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A first-hand account of China's cultural revolution.A first-hand account of China's cultural
revolution. Nien Cheng, an anglophile and fluent English-speaker who worked for Shell in
Shanghai under Mao, was put under house arrest by Red Guards in 1966 and subsequently
jailed. All attempts to make her confess to the charges of being a British spy failed; all efforts to
indoctrinate her were met by a steadfast and fearless refusal to accept the terms offered by her
interrogators. When she was released from prison she was told that her daughter had committed
suicide. In fact Meiping had been beaten to death by Maoist revolutionaries.

From Publishers WeeklyThis gripping account of a woman caught up in the maelstrom of
China's Cultural Revolution begins quietly. In 1966, only the merest rumblings of political
upheaval disturbed the gracious life of the author, widow of the manager of Shell Petroleum in
China. As the rumblings fast became a cataclysm, Cheng found herself a target of the revolution:
Red Guards looted her home, literally grinding underfoot her antique porcelain and jade
treasures; and she was summarily imprisoned, falsely accused of espionage. Despite harsh
privationeven tortureshe refused to confess and was kept in solitary confinement for over six
years, suffering deteriorating health and mounting anxiety about the fate of her only child,
Meiping. When the political climate softened, and she was released, Cheng learned that her
fears were justified: Meiping had been beaten to death when she refused to denounce her
mother. The candor and intimacy of this affecting memoir make it addictive reading. Its
intelligence, passion and insight assure its place among the distinguished voices of our age
proclaiming the ascendancy of the human spirit over tyranny. Cheng is now a U.S. resident.
BOMC main selection; author tour.Copyright 1987 Reed Business Information, Inc. --This text
refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.From Library JournalCheng's widely acclaimed book
recounts in compelling specifics her persecution and imprisonment at the hands of Mao
Zedong's "Cultural Revolution" (1966-1976). Inquisitors accused her of being a "spy" and
"imperialist," but during the harrowing years of solitary confinement she never gave in, never
confessed a lie. We read this, not so much for historical analysis, but, like the literature of the
Gulag in Russia, for an example of a humane spirit telling terrible truths honestly, without
bitterness or cynicism. Highly recommended. BOMC main selection. Charles W. Hayford,
History Dept., Northwestern Univ., Evanston, Ill.Copyright 1987 Reed Business Information, Inc.
--This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.Review“At the heart of this book is not the
darkness of this cell, but the light of Nien Cheng’s mind . . . the keenness of her thought and
expression.” —The New York Times “The extraordinary story of an extraordinary woman who,
despite 6½ years of imprisonment and torment in Communist China, not only survived but
endured and even prevailed.” —Time “A gripping, poignant chronicle of her courage, fortitude,



and, above all, stubborn integrity during more than six years of cold, hunger, disease, terror, and
humiliation.” —Stanley Karnow, The Washington Post Book World --This text refers to an
alternate kindle_edition edition.About the AuthorNien Cheng (1915–2009) was the author of the
critically-acclaimed, international best-selling memoir Life and Death in Shanghai. Released
from prison in 1973, Cheng emigrated in 1980, first to Canada and then to the United States,
where she became a U.S. citizen in 1988. Cheng died at her home in Washington, D.C. in 2009
at the age of 94. --This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.Read more
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Wind of RevolutionCHAPTER 1Witch-huntTHE PAST IS FOREVER with me and I remember it
all. I now move back in time and space to a hot summer’s night in July 1966, to the study of my
old home in Shanghai. My daughter was asleep in her bedroom, the servants had gone to their
quarters, and I was alone in my study. I hear again the slow whirling of the ceiling fan overhead; I
see the white carnations drooping in the heat in the white Chien Lung vase on my desk. In front
of my eyes were the bookshelves lining the walls filled with English and Chinese tides. The
shaded reading lamp left half the room in shadows, but the gleam of silk brocade of the red
cushions on the white sofa stood out vividly.An English friend, a frequent visitor to my home in
Shanghai, once called it ‘an oasis of comfort and elegance in the midst of the city’s drabness’.
Indeed, my house was not a mansion, and by western standards, it was modest. But I had spent
time and thought to make it a home and a haven for my daughter and myself so that we could



continue to enjoy good taste while the rest of the city was being taken over by proletarian
realism.Not many private people in Shanghai lived as we did, seventeen years after the
Communist Party took over China. In the city of ten million, perhaps only a dozen or so families
managed to preserve their old lifestyle: maintaining their original homes and employing a staff of
servants. The Party did not decree how the people should live. In fact, in 1949, when the
Communist Army entered Shanghai, we were forbidden to discharge our domestic staff to
aggravate the unemployment problem. But the political campaigns that periodically convulsed
the country rendered many formerly wealthy people poor. When they became victims, they were
forced to pay large fines or had their income drastically reduced. And many industrialists were
relocated inland with their families when their factories were removed from Shanghai. I did not
voluntarily change my way of life not only because I had the means to maintain my standard of
living but also because the Shanghai Municipal Government treated me with courtesy and
consideration through its United Front Organization. However, my daughter and I lived quietly
with circumspection. Believing the Communist Revolution a historical inevitability for China, we
were prepared to go along with it.The reason I am so often carried back to those few hours
before midnight on 3 July 1966 is not only because I look back upon my old life with my daughter
with nostalgia but mainly because they were the last few hours of normal life I was to enjoy for
many years. The heat lay like a heavy weight on the city even at night. No breeze came through
the open windows. My face and arms were damp with perspiration and my blouse was clammy
on my back as I bent over the newspapers spread on my desk reading the articles of vehement
denunciation that always preceded action at the beginning of a political movement. The
propaganda effort was supposed to create a suitable atmosphere of tension and to mobilize the
public. Often careful reading of those articles, written by activists selected by Party officials,
yielded hints as to the purpose of the movement and its possible victims. Because I had never
been involved in a political movement before, I had no premonition of impending personal
disaster. But as was always the case, the violent language used in the propaganda articles
made me uneasy.My servant Lao Chao had left a thermos of iced tea for me on a tray on the
coffee table. As I drank the refreshing tea, my eyes strayed to a photograph of my late husband.
Nearly nine years had passed since he died but the void his death left in my heart remained. I
always felt abandoned and alone whenever I was uneasy about the political situation, as I felt the
need for his support.I had met my husband when he was working for his Ph D degree in London
in 1935. After we were married and returned to Chungking, China’s wartime capital, in 1939, he
became a diplomatic officer of the Kuomintang Government. In 1949, when the Communist
Army entered Shanghai, he was director of the Shanghai office of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs
of the Kuomintang Government. When the Communist representative, Chang Han-fu, took over
his office, Chang invited him to remain with the new government during the transitional period as
foreign affairs adviser to the newly appointed Mayor of Shanghai, Marshal Chen Yi. In the
following year, he was allowed to leave the People’s Government and accept the offer from Shell
International Petroleum Company to become the general manager of its Shanghai office. Shell



was one of the few British firms of international standing – such as the Imperial Chemical
Industries, Hong Kong Shanghai Banking Corporation and Jardines – that tried to maintain an
office in Shanghai. Because Shell was the only major oil company in the world wishing to remain
in mainland China, the Party officials who favoured trade with the West treated the company and
ourselves with courtesy.In 1957, my husband died of cancer. A British general manager was
appointed to succeed him. I was asked by Shell to become his assistant with the title of adviser
to management. I worked in that capacity until 1966.Successive British general managers
depended on me to steer the company clear of the many pitfalls that often surrounded a
capitalist enterprise maintaining an office in Maoist China. It was up to me to find ways to resolve
the problems we had to face without either sacrificing the dignity of Shell or causing the Chinese
officials to lose face. My job was to manage the staff, act as liaison between the general
manager and the Shell Labour Union, analysing the union demands and working out
compromises. I drafted the more important correspondence the company had with the Chinese
government agencies which had to be in the Chinese language. Whenever the general manager
went on home leave or to Peking for talks with Chinese government corporations, I acted as
general manager. I thought myself fortunate to have a job I could do well and enjoyed the
distinction of being the only woman in Shanghai occupying a senior position in a company of
world renown.In the spring of 1966, Shell closed its Shanghai office after negotiating with a
Chinese government agency which signed an ‘Assets Against Liability Agreement’ with the
company. We handed over our assets in China and the Chinese government agency took over
our staff with the commitment to give them employment and provide retirement pensions. As a
member of management, I was not included in the agreement; its scope was limited to our staff
who belonged to the Shell Labour Union, a branch of the Shanghai Labour Union, which is a
government organization for the control of industrial and office workers.When the agreement
was signed, my daughter, a young actress of the Shanghai Film Studio, was performing with her
unit in North China. I thought I would make a trip to Hong Kong when she came back. But while I
was waiting for her return, the Cultural Revolution was launched. My daughter’s group was
hastily summoned back to Shanghai by the Film Studio to enable its members to take part in the
Cultural Revolution. Since I knew that during a political movement government officials were
reluctant to make decisions and that work in government departments generally slowed down, if
not came to a complete standstill, I decided not to apply for a travel permit to Hong Kong and
risk a refusal. A refusal would go into the personal dossier which the police kept on everyone. It
might make future application difficult. So I remained in Shanghai, believing the Cultural
Revolution would last no longer than a year, the usual length of time for a political campaign.The
tea cooled me somewhat. I got up to go into my bedroom next door, had a shower and lay down
on my bed. In spite of the heat, I dropped off to sleep. The next thing I knew was that Chen Mah,
my maid, was gently pushing me to wake me up.I looked at the clock on my bedside table. It was
only half past six, but sunlight was already on the awning outside the windows and the
temperature in the room was rising.‘Chi and another man from your old office have come to see



you,’ Chen Mah said.‘What do they want?’ I asked her drowsily.‘They didn’t say. But they
behaved in a very unusual manner. They marched straight into the living room and sat down on
the sofa instead of waiting in the hall as they used to do before the office closed,’ Chen Mah
said.‘Who is the other man?’ I asked her as I headed for the bathroom. Chi, I knew, was the Vice-
Chairman of our office branch of the Shanghai Labour Union. I had often conducted negotiations
with him as it was part of my job. He had seemed a nice man: reasonable and conciliatory.‘I don’t
know his name. He hasn’t been here before. I think he may be one of the guards,’ Chen Mah
said. ‘He’s tall and thin.’From Chen Mah’s description, I thought the man was one of the activists
of the Shell Union. We had no Party members. From the way the few activists in the Union
behaved, I knew they were encouraged to act as watchdogs in our office for the Shanghai
Labour Union. Since I had no direct contact with the activists who were mostly guards or
cleaners, I learned of their activities mainly from the department heads.There was a knock on
the door. Lao Chao, my manservant, handed Chen Mah a tray and said through the half-open
door, ‘They say the mistress must hurry.’‘All right, Lao Chao,’ I said. ‘Tell them I’ll be down
presently. Give them a cold drink and some cigarettes.’I did not hurry. I wanted time to think and
be ready to cope with whatever was coming. The visit of these two men at this early hour of the
morning was unusual. However, in China, whenever one had to attend a meeting to hear a
lecture or political indoctrination, one was seldom told in advance. The officials assumed that
everybody should drop everything whenever called upon to do so. I wondered whether these
two men had come to ask me to join one of their political indoctrination lectures. I knew the
Shanghai Labour Union was organizing classes for the ex-staff of Shell so that they could be
prepared for their assignment to work with lower pay in government organizations.While I ate
toast and drank my tea, I reviewed the events leading to the closure of the office of Shell and re-
examined my own behaviour throughout the negotiations between the company and the
Chinese government agency. Although I had accompanied the general manager to all the
sessions, I had not taken part in any of the discussions. It was my job only to observe and advise
the general manager afterwards when we returned to our office. I decided that if I were asked
questions concerning Shell I could always procrastinate by offering to write to London for
information.I put on a white cotton shirt, a pair of grey slacks and black sandals, the clothes
Chinese women wore in public places to avoid being conspicuous. When I walked downstairs I
thought those who sent the men to call on me so early in the morning probably hoped to
disconcert me. I walked slowly, deliberately creating the impression of composure.When I
entered the living room, I saw that both men were sprawled on the sofa with a glass of orange
squash untouched on the table in front of each of them. When he saw me, Chi stood up from
force of habit but when he saw that the activist remained seated, he went red in the face with
embarrassment and hastily sat down again. It was a calculated gesture of discourtesy on the
part of the other man to remain seated when I entered the room. In 1949, not long after the
Communist Army entered Shanghai, the new policeman in charge of the area in which I lived
had made the first of his periodical unannounced visits to our house. He brushed past Lao Chao



