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Fanshen

Every revolution creates new words. The Chinese Revolution created a whole new vocabulary. A most
important word in this vocabulary was fanshen. Literally, it means "to turn the body," or "to turn
over." To China's hundreds of millions of landless and land-poor peasants it meant to stand up, to
throw off the landlord yoke, to gain land, stock, implements, and houses. But it meant much more than
this. It meant to throw off superstition and study science, to abolish "word blindness" and learn to
read, to cease considering women as chattels and establish equality between the sexes, to do away with
appointed village magistrates and replace them with elected councils. It meant to enter a new world.
That is why this book is called Fanshen. It is the story of how the peasants of Long Bow Village built a
new world.
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Preface

This book is based on extensive notes gathered in the village of Long Bow, Lucheng County, Shansi
Province, China, during the spring and summer of 1948.* At that time, local land reform, which had
already been in progress for two years, was under investigation by a work team dispatched jointly by
the People's Government and the Communist Party Committee of Lucheng County. I was attached to
this work team as an observer.

The main focus of the book is on the conditions which the members of the work team found and the
actions which they subsequently led the people of the village to take. But since it would be impossible
to understand these conditions or these actions without a review of the revolutionary upheaval that led
up to them, and since this upheaval in turn could hardly be understood without some knowledge of the
traditional society which brought on and was itself transformed by revolution, a large section of the
book (Parts I and II) is devoted to a history of the village.

This history was not easily assembled. The past was reviewed for me by a multitude of people whose
memories of what had happened differed somewhat and whose stories contained both contradictions
and gaps. Where contradictions could not be resolved or gaps filled in through careful checking and
cross-checking, I have had to adopt such interpretations and solutions as seemed most consistent with
other known facts. If the history that has thus emerged is not accurate in every detail, its main content
and spirit nevertheless portray the truth about Long Bow.



What I have tried to do in the book as a whole is to reveal, through the microcosm of Long Bow
Village, something of the essence of the great anti-imperiahst, anti-feudal revolution which
transformed China in the first half of the twentieth century and unleashed political and social forces so
tremendous that they continue to shake not only China but the world.

* The Chinese name for this village is Changchuang. Chang is a common Chinese surname. It is also a
word that means to extend, publish, open or boast. In written Chinese the character for chang is made
up of 11 brush strokes. The first three comprise the radical kung which means bow—the hunter's bow.
The last eight comprise the phonetic chang or ch'ang which means long. It is from these separate
elements of the written word rather than from the meaning of the spoken word that I have extracted
the designation "Long Bow."

The question naturally arises as to whether Long Bow can be considered a microcosm typical enough
to reveal the essence of the Chinese Revolution. Was Long Bow's development universal or unique?
The answer can only be that it was something of both.

Throughout rural China the social forces in conflict, the basic problems, the goals and the final
outcome of the Revolution were the same. In Long Bow the same classes stood in opposition to each
other as stood opposed nationally. United action of all laboring people was as vital to revolutionary
victory in Long Bow as it was in the country as a whole. The petty-producer mentality of Long Bow's
peasants did not differ in quality from that which characterized the peasants country-wide, and the
tendency toward extremism, which in Long Bow grew to alarming proportions, had to be checked
wherever peasants moved to divide the land.

At the same time, certain external circumstances, certain internal characteristics, and the specific
course of events which shaped Long Bow were unique. For one thing, the village had a sizeable
Catholic minority in a country where only one or two million people out of 600 million were
Catholics. For another, it contained many families without ancestral roots or ancestral graves in the
region. This meant a weak clan structure in a country where cla’s have traditionally played a very
important role. Furthermore, on the edge of an area that was surrounded but never conquered by the
Japanese, Long Bow was one of the few villages which the Japanese invaders occupied and fortified.

As a consequence. Long Bow had a very different history from that of the average North China
community lying within the wide net of Japanese encirclement during the years 1937-1945. At the
same time, its history was very different from that of the great majority of Chinese villages which had
never been cut off by Japanese armies and were wrested from Kuomintang rather than Japanese
control by the revolutionary armies after 1949.

As an occupied village. Long Bow did not benefit at all from that long period of united resistance,
democratic rule, and moderate reform which laid the groundwork for basic changes throughout the
Communist-led Base Areas of North China once the Japanese War was over. Nor did Long Bow
benefit from that extended period of internal peace that enabled communities in South, Central, and
West China to carry out land reform calmly, step by step, in orderly fashion after the Civil War was
over. Freed from Japanese control at a turning point in history, 1945, Long Bow leaped perforce from
reactionary bastion to revolutionary storm center in the course of a few days. All the changes that
subsequently occurred were not only compressed

into a relatively short space of time; they were also warped by the intense pressures of all-out Civil



War as wave after wave of Nationalist attacks swept across the highlands of Southeast Shansi. Long
Bow was not the only village in China to be transformed under forced draft, but such villages were the
exception, not the rule.

In Long Bow the sudden destruction of the power and privileges of the gentry led to rapid social
advances, to the release of unprecedented popular energy, to burgeoning enthusiasm, optimism, and
popular confidence. It also led to excesses and tragedies. At least a dozen people were beaten to death
by angry crowds; some hardworking small holders were wrongly dispossessed; revolutionary leaders
at times rode roughshod over their followers. When the land reform team to which I was attached
came to the village in 1948, its main job turned out to be righting the wrongs of the immediate past.

Before these wrongs could be righted they had to be exposed. The work team, the village officers, and
the majority of the population concentrated for an extended period on what was wrong with past
policies and the conduct of individual leaders. They did this, not because the wrongs of the situation
outweighed the rights—on the contrary, quite the reverse was true—but because the wrongs
constituted a serious obstacle to further progress, an illness that if not cured could become lethal. This
book, by reflecting this concentration, gives crimes, mistakes, detours and discouragement more
weight than they deserve in any over-all evaluation of Long Bow's development. It thus tips the scale
even further toward the exceptional and away from the typical.

When it comes to telling the story of the Chinese Revolution, however, all of these exceptional
factors, far from creating obstacles, present very definite advantages. Because contradictions arose in
especially acute form in Long Bow and problems tended to etch themselves in very sharp relief, I felt
able to observe the revolutionary process more fully and to understand it more deeply than I would
have been able to do under more average circumstances and in more average surroundings. But the
reader should keep in mind that not many villages in China followed such a tortuous path to liberation
or experienced so much pain on the way.

Everyone in the revolutionary ranks learned from the kind of mistakes made in Long Bow at the
height of the Civil War and when, in 1949, land reform workers went out from the Taihang Mountains
by the tens of thousands to lead the Revolution in South and West China, they were far wiser men and
women than they had been when they challenged the local gentry for control of the future at the end of
the Japanese War.

The revolutionary process as it unfolded in China included advances and retreats, swings to the Right
and swings to the Left, daily, hourly, minute-by-minute accretions and sudden, qualitative changes of
state. Above all, the process went deep. It remade not only the material life of the people, but also
their consciousness. It was this latter aspect that constituted the special strength of the Revolution and
ensured, insofar as anything could, that the changes which it wrought would be both profound and
lasting.

Because I have tried to delineate not only dramatic leaps in the life of the people, but also that slow
accumulation of small changes without which no leaps could have occurred, I have written a book of
considerable length. Along the way I borrowed from the literary arsenal of the novelist, the journalist,
the social scientist, and the historian. What I have produced, finally, seems to me to resemble, in spirit
and in content, a documentary film. I call it, then, a documentary of revolution in a Chinese village.

In the last analysis, what made such a documentary possible was the involvement of hundreds of



people in its creation. Collectively the people of Long Bow, the members of the work team, and the
two interpreters who helped me, delved into the past of the community and revealed it in its dynamic,
many-faceted complexity.* Hence, the reader will find here, not one man's analysis of a small
community in transition, but the community's own self-examination, its own estimate of what
happened during the most crucial years of its existence. That examination was characterized by
honesty, thoroughness, and depth, because on it would be based not only understanding but action, not
only theory but practice—practice that must vitally affect the lives of millions.

The relevance of Long Bow's history to the present day can hardly be overemphasized. The story
revolves around the land question. Without understanding the land question one cannot understand the
Revolution in China, and without understanding the Revolution in China one cannot understand
today's world.

But the impact of the land question on world affairs is not a function of China's specific gravity alone.
Who shall own the land? Who shall rule the countryside? These are primary questions in the
revolution that is sweeping the whole of Asia, Africa, and Latin America.

* The language spoken in Southern Shansi is not pure Mandarin but a dialect. In addition to
pronouncing most words in their own local way, Shansi peasants use many words that do not appear in
any Chinese dictionary. Even interpreters well versed in Chinese dialects often find themselves at a
loss to decipher the details of conversations between peasants. Thus, though I had a working
knowledge of Chinese, it would have been impossible for me to follow the meetings without help.

That revolution, far from dying away, is intensifying. Sooner or later, all those countries where
agricultural production is a main source of wealth—and the relation between owners and producers a
main source of social conflict—will undergo great transformations. An understanding of the issues
involved and the solution already applied by one great nation is therefore important. In countries that
stand on the verge of land revolution, people are eager to study such lessons. In countries like our
own, whose leaders have the capacity to hasten or delay—though not forever to prevent—such
transformations in other lands, people ought to study them.

Because of these facts, I believe that this book is at least as timely today as it would have been had it
come out 18 years ago when I first gathered the raw notes for it in Long Bow Village. What happened
in China yesterday may well happen in Brazil, Nigeria, or India tomorrow.

Land reform is on the agenda of mankind.

William Hinton Fleetwood, Pa. May, 1966
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West and away the wheels of darkness roll, Day's beamy banner up the east is borne,

Spectres and fears, the nightmare and her foal. Drown in the golden deluge of the morn.

A. E. Housman

Prologue

China is a vast country. "When night falls in the east, the west is still lit up; when darkness covers the



south, the north remains bright." Hence, one need not worry about whether there is room to move
around.

Mao Tse-tung

All through the spring season the earth's canted axis swings ever closer into line with the sun. Each
day more heat is concentrated on the crust of the northern hemisphere until, with the arrival of the
summer solstice, the full force of the solar fire is turned on the seas and mountains, the deserts and the
plains of the temperate zone. This heat bakes the rocks until they flake, sets forest and tundra
steaming, vaporizes the surface of the lakes and oceans. In the vast turbulence of the atmosphere thus
created, gigantic mushrooms of hot air push skyward from the heart of continents and suck inland
beneath them the cool, rain-laden sea winds that break the spring drought.

So vast is the continent of Asia, so immense the winter-stilled and frozen wastes of Mongolia,
Sinkiang, Kazakhstan, and Tibet, so chilled the deserts of the Gobi and Takla Makan that the solstice
has come and gone, the arctic pole has already turned from the sun, and the days have already begun to
grow shorter before the accumulated heat of Central Asian sand and rock can reverse the seasons and
bring on the monsoon.

This ancient lag, this ever-recurring cosmic overlap of heat and cold, cold and heat, brings a violence
to the climate of all North China that is incalculable in its effect. From February to June cold winds
blow from Mongolia outward toward the sea, gripping all the land from the Yangtze to the Amur in
drought. Then, after weeks of hot and pregnant calm, the skies reverse themselves. Fierce torrential
rains sweep in from the Pacific, flash floods carve up the earthen hills of Shansi and Shensi, swell the
rivers with mud-clogged water, and inundate the flat plains bordering the sea.

These plains are, in fact, a creation of this cycle. But for the silt flung into the rivers and deposited
over the millenniums on the ocean floor, the Yellow Sea would still lap the Taihang Mountains on
Shan-si's border and Shantung's hills would still be, as they were in ancient times, an island range.

The great coastal plain of China, mother to a tenth part of the human race, is thus herself the child of a
monsoon which never ceases to harass the world it has created. The very winds, upon which all rains
and hence all life depend, periodically threaten the very existence of that life. Drought and flood,
flood and drought, alternating in perpetual procession, yearly call the Chinese people to battle against
the waters that sustain them.

The year 1947 was no exception. If anything, the rains that summer came earlier and fell more heavily
than usual. Even before the end of June the drought-cracked fields of Hopei and the sun-baked soil of
Shansi's mountain valleys had lost their structure completely and dissolved into mud. Carts bogged to
the axles. Mules, their sweating flanks stained red from the earth thrown up by their churning hooves,
strained in the harness, lurched forward and fell back panting. Along a million once solid tracks
connecting village to village, field to field, in a network that covered the countryside like a filigree of
lace, the battle between the carters and the husbandmen spread with ever-increasing intensity. At each
mudhole the carters tried to detour onto the more solid, crop-firmed soil of the fields themselves. But
the peasants, determined to defend their developing harvests, countered with deep pits dug beside the
road to keep the carts in line. As the season wore on these pits grew into a system of interconnected
moats and trenches until the countryside took on the appearance of a plain prepared for war. This
contest, as old as the wheel itself, never slackened as long as the rains continued to fall. Nor could



there be, by nature of the combat, any final victory or defeat but only an infinite series of minor
catastrophes—here a cart overturned in a water-filled trap, there a field of green corn mangled in the
mud.

And while this persistent battle between man and man intensified, a larger struggle between man and
nature unfolded week by week. With each succeeding rain the hollows and the low spots of the land
filled up with water. The muddy overflow spilled onto the crops. Small gullies that ten months of the
year lay dry and dusty suddenly bulged with flowing water. Whole villages were threatened. Between
and around all this the rivers, the Yungting, the Ying, the Chin, the Hutou and the Wei, rose and
swelled and rose some more to menace whole counties. Meanwhile to the south, from the gap in the
mountains called San Men, the great Yellow River itself, "China's Sorrow," lapped at the top of its
dykes, and spread fear throughout three provinces.

Throughout the Liberated Areas of the north country the battle of

the rivers was joined.* Along threatened dykes vast armies of men, women, and children toiled day
and night, carrying earth in wicker baskets, firming it down with rope-flung tamping stones, and
fixing in place the rock-laden mats that could halt a breakthrough. At night one could follow the
course of the waters by observing the fires set at intervals by flood watchers who huddled in mat
shelters to keep out of the weather. They constantly filled and lit their pipes in order to stay awake,
and every hour measured the height of the dark waters that ghded so silently, so menacingly past their
emergency stations.

As with the battle of the fields, there was in this struggle neither ultimate victory nor final defeat, but
only an endless series of tactical gains and losses—here a dyke that held, a whole county saved, there
a river run riot, a million people left homeless and hungry.

But even this battle, gigantic and far-flung as it was, was dwarfed that year by yet another conflict, a
Civil War almost as cosmic in scale as the monsoon itself. From the borders of Siberia to the mouth of
the Red River in the South China Sea, armies Red and White marched and counter-marched, encircled
and counter-encircled, besieged and broke siege in turn until over vast areas of countryside every
nursing child, every worried mother, every grandfather filling his pipe by the village gate, every
young man with a hoe on his shoulder and every young woman with a needle in her hand had
experienced this war.

