists, however, would not be easy: there were few paved roads and fewer railroads. Then, like a lightbulb
         going off overhead, the solution came to Chiang. He arranged to buy American warplanes—thirty-two Vought Corsair fighter-bombers—with
         the approval of President Herbert Hoover. Chiang soon hired a former U.S. Army pilot, Douglas Aircraft representative Floyd
         Shumaker, to purchase more American airplanes and create a fleet of long-range bombers and attackers. Over the next several
         years, Chiang would use both air and ground forces in an attempt to overwhelm the Reds.
      

      
      Using hit-and-run guerrilla tactics, Mao, who was the chairman of the Central Soviet, managed to fend off two “encirclement
         and extermination” campaigns, the second against a force of 200,000 men and Chiang’s increasingly proficient air force. Chiang’s
         third attempt, with 300,000 troops, withered in the fall of 1931, after Japan, with its eye on China’s internal travails,
         invaded Manchuria and set up the puppet state of Manchukuo. In early 1932, Japanese airplanes bombed Shanghai, and Japanese
         ships bombarded Nanjing from the Yangtze.7

      
      Like a bulldog, Chiang continued to ramp up his air force. Americans not only advised, trained, and supplied the Nationalists
         but also, led by Shumaker, flew combat missions, bombing and strafing the “local bandits,” as Chiang called the Communists.
         An American flier, U.S. Army Reserve pilot Robert Short, died fighting for the Nationalists when he single-handedly attempted
         to thwart a Japanese bombing raid on the lower Yangtze River.8 Soon twenty new state-of-the-art Douglas fighters with Browning and Lewis machine guns prowled the Chinese skies and, in
         the spring of 1933, zeroed in on Yeping, forcing the Communist leaders to abandon their enclave and reinstall themselves three
         miles away in another village.
      

      
      Now mustering half a million men, Chiang aimed his Fourth Encirclement and Extermination Campaign at the sprawling Eyuwan
         Soviet. He was able to overrun it, forcing the soviet’s influential leader, Zhang Guotao, who like Mao had attended the First
         Congress of the CCP, to flee west with his men. Turning his attention again to the south, Chiang agreed to a treaty with the
         Japanese, a move that infuriated the Chinese people and incited massive student riots but that bought him time to focus on snuffing out the Central
         Soviet.
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      The Eyuwan Soviet, 1932–1933

      
      
      Guided by General Hans von Seeckt and other advisers on loan from Hitler’s Germany, Chiang ordered his forces in the fall
         of 1933 to encircle the Jiangxi Soviet with concrete-and-stone blockhouses, each manned by a company of fifty or more men
         and armed with machine guns. Constructing three thousand of these lethal bunkers in an ever-tightening spiral, the Nationalists
         blockaded the interior, methodically starving it of provisions, medicine, fuel, metal, and ammunition and ratcheting up the
         pressure on the Communist nerve center.
      

      
      Mao, who was still officially the soviet’s chairman, had effectively been ousted from power in the fall of 1932, placed on
         sick leave, and shunted aside by the influential group of Russian-educated Chinese Communist leaders known as the Twenty-eight
         Bolsheviks. Now led by a trio—Bo Gu (originally Qin Bangxian), distinctive in his thick black-framed glasses; Zhou Enlai, a military instructor and tactful power broker; and the German Otto Braun, a Comintern military
         adviser called Li De by the Chinese—the Central Red Army preferred conventional military tactics to Mao’s wily guerrilla ways.9 In April 1934, as Chiang pressed the fight, the Red Army, following Braun’s advice, dug in and defended its northernmost
         stronghold in the Jiangxi Soviet, the town of Guangchang. In a series of deft counterattacks, the Communists hammered the
         Nationalists, cutting down 20,000 men.
      

      
      Facing this setback, Chiang turned to his greatest strength: his air force. Chiang’s bombers leveled Guangchang, killing a
         thousand Red fighters. Without planes of their own, the Reds could only counter with potshots from the ground. Having lost
         around 5,000 men during seventeen days of fighting, the Communists were forced to fall back, leaving open a route to Ruijin.
         Braun’s strategy of digging in had cost too many lives, and it infuriated some of the Red Army commanders.10
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      Nationalist bombers.

      
      
      A month later, Chiang—whose air force, with its growing infrastructure of landing strips, could now penetrate nearly any part
         of China, no matter how remote—launched his Fifth Encirclement and Extermination Campaign. Supported by intensive air strikes, one million Nationalist soldiers marched into Jiangxi from the
         north, south, and west. Their aim was to crush all vestiges of the Communist central government and wipe out the Red Army
         officers and Chinese Communist Party leadership.
      

      
   
      
      
      chapter 3
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      The Chosen

      
      EARLY OCTOBER 1934

      
      As cormorants fished in the Cotton River and bats feasted on the fall mosquito hatch, the upheaval of war and the long blockade
         took a grim toll on the Jiangxi Soviet. Salt and cooking oil had disappeared from the people’s diet, and now rice, the staple
         of life, had to be strictly rationed. The denizens of Ruijin ate asparagus leaves seasoned with flakes of saltpeter (used
         elsewhere in fireworks and fertilizer), which they scraped from whitewashed walls. Diseases, including typhoid fever—with
         its headaches, dehydration, and inflammation—ran rampant among the weakened citizens of the Central Soviet. There was little
         medicine for treatment, and even festering foot sores had turned deadly.
      

      
      Caught in the pincers of war for more than five years, the Jiangxi peasant masses had yielded nearly half a million men between
         the ages of fifteen and forty-five to the Red Army, but many of these recruits had been killed in battle. The women left behind
         struggled in the fields to feed their families as well as the army. Now, in the fall of 1934, they were all under heavy siege
         and more than 50,000 Red Army soldiers, many of them raw recruits, had fallen in the latest onslaught.1

      
      The previous spring, Communist leaders had foreseen the possible fall of the Central Soviet. With the Comintern’s blessing,
         they had secretly planned an escape in case things grew truly desperate. But they were no longer simply a mobile guerrilla
         army. Out of the wilderness, they had created the infrastructure of a Red nation, including ministry headquarters, educational institutions, hospitals, manufacturing operations, and a state mint that produced gold coins. They
         were not prepared to abandon all of this and had quietly been readying for a massive exodus, assembling personnel and supplies.
         If the day arrived, they hoped to move nearly 100,000 soldiers, cadres, and porters—laden with munitions, rations, and necessities—through
         the siege lines and rings of blockhouses. To finesse these perils and to avoid carnage from the sky, they knew they would
         have to act with all possible stealth. The plan was enormously risky, justifiable only by utter desperation.
      

      
      Now that desperate day had arrived.

      
      WHEN WORD PASSED URGENTLY through Jiangxi that the women should report to headquarters—indeed, that they should rush there without finishing up current
         assignments—many were in remote villages still recruiting soldiers and laborers. Most of these spiritual descendants of Queen
         Mother Xin already knew each other well. They had lived and worked together in one capacity or another since 1931 in Ruijin
         or in the nearby villages and towns, where they had gone to escape the Nationalists’ bombs. Some had met even before that,
         at Jinggangshan or in the dismal textile mills of Shanghai, where they had served as Communist organizers. Since moving to
         Jiangxi, they had recruited soldiers, organized female laborers, educated villagers, and collected rice and other food. They
         had manned and helped run the sixty theatrical troupes that roamed from village to village and to the front to entertain
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