at the front door, marched straight into the living room where I was and spat on the carpet. That
was the first time I saw a declaration of power made in a gesture of rudeness. Since then, I had
come to realize that the junior officers of the Party often used the exaggerated gesture of
rudeness to cover up their feeling of inferiority.I ignored Chi’s confusion and the other man’s
rudeness, sat down on an upright chair and calmly asked them, ‘Why have you come to see me
so early in the morning?’‘We have come to fetch you to a meeting,’ Chi said.‘You have been so
slow that we will probably be late,’ the other man added and stood up.‘What’s the meeting
about?’ I asked. ‘Who has organized it? Who has sent you to ask me to participate?’‘There’s no
need to ask so many questions. We would not be here if we did not have authority. All the former
members of Shell have to attend this meeting. It’s very important,’ the activist said. In a tone of
exasperation, he added, ‘Don’t you know the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution has
started?’‘What has a Cultural Revolution got to do with us? We worked for a commercial firm, not
a cultural establishment,’ I said.‘Chairman Mao has said that everybody in China must take part
in the Cultural Revolution,’ Chi said.They both said rather impatiently, ‘We are late. We must
leave at once.’Chi also stood up. I looked at the carriage clock on the mantelpiece; it was a
quarter past eight.Chen Mah was waiting in the hall with my handbag and a navy blue silk
parasol. As I took them from her I smiled but she did not smile back. She was staring at me
anxiously, obviously worried.‘I’ll be back for lunch,’ I tried to reassure her.She merely
nodded.Lao Chao was there standing beside the open front gate. He also looked anxious, but
said nothing, simply closing the gate behind us.The apprehension of my servants was
completely understandable. We all knew that during the seventeen years of Mao Tze-tung’s rule
innumerable people had left their homes during political campaigns and had never come
back.There were few people in the streets but the bus was crowded with solemn-looking
passengers. It took a circuitous route so that we did not get to our destination until after nine
o’clock.A number of young men and women were gathered in front of the technical school where
the meeting was to be held. When they caught sight of us approaching from the bus stop, a few
ran into the building shouting, ‘They have come! They have come!’A man came out and said to
my escorts irritably, ‘Why have you been so long? The meeting was called for eight o’clock.’The
two men turned their heads in my direction and said, ‘Ask her!’ before hurrying into the
building.This man now said to me, ‘Come this way.’ I followed him into the meeting room.The
large room was already packed with people. Among those seated on narrow wooden benches in
front of the assembly I saw Shell’s physician and other senior members of the staff. The drivers,
guards, liftmen, cleaners and clerks sat behind them among a large number of young people
who were probably the students of the school. Quite a number stood in the aisles and in the
space at the back of the hall. Hot sun streamed into the stifling room through bare windows, but
very few people were using their fans. The atmosphere in the room was tense and
expectant.Although we had worked in the same office and seen one another daily for almost
nine years, not one of the senior staff greeted me or showed any sign of recognition when I
brushed past them to take up the seat allocated to me in the second row. Most of the men



averted their glances; the few whose gaze met mine looked deeply troubled.I wondered what
these men had been through in the months since Shell had closed its office. They were the real
losers of the ‘Assets Against Liability Agreement’ reached between Shell and the People’s
Government agency authorized to take them over. Nearly all the men had been with Shell for a
very long time, some since the 1920s. During the Japanese occupation of Shanghai, some of
them made the long and arduous journey from Shanghai to the company’s office in the wartime
capital of Chungking, abandoning home and family; others remained in the city and suffered
great economic hardship rather than work for the Japanese oil company that had taken over
Shell’s premises. Most of the men were nearly sixty and approaching retirement. The Agreement
specified that they were all to be given jobs in Chinese organizations. What was not mentioned
was that they would not be given jobs commensurate with their former positions in Shell but
would be employed as clerks or translators at a low rate of pay with much reduced retirement
pensions. None of them had dared to oppose the terms of the Agreement since it was what the
government wanted them to accept. Both the last general manager and I tried to obtain
assurances from the Union chairman, but we were told that every member of our staff was
pleased with the terms of the Agreement.At my last meeting with the Shell Union chairman, he
had said to me, ‘Everybody is extremely pleased at the prospect of being freed from the
anomalous position of working for a foreign firm. They all look forward to making a contribution to
socialism as workers of a government organization.’ That was the official line in which even the
Union chairman himself could not possibly have believed. Senior members of the staff who
came to my office during those last days would shake their heads and murmur sadly, ‘Mei you fa
tze!’ a very common Chinese phrase meaning, ‘Nothing can be done’, or ‘It’s hopeless’, or ‘No
way out’, or ‘There’s no solution’.From nine o’clock to lunch-time, when the meeting might be
adjourned, was more than three hours. The room was bound to get a great deal hotter as time
went on. I knew I had to conserve energy while waiting for events to speak for themselves. The
narrow wooden bench was just as uncomfortable as the one I had sat on during the war in a
cave in Chungking while the Japanese planes rained incendiary bombs on the city. Perspiration
was running down my face. To get a handkerchief, I opened my bag. I saw that Chen Mah had
put in it a small folding fan made of sandalwood with a painting of a peony on silk done by my
painting teacher. I took it out and fanned myself to clear the air of the unpleasant odour of
packed humanity.Suddenly there was a commotion at the rear. Several men dressed in short-
sleeved shirts and baggy cotton trousers came through the door at the back and mounted the
low platform. One of them came forward to a small table covered with a white cloth while the
others sat down on the row of chairs behind him. One could no longer assess a man’s station in
life by his clothes in China because everybody tried to dress like a proletarian, a word the
Chinese translated into wu chan cheh which meant ‘a man with no property’. To look poor was
both safe and fashionable for the Chinese people. So, while I could not tell the approximate rank
or position of the man in charge of the meeting, I thought he must be an official of the Shanghai
Labour Union.‘Comrades!’ he said, ‘Our Great Leader Chairman Mao has initiated and is now



personally directing the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution. With our Great Helmsman to
guide us, we shall proceed to victory without hindrance. The situation is excellent for us, the
proletariat!‘The Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution is an opportunity for all of us to study the
Thought of Mao Tze-tung more thoroughly and diligently than ever before so that our political
awareness is sharpened. Only then can we truly differentiate between those who are within the
ranks of the People and those who are on the side of the Enemy.‘The enemies of socialism are
cunning. Some of them raise the red flag to oppose the red flag, while others present us with
smiling faces to cover up their dirty scheme. They cooperate with the imperialists abroad and the
capitalist class within to try to sabotage socialism and lead the Chinese people backwards to the
misery and suffering of the old days. Should we allow them to succeed? Of course not! No! A
hundred times no!‘It’s seventeen years since the people of Shanghai were liberated. Yet, until
recently, foreign firms remained in our city. Their offices occupied prominent locations and their
cars sped through our streets. The foreigners and the few Chinese who forgot their national
identity and worked with them swaggered around with insolence. We all know these firms were
agents of the imperialists, who hoped to continue their exploitation of the Chinese people. We
could not tolerate this state of affairs so we have closed their doors and thrown out the
foreigners. Most of the Chinese on their staffs have been contaminated and their way of thinking
is confused. But we must also recognize the fact that some of them are downright reactionaries.
It’s our job to implement our Great Leader Chairman Mao’s policy of educating and reforming
them. For several months we have conducted political indoctrination classes for them. But no
one can be reformed if he himself does not come face to face with reality and recognize and
admit the facts of his own mistakes. Self-criticism and confession are the first steps towards
reform. In order to make a real effort at self-criticism, a man must be helped by the criticism of
others. Today’s meeting is called to criticize Tao Fung and to hear his self-criticism.‘You all know
who Tao Fung is. For nearly thirty-five years he was a faithful running dog of Shell Petroleum
Company, which is an international corporation of gigantic size with tendrils reaching into every
corner of the world to suck up profit. This, according to Lenin, is the worst form of capitalist
enterprise.‘Capitalism and socialism are like fire and water. They are diametrically opposed. Tao
Fung could not have served the interests of the British firm and remain a good Chinese citizen
under socialism. For a long time we have tried to help him see the light…’I was surprised to learn
that Tao Fung, the former chief accountant of our office was the target of the meeting, because I
had always thought the Party looked upon him with favour. His eldest son had been sent to both
the Soviet Union and Czechoslovakia for advanced studies at the government’s expense in the
fifties and the young man had later joined the Party. I knew that when a student was selected to
go abroad the Party always made a thorough investigation of his background, including his
father’s character, occupation and political viewpoint. Tao Fung must have passed this test at the
time his son was sent abroad. I could not understand why he had now been singled out for
criticism.Since the very beginning of the Communist regime, I had carefully studied books on
Marxism and pronouncements by Chinese Communist Party leaders. It seemed to me that



socialism in China was still very much an experiment and no fixed course of development for the
country had yet been decided upon. This, I thought, was why the government’s policy was
always changing, like a pendulum swinging from left to right and back again. When things went
to the extreme and problems emerged, Peking would take corrective measures. Then these very
corrective measures went too far and had to be corrected. The real difficulty was, of course, that
a State-controlled economy stifled productivity, and economic planning from Peking ignored
local conditions and killed incentive.When a policy changed from above, the standard of values
changed with it. What was right yesterday became wrong today and vice versa. Thus the words
and actions of a Communist Party official at the lower level were valid for a limited time only. So I
decided the meeting I was attending was not very important and that the speaker was just a
minor Party official assigned to conduct the Cultural Revolution for the former staff of Shell. The
Cultural Revolution seemed to me to be a swing to the left. Sooner or later, when it had gone too
far, corrective measures would be taken. The people would have a few months or a few years of
respite until the next political campaign. Mao Tze-tung believed that political campaigns were the
motivating force for progress. So I thought the Proletarian Cultural Revolution was just one of an
endless series of upheavals the Chinese people must learn to put up with.I looked round the
room while listening with one ear to the speaker’s tirade. It was then that I noticed the banner on
the wall that said, ‘Down with the running dog of imperialism Tao Fung’. The two characters of
his name were crossed with red Xs to indicate he was being denounced as an enemy. This
banner had escaped my notice when I entered the room because there were so many banners
with slogans of the Cultural Revolution covering the walls. Slogans were an integral part of life in
China. They exalted Mao Tze-tung, the Party, socialism and anything else the Party wanted the
people to believe in; they exhorted the people to work hard, to study Mao Tze-tung Thought and
to obey the Party. When there was a political campaign, the slogans denounced the enemies.
Since the beginning of the Cultural Revolution, the number of slogans everywhere had multiplied
by the thousand. It was impossible to read all that one encountered. It was very easy to look at
them without really seeing what was written.The man was now talking about Tao’s decadent way
of life resulting from long association with capitalism. It seemed he was guilty of having extra-
marital relations, drinking wine and spirits in excess and enjoying elaborate meals, all acts of
self-indulgence frowned upon by the Party. These accusations did not surprise me because I
knew that when a man was denounced, he was depicted as totally bad, and any errant
behaviour was attributed to the influence of capitalism.When the man had thoroughly dissected
Tao’s private life and exposed the corrosive effect of capitalism on him, his tone and manner
became more serious. He turned to the subject of imperialism and aggression against China by
foreign powers. To him Tao’s mistakes were made not because he was a greedy man with little
self-control but because he had worked for a firm that belonged to a nation guilty of acts of
aggression against the Chinese people more than a hundred years ago. He was talking about
the opium war of 1845 as if it had taken place only the year before.Though he used the strong
language of denunciation and often raised his voice to shout, he delivered his speech in a



leisurely manner, pausing frequently either to drink water or to consult his notes. He knew he
had a captive audience, since no one would dare to leave while the meeting was going on. A
Party official, no matter how lowly his rank, was a representative of the Party. When he spoke, it
was the Party speaking. It was unthinkable not to appear attentive. However, he had been
speaking for a long time. The room had become unbearably hot and the audience was getting
restive. I looked at my watch and found it was nearly twelve o’clock. Perhaps the speaker was
also tired and hungry, for he suddenly stopped and told us the meeting was adjourned until 1.30.
Everybody was up and heading for the exits even before he had quite finished
speaking.Outside, the midday sun beat relentlessly down on the hot pavement. In the distance, I
saw a pedicab parked in the shade of a tree. I ran to it and gave the driver my address,
promising him double fare to encourage him to move away quickly.The man who had led me into
the building in the morning dashed out of the building, shouting for me to stop. He wanted me to
remain there and eat something from the school kitchen so that I would not be late again. So
anxious was he to detain me that he grabbed the side of the pedicab. I had to promise him
repeatedly that I would be back on time before he let go.My little house, shaded with awnings on
the windows and green bamboo screens on the verandah, was a haven after that hot, airless
meeting hall. The back of my shirt was wet through and I was parched. I had a quick shower,
drank a glass of iced tea and enjoyed the delicious meal my excellent cook had prepared for me.
Then I lay down on my bed for half an hour’s rest before setting out again in the pedicab, which I
had asked to wait for me.When I arrived at the meeting hall I was a little late, but by no means
the last to arrive. I found a seat on the second row next to a pillar so that I could lean against it
when I got too tired and needed support. I had brought along a large shopping bag in which I
had put a bottle of water and a glass, as well as two bars of chocolate. Secure in the knowledge
that I had come well prepared, I settled down to wait, wondering what the speaker was leading
up to.The hall gradually filled. At two o’clock, the same number of men mounted the platform and
took up their positions. The speaker beckoned to someone at the back. I was astonished to see
Tao Fung being led into the room wearing a tall dunce’s hat made of white paper with ‘cow’s
demon and snake spirit’ written on it. If it were not for the extremely troubled expression on his
face, he would have looked comical.‘Cow’s demon and snake spirit’ are evil spirits in Chinese
mythology who can assume human forms to do mischief, but when recognized by real humans
as devils they revert to their original shapes. Mao Tze-tung first used this expression to describe
the intellectuals during the Anti-Rightist Campaign of 1957. He had said that the intellectuals
were like evil spirits in human form when they pretended to support the Communist Party. When
they criticized the Party’s policy, they reverted to their original shapes and were exposed as evil
spirits. Since that time, quick to adopt the language of Mao, Party officials used the phrase for
anyone considered politically deceitful. During the Cultural Revolution it was applied to all the so-
called nine categories of enemies: the former landlords denounced in the Land Reform
Movement of 1950-2; rich peasants denounced in the Formation of Rural Cooperatives
Movement of 1955; counter-revolutionaries denounced in the Suppression of Counter-