Top-level squires and rural bulHes fled for safety to Peking, Tientsin, Mukden, Shanghai, and even
New York. Second-ranking gen-tlemen ran to such provincial towns as Taiyuan, Tsinan, Paoting, and
Kaifeng. Those of third rank took refuge behind the thick fortress wafls of county seats such as
Anyang. Yungnien, Kalgan, and Ta-tung. Lesser fry, lacking the means to get away, threw themselves
on the mercy of the newly-empowered Peasants' Associations and Village Congresses, and lived for
the day when the Home Return Corps, organized in the cities by their fleeing brethren, would sally
forth to wreak vengeance. These brethren in turn, fully controlling the coastal cities and still able to
deploy the manpower of vast areas in South and West China, placed their hopes for victory on supply
lines that reached out across the wide Pacific into the streets and workshops of

* Liberated Areas was the name originally given to those extensive tracts of countryside that were
liberated from Japanese control by the Eighth Route Army and its supporting militia during the years
1937-1945. Since liberation usually began in mountainous regions straddling the lines between



provinces, these areas were also called Border Regions. During the Civil War they expanded greatly.

America, where hundreds of thousands toiled to make the weapons with which Chinese might
slaughter Chinese.

In this, the Armageddon of Chinese feudalism, the terrible many-layered war of the land revolution,
no weapon was overlooked. The very floods of the monsoon became swords in the hands of opposing
armies, and silt-swollen rivers were unleashed by both sides in an effort to annihilate the enemy or
split his forces asunder.

At Yungnien, a black-walled fortress city halfway between Peking and the Yellow River, a
Kuomintang warlord named Yang entrenched himself with flour, wine, and women for a three-year
siege. Communist-led mihtia, driven back when they tried to storm the battlements by frontal assault,
raised a dyke around the town and turned the waters of the Wei River upon it. Just before the rising
flood burst open the city's massive gates, bombers, summoned by radio from Peking, blasted the dyke
and loosed a torrent that spread havoc through three counties.

Farther north, in Central Hopei, American-equipped troops under General Fu T'so-yi drove south out
of Tientsin in the middle of the rainy season and cut the dykes of the Grand Canal just as the crest of
the flood rolled down. Five counties west of the canal were inundated, hundreds of people drowned,
tens of thousands lost their homes and harvests. By this action General Fu's armies won a respite of
several weeks from partisan attacks in the famed Peking-Tientsin-Paoting triangle, an area the
Japanese, in eight long years, had never been able to pacify.

Devastating as these hydraulic thrusts proved to be, they were mere hose-play compared to the return
of that fearsome dragon, the Yellow River, to the course from which it had been blasted ten years
before in a vain attempt to stop Japan's headlong drive southward. The re-diversion was carried oui: in
March, 1947, by the Kuomintang Army with the aid of United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation
Administration technicians, funds, and supplies, and on orders from Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek
himself.

The river, rushing back into its pre-war bed, cut the Liberated Area of Shantung in half, placed half a
mile of water between the Shansi-based revolutionary armies of one-eyed General Liu Po-ch'eng in
the West and the Shantung-based revolutionary armies of General Ch'en Yi in the East. The artificial
flood disrupted the economy of a whole region. Some 500 villages that had housed 100,000 people for
more than a decade were submerged within a few days. The high water that followed the summer rains
threatened a plain inhabited by five million. When the peasants, by the hundreds of thousands,
gathered to repair the long abandoned dykes, Generalissimo Chiang

sent bombers to blast the renovated earthworks and fighter planes to strafe the dyke workers.*

Thus did the war grow in ferocity and ruthlessness. As both sides girded for increasingly decisive
battle the possibility of compromise receded swiftly into the background. Each day brought new
evidence that 1947 would be a year of decision in China's modern history.

In 1947 the Chinese Communist Party, confident of the strength of the 100 million people in the
guerrilla Base Areas of the North, moved from the defensive to the offensive in the war against the
Kuomintang. Its military forces, completely encircled on land and without a single plane in the air,



confounded friend and foe alike by suddenly thrusting three complete armies southward into the
Nationalist rear. In the Center, General Liu's men drove all the way from the north bank of the Yellow
River to the Tapieh Mountains on the banks of the Yangtze overlooking Nanking. In the East, General
Ch'en Yi filed down into North Kiangsu and Anhwei to outflank the strategic railway town of Kaifeng.
In the West, General Chen Keng forded the Yellow River and swept to the Hupeh border, thus
isolating Loyang. By re-establishing three important guerrilla bases in East, Central, and West China
these three armies turned the war inside out, converted encirclement into counter-encirclement and
disrupted Chiang's plan to strangle the Revolution in its war-devastated North China redoubt.

The military offensive of 1947 was accompanied by an equally important political offensive. The
heart of this second offensive was the Draft Agrarian Law, formulated in the fall of 1947 and
announced to the world on December 28 of that year. With sentences as abrupt as the strokes of a
fodder-chopping knife, the new law proclaimed the death of landlordism:

Article I —The agrarian system of feudal and semi-feudal exploitation is abolished. The agrarian
system of "land-to-the-tiller" is to be realized.

Article IT —Landownership rights of all landlords are abolished.

Article IIT —Landownership rights of all ancestral shrines, temples, monasteries, schools, institutions,
and organizations are abolished.

Article IV —AIll debts incurred in the countryside prior to the reform of the agrarian system are
cancelled.

* The bombing of these dykes was described to me by PhiUip Thomford of Pennsylvania, an
agricultural officer of UNRRA, who witnessed it. It was also documented by the Chinese Liberated
Areas Relief Administration in the report of their work issued in Shanghai in 1948.

With these provisions of the law the revolutionaries of China once again threw down the gauntlet to
Chiang Kai-shek and his American backers. They now demanded, not some modified relationship
between the classes such as had served to unite the nation against Japan, not a settling of accounts
with profiteers and collaborators such as had stirred the Liberated Areas after Japan's surrender, but
the abolition of the rural class system itself, complete, unequivocal, universal. From the Amur to
Hainan, from Shanghai to Chengtu, the land must be distributed to those who worked it. The manner
of the distribution was set forth in Articles VI and VIII;

Article VI —. . . . All land of landlords in the village, all public land, shall be taken over by the village
peasants' associations, and together with the other village lands, in accordance with the total
population of the village, irrespective of male or female, young or old, shall be unifiedly and equally
distributed; with regard to the quantity of land, surplus shall be taken to relieve dearth, and with
regard to the quality of land, fertile land shall be taken to supplement infertile, so that all the people of
the village shall obtain land equally; and it shall be the individual property of each person.

Article VIII —Village peasants' associations shall take over the landlords' animals, agricultural
implements, houses, grain and other properties, shall further expropriate the surplus animals,
agricultural implements, houses, grain and other properties of rich peasants, and these shall be
distributed to peasants lacking these properties, and to other poor people, and furthermore an equal



portion shall be distributed to the landlords. The property distributed to each person shall be his
personal property, thus enabling all village people to obtain proper materials for production and for
livelihood.

This new Draft Agrarian Law was destined to play as important a role in China's Civil War of 1946-
1950 as the Emancipation Proclamation played in the American Civil War of 1861-1865. Lincoln's
Emancipation Proclamation confiscated without compensation $3 billion worth of property in slaves;
put an end to the possibility of compromise between the industrial North and the slave-holding South
in the military contest then raging; made the slave system itself, rather than regional autonomy, the
nub of the conflict; cleared the way for the recruitment of hundreds of thousands of emancipated black
men into the Union Army; and spread the war into every corner of Confederate territory with
devastating effect.

Mao's Draft Agrarian Law confiscated without compensation $20 billion worth of property in land,;
put an end to all possible compromise between the Communist Party and the Kuomintang; made
country-wide overthrow of the landlords and the compradores, rather than the defense of the Liberated
Areas, the main aim of the war;

facilitated the capitulation and recruitment of huge blocks of Chiang's soldiers into the People's
Liberation Army; inspired peasant unrest in the far corners of China; and gave impetus to
demonstrations of workers, students, merchants, and professional people in urban centers throughout
the Kuomintang rear.

Nor was the impact of the new Draft Law confined, as one might suppose, to territories as yet
unconquered by the Revolution. Inside the old Liberated Areas, where land reform in one form or
another had begun the day the Japanese surrendered, the Draft Law inaugurated a new stage in the
continuing struggle. Its provisions served as a yardstick by which to measure the achievements of
three years (1945-1947) of more moderate reforms in an area as large as France and Germany
combined. Had the land been equally divided? Had the political power of the gentry been broken? Had
the poor peasants and hired laborers taken control of village affairs? If not, why not?

The new Draft Law also served as a yardstick by which to measure the political position of every
revolutionary, of every Communist Party member, of every government functionary, every leader of a
mass organization, and every individual teacher, peasant, student, peddler, worker, soldier, tradesman,
or intellectual who opted for progress and a new, democratic China. On which side do you stand? Do
you stand with the poor peasants and hired laborers, the most oppressed and exploited people in the
nation, or do you stand with the landlords, the rich peasants, and the feudal exploiters? Do you intend
to carry the Revolution through to its end by creating a new system of land tenure or do you intend to
stand in the way, to act as a brake, to stop things halfway?

With the promulgation of the new Draft Law, a "thunder and lightning, drum and cymbal" attack was
launched on the remnants of traditional exploitation and on the residues of landlord and rich-peasant
thinking in the revolutionary ranks throughout the Liberated Areas of North China.

In honor of the campaign, red flags, which had entirely disappeared during the years of the Japanese
War, suddenly blossomed over streets, courtyards, and village gates. The Chinese sun on a blue field,
symbol of the Anti-Japanese United Front, vanished from the badges that adorned many caps and
lapels, and in its place the red star and hammer and sickle emblem reminiscent of the Red Army of the



1930's reappeared. Down from the compound walls came the six-feet-high slogans of moderation and
defense, and up in their place went the flaming words of the offensive: "Equally Divide the Land" and
"Drive to Nanking; Capture Chiang Alive!"

The Lunar New Year—traditionally an occasion for week-long feasting, relaxation and Chinese opera
—was transformed that winter, into a mass demonstration of support for the Chinese Communist
Party, the Draft Agrarian Law, and the leadership of Mao Tse-tung.

In Changchih City, the main urban center of the South Shansi Highlands, local residents and peasants
from the surrounding villages turned out by the thousands to celebrate 1948. The city was decorated
from one end to the other. In front of every shop a bright red flag, replete with gold hammer and
sickle, proudly waved. Across the streets and alleys on all but invisible strings fluttered countless
pennants of colored paper. Each bore a slogan supporting the new land law or denouncing Chiang Kai-
shek and his bandit gang. From a distance these pennants looked like red and blue confetti dancing in
the sun. Along three of the four main streets—north, south, and west—stages-large enough for full-
scale theatrical performances were set up on heavy timbers and hung with red silk.

Peasants, pouring through the recently-levelled gates of the walled town, jammed the roadways with
their animals and vehicles. From the valleys came mule carts with iron-shod wooden wheels four feet
in diameter. From the mountain heights came ridiculous little donkey-drawn vehicles with platforms
three feet across and wheels the size of cooking pots. On the wooden framework of these carts, large
and small, sat mothers, grandmothers, and children of all ages, dressed in bright silks and many-
colored cottons.

Among the attractions which drew them to the town was the yangko dancing. A small parade preceded
the performance of each yangko team. In the lead came young men with red banners bearing the name
of the club, block committee, or Peasants' Association which they represented. Behind them came the
musicians with their drums, cymbals, gongs, and pipes. Next came the acting group and then a long
column of dancers.

When the group arrived at a likely spot—any place where large numbers of people stood around
waiting for something to happen— the dancers started to form a big circle doing the yangko rock
(three steps forward, one step back) the body swaying in time to the music, the arms swinging
gracefully. The girls all carried wide scarves of silk that were tied to their waists with large red bows.
They held the two free ends in their hands so that the silk waved and fluttered with each movement of
the arms. Like shimmering butterflies they wove figure eights and clover leaves and other intricate
patterns and finally

formed a circle inside of which the actors assembled to perform the plays and skits which they
themselves had written.

The most popular theme of these many plays was land reform. The two points which most of them
hammered home were the need to depend on the poor-and-hired peasants and the importance of
uniting with the middle peasants. Many groups portrayed a villainous landlord who tried to sabotage
all land division, a rich peasant who schemed with him, a middle peasant who worried lest the new
land law be used against him, and a village political worker who sold out the poor for favors from the
rich. But a hired laborer with the help of a Communist Party member always won the confidence of
the people in the end. The landlord and his running dog cowered in disgrace, the poor peasant danced a



merry jig with the middle peasant, while the boys and girls of the dancing brigade burst into joyous
song and began their yangko all over again.

Othe'r skits had to do with the national and international scene. Chiang Kai-shek came in for much
buffeting about, as did the Soongs, the K'ungs and the Ch'ens—China's three other ruling families.
These men were represented in typical fashion—Soong always with a Western-style hat, Ch'en in a
black landlord's gown, Chiang in preposterous military regalia, and K'ung, the banker, always
clutching a large briefcase stuffed with money.

Adding to the merriment and confusion of sound were other groups performing stick dances. The
participants carried bamboo rods about three feet long that were decorated at each end with bells and
tassels. To a very fast beat these sticks were struck against different parts of the body and with each
blow the bells jingled. When 20 or 30 people did this in perfect unison, the rhythmic effect stirred the
feet of every bystander.

The streets overflowed with yangko and stick dancers, each orchestra trying to play louder than the
last, each group of dancers striving to step out more vigorously than the one in front of it, each actor
attempting to outdo in gesture and voice the others in the cast. Add to this the thousands upon
thousands of country people milling about; the peddlers vending hot mutton soup, candy, peanuts, and
pears; the hundreds of carts going and coming; the red banners and the colored paper spinning and
twirling in the air. It was a scene of immense vigor and public rejoicing such as that ancient county
town had rarely if ever witnessed.

And, as if all this were not enough, the three great stages on the three main streets presented a
continuous succession of plays, each to an enormous changing crowd. Farther on, at the fairgrounds on
the east side of the town, a commercial circus displayed the talents of

trained monkeys and trick riders, while, from the platform of an abandoned temple, a traditional opera
troupe sang to an audience of thousands.

For two days and nights the festivities continued without letup.

I observed the tumultuous New Year activity in Changchih as a member of the faculty of Northern
University, the educational and cultural center of the Shansi-Hopei-Honan-Shantung Border Region. I
had come to China one year earlier as a tractor technician with the United Nations Relief and
Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA), and had been sent to the Communist-led area of South Hopei
to supervise a project there. When UNRRA closed down all over the world in the fall of 1947, the
tractors under my care were put in storage for lack of gasoline, and I accepted an invitation from
Northern University to teach English in South Shansi.

The University was a guerrilla institution which moved according to the dictates of war. It was housed
at that time in a huge expropriated mission compound at Kao Settlement, a village in the Fifth District
of Lucheng County, ten miles north of Changchih. I had no sooner settled down to teach there than
half the faculty and students of the institution departed to join the land reform movement, an exodus
that occurred a few days after the New Year celebrations. Hundreds of volunteers from the University
joined an equal number of local county and subcounty (district) cadres* to make up work teams that
were assigned to key villages throughout the region. In groups of 10 or 12 these cadres went out to
survey the true condition of the peasant population and carry the land reform through to completion.