revolutionaries Campaign of 1950 and Elimination of Counter-revolutionaries Campaign of 1955;
‘bad elements’ arrested from time to time since the Communist Party came to power; rightists
denounced in the Anti-Rightist Campaign of 1957; traitors (Party officials suspected of having
betrayed Party secrets to the Kuomintang during imprisonment by the Kuomintang); spies (men
and women with foreign connections); ‘capitalist-roaders’ (Party officials not following the strict
leftist policy of Mao, and taking the ‘capitalist road’) and intellectuals with bourgeois family
origins.Often the phrase was shortened to just ‘cows’ and the places in which these political
outcasts were confined during the Cultural Revolution were generally referred to as the
‘cowsheds’. As the scale of persecution expanded, every organization in China had rooms set
aside for ‘cowsheds’ and the Revolutionaries of each organization had full power to deal with the
‘cows’ confined therein. Inhuman treatment and cruel methods were employed to force the
‘cows’ to confess. In many instances, they fared worse than those incarcerated in regular
prisons.How changed Tao Fung looked! When we were working in the same office, he was
always full of self-assurance. Now he looked nervous and thoroughly beaten. He had lost a great
deal of weight and seemed years older than only a few months ago. The young people behind
me sniggered. When Tao was brought to the platform, the crowd at the back stood up to have a
better view and knocked over some benches. So a man pushed a chair forward on the platform
and told Tao Fung to stand on it. When Tao climbed onto the chair and stood there in a posture
of subservience in his tall paper hat, the sniggers became uncontrolled laughter.Someone in a
corner of the room, obviously planted there for the purpose, stood up. Holding the Little Red
Book of Mao Tze-tung’s quotations (so-called because of its red plastic cover), which everybody
had to have by his side, and raising it high in the air, he led the assembly to shout slogans.‘Down
with Tao Fung!’‘Down with the running dog of the imperialists, Tao Fung!’‘Down with the
imperialists!’‘Down with the capitalist class!’‘Long live the Great Proletarian Cultural
Revolution!’‘Long live our Great Leader Chairman Mao!’The sound of laughter was now drowned
in the thunder of voices. Everybody got to his feet shouting and waving the Little Red Book of
Mao’s quotations. I had not brought along my copy. Embarrassed by my oversight, I was slow to
get to my feet. Besides, I was shocked and surprised to see Tao Fung raising his fist and
shouting with gusto the same slogans, including those against himself. By the time I had
collected my fan, my bag, my bottle of water and the glass from my lap, placed them on the
bench and stood up, the others had already finished and had sat down. So I had to pick up my
things again and resume my seat. The man sitting next to me was glaring at me with disapproval.
He shifted sideways away from me as if he feared contamination by my bad behaviour.When the
crowd had demonstrated its anger at and disapproval of the culprit, he was allowed to come
down from the chair. As he bent his head to step down, the paper hat fell off. There was renewed
laughter from the young students. Tao stared at the man in charge of the meeting with fear in his
eyes, obviously afraid of being accused of deliberately dropping the hat. He heaved a sigh of
relief when another man picked it up and placed it on the table.The man in charge of the meeting
called upon other members of the company’s staff, including the two men who had come to my



house in the morning and junior clerks in Tao Fung’s accounts department, to come forward to
speak. One by one they marched to the platform and expressed anger and indignation,
repeating the same accusations against Tao Fung made by the man in charge of the meeting in
the morning session. The scope and degree of criticism was, I knew, always set by the Party
official. It was just as ill-advised to try to be original and say something different as not to criticize
enough. The Chinese people had learned by experience that the Party trusted them more and
liked them better if they didn’t think for themselves but just repeated what the Party told them.
The criticism of Tao Fung by other members of our former staff went on for a long time. All those
who were allowed to speak were workers or junior clerks. None of the senior members of our
former staff participated. They sat silently with heads bowed.Finally the man in charge of the
meeting took over again. He told the audience that after several weeks of re-education and ‘help’
by activists, Tao had finally recognized the fact that he was a victim of capitalism and
imperialism. Turning to Tao, the man asked in a voice a stern schoolteacher might have used to
address a pupil caught in an act of mischief, ‘Isn’t it so? It was the high salary paid you by the
foreign imperialists that turned you into their slave! You sold yourself to them and were ready to
do any dirty work for them because of the high salary you received and the money they
promised you. Isn’t this the case?’There was a hush in the room as everyone waited for Tao’s
reaction. But there was no dramatic, tearful declaration of repentance. He merely nodded his
head, looking more dejected than ever.I thought Tao Fung very stupid to agree that he had sold
himself for money because this admission could open the way to all sorts of more serious
accusations from which he might find it difficult to disentangle himself. It seemed to me it would
have been much better and certainly more truthful to explain that Shell paid its Shanghai staff
the same salary after the Communist Party took over the city as it had done before. Since the
government did not intervene, naturally the question of reducing the pay of the staff did not arise.
What he could also have said tactfully (which the Party officials would find difficult to refute) was
that working for a foreign firm did not carry with it the personal prestige of serving the people that
workers in government organizations enjoyed.‘Tao Fung will now make his self-criticism,’ the
man announced.Still in a posture of obsequiousness and without once lifting his eyes to look at
the audience, Tao took a few sheets of paper from his pocket and started to read a prepared
statement in a low voice devoid of any emotion. He admitted humbly all the ‘crimes’ listed by the
speakers and accepted the verdict that his downfall was due to the fact that he did not have
sufficient socialist awareness. He expressed regret for having worked for a foreign firm for more
than thirty-five years and said that he had wasted his life. He declared that he was ashamed that
he had been blinded by capitalist propaganda and enslaved by the good treatment Shell had
given him. He begged the proletariat to forgive him and give him a chance to repent. He
mentioned the fact that his son was a Party member and had been educated abroad at
government expense. His own life of depravity, he said, was an act of gross ingratitude to the
People’s Government. He assured the assembly that he now recognized the dastardly schemes
of the foreign capitalists and imperialists against Communist China and would do his best to lay



bare their dirty game in order to show his true repentance. He said he was in the process of
writing a detailed confession of criminal deeds he had committed for Shell, which he would
present to the officials ‘helping’ him with his re-education.It was a long statement full of phrases
of self-abuse and exaggeration. At times his voice trembled and sometimes he opened his
mouth but no words came. When he turned the pages, his hands shook. I did not believe his
nervousness was entirely due to fear, since he must have known that he was not guilty of any
real crime. After all, Shell was in China because the People’s Government allowed, even wanted,
it to be there. And I knew that the company had been scrupulously correct in observing Chinese
government regulations. Tao must have known this too. I thought his chief problem was mental
and physical exhaustion. To bring him to his knees and to make sure that he submitted readily, I
was sure those who ‘helped’ him must have spent days, if not weeks, constantly questioning
him, taking turns to exert pressure on him without allowing him to sleep. It was common
knowledge that in these circumstances, the victim broke down and submitted when he was on
the verge of physical collapse and mental confusion. The Maoists named these inhuman tactics
‘exhaustive bombardment’. Many people I knew, including my own brother, had experienced it
during the Anti-Rightist Campaign of 1957. The Party officials remained in the background while
the activists carried out their orders. When there was excessive cruelty that resulted in death, the
officials would disown responsibility but claim it was an accident resulting from ‘mass
enthusiasm’.When Tao had finished, the speaker told the audience that he was to be watched to
see if his words were spoken in true sincerity. He added that his was only the first meeting of its
kind to be held. There were many others like Tao to be dealt with and Tao himself might speak
again. Here he paused momentarily and swept the audience with his eyes. Did I merely imagine
that his gaze seemed to linger for a fraction of a moment longer in my direction? He concluded
that it was the duty of the proletariat to cleanse socialist China of all residue of imperialist
influence and punish the enemies of the people. Again I thought he directed his gaze in my
direction.I certainly did not think I was important enough for this whole show to have been put on
solely for my benefit. But if it was, it failed to frighten me. The emotion my first experience of a
‘struggle meeting’ generated in me was one of disgust and shame that such an act of barbarism
against a fellow human being could have taken place in my beloved native land, with a history of
five thousand years of civilization. As a Chinese, I felt degraded.There was more shouting of
slogans, but everybody was already on his feet moving towards the door.The same man who
tried to keep me from going home for lunch was waiting in the passage. He said to me, ‘Will you
come this way for a moment? Some comrades would like to have a word with you.’I followed him
to one of the classrooms where the students’ seats and tables were piled up in one corner. The
man in charge of the meeting and another one who had been on the platform were seated by the
teacher’s desk. There was a vacant chair. They motioned me to sit in it.‘Did you hear everything
at the meeting?’ the man in charge of the meeting asked me.I nodded.‘What did you think of the
meeting? I believe this is the first time you have attended one of this kind.’Obviously I couldn’t
say what I really thought of the meeting, nor did I want to lie and flatter him. So I asked, ‘May I



ask you some questions that have been in my mind the whole day ?’He looked annoyed, but
said, ‘Go ahead.’‘What organization do you represent? What authority do you have to call a
meeting like this? Besides the ex-staff of Shell, who were the others present?’Clearly he
resented my questioning his authority. Making a visible effort to control himself, he said, ‘We
represent the proletarian class. The meeting was authorized by the Committee in charge of the
conduct of the Proletarian Cultural Revolution in Shanghai.’I asked him to explain the purpose of
the Proletarian Cultural Revolution. He said that it was a revolution to cleanse Chinese society of
factors that hindered the growth of socialism. He repeated an often-quoted line of Mao Tze-tung,
‘If poisonous weeds are not removed, scented flowers cannot grow.’ He told me that everybody
in China without exception had to take part in the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution.‘You must
assume a more sincere attitude and make a determined effort to emulate Tao Fung and do your
best to reform,’ he said.‘I’m not aware of any wrong-doing on my part,’ I said, my voice registering
surprise.‘Perhaps you’ll change your attitude when you have had time to think things over,’ said
the second man. ‘If you try to cover up for the imperialists, the consequences will be
serious.’‘What is there to cover up? Every act of the imperialists is clearly recorded in our history
books,’ I answered.The man raised his voice, ‘What are you talking about? We are not
concerned with what happened in the past. We are talking about now, about the firm you worked
for. Tao had already confessed everything. We know the Shell office in Shanghai “hung up a
sheep’s head to sell dog’s meat” [a Chinese expression to mean the outward appearance of
something was not the same as the reality]. We are also clear in our mind about the important
role you played in their dirty game. You must not take us for fools.’‘I’m completely at a loss to
know what you refer to,’ I said. ‘As far as I know, the company I worked for never did anything
either illegal or immoral. The People’s Government has an excellent police force. Surely if
anything had been wrong it would have been discovered long ago.’Both men glared at me.
Almost simultaneously they shouted, ‘You are trying to cover up for the imperialists!’I said
indignantly, ‘You misunderstand me. I’m merely stating the facts as I know them. Why should I
cover up for anybody? Shell’s Shanghai office is closed and the British general manager has left.
No one needs my protection.’‘Yes, yes, the British general manager has gone but you are still
here. You know just as much as he did. Your husband held the post of general manager for many
years. After he died you joined the firm. You certainly know everything about it.’‘It’s precisely
because I know everything about the Shanghai office of Shell that I know it never did anything
wrong,’ I said.The other man intervened. ‘I suggest you go home now and think things over. We’ll
call you when we want to speak to you again. What’s your telephone number?’I gave them my
telephone number and left the room.Outside, it was already dusk. There was a pleasant breeze. I
decided to walk home on the tree-lined pavement by a roundabout route to get some exercise
and to think things over.When I passed the No. 1 Medical College, I saw my friend Winnie
emerging from the half-closed gate, followed by a number of her colleagues. We waved to each
other and she joined me to walk home, as she lived in the vicinity of my house.‘Why are you out
walking at this time of the evening?’ Winnie asked me.‘I’ve just attended a struggle meeting. I’ve



been told to take part in the Proletarian Cultural Revolution.’‘Is that because Shell has closed its
Shanghai office? Tell me about it.’‘I will. Can you join me for dinner?’ I asked her. It would be
good to hear what Winnie had to say about my experience. She had been through quite a
number of political movements and was more experienced than I was in dealing with the
situation, I thought.‘All right. I’ll phone home from your house. Henry comes home very late these
days. He has to pay a price for being a professor whenever there is a political campaign.
Professors always seem to become the targets,’ Winnie said. Henry was her husband who
taught architecture at Tung Chi University.‘Is Henry in trouble?’ I inquired anxiously.‘No, not so
far, thank God,’ Winnie replied, while taking a comb out of her bag to smooth her hair. ‘Your
servants will have a fit if they see me coming to dinner looking so dishevelled.’Though she was
over forty-five and had three sons, Winnie had kept her slim figure and managed to look
attractive in the ill-fitting Mao jacket and baggy trousers she was obliged to wear as a teacher of
English and Latin at the Medical College. After getting a degree in English literature at a New
England women’s college, she and her husband, a graduate of Britain’s Cambridge University,
returned to China at the end of the Sino-Japanese War. Henry was appointed professor of
architecture at Tung Chi University and soon became Dean of the department. But in those days
of galloping inflation, the salary of a professor could not keep pace with rising prices. To
supplement the family income, Winnie used to give Chinese lessons to Europeans living in
Shanghai. Disillusioned by the inability of the Kuomintang Government to cope with pressing
post-war economic problems and institute reform, they welcomed the Communist takeover in
1949 as an opportunity for peace and stability.In those days, because of the Kuomintang
blackout of all news about the Communist area, very few Chinese living in Shanghai had any
real understanding of Marxism, the Chinese Communist Party or Mao Tze-tung. Almost no one
knew about the persecution of intellectuals carried out in Yenan in 1942 or the periodical witch-
hunts for ‘spies of the Kuomintang and the imperialists’ in the Communist Party and Army. The
only source of information for Chinese intellectuals about the Chinese Communist Party before
1949 had been the glowing accounts written by some western journalists and writers who made
fleeting visits to the Communist-held area of China. Most of these men were liberal idealists.
They were impressed by the austerity, discipline and singleness of purpose of the Communist
leaders but they did not have a deep understanding of either the character of these men or the
philosophy that motivated them. When the Communist Party intensified its propaganda effort,
through its underground in Kuomintang-governed cities, prior to the final military push to take
over the country, its promises of peaceful national reconstruction, of a united front including all
sections of the Chinese society and of a democratic form of government sounded an attractive
alternative to the corrupt and ineffectual rule of the Kuomintang. And the Chinese intellectuals
accepted the propaganda effort as a sincere and honest declaration of policy by the Chinese
Communist Party.After the Communist Army took over Shanghai, women were encouraged to
take jobs. Winnie became a teacher at the Medical College in 1950. In the following year, Mao
Tze-tung, anxious to put all universities under Party control, initiated the Thought Reform