The excitement generated by the departure of so many of its students and staff members electrified the
whole University. Young men and women in blue ran back and forth tying up belongings, roll-

* The Chinese word for cadre is kanpu, which means "backbone personnel.” It has no satisfactory
English equivalent, even though it is commonly translated by the French word "cadre." Since "cadre,"
as ordinarily used in English, means a group of trained persons, it is not exactly suitable for referring
to individual members of such a group. Yet the Chinese word is used both for the group and for the
individual.

In this book the word "cadre" is used to designate any person who plays a full- or part-time leading
role in any area of political activity whether it be the government, the Communist Party, or the
Peasants' Association. It is also used to describe technical personnel in industry, agriculture,
education, etc., who are employed by the government.

ing their quilts into tight bundles, fastening shoulder straps to improvised bedrolls, singing snatches of
song and talking excitedly to one another. Many who had not been chosen to go stood around with
wistful expressions, revealing how much they too would have liked to be on their way to the
countryside.

When, at last, all the volunteers were ready, they assembled in the street with their bundles on their
backs and a bright red flag flying over them. The President of the .University, the famous historian
Fan Wen-Ian, lean, slightly stooped, peering with failing eyes through thick glasses, gave them a
gentle, scholarly farewell talk. Then, to the accompaniment of rolling drums and clashing cymbals,
the adventurous brigade strode off. At the first crossroad it split into two columns, one marching east,
the other south. Last farewells were said and handshakes quickly concluded. One student grabbed the
staff of the red flag and waved it high in the air. Others put their caps on their walking sticks and
whirled them triumphantly overhead.

The swiftly-moving volunteers gradually merged into the landscape, leaving only two streaks of wind-
whipped dust hanging over the paths they had taken. In the wide, bright sky, clouds like puffs of
cotton sped southward on the wind. The mountains in the distance were white with the year's last
snow. At least it seemed to be the last, for the breath of spring in the air that day made one forget
winter. Soon the peasants would be out plowing, and before the time to plant arrived, ten million
ragged, landless families would join that vast army of those who already owned their own good earth.

Standing in the road, watching the dust kicked up by the students' departure gradually settle, I was
overcome with longing to join the great adventure. My job at the University was to teach English, but
how could the teaching of English compare with the remolding of the world through land reform?

I walked directly from the edge of the village to President Fan's office on the second floor of the
enormous Kao Settlement monastery. The President was in. Quietly, with sympathetic attention, he
listened to my plea.

"Here is one of history's great moments," I said. "I want to see and take part in it more than I have ever
wanted to do anything in my life. Can't I join one of the teams, at least as an observer, and learn at
first hand what the land reform is all about?"

President Fan could not give me an immediate answer. He had to consult with the subregional and



county authorities. Three days later he called me in and said that I could go to one of the nearby
villages where a land reform work team was already stationed, on condition that I continue to teach a
few English classes each week. He assigned

a young woman instructor, Ch'i Yun, to accompany me and to act as my interpreter.

The village nearest to Kao Settlement that had been chosen as a base for the work of a land reform
team was a community named Long Bow. It lay approximately one mile to the south. I had already
walked through it several times, had even had a bowl of hot soup at the village inn there on one
occasion, but had heretofore paid very little attention to the place. It was, outwardly at least, no
different from a thousand other hamlets that dotted the valleys of South Shansi. As a matter of fact, I
was a little disappointed that the land reform which I was to observe was to take place right at the
doorstep of the University. It would be more adventurous to walk to some distant place, to work in
some isolated valley that I had not yet seen. But I had no alternative. Since both Ch'i Yun and I had to
teach, we either had to choose the nearest village or not go at all.

On the morning of March 6, 1948, the two of us finally set off for the first time on the road to Long
Bow and began the long process of getting to know its people, their history, their progress, their
mistakes and their complex current problems.

PART I
Sowing the Wind

O masters, lords and rulers in all lands. How will the future reckon with this Man? How answer his
brute question in that hour When whirlwinds of rebellion shake all shores? How will it be with
kingdoms and with kings — With those who shaped him to the thing he is — When this dumb Terror
shall rise to judge the world, After the silence of the centuries?

From Edwin Markham's "The Man with the Hoe"
Long Bow Village

Times and seasons, what things are you, Bringing to my life ceaseless change? I will lodge forever in
this hollow Where springs and autumns unheeded pass.

Tao Yun

Long bow village lies in the southeast quarter of Shansi Province on the high plateau country that
butts against the back of the Taihang Mountains. It is 400 miles southwest of Peking and 100 miles
from the gap in the mountains directly to the south, through which the Yellow River flows out onto the
North China plain.

The South Shansi plateau, known as the Shangtang (associated with heaven) because of its elevation,
is itself creased with barren mountains, but between the ranges are wide valleys containing
considerable areas of fertile soil. In the heart of one of these valleys lies the old county town of
Changchih. The road running north from Changchih proceeds on the level for seven miles, through and
past numerous mud villages, and then climbs gently over a long hill. Just beyond the hill, where the



land levels out again, is the village of Long Bow.*

The land revolution in Long Bow began with the retreat and surrender of the Japanese Army and its
Chinese puppet forces in 1945. For how many centuries prior to that year this village had endured in
this place almost without change I do not know. Certainly for hundreds of years, any tired traveler
who paused to rest at the crest of the hill and looked out over the flat to the north saw substantially the
same sight—a complex of adobe walls under a canopy of trees set in the middle of a large expanse of
fields. These fields

* Since the county line runs along the southern edge of the hill, Long Bow is not in Changchih County
but in the County of Lucheng, the next walled town to the north. The counties of China have
traditionally been divided into several districts, or cfi'u, for administrative purposes. The southwestern
district of Lucheng County was called the Fifth District. If Long Bow had any distinction at all it was
as the seat of the Fifth District administration.
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were barren, brown and desolate in winter, while in summer they were green, yellow and clothed with
diverse crops.

To look down on this valley in January was to look upon a world of frozen immobility. Through most
of each day not even a wisp of smoke could be seen curling up from the squat mud chimneys that
poked above the gently sloping roofs marking the settlement; the rich, who kept their fires burning
day and night, burned a coal and earth mixture that gave off no smoke, and the poor, who burned roots,
straw, and wild dry grasses, lit their fires only at meal time, and then only long enough to boil a few
handfuls of millet.

In the depths of winter the temperature often went below zero. Rich and poor alike stayed indoors.
Only on the main north-south road could any sign of human activity be seen. This was the route taken
by the carters who hauled freight out of the mountains regardless of weather. In the stillness of the
cold mountain air the crashing of their iron-shod wheels against the frozen ruts could be heard at a
great distance. From the top of the hill it sounded like the rumbling of distant drums or the busy
pounding of some tireless carpenter knocking together a hollow barrel.

With the coming of warm weather this all but lifeless scene was transformed. From the first cock-
crow in the semi-darkness before dawn until the red sun went down behind the western mountains at
night, peasants by the hundreds came and went on the land, plowing, hauling manure, planting,
harvesting. There were always so many people in the fields that they could talk to one another as they
worked without leaving their own plots.

From the hill this scene took on the likeness of some slow-motion ritual dance of man and nature that
completely obscured the painful, backbreaking labor that was in progress. The stage never seemed to
be crowded. Yet everywhere the eye rested something was sure to move—here a donkey strained at
the plow; there a man, stripped to the waist, raked together corn stubble; nearby a barefoot boy spread
night soil, three women on their knees thinned millet, a child, naked as the day he entered this world,
played with some sticks in a ditch. Over the traveler's head the warm, motionless air hummed and



whistled as a flight of swallows swooped low. Birds, people, oxen, sheep, children, dogs—it was like
one of Breughel's marvelously crowded paintings—and always in the background, the heavily laden
carts moved in both directions, their iron thunder muffled now by the long-thawed resilience of the
loess-like soil.

If the traveler, rested at last, walked on down the hill, he found that the village street was but the
continuation of the long gully that had brought him from the heights. During the heavy July rains the
run-off

from all the higher ground to the south rushed down the gully, poured along the village street and
emptied into the village pond, a large natural basin conveniently located at the center of the
community. In this way the supply of soft water for washing clothes was periodically replenished, and
in the shade of the willows by the water's edge a few women and girls could always be found
scrubbing away on the flat rocks that served as washboards.

Both sides of this gully-like main street were lined with mud walls six to eight feet high, broken here
and there by covered gateways that led into the courtyards of the people. Beside each gate was the
family privy, hopefully placed at the edge of the public road in anticipation of a contribution to the
domestic store of fertilizer from any traveler who might be in need of relief.

Running off at right angles from the main road were several smaller lanes, also lined with walls set at
intervals with courtyard gates. From these lanes, still smaller alleys ran off in turn to other entrances
so that the whole village was rather like a maze, regular in outline, yet haphazardly filled in with
lanes, alleys, walls enclosing courtyards, and low mud houses built against these walls.

Over the centuries, in spite of much new construction, the village persisted in presenting a crumbled
look. Built of adobe from the earth underfoot, any neglected wall, any unattended roof soon returned,
under the hammering of summer rains, to the soil from whence it came. Always there were walls that
had collapsed, gates that had fallen down, roofs that had buckled. In places one could wander into
courtyards directly from the street through great gaps in the adobe, and people continually found new
shortcuts and created new paths along which to move from house to house. Only the rich could afford
to keep their walls standing sharp and clean, capped with the lime and straw mixture that alone could
withstand a few seasons of weather. Some of the gentry even built with fired brick. Such houses stood
through many generations, while the peasants' huts washed out, were rebuilt, and washed out again and
again.

Beside the village pond, whose banks served as a social center as well as a laundry for the women, was
an open space large enough to park many carts and still leave the main road free. Day and night there
were always carts in this square, for while the most heavily-traveled route skirted the village to the
east, many a driver, on reaching Long Bow, was hungry enough, tired enough, or lonely enough to
direct his animals into the village street and pull up in the square in search of refreshment, rest, and
companionship. All three were offered by the village inn which served hot water to all coniers and to
the hungry steamed bread, noodles, or unleavened pancakes chopped

up in order to be fried or boiled together with whatever vegetables were in season. Owned at different
times by various prosperous gentry and run by one or another of their agents or dependents, this inn
was nothing more than an adobe hut with a canopy of reed matting built out over the street in front to
shelter a table or two. Behind the hut a long shed contained a platform for the carters to sleep on and,



at the far end, a set of feed troughs from which their animals could dine on chopped straw and
kaoliang stalks.

Beside the inn was a little store that had also changed hands many times. It was a down-at-the-heels
adobe structure with a squeaking door and tattered paper on the windows. Out front, sheltered from the
sun by a reed mat similar to that which adorned the inn, the storekeeper could usually be found
sipping hot water from a cracked teapot as he concentrated on a game of Chinese chess. Inside he sold
tobacco, soap, towels, needles, wine, bean oil, salt, sugar, biscuits, a little cloth, and other assorted
articles necessary to daily life that could not be made at home. There was no hurry about such sales.
Customers, as often as not, joined the storekeeper in a game of chess before going inside to make their
purchases.

Soldiers could usually be seen loitering about the store and inn. In earlier times they were the troops
of the Imperial Garrison commanded by Manchu officers. In 1911 these were replaced by the
conscripts of Yen Hsi-shan, warlord governor of Shansi, who were ousted in turn by the Japanese in
1938. These soldiers, regardless of their allegiance, were quartered on the people, lived a dissolute and
corrupt life, and took whatever they wanted for their pleasure, including the wives and daughters of
the poor peasants. Their officers, wined and dined by the gentry, pursued the same pleasures in more
genteel surroundings and by more subtle means. In this they had the tacit consent of their hosts, who
found in the troops a guarantee of their personal safety and the continued smooth collection of land
rents.

Just to the north of the store and also on the edge of the square was a solid brick and timber Buddhist
temple, whose upturned roof corners might well remind the traveler of the propped-up flap of a
Mongolian tent. This temple was built by the Shen clan and was managed through the years by leading
gentry of that name. There the people came to burn incense and offer prayers for good fortune,
abundant crops, and many children. At several other points in and around the village there were small
mud temples or shrines adorned with the clay likenesses of various minor gods—the god of
agriculture, the god of fertility, and the god of health. At these temples also the people burned incense,
murmured prayers, and left the offerings of

Steamed bread and sweet cakes that enabled many a poor beggar to survive. In the southern part of the
village, a second clan temple sat in the center of a large courtyard. It was surrounded by numerous
outbuildings, all of which, along with the temple itself, had long been abandoned to rats, dogs, and
mischievous children.

The only other points of interest in Long Bow outside the village homes themselves were the
distilleries and hole-in-the-wall craft establishments manned by peasants skilled at different trades.
The number of distilleries varied over the years, depending on the prosperity of the landlord families
that owned and ran them, but all of them made the same thing—a hard white liquor called paikar that
was distilled from fermented sorghum or corn. The craft shops included a blacksmith's forge, a drug
dispensary that carried in stock a few hundred of the many thousand drugs and herbs sold by Chinese
apothecaries, a number of carpentry shops that made everything from wooden shovels to cartwheels,
and several weaving establishments with looms capable of turning out rough cloth about two feet in
width. No matter what these craftsmen did, in the summer they also worked on the land. It took every
able-bodied person in the village to plant, hoe, and harvest the crops—every able-bodied person, that
is, save the landlords, who, with their inch-long fingernails and ankle-length gowns, never dreamed of
soiling their hands with labor of any sort.



The population of the village varied drastically in size. A poor crop year could easily cut the number
of residents in half, a part of the poor dying in the huts where they lived and the rest fleeing to other
regions in a desperate gamble for survival. By and large, however, the thousand acres of land that
encircled the village could support between 200 and 300 families and no sooner did farnine on the
Shangtang plateau cut down the number of Long Bow people and drive them to other places than
famine in other parts of North China drove new people to the plateau to settle in their place.

The erratic nature of the weather was thus responsible for a very heterogeneous population. There are
many villages in China where the majority of the inhabitants have the same surname, consider
themselves to be of one family and are in fact related by common descent from the original settlers.
Not so in Long Bow. The various families living there often bore as many as 40 different surnames.
Even though the village itself was called Changchuang or Chang Settlement by its inhabitants, often
only a small minority of families bore that name. They were at times outnumbered two to one by the
Wangs, and even the Kuos surpassed them in households more than once. Other names common in the
village were Shen, Li, and Shih, to mention but a few.

Counting noses among the 200-odd families one could ordinarily tally up about a thousand persons
altogether. This meant that on the average there was one acre of land for every man, woman, and
child.* The crops from this one acre, in a good year, were ample for the support of a single person,
considering the very low standard of living that prevailed. But the poor who rented land or worked out
as hired laborers got less than half the crops they tilled, while the rich got the surplus from many
acres. That is why some were able to build enormous underground tombs marked for eternity, or so
they thought, with stone tortoises bearing obelisks inscribed with the family name, while others when
they died were thrown into a hole in the ground with only a reed mat wrapped around them and a few
shovelfuls of earth to mark the place.

Graves large and small dotted the land around Long Bow. As if this were not enough obstruction to
tillage, the fields were divided into countless narrow strips and plots, each one owned by a different
family. Even on the level there were few fields larger than half an acre, while on the hill, where the
land was terraced, there were strips only a few yards wide that ran in great S curves around the slopes,
and small triangles at the top end of gullies that contained but a few square yards of ground. Land was
so valuable in the Shangtang that the peasants found it necessary to build stone walls as high as 15 feet
to hold back a few feet of earth and make it level. Where the hills were too steep to terrace, they
ploughed anyway and cropped the ground for a year or two until the soil washed away completely. In
the mountains to the east of Long Bow Village men plowed hills so steep that an extra person was
needed to stand on the slope above and keep tension on a rope tied around the ox lest he slip and roll
away.

Although on level ground roads and paths led out through the fields, no hill fields could be reached
with a cart, and farm implements had to be light enough for one man to carry. The plows, harrows,
seeders, and other equipment used were all light enough to be picked up with one hand and were made
entirely of wood except for the point of the plow itself. All of these implements, although in use for
centuries, were still only supplementary to the main tool, the hoe, handed down almost unchanged
since prehistoric times. The hoe used in Long Bow was a great iron blade weighing several pounds and
fastened to the end of a stick as large as a man's wrist. This tool, which was designed to turn soil and
sod, was also used for the delicate work of thinning millet and weeding corn. By hard work a man



* The acres mentioned here and throughout the text of the book are English acres, each being
equivalent to six Chinese mou.

could hoe one sixth of an acre a day. Since all the peasants aspired to hoe their crops at least three
times, a great part of every growing season was spent in hoeing.

The crops grew only on what was put into the soil each year; hence manure was the foundation of the
whole economy. The chief source of supply was the family privy, and this became, in a sense, the
center of the household. Long Bow privies were built in the form of a deep cistern, topped with
timber, or stone, and provided with a single narrow slot at ground level for both deposition and
extraction. Here night soil in liquid form accumulated all winter. Legendary in the region were the
landlords so stingy that they would not allow their hired men to defecate in the fields but made them
walk all the way back to the ancestral home to deposit their precious burden. Other landlords would
not hire local people on a long-term basis because local people were wont to use their own privies
while a man from outside used that of his employer.

Animal manure, together with any straw, stalks, or other waste matter, was composted in the yard. So
highly was it valued that old people and children constantly combed the roads and cart tracks for
droppings which they scooped up and carried home in baskets. This need to conserve every kind of
waste and return it to the land was responsible for the tidy appearance of the streets and courtyards
even though the walls were crumbling and the roofs falling in. Nothing, absolutely nothing, was left
lying around. Even the dust of the street was swept up and thrown on the compost heap or into the
privy, for village dust was more fertile, by far, than the soil in the fields.

The clothes that people wore and the food that they ate were all products of the village land. Even the
gentry, who possessed for festive occasions silks and satins imported from the South, donned for
everyday wear the same homespun cottons that served to clothe their servants and their tenants..
Though styles did evolve over the centuries, the basic workday clothing changed little. In summer
everyone wore thin jackets and pants of natural cotton bleached white or dyed blue or black with
indigo. Long Bow women liked to wear white jackets and black pants, but this was by no means
universal.

In cold weather everyone wore clothes padded with cotton. These made people look twice as big as
they really were and provided warmth in two ways, first by the insulation of the thick layer of cotton
and second by the lice which made themselves at home in the seams. Since the padded clothes could
not be washed without taking the lining out— a major operation—it was almost impossible to get

rid of lice from day to day. Their constant biting and the interminable scratching that accompanied it
generated a fair amount of heat. On any warm day in winter a large number of people could always be
found sitting in various sunlit corners with their padded jackets across their knees. There they hunted
the lice, picked them out, and crushed them expertly between their thumbnails.

Children under five were exposed from below in all weather because their padded clothes were not
sewn together at the crotch. The slit, which ran upward from just above the knees to a point a little
below the tip of the backbone, was very convenient when nature called but was drafty in winter. It
must be said, however, that the children didn't seem to mind at all and ran about in the bitterest
weather just as if they were all sewn in like their elders.



Shangtang shoes were also made of cotton cloth but, because the soles consisted of many layers sewn
through and through with hemp thread, they were as tough as any leather and lasted from four to six
months even with hard wear on the mountain roads. Only the women had no need for such heavy
shoes. Their feet were bound, the toes bent under, and the bones stunted so that they formed a crushed
stump not more than two or three inches in length. Women walked as if on stilts. They could not run at
all. Yet widowed women among the poor often had to work in the fields from dawn until dark. Foot
binding came to an end almost everywhere in the period between the two world wars but even in 1945
young girls with crippled feet could still be found in the mountain counties of Shansi.

The food eaten in Long Bow was very simple. Since maize was the major crop everyone ate corn
dumplings, called keta, in the morning, and corn meal mush, or noodles made of corn at noon. At
night they ate millet porridge with a few noodles in it. After the wheat harvest in July everyone ate
noodles for several days, but this was considered quite a luxury and only the most fortunate carried the
custom on into August. These same families were the only ones who ate three meals a day throughout
the year. Most people cut down to two meals, or even one when winter set in. Thus undernourished
they moved about as little as possible and tried to conserve their strength until spring.

In addition to the cereal grains people ate salt turnip all year round, cabbage when they had it, and
other vegetables such as eggplant, scallions, chives, and wild herbs in season. But these were simply
garnishment to the main dish which was always corn, millet, or wheat. The big problem facing the
peasants over the years was not to obtain some variety in their diet, but to find anything to eat at all.
They often had to piece out their meager harvest of grain with

bran, chaff, wild herbs from the hills or even the leaves from the trees or tree bark as the ch'un huang
(spring hunger) set in. Each day that one survived was a day to be thankful for and so, throughout the
region, in fat years and in lean, the common greeting came to be not "Hello" or "How are you?" but a
simple, heartfelt "Have you eaten?"

Can the Sun Rise in the West?

Dirty frogs want to feed on crane,

Poor scum hope for great happenings in vain.
Look at yourself in some ditch water, do!

What great deeds can be done by the likes of you?
Can snow fall in mid-July?

Can the sun rise in the western sky?

Landlord Ts'ui

From the opera

Wang Kuei and Li Hsiang-hsiang

Long bow village shared in the turbulent history of feudal China.* Over the centuries the Empire was



many times invaded and twice conquered from without. From within the body politic was rocked by
violent rebellion no less than 18 times. Province-wide and county-wide revolts were too numerous to
record. But neither conquest nor rebellion altered the basic contours of society. The invaders were
pastoral nomads who grafted themselves onto the apex of the country's power structure without
modifying its base. The rebels were most of them peasants. Even though these peasants several times
brought dynasties low they proved historically unable to establish any alternative to the emperor-
ruled, landlord-tenant system. After each upheaval life returned once again to the old way.

Even the century of mounting crisis and change that began for China with the British-imposed Opium
War of 1840 failed to shatter, though it certainly weakened, the hold of the gentry over China's

* Many scholars use the word feudal to describe only the vassal-lord, serf-and-manor system
characteristic of medieval Europe. In this book the word is used in a broader sense to describe a
society in which a ruling class, basing its power on the private ownership of and control over land,
lived off a share of the produce extracted from that land by a class of laboring people. The latter,
though neither slaves nor serfs, were still so closely bound to the land which they cultivated as to
make them little better than serfs of the landed proprietors. It was a society, furthermore, in which
these two classes constituted the main social forces and determined the contours of development.
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good earth and the peasants who tilled it. As late as 1945 many gentry in the interior still could not
conceive of basic change as possible. Families might rise and fall, rebel armies advance or retreat,
new gods challenge old, machine textiles replace handwoven goods, steam and electricity replace man
and mule in distant ports, but in the quiet countryside landlords continued to don long gowns, collect
exorbitant rents, pay off the soldiery, manicure their fingernails, and eat white flour made from wheat.
Tenants continued to wear dirt-stained trousers, sweat in the fields, render up the major part of what
they raised in taxes and rent, and shiver through the winter on coarse millet, chaff, and bran. When
anyone mentioned change, the gentry asked confidently: "Can the sun rise in the west?"

This confidence of the gentry was based on the stability of the land system and the culture it
engendered—a system and a culture that had survived and often flourished since before the time of
Christ. Under this system, which in one decade abruptly disappeared forever from mainland China, a
typical community was made up of a small number of landlords and rich peasants and a large number
of hired laborers, poor peasants and middle peasants.* The landlords and rich peasants, who made up
less than 10 percent of the rural population, owned from 70 to 80 percent of the land, most of the draft
animals and the bulk of the carts and implements. The hired laborers, the poor peasants, and the
middle peasants, who made up more than 90 percent of the population, held less than 30 percent of the
land, only a few draft animals,, and a scattering of implements and carts—a condition which placed
them perennially at the mercy of the more well-to-do and condemned them to a life of veritable
serfdom.

If one takes the percentages above as a yardstick one finds that the people of Long Bow were more
fortunate than the average, for the concentration of land ownership there, in the early 1940's, was not
nearly as high as was general in other parts of China, or even in other

* "Those who possess a great deal of land, who do not themselves labor but depend entirely on
exploiting the peasants through rent and usury, sustaining themselves without toiling— these are the



landlords. Those who own large amounts of land, plow animals and farm implements, who themselves
take part in labor although at the same time they exploit the hired labor of peasants— these are the
rich peasants. Those who have land, plow animals, and farm implements, who labor themselves and do
not exploit others, or do so only slightly— these are the middle peasants. Those who have only a small
amount of land, farm implements and plow animals, who labor on their own land but at the same time
have to sell a part of their labor power— these are the poor peasants. Those who have no land, plow
animals, or farm implements and who must sell their labor power— these are the hired laborers."
(From Jen Pi-shih, Several Problems Regarding Land Reform, 1948. Not published in English.)

parts of the Shangtang region. On the eve of the land revolution the landlords and the rich peasants
together made up about seven percent of the population and owned directly 164 acres, or 18 percent of
the land. Through religious and clan associations they controlled another 114 acres bringing the total
land under their control to 278 acres, or 31 percent. They also owned 18 oxen, mules, and donkeys, or
about 33 percent of the draft animals. These were low figures compared to many other Chinese
communities.

If the landlords and rich peasants held less than was usual, the middle peasants held much more. They
made up 40 percent of the population, held 45 percent of the land and 66 percent of the draft animals.
Even so, they were not the largest group in the village. The poor peasants outnumbered all others with
47 percent of the population. They held only 24 percent of the land. Six percent of the people were
hired laborers. The two most exploited groups thus made up more than half of the population, owned
less than a quarter of the land, and only five percent of the draft animals.

Very interesting and significant was the factor of family size. The landlords and the rich peasants
averaged more than five persons per household, the middle peasants fewer than five, the poor peasants
between three and three and a half, and the hired laborers about three. There was thus a direct
correlation between the size of the family and its basic economic security measured in terms of
productive property. Although the birth rate in all established families was approximately the same,
those with land, tools, and stock were able to maintain larger families and prosper. Those without land
or with very small holdings were often unable even to marry. If they did marry they were unable to
hold their families together, lost more children to disease and famine, had to sell children, or even sell
wives, and thus had households about half the size.

If the land holdings of the prerevolutionary period were calculated on the basis of the number of
families, rather than per capita, the concentration of wealth in the hands of the landlords and rich
peasants was more marked. On that basis—a very realistic one for China, where the traditional
emphasis has always been on the family rather than on the individual—the landlords and rich
peasants, with only five percent of the families, controlled 31 percent of the land; the middle peasants,
with less than a third of the families, held 45 percent of the land; and the poor peasants and hired
laborers together, with 62 percent of the families, held only 24 percent of the land. Even on this basis
the concentration of land ownership in Long Bow was not high; the landlords and rich peasants were
relatively poor: and the middle peasant group was unusually large, a factor which was

to have considerable influence on the whole future of the community.

One reason for the comparative dispersion of land ownership was the poor quality of the land.
Whereas in many parts of China it took only half an acre or less to support one person, in the southern
districts of Lucheng County it took about one acre. Irrigation easily could have doubled yields, but



without large-scale engineering projects no general irrigation was possible, even on the flat that
surrounded the village. In addition, a good part of the land—at least one third—was on the hill and
therefore impossible to irrigate. The whole region, located at the very end of Shansi's fertile central
valley only a few miles from high, often rocky mountains, was extremely high and cold and hence a
peripheral area agriculturally. In general, in every country in the world the highest concentration of
landholding is to be found in the richest, most fertile valleys, and the lowest concentration in the
poorest mountain regions where the surplus possible from one man's labor is least, and hence the rate
of exploitation is the lowest. The mountainous regions of Southeastern Shansi were no exception to
this rule.

The land held by the landlords and rich peasants, while ample, was not enough in itself to make them
the dominant group in the village. It served primarily as a solid foundation for other forms of open
and concealed exploitation which taken together raised a handful of families far above the rest of the
inhabitants economically and hence politically and socially as well. Usurious interest rates on loans,
profits from commercial and industrial ventures, the spoils of public office, and graft or commissions
from the management of temple, church, and clan affairs—when added to the revenues from land
ownership and land management—gave these families an influence in gross disproportion to their
numbers or to the acreage which they held.

Long Bow's richest family, the seven-member household of the landlord Sheng Ching-ho tapped every
one of these income sources. Sheng Ching-ho was a healthy, able-bodied man, but he never engaged in
any form of manual labor. He did not have to. His income was many times that of the most prosperous
middle-peasant family. He cultivated long fingernails, wore a long gown that made manual work
impossible and considered it beneath his dignity even to lift his bag onto his cart when he went on a
trip.

The heart of Ching-ho's "empire" consisted of 23 acres of fertile land—the largest holding in the
village if one excludes the land of the "Carry-On Society" of the Catholic Church.* To work these
acres he hired two year-round laborers plus extra hands at harvest time. In livestock, the second most
important category of rural wealth, he * For a description of this society and its operations, see
Chapter 5.

owned two draft animals, a flock of sheep, and several hogs. He employed two boys full time to look
after the sheep. His industrial enterprise was a small distillery where paikar was made from kaoliang
grain. The wine cost about 20 cents a catty to make and sold for about 30 cents a catty.* When in full
production this distillery turned out over 100 catties a day. In this plant Ching-ho employed two men
for about seven months every year. The distiller's grains left over from the process were fed to
fattening hogs.