Movement. Winnie and Henry had their first rude awakening. Although they both survived this
campaign more or less unscathed, they suffered the humiliating experience of having to make
self-criticism of their family background, their education abroad and their outlook on life as
reflected in the architectural designs Henry made and in their teaching methods. Repeatedly
they had to write their life histories critically; each time, the Party representative demanded a
more self-searching effort. At the end of their gruelling and humiliating experience, Henry was
judged unfit to continue as Dean of the architectural department, which was now to use
exclusively Soviet materials for teaching. Both Chinese traditional work and architectural designs
from the West were scorned as feudalistic and decadent.After the Thought Reform Movement
was concluded in 1951, Party Secretaries were appointed to every level of university
administration. They controlled every aspect of the life and work of the teaching staff, even
though the majority of them had little education and had never been teachers. Henry and Winnie
lived in premises assigned to them, accepted the salary given to them, did their work in the way
the Party Secretaries wanted. These two well-educated, lively and imaginative young people, full
of good will towards the Communist regime, were reduced by Mao Tze-tung’s suspicion and
abuse of the intellectuals to teaching machines. But they were the fortunate ones. Many others
from universities all over China did not fare as well. Some were sent to labour camps while
others were thrown out of the universities altogether.When the Korean War ended, Mao Tze-
tung’s witch-hunt for dissidents temporarily relaxed. Prime Minister Chou En-lai, aware of the
plight of the Chinese intellectuals, tried then to improve their condition. As a result of a more
lenient policy, Henry and Winnie were given a more spacious apartment near my home. There
were also fewer constraints placed on their professional activities. Winnie often dropped in to
see me either to read the books and magazines I was able to get from Hong Kong and England
sent through the office or to listen to my stereo records.In 1956 Mao Tze-tung launched the
campaign of ‘Let a Hundred Flowers Bloom and Let a Hundred Schools of Thought Contend’.
The Party Secretaries in every organization, and even Mao himself, urged the people to give
frank and constructive criticism of the work of the Communist Party. Believing the Party sincere
in wishing to improve its work, tens of thousands of intellectuals and more than a million Chinese
in every walk of life poured out their grievances and suggestions. But Winnie and Henry
refrained from speaking out. They escaped persecution when Mao Tze-tung swung his policy
round in 1957 and initiated the Anti-Rightist Campaign. He labelled all those who had offered
criticism ‘Rightists’. Many of them lost their jobs, became non-persons and were sent to labour
camps; others had their pay reduced and were demoted in rank. The treachery of Mao Tze-tung
in repeatedly inviting frank and constructive criticism and then harshly punishing those who gave
it completely cowed the Chinese intellectuals so that China’s cultural life came to a virtual
standstill.When Winnie and I reached my house, the front gate swung open before I pressed the
bell. Lao Chao was standing there anxiously waiting for my return. He told me my daughter had
telephoned to say that she was not coming home for dinner.‘Please tell Cook Mrs Huang is
staying for dinner,’ I said to Lao Chao and took Winnie upstairs to my bathroom.Lao Chao laid



the table for two for a European meal with white embroidered linen table mats. A bowl of white
carnations was in the centre of the dining table.‘Cook said it’s steamed Mandarin fish with a
green salad. Is it all right?’ Lao Chao asked me. I was usually served either Chinese or European
style cooking depending on what my cook was able to obtain at the market.I looked at Winnie
inquiringly and she said, ‘That’s fine. I love Mandarin fish.’After we had sat down, Winnie looked
up at the large painting of a female figure in pale blue by the famous painter Ling Fong-min who
was once the head of the Hangchow Academy of Art. This painting was the centrepiece of
decoration of my blue-and-white dining room. It went well in colour and style with the blue-and-
white Huan Têh plate and K’ang Hsi vase displayed on the blackwood sideboard.‘Have you
heard? Ling Fong-min is in serious trouble,’ Winnie told me.I was surprised. I knew the painter
was earning large sums of foreign exchange for the People’s Government, which bought his
paintings for a paltry sum but sold them in Hong Kong for twenty or thirty times the amount.‘He is
accused of promoting the decadent art form of the West. But a more serious charge is that he
has maintained contact with people outside China and has given information to captains of
foreign ships calling at Shanghai. The foreigners were observed coming to his home by his
neighbourhood activists.’‘Well, his wife and daughter are in Brazil. Actually I know for a fact the
ships’ captains came to buy his pictures,’ I said.‘Many other painters are in trouble too. Your old
teacher, Miss Pong, is also being criticized. It’s said she once painted a branch of the Mei Hua
tree (a flowering tree that blooms in late winter or early spring) hanging down rather than upright
to symbolize the downfall of the Communist Party.’I laid down my fork and said to Winnie, ‘They
are mad. In the paintings by old masters the Mei Hua tree is often depicted hanging over a cliff. It
isn’t anything she has invented.’‘Well, you know how it is. The Party officials in her organization
have probably never seen any paintings by the old masters. Party officials in charge of artists are
not required to know the difference between water-colours and lithographs. And most of them
don’t know.’Our conversation was so disheartening that it depressed our appetites. We couldn’t
do justice to the delicious meal my cook gave us.When we were drinking tea in the drawing
room, I told Winnie about the struggle meeting I had just attended. After thinking it over, she
said, ‘It seems you are going to be treated just like us now that Shell has closed its Shanghai
office. No one outside China will know what happens to you.’‘What do you think is the purpose of
their getting me to attend the meeting?’ I asked her.‘To frighten you, of course.’‘I’m not easily
frightened.’‘That, I think, they don’t know. All they know is that you are a rich woman who has led
an easy life and who has never been involved in any political campaign before. They probably
think you are easily frightened. As a rule they underestimate our courage.’‘Why do you think they
want to frighten me? What for?’‘That’s very hard to say at this juncture. Whatever it is, be
prepared for unpleasantness. Be alert and keep your mouth shut. Don’t say anything
inadvertent, whatever the provocation.’‘What about yourself? How are you getting on?’ I asked
her.‘I’m worn out. We spend all our time at meetings or writing Big Character Posters. Classes
have been suspended. Several professors and medical experts have already been denounced.
The situation seems even more serious than in 1957 at the beginning of the Anti-Rightist



Campaign.’‘Are you likely to become an object of criticism?’ I asked her.‘Of course one can’t be
sure. But I don’t think I’m important enough. I’ve been a junior lecturer for sixteen years, without
promotion or a rise in pay. I always humbly ask my Party Secretary for instructions and never
indulge in the luxury of taking the initiative. I carry out his instructions even when I know he is
wrong. At indoctrination meetings I never speak unless told to do so. Then I simply repeat
whatever was said by our Group Leader or the Party Secretary. I think my behaviour can be
considered impeccable. Anyway, in the last analysis, the more senior you are the more likely you
are to get into trouble. “A big tree catches the wind” is a true saying.’‘What about Henry?’‘I’m
worried about Henry. I think he will be denounced as a “Cow’s demon and Snake Spirit” like all
the other professors and will be struggled against,’ Winnie said helplessly. Then she closed her
eyes and sighed.‘I thought he never does anything apart from teaching or says a word outside
the classroom any more,’ I said.‘It’s true. He has learned a lesson from all his friends who had
been named Rightists. But he’s a full professor, for one thing. Moreover, his family used to be
very rich. And his sister is in Taiwan.’‘But you have no contact with his sister. You don’t write to
her.’‘That doesn’t matter. She is there and she is Henry’s sister. If the Party wants to make an
issue of it, we can’t stop them.’Lao Chao came in to fill our teacups.‘Cook would like to have a
word with you before he goes home,’ Lao Chao said.‘All right. Ask him to come in,’ I told him.Both
Cook and Lao Chao came in.‘The Vice-Chairman of the Shell Labour Union Chi came again
tonight just before you returned. He asked us to give you a message,’ the cook said.‘What did he
say?’ I asked him.‘He told us to tell you to be careful when you talk to the Party officials. He said
that after you left the meeting, they complained that you were rude to them. Chi wants you to
know that the Party officials were annoyed,’ the cook said.‘Chi is a good man,’ Lao Chao chipped
in.‘A good man? You should have seen him denouncing Tao Fung at the struggle meeting!’ His
ugly performance was still in my mind.‘He can’t help it. He had to do it when he was told to. If he
weren’t a good man he wouldn’t have bothered to come to give you this warning,’ Lao Chao
defended Chi.‘You are right, Lao Chao. I’ll remember to be careful. It’s good of Chi to have
bothered to come. Thank you both for telling me this,’ I said to Lao Chao and the cook.After the
servants had withdrawn, Winnie said, ‘They are right. You must be careful. It doesn’t pay to
offend the men directly in charge of you during a political campaign. They have absolute power
to decide your fate. If they send you to a labour camp, you will have to go.’‘How can they send
me to a labour camp? Winnie,’ I said, ‘I don’t even work for the government. Besides, I haven’t
broken the law!’‘Don’t be naive! They can, if they want to. You live here. You can’t get out of the
country. The only good thing about not working for the government is that they can’t cut your
pay.’Winnie got up to leave. I accompanied her to the front gate.‘Why didn’t you go to Hong Kong
when Shell applied to close the office last year?’ Winnie asked me.‘How could I ask for such a
thing? The general manager needed me during the negotiations. He didn’t know the language.
The whole thing was conducted in Chinese. I couldn’t leave him holding the fort alone. Shell has
treated me well. I couldn’t let them down when they needed me,’ I said.‘I hope they appreciate
your sense of duty. They can’t help you now. You should have gone,’ Winnie said.‘I hope you and



Henry will both come through this as well as you did the Anti-Rightist Campaign,’ I said to her.‘I
sometimes feel a real premonition of disaster,’ Winnie said sadly. ‘Think of all the years we spent
just trying to survive!’We stood outside my front gate to bid each other goodbye. After taking a
few steps, Winnie turned and said to me, ‘I may not be able to come again until things clarify.
Ring me if you need me.’‘I understand. Take care of yourself!’ I said.‘You too!’ she said and
waved.After closing the front gate, I walked towards the house under a cloudless sky. A
thousand stars were sparkling in space. It was a beautiful summer night.Feeling tired and
depressed, I went to my bedroom to get ready for bed. My daughter came home while I was
lying on my bed unable to sleep, with scenes of the day’s events passing in front of my
eyes.‘Mummy, Mummy!’ she called as she mounted the stairs two steps at a time just as she did
as a teenager. I called out to say that I was in my bedroom. Chen Mah followed her into my room
with a glass of milk and a plate of sandwiches on a tray.‘Goodness! I’m famished! I’ve had
nothing to eat since breakfast.’ She picked up the glass and drank the milk. I saw that her fingers
were stained with ink.‘Look at those fingers! Are you going to eat your sandwiches with inky
fingers? You are already a twenty-three-year-old young lady but you behave like a ten-year-old.
In the old days, girls of your age were married and had two or three children already,’ scolded
Chen Mah. As Chen Mah had been with us since my daughter was a small girl, she could scold
her as an old servant would.‘Well, this isn’t the old days any more, dear Chen Mah, old-
fashioned lady!’ Meiping protested and went into my bathroom to wash her hands.Chen Mah
placed the sandwiches on the table and turned to leave the room. She said to me, ‘You don’t
have to worry about Lao Chao, Cook and me. We’ll always stand by you.’‘Thank you, Chen Mah,
for your concern for me. Please tell Lao Chao and Cook not to worry,’ I answered, deeply
touched by her remark.‘We worry about you because you are alone. I wish the master were still
with us,’ she murmured and shut the door behind her.Chen Mah was really old-fashioned. In time
of crisis she believed firmly in the superior ability of the male sex. In fact, I had been thinking of
my husband as I lay on my bed in the darkened room before my daughter came back. For the
first time since he died, I did not regret his death. I was thankful that he was to be spared the
insults and persecution that would surely be directed against him if he were still alive.With the
bathroom door closed and the water running, my daughter did not hear our conversation. She
was apparently having a shower.My daughter Meiping was an attractive and intelligent young
woman. In the course of growing up in Communist China, she had seen the disappearance of
the society in which children of the educated and affluent like herself had enjoyed many
advantages. In its place was formed not an egalitarian society in which everyone enjoyed equal
opportunity and status, but a new system of discrimination against children like herself and their
families. In each stage of her young life, she had been handicapped by her family background.
For instance, to be admitted into a good middle school, she had to pass the entrance
examination with marks of 80 per cent, while children of workers and peasants got in with a pass
mark of 60.‘This is unfair!’ I had exclaimed at the time, indignant that my child was being
discriminated against. ‘What is the reason given for such an unfair regulation?’‘Don’t worry,



Mummy! I can do it! I can get 80! It isn’t hard,’ piped the twelve-year-old.‘It isn’t fair!’ I was still
fuming.‘But, Mummy, the teacher told us the children of workers and peasants have to do
housework or cook the evening meal after school. And their parents can’t help them with
homework. The treatment I get is fair, if you consider all that.’ She had learned to be
philosophical at a young age.This kind of discrimination followed her in everything she tried to
do. Whenever she encountered it, she was made to feel guilty and ashamed of her family
background. She, and other children like her, just had to try harder than the children of workers
and peasants. They learned from an early age that the classless society of Communism had a
more rigid class system than the despised capitalist society, where a man could move from the
lower to the upper class by his own effort. Because my daughter had to try harder, she did well.
In the prestigious No. 2 Municipal Girls’ Middle School, she was a student leader and won
honours and prizes. She seemed happily adjusted and had many friends, among them several
children from working-class families. Although she was by nature loving and generous, I thought
it was mainly the feeling of guilt instilled in her by Communist propaganda about the rich
exploiting the poor that created in her the desire to help these children. She would bring them
home to share her food, help them with their studies and even went to their homes sometimes to
assist them with their chores. While I thought her activities rather commendable, Chen Mah
disapproved heartily, especially when she lent her clothes to other girls and then brought home
the dirty laundry for Chen Mah to wash.From early childhood, she had shown an interest in
music. We bought her a piano and arranged for her to have private lessons after school. When
she was ten years old she became a member of the Children’s Palace in Shanghai, a sort of club
for specially selected schoolchildren who earned good marks in studies and behaviour. There
she acted in plays and took part in musical activities. Being bilingual, she became one of the
young interpreters whenever the Children’s Palace had English-speaking visitors from abroad.
Having learned to swim as a toddler in Australia, she was the unofficial swimming instructor of
her class. When she was fifteen and in middle school, she was selected by the Shanghai
Athletics Association for training with the Shanghai Rowing Club during the holidays and
became cox for the first Women’s Rowing Team of Shanghai.Although we lived in the midst of
periodical political turmoil and the personal tragedy of some of our friends and neighbours
saddened us, I never had to worry about my daughter. I took it for granted that she would go to
one of the better universities, be given a fairly good job upon graduation because of her good
marks, and marry a nice young man. Her pay at work would be insignificant, but I could
supplement her income with an allowance, as many other parents were doing in China.I had
hoped that after graduation she would be assigned a job in Shanghai so that she could live at
home. But I couldn’t be sure of that. I knew that young people with family backgrounds like hers
were often deliberately sent to distant regions of China, where living conditions were backward
and extremely poor. This had happened to some of my friends’ children. As I watched my
daughter grow from a lanky teenager into a beautiful young woman, I wondered what was in
store for her. However, when I felt optimistic, I would dream of converting the third floor of the



house into a self-contained apartment for her and her family. The prospect of nursing a
grandchild was immensely comforting to me. I gazed happily into the rosy future of my dream
and could almost feel the warmth of the little creature in my arms.It had been somewhat of a
surprise when my daughter told me that two well-known film actresses, concurrently teachers of
the newly established Film School of Shanghai, had approached her to suggest that she try for
the entrance examination as a specially selected ‘talent’ to enrol in the school. I could see she
was flattered that she had been chosen. But I had hoped for something different for her, some
work in which her intellectual power rather than her physical attributes would be an asset.‘The
Film School is on Hong Chiao Road near the old golf club. I can come home from it easily for
weekends. And the two teachers told me all graduates will be given jobs in the Shanghai Film
Studio. Actually the school is a subsidiary of the Film Studio. It has sent talent scouts all over the
country to select students for the entrance examination. There is bound to be a big response
because everyone wants to live in Shanghai,’ Meiping said.‘But do you really want to be a film
actress?’ I asked her.‘I don’t mind. I can do it. It isn’t hard.’ This was her standard response to
any problem.‘I’m sure you can do it. But do you want to?’ I believed this to be an important point.
To be happy one should do the job one wants to do.‘Well, I never think of what I really want to do.
It’s no use thinking that way when I know the government is going to assign me a job. Thinking
about what I really want to do only leads to disappointment. None of my friends thinks that way
either,’ she said. ‘I’ll just enjoy doing whatever the government wants me to do. If I try hard
enough to do a job well, I generally end up liking it.’I suppose my daughter’s attitude was sound
in the circumstances. But could a man assigned to carry night soil as his lifelong occupation
make himself like the job by working hard at it?‘So you have decided to try for the entrance
examination?’ I asked her.‘Yes, if you agree. The teachers spoke to me officially. It would be hard
to say no without appearing unappreciative. Besides, I like the idea of working in Shanghai. I
should hate leaving you alone here and coming home only once a year for a few days at Chinese
New Year,’ my daughter said.‘Yes, yes, darling, that’s certainly an important point to consider. I
would hate you to go into the interior to work.’ I agreed with her whole-heartedly.So she went to
the Film School. Three years later she graduated and was given a job with the Shanghai Film
Studio, which was run by the Bureau of Films of the Ministry of Culture.The acting profession
was somewhat glamorous even in Communist China, but those who worked in it did not receive
higher pay or enjoy better working conditions than factory workers or teachers of the same age
group. The function of an actress was primarily to bring entertainment to the masses, so besides
taking part in films, she often gave performances in factories, rural communes, coal-mines and
oilfields, travelling far and wide with her unit all over China. It was an arduous life. But she
thought her experience enriched her understanding and knowledge of her own country and its
people, and believed she was rendering service to them by giving them entertainment. For her,
that was a meaningful way of life.As she munched her sandwiches, she told me about the day’s
events at her Film Studio.‘I spent the whole day writing Big Character Posters for the Great
Proletarian Cultural Revolution. We were told that the more Big Character Posters one writes, the



more revolutionary enthusiasm one demonstrates, so everybody wrote and wrote until the notice
board and all the wall space in our section were completely covered.’‘Was that why you didn’t
come home for dinner?’‘We gave up having lunch and dinner to show our revolutionary zeal.
Actually everyone was hungry but nobody wanted to be the first to leave.’‘What did you write
about?’‘Oh, slogans and denunciations against those who had been labelled “Cow’s Demon and
Snake Spirit”, and all China’s enemies such as Taiwan, Japan, Britain, the United States and the
Soviet Union.’‘How do you know what to write? Do you make things up?’‘Some people do. But I
think that’s too dangerous. Most of us get materials from our Section Leader. I concentrate on
enemy countries. The Section Leader allows me to because she thinks I know more about other
countries since I was born abroad. I don’t want to write about individuals. I don’t know much
about the life of any of the denounced people and I don’t want to lie and insinuate. The older
actresses, actors, directors and scriptwriters have to write their own self-criticism. A lot of them
are being denounced. From time to time, they are led out by the activists to be struggled against
at struggle meetings or just to stand or kneel in the sun with their heads bowed.’‘How terrible!’ I
exclaimed.‘Yes, it’s terrible. I’m sorry for them. I heard that most of them are Chiang Ching’s
enemies from the old days. I heard that Chairman Mao has given his wife Chiang Ching full
power to deal with everybody in the field of art,’ my daughter said.‘Hasn’t she been putting on
modern Peking operas?’‘Yes, it seems she has been in disagreement with the leaders in the
Cultural Department for some time. In any case, I heard that the old actresses who got better
parts than she did in the old days when she was an actress in Shanghai have all packed their
bags in preparation for going to labour camps. It’s said she is very cruel and jealous. But it’s best
not to talk about her at all.’‘Surely that’s farfetched. She is the number one lady of China now.
Why should she care about a few old actresses?’‘Perhaps they know too much about her past
life. They say that before she went to Yenan and married Chairman Mao, she had a lot of lovers
and even several husbands.’‘Chairman Mao had several wives too. Why shouldn’t she have had
several husbands? She sounds like a proper Hollywood film star,’ I laughed. ‘You have been
brought up in China, so you have a puritanical outlook on such matters. Tell me, how about
yourself? Are you likely to get criticized?’‘Mummy, don’t be silly. I’m not important enough. I’m
just one of the masses. Of course, my family background and my birth abroad might get
criticized. Wasn’t it lucky I was born in Australia rather than in the United States or
Britain?’‘Certainly no one can say Australia is an imperialist country.’‘No, most people at the Film
Studio think it’s still a British colony where the people are oppressed. They don’t know the
Australians are really British and only the kangaroos are the natives.’ My daughter laughed
heartily.She finished her sandwiches and got up to go to her own room. Casually she asked,
‘What did you do all day, Mummy?’‘I was called to attend a struggle meeting against the former
chief accountant of our office. It seems I also must take part in the Cultural Revolution. I might
even become a target of attack,’ I told her.‘Oh, my goodness! This is extremely serious. Why
didn’t you tell me before?’ Meiping was shocked by my news. She sat down again and urged me
to tell her everything. After I had described my experience of the day, she became very worried.



She asked, ‘Was your office all right ? Has it ever done anything wrong?’‘No, of course not,’ I told
her.‘Why did they single out the chief accountant? Perhaps he infringed the foreign-exchange
regulations on behalf of the firm? Or perhaps you didn’t pay your taxes?’‘We paid our taxes all
right. Certainly we were most meticulous in observing the foreign-exchange regulations.’We
were both puzzled but agreed it was useless to speculate. I urged her to go to bed. After
remaining in silence for a while longer, she said good night and left the room. She seemed a
changed girl, much older than when she came in.I switched off the light but remained wide
awake. I was thinking that the Proletarian Cultural Revolution was also my daughter’s first
experience of a political movement. I wondered how it was going to affect her future. After some
time, my bedroom door was gently pushed open. I switched on the light.‘Mummy, I can’t go to
sleep. Do you mind if I go down and play the piano for a while?’ Meiping asked, standing in her
pyjamas in the open doorway.‘I’ll come with you,’ I said, getting out of bed and following her
downstairs.Fluffy, Meiping’s large Persian cat, was on the terrace outside. When he saw us, he
mewed to get in. I opened the screen door. Meiping stepped out and picked him up to carry him
into her study. She put Fluffy down, opened the lid of the piano and proceeded to strike a few
chords. Turning to me, she asked, ‘What shall I play?’‘Anything at all, but not revolutionary
songs.’She started to play one of Chopin’s nocturnes and murmured to me, ‘All right?’I made an
affirmative noise. Fluffy was stretched out at Meiping’s feet under the piano. It was a scene of
domestic peace and tranquillity but for an invisible threat hanging in the air.CHAPTER 2Interval
before the StormIN THE WEEKS FOLLOWING that first meeting, I was called by the same men
for several interviews. Our conversations varied very little from the first occasion. Once they
asked me to provide them with a list of all the Americans and Europeans I had known together
with their occupations and the place and circumstance in which I had met each one. Another
time they asked me to write about the activities of our office. But when I handed to them the
pages I had written, they barely glanced at them. While exhorting me to denounce my former
employer, they did not ask me any concrete questions about the company. They never went
beyond insinuating that Shell had done something wrong and that I was a part of whatever the
crime was.Indeed I had the impression that the men were marking time, waiting for instructions
from above before going any further. Actually, unbeknownst to me and to other Chinese people,
the delay in activating the movement was due to a fierce struggle going on amongst the leaders
of the Chinese Communist Party. The point of contention was who should conduct the Cultural
Revolution: the established Party apparatus or a special committee of Maoists appointed by
Mao Tze-tung as Chairman of the Central Committee.It was later revealed that early in August, at
a Central Committee meeting, Mao Tze-tung had written a Big Character Poster entitled: ‘Fire
Cannon Balls at the Headquarters’. In it he made the extraordinary accusation that the
government administration (headed by Liu Shao-chi as Chairman of the People’s Republic) and
the Party Secretariat (headed by Deng Hsiao-ping as Chief Party Secretary) were the
headquarters of China’s capitalist class, because, he said, their policies protected and served
the interests of the capitalist class. This was a very serious and shocking charge against the



entire Party apparatus and the administrative organization of Communist China. Mao was able to
make the accusation against Liu and Deng because he controlled the armed forces through his
protege Lin Piao, who was the Defence Minister. Attempting to salvage his own position under
the circumstances, Liu Shao-chi made a pro forma statement of self-criticism, saying that his
economic policy of allowing private plots for the peasants and free markets to meet the need of
the people in the cities had encouraged the revival of capitalism in China and represented a
retreat from the road of socialism. Perhaps Liu Shao-chi believed he could save Mao’s face by
such an admission. The fact remained that Liu Shao-chi’s economic policy rescued China from
economic collapse after the disastrous failure of Mao Tze-tung’s Great Leap Forward Campaign
in 1958-60. However, Liu’s admission of guilt was to prove a tactical mistake. It placed him at a
great disadvantage and opened the way for the Maoists to escalate their attack against him and
his followers in the government.Mao’s victory at the Central Committee meeting enabled a
special committee of left-wing Maoists to be appointed to conduct the Cultural Revolution. As
time went on and the Party and government apparatus became paralysed under the attack by
the Red Guards and the Revolutionaries, this committee became the highest organ of
government and its members, including Mao’s wife Chiang Ching, enjoyed extraordinary power
and were all elected to the Party Politburo. Throughout the years of the Cultural Revolution,
Chiang Ching made use of her position as Mao’s wife to become his spokeswoman and
representative, supposedly transmitting Mao’s orders and wishes but in fact interpreting them to
suit herself. A ruthlessly ambitious woman who had been kept out of Chinese political life for
decades, she now was to tolerate no opposition, imaginary or otherwise. Tens of thousands of
Party officials, artists, writers, scientists and common people who fell under the shadow of her
suspicion were cruelly persecuted. Scores of them died at the hands of her trusted
‘Revolutionaries’.At this August Central Committee meeting, the Defence Minister Lin Piao
emerged as Mao’s most ardent supporter. His eulogy of Mao was embodied in the meeting’s
final communique published in the newspapers. Lin claimed that Mao was ‘the greatest living
Marxist of our age’, with one stroke placing Mao ahead of the Soviet leaders, including Stalin, as
the true successor of Lenin. During the entire ten years of the Cultural Revolution, even after Lin
Piao was disgraced, this claim was maintained by the Maoists.One day, soon after the
publication of the communique of the Central Committee meeting, Mr Hu, a friend of my late
husband, called on me. Because in China male friendship usually excluded wives, after my
husband’s death his friends ceased coming to our house. Only Mr Hu continued to appear on
Chinese New Year’s Day to pay me the traditional courtesy call. He generally stayed only a short
time, inquiring after my daughter and me and wishing us good health and happiness in the new
year. He always mentioned my husband and told me how much he had esteemed him as a man
and how much he had valued his friendship. Then he would take his leave, placing on the table a
red envelope containing a dp for my servants, an old custom observed by only a few
conservative people in China after the Communist Party took over. I was amused by his visits
and thought Mr Hu rather quaint but charmingly sentimental.When Lao Chao announced him, I