The income from these enterprises was fairly large and since the family lived very frugally, Sheng
Ching-ho had a yearly surplus. Some of this surplus he converted into silver coin which he buried in
the back part of his courtyard. Another part he invested in a distillery owned by another landlord. Fan
Pu-tzu. The rest he loaned out to peasants in desperate need and, by charging exorbitant interest rates
(up to 50 percent a month), often doubled or tripled his principal in one season. Those who were
unable to pay lost their land to him. If they had no land, they lost their livestock, their carts, their
implements. This loan business was actually run by his wife, a woman with a very sharp business head
who kept careful track of every copper coin.



With his wife in command of the loans, Ching-ho himself had plenty of time for such equally
lucrative operations as managing the affairs of the Pei Lao Shih or North Temple Society, a charitable
organization set up to help support the village school, lend money to members in distress, give
insurance-type benefits, and placate the gods. This was a Buddhist religious group to which many
peasants contributed money and grain. The society owned about five acres of land which Ching-ho
managed. He also ran the group's annual fair and hired the traveling players who staged the opera
without which no fair could be called a success. Since Ching-ho was in charge of all the funds, it was a
simple matter for him to deduct a suitable commission. It was also a simple matter for him to arrange
the accounts in such a way that the amount written down as the cost of the entertainment was always
greatly in excess of the sum actually spent. He pocketed the difference. Once every 40 years the North
Temple Society sponsored an especially grand fair. On such occasions much more money was spent
and Ching-ho's share, when this fete finally fell to him, was proportionately greater. He himself
confessed that he made more than 500 silver dollars on this one big fair alone.**

As a fertility and good luck offering to the gods, each member

* A catty is equal to half a kilogram or 1.1 English pounds. ** The silver dollars mentioned in this
book are worth about 50 cents in U.S. currency.

of the North Temple Society had to pay annually a certain amount of grain per acre. All this grain
went to Ching-ho's home and eventually found its way to his distillery. No accounting for this wealth
was ever made to the people.

Concerning the manager of a similar temple society in South China, the well-known sociologist, Fei
Hsiao-tung, has this to say:

He is theoretically selected by common consent; in practice, the position is held in rotation by
influential men of the village by their common consent. The invariable practice of ignoring the poor in
questions of administration is justified by the statement that their poverty disqualified them, since
they could not reimburse the public coffers were they to make mistakes. It is impossible to say how
much profit accrues to the treasurer, for, since the only concern of the people is that the tradidonal
functions be performed, there is no system of auditing or making public his accounts.*

By no means a man to place all his eggs in one basket, Ching-ho also headed the K'ung Tzu Tao
(Confucian Association) of the whole Fifth District. The Confucians of 30 villages were under his
leadership. In Long Bow the overwhelming majority of the people belonged to the Confucian
Association. Periodically Ching-ho held a banquet for its members and collected contributions to pay
for the food and the entertainment. The contributions were usually greater than the cost of the banquet,
and Ching-ho kept the difference. Since the Confucians of the whole district contributed, the income
was large.

This Association undertook another service to members from which the income was also considerable.
This was spirit talking. For a sum of money or grain one could talk, with the aid of a medium, to a
parent long dead. This was called yuan kuang —the distant view. For an equivalent sum one could talk
to one who had just died. This was called hui yin —the return impression. Payments for both types of
messages were paid to Ching-ho, who managed the whole procedure. The ability to arrange these
conversations with the dead gave him awesome power over that wide cross section of the people who
believed in this occult practice.



To round out his career Sheng Ching-ho was active in politics. He served for many years as village
head under the administration of Shansi's Governor, Yen Hsi-shan. This office carried with it no salary
but it put the incumbent in a position to receive all kinds of emoluments —gifts and invitations to
feasts on holidays, favors in return for the arbitration of disputes between families, graft in the
collection of taxes and the assembling of materials for public works, commissions on

* Fei Hsiao-tung and Chang Chih-i, Earthbound China, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1947, p.
55.

the handling of public funds of all kinds. By far the largest source of Ching-ho's administrative "take"
came from the cut he took of all taxes. If the county magistrate demanded two bushels of grain per
family, he demanded five and kept three. He accepted no excuse for failure to pay. People had to
deliver their tax grains even if they had to sell their children to do it. In fairness to Ching-ho it must
be added that of the three bushels he held back, only a portion went into his own granary. He had to
split the taxes many ways with subordinate officials, soldiers, etc.

Since Long Bow was the district seat and a garrison town, in addition to the frequent tax collections,
the population had to bear the burden of feeding soldiers and officers who walked in and demanded
meals. If anyone offered them coarse food such as millet, they threw it in the privy. They wanted good
things to eat. They often went to the village inn, ate their fill and made the people pay, but they never
bothered Ching-ho in such petty ways. They depended on him for tax gathering, public administration,
and the adjustment of community disputes. It was Ching-ho himself who invited oflicers to his home,
entertained them lavishly, fed them wheat dumplings, and gave them the finest tobacco to smoke. He,
of course, paid for all this with public funds.

As village head Sheng Ching-ho was also a member of the Kuomin-tang Party. Although, out of
prudence, he resigned from village oflSce just before the Japanese conquerors arrived, he kept up his
Kuomin-tang membership throughout the occupation and the subsequent surrender in 1945.

The power which Ching-ho wielded by means of these various connections was enormous in terms of
village life. He used it to acquire wealth and more wealth. He was especially vigorous in taking over
other people's land and houses. Han-sheng was an old man who owned half an acre of very good land
just to the east of the village. In a crisis he once borrowed $13 from Sheng Ching-ho. Three years later
the principal plus interest amounted to a very large sum. Though Han-sheng paid off some of it, he
couldn't pay it all. Ching-ho then seized the half acre and the summer harvest that had just been reaped
on it. Because he did not want the millet he plowed it under and planted wheat in the fall. Han-sheng
was left with nothing.

The middle peasant Shih Szu-har borrowed $125 from the North Temple Society managed by Ching-
ho. Two years later, when Szu-har was unable to pay, he lost his land—all six acres, his eleven-section
house, his donkey, and his cart.* The whole family, including several

* A section of a Chinese house is from six to nine feet wide and may or may not be marked off by a
partition. It is determined by the distance between the main rafters which hold up the roof.

very young children, were driven outside to live in the open. Luckily Szu-har had both loyal friends
and skill as a carpenter. He found shelter and work and was able to save his family from starvation.



At the time when Ching-ho took possession of Szu-har's land it had just been planted. The young
millet shoots were pushing through the soil and they had been hoed once. Ching-ho put the land up for
sale but the price he asked was so high that no one could afford to buy it. Though weeds smothered the
young millet, Ching-ho would not allow Szu-har to go on the field and the crop was lost.

A poor peasant named Shen borrowed $4 from Ching-ho in order to buy medicine for his sick wife. As
a guarantee for the loan he indentured his son Fa-liang to Ching-ho for seven years. At the end of
seven years, because of illness, deductions for broken tools, and outright cheating on the part of
Ching-ho, Fa-liang owed many times the original debt and had to tear down part of his house and sell
the roof timbers to win his freedom.

The landless and the land poor were not the only victims of Sheng Ching-ho. A prosperous rich
peasant, P'ei Ho-yi, owned 13 acres and a fine house of 20 sections. This house adjoined Ching-ho's
and the landlord wanted very much to add it to his own. In order to do so he first had to bankrupt Ho-
yi. He encouraged Ho-yi to smoke opium, and when Ho-yi could no longer afford to buy opium, he
loaned him the money with which to keep the supply coming. When Ho-yi's debt had grown to
alarming proportions, Ching-ho decided to form a revolving loan society by means of which, in the
course of several years, Ho-yi could pay off his debt. Quite a few peasants were drawn into this
scheme. Each contributed three or four silver dollars to a fund which each in turn could use interest
free for a year. Ho-yi was made secretary of the society and got the first year's pot. Since he was
floating in an opium trance most of the time, Ho-yi easily lost track of the exact standing of the shares
and, when Ching-ho suddenly announced that $50 was missing, he had no way to refute it. Ching-ho
came forward with a solution. He took Ho-yi's house and three acres of his land in return for paying
off the other partners. To settle the rest of the debt to Ching-ho, Ho-yi had to sell what remained of his
land. Completely bankrupt, he and his family were driven into the street and forced to leave Long
Bow.

Next to Sheng Ching-ho the most important landlord in Long Bow Village was the Catholic, Fan Pu-
tzu. He owned 14 acres of land, a flock of sheep, several hogs, a distillery—Ilarger than the one run by
Ching-ho—and a liquor store in Horse Square, one mile to the north. He employed two full-time
laborers, two shepherds, three distillery workers, two clerks, and seasonal help when needed. His
household was notorious for the bad treatment meted out to laborers

and servants. He paid one youthful worker in the distillery $7 a year, called him off the straw in the
cowshed at three o'clock in the morning and set him to grinding grain. At noon, when the whole family
took a nap, this boy was not allowed to rest but had to carry water. In the afternoon the family ate an
extra meal of noodles, but the laborers got only the two regular meals of coarse millet and corn
dumplings.

Among the rich peasants—men who themselves labored on the land but earned more through
exploitation than they did by their own labor—Kuo Fu-wang and his brother Ch'ung-wang were the
best known. In fact, they were considered to be the meanest employers in the whole village. The
brothers owned 22 acres that yielded each year close to eight tons of grain, two draft animals, and all
such necessary farm tools and equipment as carts, plows, harrows, and seeders. Part of their land they
worked themselves with the help of hired labor. The rest they rented out to tenants.

During the famine years of 1942-1943, Ch'ung-wang had no mercy on his tenants. The Miao brothers
had been paying rent to him for many years, but in 1942 they did not harvest enough of a crop to live



on. Ch'ung-wang insisted on payment in full. They offered him some of their own land. He refused it.
In order to settle up with him they were then forced to borrow grain from others. After paying the rent
they had nothing to eat. Both of them died of starvation before spring. P'ei Mang-wen's mother,
another of Ch'ung-wang's debtors, also died after paying him back $1.50. A third peasant, Ho-p'ang,
lost crop, clothes, and household furniture to Ch'ung-wang.

At the height of the famine, with the people dying of starvation on every side, Ch'ung-wang collected
all the grain he could and held it for speculative prices in an underground vault that served as the
family tomb. He held it so long that much of it rotted.

Kuo Ch'ung-wang also evaded taxes for more than 20 years on three acres of land that were not
registered with the county. His official deeds called for three acres less than he actually owned and the
evasion of taxes on this land threw an extra burden on the middle peasants who had to bear the brunt
of all grain levies. This type of tax evasion was common among those gentry with wealth or influence
enough to bribe or otherwise pressure the makers of deeds and the collectors of taxes.* The acres so
held were called "black lands."

* The word gentry is used here to describe landlords, rich peasants, and persons who made a career of
serving them and their interests (such as bailiffs, public officials, village scholars) whose standard of
living was comparable to that of the wealthy and came from the same source—the exploitation of the
peasants.

The wealth accumulated by Kuo Ch'ung-wang, Fan Pu-tzu, Sheng Ching-ho and the other gentry
through usury, land rent, and the exploitation of hired labor could not easily be converted into capital
— that is, it could not easily be invested where it would yield a profit and reproduce itself with
certainty.

The returns from money-lending were large, but the risks were also great. There was no limit to the
number of poor peasants in desperate need of grain and funds, but few could offer anything by way of
security. All the possessions of many a family could not realize $5 on the market. Children could be
seized in lieu of property, but in a bad crop year teen-aged girls sold for less than a hundredweight of
grain, and they had to be fed.

A profit could be turned by making liquor but there was a limit to the amount of grain available for
mash and a very restricted market. People were willing enough to drink liquor, but they had nothing
with which to pay for it.

There were no savings banks; there was little commerce and less industry. The only thing left to invest
in was land. Land was safe, but the returns were small when compared with those from usury because
scarcity drove land prices ever upward.* The amount of good land on the market in Long Bow and the
surrounding villages was never large while prospective buyers were numerous. Improving the land
was out of the question. Irrigation would have doubled yields but the water table was too low for the
donkey-powered bucket pumps so common on the plains of Hopei a hundred miles to the east. In order
to bring water, a canal several miles long was required—a project that was beyond the power of any
one landlord or even of the whole village. For such a project county-wide cooperation and support was
necessary, but the bureaucrats of the Yamen (county government) were not interested. So the land
remained dry while the waters that drained from the ranges to the East flowed untapped to the North
China plain.



Money could have been spent on indigenous fertilizers, better seed, and improved implements, but
there was no guarantee of any immediate return. A dry year could make fertilizer useless. Should the
yield by chance go up, taxes claimed the increase. Under such conditions no one developed fertilizers,
seeds, or implements. The landlord's surplus grain was converted instead into coinage and buried in
the ground.

* J. Loessing Buck in his Chinese Farm Economy estimated that the interest on capital invested in
land averaged only 8.4 percent annually. Usurious loans yielded 30 percent a month and more. See R.
H. Tawney, Land and Labour in China, London: George Allen and Unwin, Ltd., 1932, p. 67.

The loans that were made to the peasants went mainly to cover emergency expenses such as funerals,
illnesses, weddings, and the food consumed during the "spring hunger," rather than for productive
improvements such as wells, plows, or stock. Once the money was spent, neither the borrower nor the
economy had anything to show for it.

Money spent on land likewise added nothing to the productive forces. It only gave the purchaser the
right to demand whatever share of the tenant's meager crop current social relations allowed. It in no
way increased that crop.

Hoarding the remainder of the surplus only deepened and perpetuated the stagnation. A community in
desperate need of development could not use the only capital at hand. While a fortune in gold and
silver lay in secret caches underground, peasants for whom an ox or a plow might mean prosperity
were condemned to starvation; at least half the population sat idle five months of the year because
they lacked the resources for handicraft production, for small local industries, even for the mules and
carts with which to do transport work once the crops were harvested in the fall. The iron ore in the hill
south of Long Bow and the coal in the mountain north of Lucheng were never mined for lack of funds,
while thousands of people in the villages between roughed it through the winter like cattle, doing
nothing, and eating as little as possible in order to make their grain last until spring.

Unused resources, wasted manpower, declining production—these were the fruits of a system that in
the long run could only bring disaster on its victims and beneficiaries alike.

Eating Bitterness

In spring seeds are sown and for each grain planted Many are harvested; no land is left uncultivated,
Yet still do many peasants die of hunger. Working with their hoes under the hottest sun, Their sweat
drips down and mingles with the earth. Who will understand that the food we eat Has been paid for
with such bitter toil?

Li Shen

The gentry of Long Bow—the landlords, the rich peasants, the clan elders, the overseers of temple
property and the managers of religious societies—would not have been considered well off in any
Western land. Their lives were luxurious only in contrast to the absolute poverty and near starvation
of the great mass of the people. They did not live in palaces. They enjoyed none of the conveniences
of modern life. In most cases, the only difference between their homes and those of the rest of the
population was in the construction materials used. The prosperous built with brick, the poor with
adobe. Both materials came from the earth underfoot and the interior plan and conveniences of a brick



home differed little from those of a house built of adobe.