was surprised. But I told Lao Chao to usher him to the drawing room and serve tea.Mr Hu had
been the owner of a factory manufacturing paint. His product was well known in China and was
exported to Hong Kong and South-East Asia. After the Communist Army took over Shanghai, he
continued to operate under the Communist Government’s supervision. In 1956, during the
Socialization of Capitalist Enterprises Campaign, his factory was taken over by the government
who promised all the capitalists an annual interest of 7 per cent of the assessed value of their
enterprises for ten years. While the assessed value of each of their enterprises was only a
fraction of its true worth, the capitalists had no alternative but to accept. Because of his technical
skill, the government invited Mr Hu to remain with his factory as the chief engineer and assistant
manager when Party officials were appointed as Party Secretary and manager to run his
factory.A well-educated Chinese, Mr Hu was quite untouched by western civilization. He wrote
excellent calligraphy; his conversation was interspersed with traditional literary allusions. He was
not bothered by the anti-foreign attitude of the Communist regime because his own knowledge
and interest did not go beyond the borders of China. On the whole he fared better during political
campaigns because Party officials were less suspicious of people like Mr Hu who had no foreign
contact than they were of those who had been educated abroad. His philosophical attitude
towards the loss of his own factory and his ready acceptance of a subordinate position never
ceased to amaze me. My husband once told me that while most capitalists found the Party
officials assigned to their factories extremely difficult to deal with, Mr Hu managed to establish a
friendly relationship with his Party Secretary who had superseded him as head of his factory.‘I
heard you are involved in this latest political movement, the Great Proletarian Cultural
Revolution. I wonder how you are getting on,’ Mr Hu said, explaining the reason for his visit.‘Not
very well, I’m afraid. The Shanghai office of Shell is being investigated. I have been questioned
and I had to attend a struggle meeting against our former chief accountant,’ I told Mr Hu. ‘The
men who talked to me seemed to imply there were some irregularities in the firm’s activities. But
they won’t say what they mean. I’m really rather puzzled. I have never been involved in a political
movement before.’Lao Chao brought in the silver tea set, my best china and a large plate of
small iced cakes as well as thinly cut sandwiches in the best British tradition, something I
reserved for my British and Australian friends who understood the finer points of afternoon tea.
This was Lao Chao’s idea of treating Mr Hu as an honoured guest. As he placed the tray on the
coffee table in front of the sofa, the telephone in the hall rang and he went out to answer it. He
came back almost immediately and said, ‘It’s those people again. They want you to go over there
straight away for another interview.’‘Tell them I’m busy. I will go tomorrow,’ I said.Lao Chao went
out. I could hear him engaged in a heated argument on the telephone. Then he came back and
said, ‘They insist you must go at once. They say it’s very important.’‘May I ask who is calling? If it
is important, don’t delay going because I’m here,’ Mr Hu said to me.‘It’s those officials who have
been questioning me,’ I told him.‘Oh, you must go at once. How can you refuse to go when those
people call you! Please make haste. I’ll stay here and wait for you. I want to know more about
your position. I owe it to your husband, my dear old friend, to give you some advice. It’s my duty.



You are inexperienced in dealing with those men. They are mean and spiteful. You must not
offend them,’ Mr Hu said. He appeared really worried.I was glad that he was going to wait for me
because I very much wanted to hear what he had to say about the Cultural Revolution and the
recent Central Committee meeting. I left the house just after four. When I returned at eight, Mr
Hu was still there. As I walked into the house, he came out of the drawing room to welcome me
back and beamed with pleasure and relief.‘I’m sorry I have been so long.’‘Do sit down and rest.
Tell me, how did it go?’Lao Chao brought me a cup of hot tea. While sipping it, I described to Mr
Hu my interview with the Party officials.In addition to the usual two men, there had been a third
person present who might have been their superior. Perhaps to impress this new man, they were
even more unpleasant than usual. When I entered the room, one of them said sternly, ‘Why
didn’t you want to come?’‘I was busy. You should have telephoned this morning.’In the past, one
of them had always indicated the chair for me to sit down. But today they just let me stand.‘We
are not conducting a dinner party. We are conducting an investigation. Whenever we need to talk
to you, you just have to come immediately,’ he said with a sneer.I decided to sit down
anyway.‘Look at this long list of your foreign friends! How come you have so many foreign
friends? You must like them and admire their culture.’ He looked at me accusingly. Then he went
on, ‘You said they were all friendly towards China and the Chinese people and that some of them
were born here and spent their childhood years here. You claim some of them admire Chinese
culture and speak our language. Yet included here are men whose ancestors made fortunes in
the opium trade. They used to own factories, warehouses, ships, everything under the sun, in
China. Now they have lost them all. So how could they have friendly feelings towards the
People’s Government? Yes, they might have liked China when the Kuomintang was here, when
they exploited the Chinese people as much as they wanted, and were able to amass huge
fortunes. But they definitely cannot like China now. And you talked about the diplomats having
friendly feelings for China. That’s even more ridiculous! Diplomats are spies sent here by their
government to gather information to be used against us. How could they feel friendly towards
us? It’s no use your pasting gold on their faces to make them look like benevolent Buddhas.
They are our enemies. But they are your friends. Now, it is quite clear where you stand, isn’t it?’‘I
got to know these people not because I went out of my way to seek their acquaintance or
friendship. Most of them I met when my late husband was a diplomat or when he was in charge
of the Shanghai Office of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in the old days.’‘The Shanghai Office of
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the reactionary Kuomintang Government! Your husband was a
senior official of the reactionary Kuomintang Government and later he became the general
manager of a foreign capitalist firm,’ he said sarcastically. ‘Your husband’s career was nothing to
be proud of.’‘He became the general manager of the Shanghai Office of Shell with the approval
of the Shanghai Industry and Commerce Department of the People’s Government. The
department had to accept his Power of Attorney for the appointment. As for being an official of
the Kuomintang Government, he stayed in Shanghai in 1949 instead of going with the
Kuomintang Government to Taiwan. Doesn’t that show he supported the Communist Revolution



and was ready to welcome the establishment of the People’s Government?’‘There might have
been other reasons why he stayed. We will deal with his case later. Now we want you to
denounce British imperialism and confess everything you did for Shell as their faithful
agent.’‘Everything I did for Shell was in accordance with the law and regulations of the People’s
Government,’ I declared emphatically.The new man had not spoken but smoked incessantly,
filling the room with the smell of bad tobacco. Now he tossed the butt of his cigarette on the floor
and crushed it with his foot. He looked at me steadily for a few seconds to intimidate me before
saying, ‘Have you lived a completely blameless life? All your life you have been associated with
foreigners, especially the British. Do you mean to say that you have never done anything or said
anything that was not altogether correct?’‘Whether I did or said anything incorrect or not, I know
for a certainty that I never did anything against the People’s Government,’ I said firmly.‘That’s for
us to judge. At least you now admit the possibility that you might have done or said something
that was incorrect,’ he said with a smile.‘Nonsense! I admitted no such thing!’ I said.The new
man seemed to me more subtle than the other two. Though he spoke in a quiet voice instead of
shouting, I was sure he was looking for an opportunity to trick me. Now he changed the subject,
saying, ‘Give a resume of the activities of your office.’I gave a brief account of our work at the
office. When I had finished speaking, the man said, ‘What you have just told us is almost exactly
what you have already written. I believe you took the trouble to memorize what you had written.
Why this precaution?’‘What I have told you and what I have written are just the same because
facts are the same, no matter how many times you talk about them,’ I said. This interview
seemed to have gone on a long time already. I thought of Mr Hu waiting for me so I looked at my
watch.‘Are you in a hurry to be gone? Perhaps you find this conversation uncomfortable?’ The
man was enjoying himself, twisting words and situation to suit his purpose.‘I just think you are
wasting your time,’ I said.‘We are not afraid to waste time. We’re patient. It took us, the
Communist Party, twenty-two years to overthrow the Kuomintang Government. But we
succeeded in the end. When we set out to achieve our goal, we pursue it to the end.’There was
dead silence. We had reached an impasse. Suddenly the man who spoke at the struggle
meeting reverted to his former tactics. He shouted, ‘We won’t let you get away with it! You must
provide us with a list of the things you did and said that were wrong, in order to show your
sincerity in changing your standpoint. Otherwise, the consequences for you will be serious. We
know for a certainty you are a spy for the British!’This was the first time any of them had actually
used the word ‘spy’. Hitherto they had merely hinted at it. Perhaps in the heat of the moment the
man exceeded their instructions for the other two glanced at him in surprise.I laughed at his
outburst and said calmly, ‘You are quite wrong. I am no more a spy for anybody than you are.’The
new man said quickly, ‘Perhaps there are things you did or said which you don’t remember
offhand. Why don’t you go home and think about it? Write down everything you did and said, no
matter how trivial or insignificant. We will give you plenty of time. What about two weeks?’‘Two
years will make no difference. I don’t intend to make up any story,’ I told them.‘Well, let’s say two
weeks. It’s painful to admit mistakes. But it has to be done. Our Great Leader compared



confession to having an operation. The operation is painful, but only after it is done can one
become a new man. You want to be a good citizen of our socialist state, don’t you? Then you
mustn’t lag behind the others. We want you to confess, not because we don’t know the facts
already, but because we wish to give you a chance to show your sincerity.’I wanted to tell him
that he was mad, but I bit my lip and remained silent, hoping not to prolong the senseless
dialogue.He took my silence as a sign that I was ready to do what he wanted so he dismissed
me by saying, ‘It’s getting late. Go home and think about what I have said. We will call you in two
weeks’ time.’With anger and indignation boiling inside me, I walked out of the building. There
were no pedicabs. After waiting at the bus stop for a long time, I had to walk home.Mr Hu
listened to my story in silence. Lao Chao came in to announce dinner. My cook had prepared an
excellent meal of Chinese dishes because he knew Mr Hu did not enjoy European cooking.
During the meal we did not talk about the unpleasant subject of the Cultural Revolution but
discussed my daughter’s and his children’s activities. We were both proud and pleased that our
children seemed to have done well in Socialist China in spite of the handicap of their family
background.When we were seated again in the drawing room, I asked Mr Hu a question that had
been in my mind all the time I was with my inquisitors.‘These men gave me the impression that
they wanted a confession from me even if I made it up. Could that be the case?’‘Oh, yes, yes.
They don’t care whether it’s true or not as long as they get a confession. That’s what they are
after.’‘But what’s the point? Won’t they themselves get awfully confused if everyone gives a false
confession?’ I was genuinely puzzled.‘To get a confession is their job. If they fail, they may be
accused of not supporting the movement. The result is that whenever a political movement takes
place, many people are attacked and many confessions are made. Later, when the turmoil is
over, the sorting out will be done. Some of those wrongfully dealt with might get
rehabilitated.’‘How long will they have to wait for rehabilitation?’ I asked.‘Maybe a couple of
years. Maybe it would never happen. In each organization about 3 to 5 per cent of the total must
be declared the “enemy” because that is the percentage mentioned by Chairman Mao in one of
his speeches.’‘How terrible!’ I exclaimed.‘Yes, it’s really bad. There isn’t really such a high
percentage of people who oppose the People’s Government. To fill their quota, the Party officials
often included people whom they disliked, such as those who were disgruntled and
troublesome, in the list of enemies. But no individual should make a false confession, no matter
how great the pressure is.’ Mr Hu said this with great seriousness. He looked at me steadily as if
to make sure I got his message and added, ‘That has always been my policy during each
political movement.’I understood that this was the advice he had come to give me. He did not
say outright, ‘You mustn’t give a false confession, no matter how great is the pressure,’ because
in a Chinese household the well-trained servant always remained within earshot ready to be of
service, especially when there was a guest. Mr Hu did not want Lao Chao to hear him telling me
not to confess. He was a cautious man and he trusted no one.‘There always comes a time when
a man almost reaches the end of his endurance and is tempted to write down something,
however untrue, to satisfy his inquisitors and to free himself from intolerable pressure. But one



mustn’t do it. Party officials will never be satisfied with the confession. Once one starts
confessing, they will demand more and more admissions of guilt, however false, and exert
increasing pressure to get what they want. In the end, one will get into a tangle of untruths from
which one can no longer extract oneself. I have seen it happen to several people.’ Mr Hu was still
speaking in the third person and did not say, ‘You mustn’t.’His advice was timely and valuable. I
was grateful to him for taking the trouble to come and moved by his friendship for my late
husband, which was his motive for stretching out a helping hand to me. When he thought I
understood what he had come to say, he spoke of political movements in general terms. He told
me that he was a veteran of many such movements and had learned by bitter experience how to
deal with them.‘What do you think of the communique of the Central Committee meeting?’ I
asked him.Mr Hu shook his head and sighed. After a moment, he said, ‘Chairman Mao has won.
It’s not unexpected.’ Then he added, ‘The beginning of a political movement is always the worst
period. The hurricane loses its momentum after a few months and often fizzles out after about a
year.’‘A year! What a long time!’ I said.Mr Hu smiled at my outburst, and said, ‘What’s a year to
us Chinese? It’s but the blinking of an eye in our thousands of years of history. Time does not
mean the same thing to us as to the Europeans whom you, of course, know well.’‘I’m accused of
being a spy because they think I know the British well.’‘Their accusation is only an excuse with
which to fool the masses. Sooner or later they will hit at everyone they do not trust and they
probably think now is a good time to deal with you.’Mr Hu got up to leave, asking me to
telephone him whenever I wanted to see him to talk things over. As a final piece of advice he
said, ‘Nearly all lower-ranking Communist Party officials suffer from an inferiority complex.
Although they have power over us, somehow they have a deep feeling of inferiority. This is
unfortunate because some of them feel they need to reassure themselves by using that power to
make our life uncomfortable or to humiliate us. When you are being questioned, be firm but be
polite also. Don’t offend them. They can be mean and spiteful. They can also be very cruel.’‘It’s
not in my nature to be obsequious. But thank you for the warning. I shall remember it,’ I said.I was
so wrapped up in my own problems that only then did I think of asking him about himself.Mr Hu
said philosophically, with an air of resignation, ‘I have joined the ranks of the workers. Another
person has been appointed to my old job. When I tendered my letter of resignation to the Party
Secretary, I told him that I felt my class status as a former capitalist rendered me unsuitable for a
responsible executive position.’The thought that he was now working as an ordinary worker in
his own factory appalled me. But he was without bitterness.‘It’s not so bad,’ he said. ‘In the Soviet
Union, when the Communist Party took over, I believe all the capitalists were shot. I’m still alive
and I’m able to look after all three generations of my family. I asked the Party Secretary to assign
me to the most unskilled menial job. So now I am just a coolie, pushing drums of raw materials or
carting coal. No one can be envious or jealous of a man doing work like that. You know, when I
asked him for such a job, the Party Secretary seemed to be quite sorry for me. We used to get
on well together.’I recalled that my husband had told me that the reason Mr Hu and his Party
Secretary got on well together was that Mr Hu did the work and the Party Secretary got the