What made the lives of the gentry so enviable to the working peasants was the security they enjoyed
from hunger and cold. They at least had a roof over their heads. They had warm clothes to wear. They
had some silk finery for feast days, wedding celebrations, and funerals. They had quilts to sleep under.
They even had fuel for their stoves and for their k'angs.* They had a little variety in their diet. They
could eat wheat often and even meat once in a while. The

* A k'ang is a raised platform made of mud bricks that usually takes up one whole side of a room in a
Chinese house. It is so constructed that the flue from the cooking fire runs under it and warms it. In
the winter the women live and work on the k'ang during the day. The whole family sleeps on it at
night. When the k'ang is in a room where no cooking is done, a fire for the purpose of warming the
k'ang can be built under it.

true landlords among them did no manual labor either in the field or in the home. Hired laborers or
tenants tilled the fields, servant girls and domestic slaves cooked the meals, sewed, washed and swept
up.* The menfolk of these families busied themselves with managerial affairs, money lending, and
religious and clan functions. They amused themselves with women, opium smoking, and gambling.

Education was another great advantage which the gentry enjoyed. They often hired special tutors to
live in the home and had set up a village school for their progeny. When their young people grew
older, they were sent on to middle school (high school) at the county seat, and even to college in
Taiyuan or Peking. As college graduates they had a chance to move into the higher bureaucracy, the
officer corps of the army, or one of the larger commercial or banking establishments in the provincial
capital.

This world of security, relative comfort, influence, position, and leisure was maintained amidst a sea
of the most dismal and frightening poverty and hunger—a poverty and hunger which at all times
threatened to engulf any family which relaxed its vigilance, took pity on its poor neighbors, failed to
extract the last copper of rent and interest, or ceased for an instant the incessant accumulation of grain
and money. Those who did not go up went down, and those who went down often went to their deaths
or at least to the dissolution and dispersal of their families.

The extremes to which never-ending vigilance had to be carried was demonstrated most clearly when
the crops began to ripen. Then every family, whether landlord, middle peasant, or tenant, had to
maintain guards in the fields day and night. Toothless old grandmothers and children in split pants
hardly big enough to carry a stick stood eternal watch against thieves. To protect these pitiful sentries
from the sun at noon and the dew before dawn little shelters of kaoliang stalks or mud bricks
mushroomed suddenly on every plot and strip. For weeks at a time almost half the population of every
community lodged overnight in the fields, each family keeping an eye on all the rest. Thus both
prosperous and poor peasants were forced to expend their often exhausted energies on a guard duty
that was sheer waste from the point of view of society, but that meant the difference between life and
death to every cropper. Any strip left unwatched was almost sure to be looted by some half-starved
family trying to stay alive just a few more days until its own poor crops matured.

* Poor peasant children, especially girls, were bought and raised as slaves. At 13 to 15 years of age,
they were sold as brides. Young girls were also hired as servants.



To have no crops at all was the worst fate that any peasant could imagine; yet six percent of the
population was in exactly such straits. Here is the story told to me by Shen Fa-liang, the boy
indentured to Sheng Ching-ho for seven years in order to pay off his father's $4 debt:"

When I first went to work for Sheng Ching-ho I was only 14. All the same I had to do chores around
the house. I was too small to carry full buckets, but 1 had to carry water from the well. I filled the
buckets half full and brought them in that way. All the years I worked for Ching-ho I never had a Aull
stomach. I was hungry all the time. Every day he ate solid enough food but he gave me only a little
soup with millet in it. You could count the grains that were floating around in the water. Twice I got
sick—worn out with work. And I was always cold. 1 never had food or clothes enough to keep warm.
When 1 got sick I couldn't work. Then the landlord was very angry. He got two men to carry me home
so that he wouldn't have to feed me while I was sick. And he made my father pay for the laborer that
took my place. My sickness cost him nothing. My own family had to bear the entire burden.

No matter how hard I worked I couldn't begin to pay off that debt. By the time I had been there several
years we owed him $15 instead of $4. I told him, "It's no use working for you. No matter what I do the
debts get bigger. I want to leave." But he wouldn't let me. The contract said seven years, and he held
us to it. By that time I had grown up. I could do a man's work. He finally promised to pay me $10 a
year instead of $8. I said I wouldn't ask for more money and he said he wouldn't jump the interest on
the debt. But even so, it was no use. Whenever I broke anything he made me pay a high price for it.
Once there was a long drought. The soil was very hard. He pushed us to finish the hoeing quickly. In
my hurry I cracked the handle of the hoe. When he saw it, he was very angry. He knocked several
dollars off my year's wages—enough to buy two new handles—even though that one could still be
used. In fact, I did use the hoe for a long time after that. At the end of the year I didn't get enough
wages to buy a pair of pants.

Any small mistake and he blew up. I had to carry water through the gate. There was a threshold there
and a sharp turn. If I spilled some water on the ground, he cursed me for messing up the courtyard.
Once I tore the horse's collar. He cursed me and my ancestors.. I didn't dare answer back. I think that
was worse than the food and the filthy quarters—not being able to talk back. In those days the
landlords' word was law. They had their way. When it was really hot and they said it was not, we dared
not say it was hot; when it really was cold and they said it wasn't, we dared not say it was cold.
Whatever happened we had to listen to them. You could never finish telling of the abuse the landlords
gave us.

At the end of each year Ching-ho subtracted all the things he claimed I broke, the time I was sick, and
such things. What was left was never enough to pay off the interest on the money, so he kept
everything. I got no wage at all. When the seven years were up, I had to tear down two sections of my
house, sell the wood and the bricks, and only then was I able to pay Ching-ho off.

Then I went to work for Wang Lai-hsun. I took it for granted that perhaps some other family treated
people better but I soon found out that all the crows in the world are black. Lai-hsun's household was
no better. In the famine year I had to sell the rest of my house to live at all. I sold it to Sheng Ching-
ho, but the money came too late to save my wife. She was so sick with hunger that she died a few days
later. The money did no good at all. I used some of it to bury her. We bought millet with the rest of it.
But the millet wasn't enough to live on, and we had to go out in the hills to dig herbs—wild herbs.
Before the year was up all we had left to eat was herbs and weeds and the leaves off the trees.



Even so, the worst days of my life were when I was a child. I often had nothing to eat. In the winter I
had no padded clothes to wear. One suit of padded clothes had to last for many years. It was patched
over and over again. It wore so thin that it was no better than a summer jacket. How then could I pass
the winter? I can't imagine how we got through. I can't even remember. When we didn't have any
millet, we drank hot water. If we had any money we bought coal, but most of the time we had none.

What was the happiest day of my life? I haven't passed any happy days. But if you want to compare,
the days since Liberation have been good.

Another story that demonstrates with painful clarity what had to be endured by families of landless
peasants is that of Wang Ch'ung-lai's wife. Wang Ch'ung-lai was the brother by adoption of Wang Lai-
hsun, the second-largest landholder in Long Bow. Lai-hsun inherited the Wang family land and wealth
but never prospered because he was a hopeless drug addict. In fact, neither he nor his brother, Ch'ung-
lai, were true sons of old man Wang. Both were bought as children by the landlord and raised in his
home as sons because he had no progeny. When the old man died, his shrewd wife did not fancy
dividing the property between two heirs, neither of whom had a legitimate claim. One son was enough
to carry out the duties of ancestor worship and produce a new generation. She therefore treated one
boy, Lai-hsun, as a son, and the other, Ch'ung-lai, as a servant and hired laborer.

To ensure help in the house the old lady bought Ch'ung-lai a wife. The girl was nine years old at the
time, cost the family nine strings of cash, and lived in the home as a servant for six years before she
was actually wed to Ch'ung-lai.*

"Being a child wife I was often beaten and cursed by everyone in the family," she said when telling her
life story years later.

At the beginning, since I was only nine, I took care of some sheep and pigs. Every day I went out on
the hill to watch the sheep, and when I came back I fed the pigs. At that time Lai-hsun's first wife was
alive and

* A string of cash was made up of copper coins, each with a hole in the center so that it could be
strung on a string. There were 100 coins to a string. Nine strings could buy one silver dollar.

she cooked for the family. The first wife was not so bad, and besides I was out all day. Still, I was
beaten by the old lady. It was for no reason except that she thought I didn't work hard.

I was married at 15. After that it was worse, much worse. That was because Lai-hsun married again
and the second wife was most terrible. She never beat me herself; she just complained to the old lady
and let her beat me. I was beaten too many times to remember. I was beaten almost every day so it is
hard to remember anything special about it.

They ate mien (noodles). I cooked for them but I was not allowed to eat even the leftover noodles.
Ch'ung-lai and I ate millet, broth made of screenings, and ground com.

At that time I thought to myself, "Because I have no parents and these people are so terrible, there is
no way out for me." I often wandered beside the well, but no one wants to jump into the well, so
finally I thought it was better to lead a beggar's life than to kill oneself by one's own hand, so my hope
was to go out and work for others.



One day the mother-in-law broke my arm. The water in the pot was boiling. I asked her what I should
cook and how much millet was in the pot. She did not answer. So I asked her again. Then she got
angry and beat me. She said I annoyed her and was too stupid. That was the way it usually was. But
that time she took up an iron poker and broke my arm with it. My arm hurt so I lay on the k'ang for a
fortnight and couldn't work or even move.

Then Lai-hsun took a knife and threatened us. He said that unless we left he would kill us both. I
wanted to go away and find work somewhere else but Ch'ung-lai was afraid. He feared death from
hunger, for once we left the family we would never get a thing. But in the end we were driven out
anyway; they drove us out barehanded.

Ch'ung-lai went to Taiyuan to pull a rickshaw. He sent back money when he could. I myself cooked
for a landlord in Fu-t'sun. Life there was better than at home. Anyway I got enough to eat, and when I
asked them what to cook they answered me. Sometimes they even gave me old clothes or rags to wear,
and I earned about $1 a month.

After six years we saved enough to buy an acre of land. Then came the famine year. Ch'ung-lai had to
come home from Taiyuan but he was sick. From the land we got two bags of grain. After paying the
tax there was nothing left. Hunger made Ch'ung-lai sicker. By that time I had two children, a boy and a
girl. We three went out to beg. Sometimes we had to go very far away and couldn't get back at night.
So often we slept in temples and often we couldn't find a temple to stay in and had to sleep outdoors.
Once I asked the children, "Are you frightened?" They said, "We are not afraid as long as we can find
something to eat."

But because it was a famine year it was very hard to find food. We had to sell the land. We got six
bushels of millet and lived a whole year on it. We added whatever we could find to go with it. But it
was hard to find anything. There weren't even any leaves left on the trees.

We went back to Long Bow to beg from Wang Lai-hsun. His whole family still ate well. We knelt
down before them and begged for something to eat. We asked pity for the children. "We do not ask
things from you. We know there is no hope for us, but we wish you would have some pity on the
children for they are your own grandson and granddaughter."

But they took sticks and beat the children. We stayed there past noon but could not even get a bowl of
water from them. So we took the children to other villages and got something. Strangers treated us
better than our own relatives.

After the famine year there was a good summer harvest but then we had no land. Ch'ung-lai went to
work as a hired laborer, and I cooked out for others as before. We had to leave the children at home
alone. Every few days I returned home and gave them a little millet or corn. They themselves went out
to beg. At the end of the year I saw that every family had prepared noodles and other good things to
eat. I asked the mistress to give me a little corn to take to the children so that they too could pass the
New Year. But she only cursed and drove me out.

So I had no job and returned home with a litde corn flour that I bought with my wages. When the
chidren saw me they wept. We three wept the whole day. My children said to me, "We will beg
together and die together rather than hve apart.” So we went out to beg again.



After the summer harvest we all went out to glean wheat in the fields. One day I looked up. There was
a wolf. He just stood and stared at me. I was frightened. 1 dared not move. I stared right back at him.
My daughter saw the wolf and ran, but the wolf chased her and caught her. I couldn't move. I only
stood there and watched the wolf open his great mouth and bite my daughter. My son cried, "See how
big the mouth is and the terrible red tongue!"

At this moment a cart passed on the road. The men in the cart jumped out and began to beat the wolf.
Still I stood frozen to the spot. The men drove the wolf away. They called me. My daughter was still
alive. When I went up to her, I saw that the wolf had bitten a big piece of flesh from her leg and
slashed her cheeks but her eyes were clear and stared at me. I clasped her to my breast and tried to
carry her home, but after a little while she died. Still I held her dead body. Then I fainted and the
carters put me in the cart with the boy. They left her little body in the field and carried me home.
When I recovered consciousness, I was in a stupor. Every day I just sat behind closed doors and said.
"The wolf is coming! The wolf is coming!" The neighbors pitied me and sent a little food.

These life stories reflect but a small fraction of the chronic social tragedy that permeated the
community and the society at large. The extreme hardship borne by Shen Fa-liang and Wang Ch'ung-
lai and his wife did not surpass in degree the sufferings endured by many other poor peasants in Long
Bow, in the neighboring villages, and in thousands of similar villages scattered throughout China. The
following are only a few incidents culled at random from the life stories of peasants with whom I
talked.

* There were three famine years in a row. The whole family went out to beg things to eat. In
Chinchang City conditions were very bad. Many mothers threw newborn children into the river. Many
children wandered about on the streets and couldn't find their parents. We had to sell our

eldest daughter. She was then already 14. Better to move than to die, we thought. We sold what few
things we had. We took our patched quilt on a carrying pole and set out for Changchih with the little
boy in the basket on the other end. He cried all the way from hunger. We rested before a gate. Because
the boy wept so bitterly a woman came out. We stayed there three days. On the fourth morning the
woman said she wanted to buy the boy. We put him on the k'ang. He fell asleep. In the next room we
were paid five silver dollars. Then they drove us out. They were afraid when the boy woke up he
would cry for his mother. My heart was so bitter. To sell one's own child was such a painful thing. We
wept all day on the road.

* I almost starved to death. One day I lay on the street. A cart came along. The driver yelled at me to
move. | was too weak. I didn't care if he drove over me or not. He finally had to drive around me.

* During the famine we ate leaves and the remnants from vinegar making. We were so weak and
hungry we couldn't walk. I went out to the hills to get leaves and there the people were fighting each
other over the leaves on the trees. My little sister starved to death. My brother's wife couldn't bear the
hunger and ran away and never came back. My cousin was forced to become a landlord's concubine.

* I and the children worked for others thinning millet. We got only half a quart of grain. For each meal
we cooked only a fistful with some weeds in it. The children's stomachs were swollen and every bone
in their bodies stuck through their skin. After a while the little boy couldn't get up. He just lay on the
k'ang sick with dysentery and many, many worms, a whole oasin full of worms crawled out from his
behind. Even after he was dead the worms kept coming out. The little girl had no milk from me, for I



had nothing to eat myself, so, of course, she died.

People could not speak of the past without weeping. Nor could one listen to their stories dry-eyed. Yet,
as the details piled up, horror on horror, one's senses became dulled. The barbarity, the cruelty, the
terror of the old life was so overwhelming that in time it ceased to shock. One began to take for
granted that worms crawled from dying children, that women and children were bought and sold like
cattle, that people were beaten to death, they they fought each other for the leaves on the trees. The
impossible took on the aura of the commonplace.