credit. Their factory won the Red Flag for good management and high production figures year
after year.‘Did you not do all the work for him?’‘Yes, yes, I suppose I did most of the work. But I
had spent my whole life building up that factory. In 1930, when I started, I had only a few
workers. In 1956 when I handed the factory over to the government, there were fifteen hundred
of them. And we ran a laboratory as well as a training centre for young technicians.’‘Why do you
want to be a coolie? Surely, with your knowledge and experience you could do more useful work
even if you must be a worker.’He made a negative gesture with his hand. ‘To be a coolie at times
like this is not bad. We coolies work outside the plant and rest in a shed. If anything should go
wrong, no one can accuse me of sabotaging the machinery inside the plant. An ex-capitalist is
always the first on the list of suspects during a political campaign when everyone is jittery.’With
that sagacious remark he took his leave. When he shook hands with me, he said, ‘Keep fit and
try to live long. If you live long enough, you might see a change in our country.’From my servants’
attitude and the quality of the meal served to Mr Hu, I knew that they welcomed his visit. When I
went upstairs to my bedroom, Chen Mah was there laying out my dressing gown and slippers.
She advised me to listen to any advice from Mr Hu, who was, she declared, a good friend and a
gentleman.To have had someone sympathetic to talk to had been comforting. I was now more
than ever resolved not to write anything false to satisfy the demand of the Party officials.A few
days without hearing from my persecutors restored my good humour somewhat. My daughter’s
birthday was on 18 August. I decided we should have a small dinner party to celebrate the event
and to dispel some of the gloom that had descended on the household. I asked my daughter to
invite a few of her friends and I rang up my old friend Li Chen to ask her to join us.I first met Li
Chen in the autumn of 1955 when I arrived in London as a student. She had just graduated from
the Royal College of Music. Shortly afterwards she married a Chinese government official and
returned with him to China. She became a professor at her old school, the Shanghai
Conservatory of Music, where she was the head of the piano department. Her husband, Su Lei,
the son of a rich Chinese merchant in Hong Kong, had received a liberal education in a British
school and university. The colonial atmosphere of Hong Kong in which he grew up and hated,
and the glowing reports of a new Soviet society from the pens of prominent British writers and
educators that flooded British universities in the early thirties combined to produce a profound
effect on his character. He became a fiercely patriotic nationalist and at the same time a believer
in Marxism.When the Communist Army was marching towards Shanghai, Su Lei was jubilant,
declaring that a new era of national resurgence and honest government was about to dawn in
China. He refused to go to Taiwan with the Kuomintang Government, tried to persuade his
friends to do the same and welcomed the Communist takeover with enthusiasm. In 1950, during
the Thought Reform Movement in the universities, Li Chen, his wife, lost her position as head of
the piano department at the Conservatory of Music. Su Lei was surprised to find that the Party
member appointed to take her place could not read music. A worse blow came in 1953 when
Mao Tze-tung launched the ‘Three and Five Antis Movement’ against corruption and bribery,
aimed at the Shanghai industrialists and officials like Su Lei who had worked for economic



agencies of the Kuomintang Government. Although all the evidence pointed to his honesty, Su
Lei became a target. He was confined to his office, where the officials took turns questioning
him. And struggle meetings were held against him.A man like Su Lei was beyond the
understanding of the average Chinese Communist, who believed the desire for revolutionary
change to be the exclusive right of the poor and down-trodden. However, because of the Korean
War and the boycott of China by the United States, the People’s Government was anxious to
develop trade with Hong Kong. Su Lei’s wealthy relatives in the British colony used this
opportunity to secure his release through negotiating directly with Peking. The Shanghai
authorities had no choice but to allow him to leave Shanghai for Hong Kong with his two children
when Peking agreed to concede to his family’s request.Frustrated in their attempt to punish
severely the rich man’s son who had dared to assume the proud mantle of a Marxist, the local
Communist officials in Shanghai refused to grant an exit permit to enable Li Chen to accompany
her husband and children, using the pretext that her work with the Conservatory of Music
required her to remain in Shanghai. She never saw her husband alive again. However, when he
died in Hong Kong in 1957, in the more liberal atmosphere generated in China by the Eighth
Party Congress held in 1956, Li Chen was given permission to attend his funeral and to see her
children in Hong Kong. She remained there until 1960, when she was invited back to Shanghai
by the Conservatory of Music to which she had a life-long attachment. In the meantime, her
children had been taken to Australia by an uncle.When Li Chen returned to Shanghai, the city
was suffering from a severe food shortage as a result of the catastrophic economic failure of the
Great Leap Forward Campaign launched by Mao Tze-tung in 1958. Long queues of people were
forming at dawn at Shanghai police stations, waiting to apply for exit permits to leave the country.
This was such an embarrassment for the Shanghai authorities that they viewed Li Chen’s return
from affluent Hong Kong to starving Shanghai as an opportunity for propaganda. I read of her
return in the local newspaper, which normally reported only the visits of prominent Party officials
or foreign dignitaries. The Shanghai Government hailed her as a true patriot and appointed her a
delegate of the Political Consultative Conference, an organization of government-selected
artists, writers, religious leaders, prominent industrialists and former Kuomintang officials whose
function was to echo and to express support for the government policy of the moment, to set an
example for others of similar background and to help project an image of popular support for the
Communist Party policy by every section of the community. In return, the government granted
members of this organization certain minor privileges, such as better housing and the use of a
special restaurant where a supply of scarce food could be obtained without the surrender of
ration coupons.The Communist officials always rewarded a person for his usefulness to them,
not for his virtue, though they talked a lot about his virtue. Li Chen had become a member of the
Political Consultative Conference six years earlier when China suffered from severe economic
difficulties and food shortages. Now that they were a thing of the past, Li Chen’s usefulness to
the Communist authorities was over. Besides, the Party liked people to show gratitude with a
display of servile obedience and verbal glorification of its policies. Li Chen was quite incapable



of either. In fact, she told me that she found attending meetings boring and maintained silence
when she was expected to pay homage to Mao’s policies on music and education. Her lack of
enthusiasm for the part allocated to her as a member of the Political Consultative Conference
could not have failed to irritate the Party officials.These thoughts were in my mind when I
telephoned her. I was very pleased when she accepted my invitation to dinner with alacrity.When
I got up in the early morning of 18 August, my daughter’s birthday, Chen Mah was not in the
house. A devout Buddhist, she always went on this day to the temple at Ching-En-Tze to say a
special prayer for Meiping – of whom she was very fond. Thinking that I would disapprove of
these temple visits because I am a Christian, she generally slipped out of the house early and
returned quietly, hoping I would not notice her absence. I pretended to know nothing about it and
never mentioned it to her.While I was in the dining room doing the flowers, she returned. I heard
her talking to the cook in the pantry in an unusually agitated voice. When she came into the hall,
I saw that she was wiping her eyes with her handkerchief.‘What’s happened, Chen Mah?’ I
called to her.She was silent but came into the room where I was. ‘What’s happened at the
temple?’ I asked her.She sat down on a dining chair and burst into tears. “They are dismantling
the temple,’ she said between sobs.‘Who are dismantling the temple?’ I asked her. ‘Not the
government, surely!’‘Young people. Probably students. They said Chairman Mao told them to
stop superstition. They also said the monks are counter-revolutionaries opposed to Chairman
Mao.’‘What did the monks do?’‘Nothing. The students rounded them up. Some were beaten.
When I got there I saw them prostrate on the ground in the courtyard. There was a large crowd of
onlookers. One of them told me that the students were going to dismantle the temple and burn
the scriptures as they had done at other places. I actually saw some of the students climbing
onto the roof and throwing down the dies,’ Chen Mah said while wiping away her tears.‘Please,
Chen Mah, you mustn’t be too upset. You can worship at home. The Christian churches have
been closed for several years now. The Christians all worship at home. You can do the same,
can’t you? In any case, you mustn’t cry on Meiping’s birthday.’‘Yes, yes, I mustn’t cry on
Meiping’s birthday. But I was upset to see such wanton destruction.’ She tucked her
handkerchief away and went out of the room.Then the cook came in to complain that several
items of food I had asked him to get for the party were unobtainable. He added that at the food
market he and other cooks were jeered at for working for wealthy families.‘I suppose they didn’t
like to see you buying more things than they could afford. Please don’t let it bother you. As for the
party, please just use whatever you were able to obtain at the market. I’m sure you will be able to
put together a good meal for Meiping’s birthday,’ I tried to reassure him.While I could understand
my cook’s experience at the market as the result of class hatred generated by massive
propaganda against the capitalist class, which to the general public was simply ‘the rich people’,
I was puzzled by what had happened at the temple, which was operated by the State. The
monks there were in fact government employees. If the government had decided to change its
policy, it could have closed the temple and transferred the monks to other forms of employment
as the government had done earlier during the Great Leap Forward Campaign. Actually the



temple at Ching-En-Tze was a showplace for official visitors from South-East Asia to create the
impression that China tolerated Buddhism. I remembered reading in the newspaper that the
temple was re-opened after the Great Leap Forward Campaign and the monks brought back
again. I wondered why the students had been allowed to do what they were doing and whether
the Shanghai Municipal Government was aware of what was going on at Ching-En-Tze.At six
o’clock Li Chen arrived. With her snow-white hair and calm smile, she always seemed the
epitome of scholarly authority, tranquillity and distinction. Only her old friends like myself knew
that behind her serene exterior was such great sensitivity that she could be depressed or elated
by events which would have left an ordinary person relatively unmoved.Li Chen was a great
artist and an able teacher. From time immemorial, China’s tradition of respect for teachers gave
them a special place in society. A good teacher who had devoted his life to education was
compared to a fruitful tree, a phrase certainly applicable to Li Chen, whose many former
students worked as concert pianists, accompanists and teachers all over China. Several had
won international piano contests and received recognition abroad. I was very fond of Li Chen
and greatly admired her total devotion to music and her students. Since her return from Hong
Kong, we had seen a great deal of each other. She would often bring her music and spend an
evening with me listening to my records. I knew she often felt lonely and missed her children.
Fortunately, since Liu Shao-chi had become the Chairman of the People’s Republic in 1960 and
Mao Tze-tung had retired from active administrative work, China had had no large-scale political
upheaval until now so that Li Chen had been able to keep in touch with her children in Australia
by correspondence.After Lao Chao had served us with iced tea, I asked Li Chen, ‘How is
everything with you at the Conservatory?’‘I’m afraid it’s not good,’ she said sadly. ‘All classes
have stopped. We are supposed to devote our entire time to the Cultural Revolution. Everybody
has to write Big Character Posters. Professors like myself also have to write self-criticisms and
read other people’s Big Character Posters against us.’‘Are there many against you ?’ I asked her
anxiously.‘More are written against professors than against others. I don’t know whether I have
more than other professors. I haven’t counted them. But so far, no struggle meeting has been
arranged against me. My personal history is comparatively simple. I have never done any other
work than being a teacher at the Conservatory.’‘Have there been many struggle meetings
against other professors at the Conservatory?’ I asked her.‘Yes, there have been several. One
was against a former member of the Kuomintang and another was against a former Rightist. The
others are from other departments so I don’t know their personal history. These two are people
who had already been denounced in former political movements,’ Li Chen explained. ‘I hate
struggle meetings. Somehow, everybody behaves like savages.’‘Do you think you will be safe?’‘I
have never opposed the Communist Party. I am entirely non-political. When I graduated from the
Conservatory I went to England to study. When I came back I returned to the Conservatory to
teach. There is nothing about me the Party doesn’t know. I should be safe, shouldn’t I? But I
don’t know what may happen. There is something about this political campaign which seems
different from previous ones.’‘What is different?’ I asked her.‘It’s the attitude of the Party officials.