The most terrible thing about the conditions of life in Long Bow in those days was not any single
aspect of the all but universal misery; it was that there was no hope of change. The fearful tragedy
played and replayed itself without end. Insofar as things did change, they changed for the worse as the
crisis of China's social system deepened.

For the majority of the peasants who. like Shen Fa-hang and Ch'ung-lai's wife, were caught in the
downward drift, conditions became more and more intolerable as time went on.*

Some of the decline can be attributed to the economic dislocations and social disorders generic to
periods of dsTiastic decay- More important was the unprecedented intervention from abroad which
began around 1840. One immediate consequence of inter\ention was a whole series of wars which
sapped the country's reserves. These wars, defensive in nature as the Western powers invaded, became
fratricidal as these same powers backed one warlord against another for spheres of influence, or their
favorite of the moment against popular resistance. The trading and investment concessions accruing to
the victors enabled foreigners to transfer substantial quantities of real wealth from the
"underdeveloped East" to the advanced industrial West and Japan.

This bleeding away of sorely needed capital was aggravated by the simultaneous destruction of capital
formation in important handicraft industries. Large-scale importation of cheap, machine-made goods
undermined one sector of the economy after the other. This was especially true of the textile trades.
Millions of weavers, unable to compete with the power-driven looms of Lancaster. Tokyo, and later
Shanghai. lost their main means of Hvelihood and were thrown into the swelling stream of those
bidding for the scarce and already depleted land.

The risine tide of landless and destitute people enabled lando\>.ners to stiffen the terms of tenancy, to
raise rents and jack up interest rates. It enabled grain dealers to force harvest time prices lower and
winter and spring prices higher. It enabled merchants to widen the gap between farm produce and
industrial products. Not only the laborers and tenants but also the land-owning middle peasants felt
the squeeze more and more. To maintain bare subsistence they had to increase working hours, get up
earlier, finish later, and work harder on the job. Even then they could not make ends meet. They had to
go ever more frequentlv to the money-lender and. once saddled with debt, found it impossible to break
free. It was an exceptional family in Long Bow that did not owe the equivalent of several years"
earnings.

People said. "The debts of the poor begin at birth. When a boy is a month old the family wishes to
celebrate: but they have to borrow monev in order to make dumplings and so. before the child can sit

"

m "There is even reason to believe that, with the increased pressure on the land caused by the growth
of the population. :he :onc;;;on of the rural population, in some parts of China, may actualh" re vscr/\e



than it was two centuries aso." (R. H. Tawney. Lund and Labour in Cr.inA. p. 71.)

up, he is already in debt to the landlord. As he grows the interest mounts until the burden is too great
to bear."

Weighed down by high interest rates, harassed by heavy taxes, caught in the snares of a rigged market,
many landowning peasants went bankrupt, sold out their holdings strip by strip, and ended up with the
yoke of rent around their necks, or left for the city hoping to find some work in industry or transport
that would keep them alive. Others became soldiers in the armies of the warlords or joined local
bandit gangs.

"There are districts in which the position of the rural population is that of a man standing permanently
up to the neck in water, so that even a ripple is sufficient to drown him." wrote R. H. Tawney in 1932.*
The Fifth District of Lucheng County was such a district and Long Bow such a place.

* Ibid., p. 77. See also Edgar Snow, Red Star Over China, New York: Modem Library. 1944. p. 83.
Three Pillars of Heaven

A man is poor.

Ever thinner, ever blacker,

Goes to borrow fifty coins,

Is asked a hundred in return.

Turns to go,

Knows he's taken for a thief; A man is rich. Ever fatter, ever whiter. Goes to borrow fifty pieces, Has a
hundred pressed upon him. Turns to go, Is urged to stay and drink.

Shantung Chant
Drowning men are prone to violence.

With so many of Long Bow's peasants on the verge of ruin, how did a handful of landlord and rich
peasant families maintain their system of exploitation? How did they enforce the payment of rent and
interest through years of famine and war? How did they protect their hoarded wealth from looting and
seizure by their tenants and hired laborers who, after all, needed only to join together to bring the
whole system down?

To answer this question one would have to examine the whole superstructure of China—political,
military, religious, and cultural— and beyond that, the policies of the imperialist powers who propped
that superstructure up with loans and arms, even while they attacked with modern industry and
commerce the economic foundation upon which it rested.

There is no space here for such an exhaustive study. I can only try to describe in brief how a small
group of gentry dominated Long Bow Village itself. The reader must keep in mind that at all times



much greater power than could possibly be mustered locally hovered in the background in the shape of
county, provincial, and national officials and the armed forces under their control. Helpless as they

proved to be in defending the country against external attack, they were usually adequate to the task of
crushing internal revolt and could always be called upon to protect the interests of those few families
who stood to gain from the preservation of the old agrarian system.

That a few "families ran the affairs of Long Bow Village was well known to the whole population. In
the 1920's, the village even achieved a certain notoriety because of the "Eight Squires" who
cooperated with a group of foreign priests in an effort to make converts to Catholicism. These eight
were Yang, Li, Wang, Kao, Sheng, Liu, and the two Fans. By the early 1940's Kao and Liu were no
longer influential, having been replaced by Shih, Ch'eng, and Kuo, but there were still eight or ten
powerful families and they still dominated the village. By consulting together, by acting in unison
when that counted most, and by the backing they gave to whomever they chose to openly manage
affairs, this group maintained a virtual monopoly of power. This is not to imply that they were all
equally active, that they acted without friction and jealousy among themselves, or that they ruled
without allies among other strata of the population. Four families took the lead. These were Sheng,
Fan, Shih, and Kuo. They had the backing of the other families of means and brought certain middle
peasants and even poor peasants into the ruling circle to carry out routine tasks and to share, to some
extent, in the spoils. As for the rest of the population, they occupied the position of the mighty stone
tortoises who stood in front of the grave mounds of the gentry, bearing forever on their backs the stone
obelisks which the wealthy loved to erect for their dead. The policy of the gentry toward them was to
deceive, intimidate, divide and rule.

The rule exercised by this group of gentry rested on several pillars, not the least of which was
tradition. Several thousand years of Confucian teachings had established a climate of opinion in which
no one, or at best only a few persons in the whole village, questioned the system as such. Rich and
poor alike looked on land ownership as the most important form of property, the foundation of family
life, and the basis for the proper observance of ancestral rites, as well as the security of future
generations. The more land the better. Everyone wanted to own land, bought additional land when he
could, and if he succeeded in buying more than he could work, saw nothing wrong in renting it out.
Success in this scramble for land was regarded as a reward for virtuous living and right thinking.

Viewed in this frame of reference the expropriation of a large part of the wealth of Long Bow by a few
families—which was in essence a form of armed plunder—presented itself as a demonstration of
moral law. And if this was too hard for the land-poor to swallow (the

virtue of the gentry was often most conspicuous by its absence), they could always blame the fates.
The rich were rich, so their tenants were taught to reason, because they were born under a lucky star;
and the poor were poor because the heavens were out of joint when they emerged from the womb. This
could be determined by an examination of the eight characters.* An even more potent variation on this
theme was belief in geomancy, or the magical influence of burial grounds. The rich prospered, it was
said, because their fathers were buried in auspicious places in relation to flanking hills, flowing water,
and the prevailing winds. The poor were poor because their fathers were buried in the wrong places.
Since the rich, with the help of professional geomancers could often pick their spot while the poor had
to be content with whatever sorry ditch they were thrown into, this fate had an inevitability that was
hard to beat.



The squires of Long Bow did not leave the propagation of such attitudes to chance. They actively
supported all the various ways and means by which "right thinking" could be impressed upon the
people. A village school for that small minority able to attend emphasized the study of The Four
Books and The Five Classics of Confucius; operas at New Year's drove home the theme of the
contrasting rewards of virtue and vice; a Confucian Association promoted ancestor worship and
provided mediums who could converse with the spirits of the dead; a temple society kept Buddhism,
with its passive acceptance of fate, alive. In later years the Catholic Church, with its centuries of
experience in the defense of European feudalism and feudal remnants, became a most stalwart
bulwark against social change.

At the same time Sheng Ching-ho and his peers in Long Bow were not so naive as to believe that the
cultivation of "right thinking" alone was sufficient guarantee of their position and property. Sanctions
more concrete than the teachings of the sages were needed to maintain the collection of rents and the
settlement of debts in Long Bow. A more practical pillar on which the rule of the gentry rested was
thus the village government with its power to tax, arrest, flog, fine, and ultimately to execute.

The structure of this government was not complicated. At its apex stood the village head or ts'un
chang. He was assisted by several staff members: a village secretary who kept accounts, handled
correspondence, and issued licenses and documents; a public affairs

* According to this method of fortune-telling, one's fate could be determined by a study of the two
written ideographs standing for zodiacal signs which ruled respectively the year, month, day, and hour
of one's birth.

officer who allocated labor service;* and a village constable who made arrests, administered
punishments, and kept the local lockup. None of these positions carried any regular salary, but they
placed a man in a position to make a silver dollar by one means or another.

In Long Bow, with its population of close to 1,000, intermediate levels of organization were also
deemed necessary. There were three or four hi chang or neighborhood leaders and twenty odd chia
chang or heads of ten family groups.

As a guarantee that the orders of these officials would be carried out, the village maintained a Peace
Preservation Corps boasting several dozen rifles shouldered on a part-time basis by chronically
underemployed young men who, for a little millet, a few personal favors, perhaps a fix of heroin, and
a chance to bully, loot, and rape could be depended on to do the will of the gentry.

From the village head to the ten family leaders all of the officials were locally chosen, but they were
by no means chosen by universal suffrage. As a matter of fact, insofar as I could determine, no general
election had ever been held at any time for any position in the whole history of the village. The office
of village head was simply assumed by one or another of the gentry after consultation with the rest, or
was parcelled out, after similar consultation, to some person of lesser means who had earned their
esteem. The same method was used in filling the rest of the posts. Once the personnel had been
selected they were usually confirmed in office by the district head or the county magistrate who cared
not one kaoliang stalk as to their fitness for the work, so long as the local gentry were satisfied with
them.

To qualify as a village official one had to be fluent, unscrupulous, ingratiating when dealing with



those of superior station and threatening when dealing with poorer and weaker persons. Above all one
had to be willing to submit to the whims of the gentry and not feel humiliated when ordered to carry
out some business for them.

The peasants had their own less than flattering title for such people. They called them kou t'ui-tzu,
which means "leg of the dog."

It can be readily understood that such an administration did not serve people impartially. As far as the
higher authorities were concerned, the main purpose of the village government was the collection of
taxes, the supply of manpower for public works, and the conscription of soldiers. As long as the
extremely heavy quotas in these three spheres were met, no one cared how they were distributed. The

* Labor service consisted of work on government transport, public projects such as roads and dykes,
and gathering and transporting materials for these purposes. Finding food and lodging for dignitaries
traveling on public business was also handled under "public affairs."

gentry saw to it that their own obligations were as light as possible. They avoided taxes whenever they
could and made up the difference with extra levies on the rest of the population; they sent middle and
poor peasants to move earth, build roads, and repair the fortress-like walls of important villages and
towns, while they themselves stayed at home; they conscripted their tenants and laborers for the army,
while their own sons went to school.

These evasions of public duty were all dividends that came with control over the village
administration. More important in the long run was the leverage over the peasants which the power to
distribute the quotas at lower levels gave to those in control. There were many ways in which an
obstinate peasant could be taught to bow his head. He could be ordered to haul grain for some warlord
in the middle of the planting season. His only son could be tied up and dragged off to the army. His
deeds could be doctored to cheat him of land. Taxes could be piled on taxes until he went under. The
Peace Preservation Corps could "accidentally™ march through his crops. He could be entered in the
special register reserved for criminals and thieves. He could be discriminated against in the arbitration
of disputes.

There were always bitter quarrels among the peasants over the use of privies, the ownership of trees,
the exact boundaries of fields, the possession of women, and many other matters. A peasant who was
out of favor with the authorities could easily get the worst of any settlement. A minor case, picked at
random from the life of Long Bow Village, will serve to show how this worked.

One day a fairly prosperous middle peasant and cloth peddler, Li Pao-yu, found out that his neighbor
Hsiao-tseng often slept with his wife while he himself was away buying cloth. Since he was older and
much less solidly put together than Hsiao-tseng, Pao-yu complained to the village office. An
investigation proved the truth of the complaint. The village head thereupon ordered both the wife and
her lover flogged. After the flogging the two were hung by the arms from the gable of the village
ofl/ce for eight hours. Then the village head fined them both several silver dollars. Since his wife had
no money of her own. Pao-yu had to pay the fine. Even though Hsiao-tseng continued to consort with
the woman, poor Pao-yu never complained again. He didn't want to part with more silver dollars.

To the extent that Pao-yu's wife was actually to blame, a certain rough justice was meted out in this
case, but Pao-yu certainly felt that he had been cheated and so, almost invariably, did other peasants



who went with complaints to the village office. Without influence one might as well appeal to a mud
wall. And so. when disputes arose among the poor, they were usually settled by force. The strong won

the day and the weak "ate bitterness." Just so long as the quarrel did not affect the revenue of the
gentry, no one in authority cared how unjust the settlement was.

If one peasant could be discriminated against, another could be favored. As a reward for loyal service
and good behavior a man could be siven light labor service at convenient times. Lucrative contracts
for the supply of materials (such as kaoliang stalks for flood control) could be thrown his way. His
sons could be passed over as conscripts and left to help with the field work at home or recommended
for good positions at the county seat. He could be assured of a sympathetic hearing in case he had a
dispute with anyone else.

But even such a system of favors and penalties did not guarantee permanent control of village life.
There was always the danger that the patient tortoise might upset the obelisk altogether. Physical
force, naked and unadorned, was therefore the third important pedestal on which the power of the
gentry in Long Bow rested. Violence was chronic at all levels of human relationship. Husbands beat
their wives, mothers-in-law beat their daughters-in-law, peasants beat their children, landlords beat
their tenants, and the Peace Preservation Corps beat anyone who got in the way. The only living
creatures that could hope to avoid beatings, it seemed, were adult male gentry and draft animals—the
donkeys, mules, horses, oxen, and cows that were the basis of Long Bow's agriculture.*

Violence reached its zenith in relations between landlord and tenant, creditor and debtor. The gentry
literally held the power of life and death over the peasants and personally carried out whatever
punitive measures they deemed necessary when their interests were damaged or threatened. If they
caught a thief, he was dealt with on the spot. One famine year a Long Bow peasant child, only six
years old, stole some leaves from a tree belonging to his father's employer. The landlord caught the
boy, beat him black and blue with a stout stick, and docked his father $12. This amounted to the
father's earnings for the entire year. He had to borrow money from a relative to get through the winter
and was still paying off the debt a decade later.

In the village of Sand Bank, not far to the west of Long Bow, a poor peasant named Hou took a few
ears of ripe corn from the field of a rich relative named Hou Yu-fu. Hou Yu-fu caught the culprit,
dragged him into an open yard in the village, had him strung to a tree, and personally flogged him
until he lost consciousness. Not long afterwards this man died of internal injuries.

Similar direct action was taken when rent fell in arrears or interest

* Unlike the peasants of Mexico, Spain, Italy, and Russia, the Chinese, at least in my experience, were
very tender with their animals.

went unpaid. Then the landlord went in person to the home of his tenant and demanded the grain due
him. If it was not forthcoming, he drove the peasant off the land or out of the house. If the peasant
resisted, the landlord or one of his retainers beat him.

Should a peasant attempt to defend himself, affairs could easily take a very ugly turn. One Taihang
peasant struck back at a landlord who raped his wife. He was hung by the hair of his head and beaten
until his scalp separated from his skull. He fell to the ground and bled to death.



Only if the landlord found it impossible to cope with a peasant did he go to the village government for
help. Then the constable, who carried a revolver, and a few stalwarts from the Peace Preservation
Corps armed with rifles, soon straightened out the matter. Should the local forces prove inadequate the
rifles of the whole district could easily be concentrated on one village and if this was not enough, the
county magistrate had at his disposal a standing force of several score armed men in permanent
garrison.

Little wonder that the peasants seldom resisted the demands of the gentry. They knew only too well
what would happen to them if they struck back. In their own experience and in the history of the
region there was no lack of precedents.

In most cases involving disputes with peasants, direct action by the gentry, backed up when necessary
by the armed forces of the village government, was enough to preserve law and order. But this was not
so when the gentry themselves fell out. Since the village head was only their servant, or at best their
peer, the most he could do was mediate. He could not impose a solution. When mediation failed there
was no recourse but to enter a lawsuit at the county court or Yamen. There cases were fought out with
a full regalia of lawyers, briefs, counter-briefs, witnesses, and liberal handouts to all and sundry.
Public morality being what it was, the family with the most resources, the best connections, and the
least scruples usually won. The loser was often punished with a public flogging and, in addition, was
required to throw a banquet for the entertainment of all involved, at which time the public apologies
were offered that wound up the case.

So ruinous were court cases that most families avoided them like the plague. If they were unable to
settle matters out of court, their quarrels could harden into feuds in the course of which each family in
the dispute tried to damage the persons and property of the other. To repay an insult or avenge an
injury, gangs were organized, beatings administered, crops fired, wells plugged, carts and implements
broken, trees cut down, women and children kidnapped, and men murdered.

The impassive mud walls of Long Bow thus harbored a never-ending "war of all against all" which
absorbed a great part of the energy of the people and tended to conceal that basic conflict, the struggle
between the gentry and the peasants over the fruits of the land, which would eventually overwhelm
everything else.

It was this background of corruption, favoritism, influence peddling, and violence that drove many a
young peasant into the gangster-type secret societies such as the "Red Rifles" that were endemic in the
region. It was this same background that made it possible for certain powerful gentry to organize their
own private armed forces, oppress and rob people at will, loot and rape and murder without fear of
reprisal, and, when successful, build themselves up into local warlords with power over whole
districts, whole counties, and even provinces. Between raids and debaucheries their rifles were always
available for the suppression of revolt and many an adventurer built a career and fortune looting and
killing under the guise of hunting rebels and, in later years. Communists. Yang Hu-sheng, for many
years the warlord of neighboring Shensi Province, and one of the men who kidnapped Chiang Kai-shek
in Sian in 1936, started out as a soldier-bandit in command of a small armed detachment.

The gentry who operated gangs on a village or district level were known as opa or "local despots.”" In
the 1940's Long Bow had its own local despot. Fan Tung-hsi (son of Fan Pu-tzu), but since his exploits
more properly belong to the period of the Japanese War they will be dealt with in a later chapter.



When agrarian revolt flared in isolated parts of China after the suppression of the Great Revolution in
1927, neither the legitimate gangs of the village politicians nor the illegitimate gangs of the local
despots were enough to suppress them. Then Chiang Kai-shek introduced additional forms of control
into every village reached by his power—the pao-chia system of mutual responsibility, and the Kuo-
mintang Party organization.

The pao-chia system was a variant of the traditional hi (neighborhood) and chia (10-family group)
system already described. The ten families of the chia and the hundred families of the pao (the lu was
an intermediate level) were held collectively responsible for the activities of each and every one of
their members. Key individuals were expected to report their neighbors' every move, and everyone
was punished when any member of the group was suspected of involvement in revolutionary activity.
Mass executions were carried out under the slogan: "Better to kill one hundred innocent people than to
allow one Communist to escape."

Shansi was one of the provinces where a reign of terror was insti-

tuted along these lines in the 1930's. Many peasants were seized and killed in Lucheng County and
young men dared not leave home to look for work for fear of being picked up as agitators. Taking a
defiant attitude or wearing a red scarf was enough to cause suspicion.

Since family and class loyalties tended to be far stronger than any loyalty to national or local
government it is doubtful if the pao-chia system was very effective in rooting out subversion. A much
better instrument for this purpose was the Kuomintang Party, which recruited as members young
gentry such as Fan Tung-hsi and built with their aid a counter-revolutionary political force able to
gather intelligence, expose suspects, and co-ordinate activities over a wide area. Around this hard core
of diehard gentry were gathered teachers, students, officials, and persons of normal ambition in public
life. For such people as these a Kuomintang membership card was obligatory.

In Long Bow most of the leading gentry and their "dog's legs" were Kuomintang members. They
agitated in favor of that peculiar blend of nationalism, fascism and Confucianism immortalized by
Chiang Kai-shek in his book, China's Destiny, maintained strict thought control over all village life,
and mobilized the landlord class for a showdown with the rising peasant revolution.

The ruthless way in which the slightest defiance on the part of tenants and laborers was suppressed
over the years created in the peasants a deep, almost instinctive, reluctance to mount an attack against
the power of the gentry. Revolt after revolt had been crushed during 20 centuries of gentry rule. Those
who raised their heads to lead them had either been bought off or had had their heads severed. Their
followers had been cut to pieces, burned, flayed, or buried alive. Gentry in the Taihang proudly
showed foreign visitors leather articles made from human skin. Such events and such mementos were
a part of the cultural heritage of every peasant in China. Traditions of ruthless suppression were
handed down in song and legend, and memorialized in the operas which were so popular everywhere.

It is no wonder, then, that only the most severe provocation could overcome the peasants' great
reluctance to act, and set them in motion. But once in motion they tended to extremes of cruelty and
violence. If they struck, they struck to kill, for common sense and millenniums of painful experience
told them that if they did not, their enemies would inevitably return another day to kill them.

The extreme and often misdirected violence of peasant uprisings in China was an indication of certain



basic weaknesses in the peasants as a political force, weaknesses which were cultivated anew in each
generation by the very nature of the fragmented, small-holding, peddlers' economy in which they were
all reared.

The first of these weaknesses was an all-pervading individualism engendered by the endless, personal
struggle to acquire a little land and to beat out the other fellow in the market place. Peasants
individually driven to bankruptcy viewed economic disaster not as a social but as a personal matter, to
be solved in isolation by whatever means came to hand. This essentially divisive and selfish approach
made co-operation between peasants on any level other than the family extremely difficult, greatly
increased the leverage of the gentry's divide-and-rule tactics, and made inevitable the corruption of a
certain percentage of peasant leaders who, when they found a way out themselves, abandoned their
brothers.

A second crucial weakness was the lack of vision that arose directly out of small-scale production
with its rudimentary division of labor and indirectly out of the cultural isolation which this type of
economy, with its limited market, imposed on the community. Of the great waves of political,
cultural, and scientific thought that broke on China's shores in the early twentieth century scarcely a
ripple reached such inland villages as Long Bow. The peasants heard little provincial, less national,
and almost no world news. Less than one person in ten could read. Completely absorbed in crop
production, family life, and the desperate battle for daily survival, they were true victims of the
"idiocy of village life."

As victims of village idiocy the peasants had little opportunity to learn of large-scale production and
the potential abundance that it offered mankind. Their idea of the good society was one in which
everyone had a plot of land, a roof overhead, clothes to wear, and wheat dumplings to eat. The
equalitarianism they dreamed of was noble, but it was also Utopian—there being no conceivable way
in which every family could enjoy a prosperous life on a long-term basis as long as production was
atomized by small private holdings and cursed with primitive technique. Even if all the means of
production could be equally divided, what was to prevent the old process of differentiation which had
originally produced landlord and tenant from producing them all over again?

Only a new set of social and productive relations could break through the vicious circle, release
China's productive power, and open the road to a prosperous future. But of new sets of social relations,
of other modes of production, the peasants knew nothing, could imagine nothing, and hence had no
beacons to guide them in any search for liberation. They were in the position of a man trying to survey
the sky while imprisoned at the bottom of a well.

The despair of men standing up to their necks in water coupled with the ignorance engendered by a
"well-bottom" view of social

relations led inevitably to impetuosity in action—a third great weakness of the peasants. Because they
so desperately wanted a way out they deluded themselves about the difficulties involved. They thought
in terms of short, drastic action to divide existing wealth rather than the "hundred-year great task" of
releasing and creating new productive forces through a fundamental transformation of society.
Therefore, when they did act, they were not prepared for two or three years, not to mention decades, of
bitter struggle and were easily discouraged when revolt did not quickly bring any improvement in
their situation. Armed uprisings almost always ended in a self-defeating, Robin-Hood-type banditry
because the peasants did not see the need for, or were unwilling to undertake, the long hard



mobilization of the whole laboring population that alone could transform society and bring about their
liberation. A temporary, partial victory could elate these roving insurgents, but a minor defeat could
plunge them into black despair, and even cause them to abandon the campaign altogether.

Mao Tse-tung, long before he became chairman of the Chinese Communist Party, catalogued the
weaknesses exhibited by peasants as revolutionary soldiers. Among them were:

(1) The purely military viewpoint—a tendency to regard fighting as the only task of the army;
avoidance of such political tasks as educating and organizing the mass of the people, arming them,
and helping them to establish their own political power. Without this political work the whole fight
lost its meaning and the revolutionary his reason for existence.

(2) Extreme democracy—aversion to discipline, each commander and each soldier going his own way
in a carefree manner.

(3) Absolute equalitarianism—a demand that everyone be treated alike regardless of circumstances;
opposition to extra rations for wounded soldiers, horses for officers who had to travel, lighter loads for
older persons and the sick, etc.

(4) Subjectivism—holding opinions and voicing criticisms without a realistic examination of the facts
and without regard for political principle; basing opinions on random talk and wishful thinking;
focusing criticism on minor issues, petty defects, and personal quirks. All of these could only lead to
mutual suspicion and unprincipled quarrelling between people.

(5) Individualism—yvindictiveness, cliquism, the mercenary viewpoint; holding oneself responsible to
individual leaders rather than to the revolution as a whole; hedonism—an urgent desire for personal
comfort and pleasure, a longing to leave the hard life of struggle and find some softer spot.

(6) The idea of roving insurgents—military opportunism, avoidance of hard political organizing in
favor of "hiring men and buying horses"; living off the land like any ordinary bandit.

(7) Adventurism—acting bhndly regardless of conditions and the state of mind of one's forces; slack
discipline on the one hand but corporal punishment and the execution of deserters on the other;
attempting to enforce rather ihan to inspire loyalty to the cause.*

The gentry of Long Bow were well aware of these weaknesses of the peasants. They played on them to
prevent any challenge to their rule before the Revolution began and counted on them to disrupt the
Revolution once it got under way.

* Mao Tse-tung, Selected Works, New York: International Publishers, 1954, Vol. I, pp. 105-115.
The Teaching of the Lord of Heaven

What would you say if I sent bonzes and lamas to preach in your country?

Emperor Ch'ien Lung

In 1916 the outward calm of Long Bow Village was disrupted by unprecedented activity. Long lines of
carts hauled grey bricks from kilns in many parts of the county and unloaded them in the village



square. Local contractors hired masons from as far away as Wuan and Hantan, at the edge of the Hopei
plain, to lay the brick. Slowly, in the very center of the community, a large Gothic-style church arose
—the first architectural innovation in a thousand years. A tall, square tower that thrust above every
other structure in the neighborhood topped the church and served as a landmark that could be seen for
miles around. This tower would have made Long Bow unique had it not been for the fact that even
taller, more ostentatious towers were constructed in other nearby villages at about the same time—at
Kao Settlement, Horse Square, and South Temple, to name but a few.

These churches were built under the direction of Catholic missionaries from Europe who established a
firm base in Lucheng County in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and converted a
significant minority of the peasants to their faith. No analysis of the dominant forces in Long Bow in
the decades preceding the Revolution would be complete, therefore, without a description of the Tien
Chu Chiao or "Lord of Heaven Teaching" brought by these fathers. Though the Church did nothing to
modify the land system or the landlord-tenant relationship based on it—on the contrary, it reinforced
them by its teachings, and by becoming a landholder in its own right—it did serve as the opening
wedge for Western influence. By disrupting and dividing the community, demanding special
privileges for its converts, engendering cliques and counter-cliques, imposing humiliations on civil
and religious leaders alike, it won for itself the bitter hatred of the majority outside the Church. Its
influence, even after it disappeared as an organized force, was deep and lasting.

The first missionaries arrived in the Taihang Mountains in the de-

cade after 1840, following the defeat of China in the First Opium War. They were Italian Franciscans.
In the latter part of the nineteenth century these Italians were reinforced by French and Dutch priests
of the same order. From all that I could learn in Long Bow, it was the Dutch who concentrated in the
Shangtang region and built the mission in Changchih to which the church in Long Bow was a satellite.

The Franciscan fathers, once they gained admission to the region, went vigorously to work; they
bought land, built buildings, brought in Catholic converts from other areas, and set up small Christian
communities. Through the Chinese Christians as intermediaries, rather than through preaching or
evangelism, they hoped to reach out to the local people and eventually establish entire Cathohc
villages and even Cathohc counties.

With each defeat suffered by the Ch'ing Dynasty at the hands of the Western powers, greater and
greater concessions were granted to the Catholic missionaries, all of whom, regardless of nationality,
were under French protection. The French government lost no opportunity to win special privileges
and powers for foreign priests, which enabled them to influence the population around them more
effectively and to gain converts.

The treaties forced on the Chinese government by the Second Opium War (1856-1860)

placed not only missionaries, but Chinese Christians under the aegis of foreign powers. This gave to
the converts a certain assurance of protection and stimulated the numerical growth of the church. The
provision had, however, implications and results which were, to say the least, unfortunate. It tended to
remove Chinese Christians from the jurisdiction of their government and make of Christian
communides imperia in imperio, widely scattered enclaves under the defense of aliens.*

Missionaries usurped the powers of civil officials over their converts; and it was not surprising to find



that

Catholic missionaries interfered from time to time in lawsuits in which Christians were one of the
parties. Sometimes a mere gesture from a missionary—a visit or his card—was enough to obtain a
decision in favor of a convert, for the official did not wish to become embroiled with foreigners who,
through their consuls