In other former political campaigns they were cocksure. They went into it boldly, full of
confidence. This time, they seem nervous, almost as if they don’t really want to do anything. The
fact that they have limited their attack to people who have been denounced already seems to
indicate they don’t want to expand the scope of attack. Perhaps after the failure of Mao’s Great
Leap Forward Campaign the Party officials are no longer certain Mao is always right to rely on
political campaigns for making progress.’What Li Chen told me was very interesting. At that
juncture we did not know, of course, that the Proletarian Cultural Revolution was in fact a
struggle for power between the Maoists and the more moderate faction headed by Liu Shao-chi
and Deng Hsiao-ping. It later became known that the chief Party Secretary at the Conservatory
belonged to Liu Shao-chi’s faction. He was murdered by Chiang Ching’s Revolutionaries when
Chiang Ching decided to install one of her favourite young men as the Conservatory’s Party
Secretary.‘The writing of Big Character Posters advocated by Mao seems to me a great waste.
At the Conservatory, a great deal of paper, thousands of writing brushes and bottles of ink have
already been used. Yet when we needed extra lights in the classroom or additional musical
instruments there was never any money for them,’ said Li Chen.‘What do the Big Character
Posters say against you ?’ I asked her.‘The usual criticism about my education in England, my
sending the children to Australia and my teaching method. When we were friendly with the
Soviet Union, we were urged to teach western music and train students to take part in
international compositions. After we broke with the Soviet Union, Chairman Mao started to make
criticisms about western music. We had to use Chinese compositions exclusively for teaching.
But there are so few Chinese compositions. Half my time was spent looking for teaching
materials. It’s hard enough to carry on as a teacher already. Now my students are made to turn
against me. Do you know one of them told me quietly that they had to write posters against me
to protect themselves?’‘Exactly. You mustn’t mind it. Don’t let it hurt you! The poor young people
have to do it.’‘I feel very sad. It is almost as if my whole life is wasted,’ Li Chen sighed.‘Don’t be
depressed by it! During the Great Leap Forward Campaign of 1958, the students in Meiping’s
school from capitalist class families all had to criticize their family background. I told her to go
ahead and criticize me. She did. The teacher and her fellow students all applauded her. It’s only
a formality. It’s just acting. Don’t let it bother you.’‘I’m afraid I can’t laugh it off like you do,’ Li Chen
said. ‘It’s so unfair!’‘Doesn’t your position as a delegate to the Political Consultative Conference
give you some protection?’ I asked my friend.‘I hear the Maoists want to abolish that
organization. They call it an organization of radishes, red on the outside but white inside. They
claim that while all the delegates talked as if they supported the Communist Party, in actual fact
they oppose the Party,’ she said.‘Is that true?’‘Who knows? When the penalty of speaking one’s
mind is so great, nobody knows what anybody else thinks,’ Li Chen said. I had to agree with her.
In fact, after living in Communist China for so many years, I realized that one of the advantages
enjoyed by a democratic government which allows freedom of speech is that the government
knows exactly who supports it and who is against it, while a totalitarian government knows
nothing of what the people really think.When I told her that I too was involved in the Cultural



Revolution, her reaction was the same as Winnie’s. She said, ‘Now that Shell has closed their
Shanghai Office, the Party officials probably feel that they should use the opportunity of this
political campaign to frighten you so that they can control you more easily in future.’ But she did
not think the persecution against me would be serious. “They can’t save money by reducing your
salary since you get no pay from the government. They can’t sack you from your job since you
don’t work for them. I can’t see that there is much they can do to you except to give you a fright.’‘I
hope you are right,’ I said.‘You know, I feel so discouraged that I sometimes think I can’t go on,’ Li
Chen said.“Why don’t you ask to retire? Lots of people retire before they are sixty and take a cut
in pension to avoid politics.’‘I might just do that when the Cultural Revolution is over,’ Li Chen
said.My daughter arrived with four of her young friends: Kung, a handsome male actor from her
Film Studio whose father was a very famous film director from the thirties; a violinist with the
Municipal Orchestra named Chang; Sun Kai, a mathematics teacher at a technical college who
was Meiping’s special boy friend; and my god-daughter Hean who had been Meiping’s
childhood friend in Australia. They were all keenly interested in music and often gathered at our
house to listen to our stereo records.The young possess an infinite capacity to be cheerful.
Although all of them came from the type of families likely to be adversely affected by the Cultural
Revolution, no mention was made of it. They laughed and chatted about music and books
throughout the meal. When Meiping took what remained of her large birthday cake into the
kitchen to share with the servants, even Chen Mah recovered her usual good humour. I heard
her scolding Meiping fondly for licking chocolate from her fingers. When the meal was over, the
young people retired to Meiping’s study to indulge in their favourite pastime of playing records on
her record-player.Li Chen and I went into the garden. Lao Chao arranged two wicker chairs on
the lawn, put cushions on them, lit a coil of mosquito incense, and placed it on a plate between
the chairs. Then he brought us chrysanthemum tea in covered cups. Soothing music from a
violin concerto came through the window. I settled deeper into the chair and gazed up at the
starlit summer sky.‘You really have a comfortable life. You manage to enjoy the best of the
western as well as the Chinese worlds, don’t you?’ Li Chen said. ‘I wonder if that’s not what
irritates the Party officials.’‘Maybe. Those questioning me certainly seem to hate me. Do you
think they really believe it is our fault that the workers and peasants in China are poor?’‘I think
they are just envious. People can’t all live in the same way. I have a big apartment. It’s allocated
to me by the Conservatory. That shows they don’t expect everyone to live in the same way,’ said
Li Chen. She seemed more relaxed now.‘Of course, you’re different. You have done so much for
the country. Hundreds of young people have passed through your hands. Each one of them
carried with him something you taught him. Isn’t that wonderful?’ I truly admired my friend Li
Chen.‘I don’t hear anyone in the Conservatory say that about me. It’s always how I taught
decadent western music to poison the minds of the young. They don’t stop to think I couldn’t
have done it if the government had forbidden it. All our teaching materials had to be passed by
our Party Secretary before we could use them for the students. And they seem to forget that they
used to urge me to teach western music in the early fifties when China was friendly with the



Soviet Union.’ Li Chen was indignant and distraught. I wished I hadn’t mentioned her work again.
To try to cheer her up, I asked her about her children.‘They seem so remote, especially now they
are married,’ she said.‘Do you not long to see them?’‘Oh, I do! But what’s the use thinking about
it now? The government may never give me a passport to travel to Australia. The children
certainly won’t come here.’‘Perhaps you shouldn’t have come back from Hong Kong,’ I said.‘At
the time it seemed the best thing to do. I am very attached to the Conservatory, you know. I was
trained there and I have worked there. It is really the most important thing in my life apart from
the children. Many of my colleagues were fellow students when we studied there together. They
all wrote to me. My students wrote to me. The Party Secretary wrote to me. Everybody said I was
needed at the Conservatory so I came back.’‘What did Su Lei’s family say about your wishing to
come back?’‘After Su Lei died, they weren’t very concerned about me. Most of them have now
settled in Australia. They are a close-knit family. The uncles think of Su Lei’s children as
belonging to the family rather than to me. Of course, if I weren’t able to make a living myself they
would look after me. But I found the atmosphere a little stifling.’
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Kunal Sen, “Shanghai and Calcutta. It is very unlikely that would have discovered this book if not
for a Chinese friend of mine who strongly recommended this book to me. While I learned to trust
her literary taste, this was one time when I was a bit skeptical. The brief description of the book
didn't seemed to agree with many things that I had learned during my formative years. Still,
based on my past experience with her recommendations, I wanted to give it a try.As I started
reading, I quickly got drawn in by the vivid narration. It felt like I am there in Shanghai in the late
1960s, watching the Chinese Cultural Revolution unfold in front of my own eyes. While I could
not break away from reading the book, something nagged me to doubt the perspective of the
autobiographer, who was a member of the privileged class, and therefore seen as a "class
enemy" by the Red Guard and the Chinese authority. She was brutally persecuted and spent
years in solitary detention.Just when all this was happening in China, I was growing up in
Calcutta. During those early days of the Cultural Revolution, a political movement gathered
steam in my part of India. Locally termed the Naxalite movement, it was the action of the Maoist
faction of the Communist Party of India. At the same time similar movements were growing up in
many parts of Europe, Latin America, and the rest of the world, all inspired by Mao Zedong's
Cultural Revolution in China. This movement, mostly led by the college students in and around
Calcutta, eventually took a huge toll and thousands died as a result of clashes with police, rival
political groups, or in police custody.In those days it was hard to find a single building in Calcutta
where the walls were not covered by stenciled images of Mao, with the absurd sounding slogan
"China's chairman is our chairman". The little Red Book of Mao's quotations were omnipresent.
Romanticized stories of the Cultural Revolution floated in and energized a whole generation of
bright young people. Many believed they were witnessing the start of an ideal society with brand
new values.This book told a very different story. It told the story of a time when a bunch of young
people were convinced that almost anyone outside of the working class was not to be trusted.
Intellectuals and teachers were forced to give up their professions and pick up hard labor, all
foreign books, music, art was abandoned and destroyed. Almost anyone with any past western
connection were seen as spies. Thousands were jailed or killed simply on the basis of suspicion.
Gangs of Red Guards roamed the streets and took whatever action they felt was necessary to
punish and destroy the "Counter Revolutionaries". As a result of all this, people stopped trusting
anyone, even closest family members, because under pressure anyone could point fingers.
Those were horribly brutal times in China.Six years later we came to know of the ouster of the
Gang of Four in China, the mastermind behind the horrible atrocities that happened in the name
of the Cultural Revolution. Even though the authorities never directly blamed Mao or denounced
the Cultural Revolution, all the old policies were reversed, and today's China is very far from the
days of the Cultural Revolution. In spite of all that, somewhere deep in my mind, the romantic
notions probably persisted. That was perhaps why my initial reaction was slightly doubtful. But
as I read more, and also based on many other books I have read recently about that time in



China, I realized that even if you discount the political beliefs of the writer, one cannot deny the
inhuman conditions that prevailed, and the sheer madness of the ideology.What is most
sobering is the fact that perfectly smart and well meaning people are capable of being blinded
by a powerful ideology where we stop to question the facts. Anything that does not fit the
ideological mold is ignored or explained away. That is the danger of an ideology, any ideology.
Our intelligence is no guarantee that we would not fall victim of its anesthetizing effect.
Ideologies are the thinking crutch of the intellectually lazy, where once you accept the
framework, you don't have to do much critical thinking anymore, as the ideology does it for you. It
is a black box where you can throw in your problems and the moral answer pops out.In 1977,
just after the ouster of the Gang of Four, my parents visited China for the first time. At one point
they visited Mao's mausoleum, who died an year earlier. My mother, not a particularly political
person, saw the body of the man and started to weep. When I asked her what made her cry, she
said she was thinking of the the thousands of young people in Calcutta who gave their lives
believing in this man. I wonder what would have been her reaction if she also knew that
thousands of innocent people were tortured and killed in China under his rule, and perhaps with
his knowledge. Such are the complexities of history.”

wsmrer, “Doctrinaire Madness. Many ways to read Nien Cheng’s autobiographical story of six
and a half years as a prisoner in solitary confinement during Mao Tze-tung’s Cultural Revolution.
Cheng tells it beautifully.What is fascinating is what is reveled, and this will call on the life
experiences of the reader, as always.This reviewer was thrown back to Los Angeles in the
1950’s with a connection to the movie industry in the budding years of McCarthyism and the
heroic cartoons of the humorist Herblock that explained it so well. This memory called up by an
article by Arthur Miller: “Why I Wrote the Crucible.”Miller was reaching back further in our history
to the madness of the Salem Witch Trials in the 1600’s as his rendering of what McCarthyism
had rote.Arthur Miller comments in his piece: “Nien Cheng, the author of “Life and Death in
Shanghai,” has told me that she could hardly believe that a non-Chinese—someone who had
not experienced the Cultural Revolution—had written the play Crucible” - an interesting
linkage.In all three cases Society collapses there is no defense against the relentless
prosecutors following their belief systems mindlessly, nor any support from what had been
friends, family, and business associates seeking their own ‘salvation;’ suicide often
occurring .Nien Cheng lived this experience to the point of winning redemption from a Maoist
system that allowed no class enemies escape without confession, never confessing, and always
demanding justice.Is that a rewarding tale worth well over 400 pages? It’s wonderful because
she finds a way to survive to the time when the players changed.The more you know of those
ten years the more you will delight in her absorption of the forces at work and the detailing and
emotions released intensified by the murder of her daughter.This is a powerful story and one
more take on Shanghai in process.5 stars”



J C Pendleton, “A Brave Soul. She lived through HELL, but outsmarted all the commies -- a
brave soul. All the young know-it-alls who think communism is acceptable should read about
conditions under Mao and much of it in China today, where they track your every move. It's
amazing what whiners and complainers they're turning out of our EXPENSIVE universities -- it's
scary.”

Collie Lover, “I wanted to lend it to friends/relatives as I was so impressed with Cheng Nien's
story and her amazing spirit. The way she carefully chose her words .... Bought this book to
share after a friend lent me a copy to read. I wanted to lend it to friends/relatives as I was so
impressed with Cheng Nien's story and her amazing spirit. The way she carefully chose her
words and her great reasoning ability gave us a glimpse into a country where words matter more
than most of us in the West can imagine. My favorite part of the book was on page 538, where
the author compares her new life in America to life in her beloved China. To watch the nightly
news, you would think we in the U.S. live in a terrible place, but Cheng Nien reminds us how
valuable freedom is, and the many things our country does right. Reading books from those with
such strength of character and courage in an inhumane world is uplifting, and quite educational.”

marysu, “Beware...this could happen to USA if we are not alert!!. This book is one that should be
required for every student to read to give them an ideaof what this Country did to destroy their
citizen's lives and freedoms. We must be awarewhen government gets too much power. There
was no way it's citizens could protecttheir family or freedoms. They had no second amendment
to protect their rights tobear arms. It was an awful time in China and if you had any ambition to
work hard andget ahead it was considered against the government in power.Read it...you will
want to be aware of what could happen when we take our liberties  for granted...”

Smurf44, “Powerful read.. Not a great piece of literature, but written from the heart and it has to
be read in that spirit. It has a surprising resonance to modern Britain. Power games don't
change, even as everything else moves on.”

Henry L. Walter, “Well written and easy to read account. Very moving book. Easy to read but a
very detailed account of the horrors of the Chinese cultural revolution. I cant recommend highly
enough.”

ClaudLND, “Loved this book!!. Super interesting. Gave me an insight on what the cultural
revolution in China meant for those who were not of the same ideas.”

Bustthematrix, “If you enjoy learning the history of social development, you'll love this.. Amazing
and incredibly insightful book. Very well written, revealing the mind and experience of the author
in a very educational and yet entertaining way. Highly recommended read.”



E Wood, “Life and Death in Shanghai. A gripping and powerful account of the ordeals of people
during the cultural revolution and the courage of many. The writing is captivating and it ia book
that is difficult to put down, with suspense and hope throughout. Whilst obviously critical of the
many abuses, it does not degrade from the sincerity and good nature of many people
throughout who are caught up with events beyond their own ability to cope, expressing
tenderness and care at times in spite of the great hardships. This is certainly a book, well
written, and worth reading.”

The book by Nien Cheng has a rating of  5 out of 4.7. 945 people have provided feedback.
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