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Vice-Premier Chen Yonggui's rough-hewn face, craggy as the rock on
Tigerhecad Mountain, was completely mobile, changing expression
swiftly and completely as his mood changed. It reminded me of the face
of Fernandel, the great French comedian, so senous, even tragic, at one
moment, yet creased with laughter the next. On his head he always
wore a white hand towel tied behind in typical Taihang Mountain tash-
lon. He wore this towel even in Beijing, even while attending the
National People’s Congress. When this peasant leader went to the city,
the countryside held its own, no doubt about that. Chen Yonggui
enjoyed meeting people, particularly people who were interested in the
Chillese countryside. He had much to say, it rolled out in a flood of sto-
ries, sclf-criticisms, exclamations, philosophical musings. He acted out
cach part, bracketing ideas with his swiftly moving hands.

Chen’s voice was deep and gravelly, his vocal cords no doubt as
stained with nicotine as his fingers from smoking too many cigarettes
and lighting one from the other. He spoke as if he had called too often
tq the people breaking rock in the next ravine. His accent was pure
Xiyang, broad yet angular. Not too many tones. Shanxi people don’t
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speak in the tones of Beijing. And his vocabulary—it was as rich as any
vocabulary I ever heard, not only rich in words but rich in images and
colloquialisms, in imitative sounds: a knock on the door—ka tsa, ka tsa;
depression—hui liu liu de; dismay—at ya, ai ya; empty-handed—Tlike a
tall sorghum stalk, nothing but pith inside; glory—the whiskers of Jiang
Fei (legendary hero) all over our faces; pride—a tail in the air that
nobody dares touch; plot—the weasel says Happy New Year to the
chicken. No English translation could ever be more than a pale reflec-
tion of a conversation with Chen Yonggui of Dazhai. [Description of
Chen Yonggui from William Hinton’s Shenfan, page 236.]

Today, from in front of the impressive stone stele marking Chen
Yonggui’s tomb, looking north toward Tiananmen as Chen, seeing that
palace gate in his mind’s eye, so often did, the view 1s breathtaking—
rock-walled step-terraces, tier-on-tier, hold firm the sides of gullies
plugged with arch-shaped dams also laid up with rock; small Dazhai
plains surround nestling villages fashioned from cut-stone designed to
last, they say, two thousand years; orchard-covered ridges overhang 1rri-
gation channels that wind snakelike across ravine-serrated slopes.
Raising the eyes brings into view jumbled hilltops, distant mountain
summits, wave on wave, beneath an azure, overarching sky. Chen always
said the North could outproduce the South because the North, unlike
the overcast warmer regions, has sunlight all day most days. Who could
avoid sitting quietly on Tigerhead, taking in the full sweep of the spec-
tacle below and marveling at the human ingenuity, skill, long hours and
endless travail that went into its creation? Not many landscapes in the
world are so much a product of natural force and human counter-force
as this one.

Looking at a deep slot cut by storm waters through solid rock,
Premier Zhou Enlai once asked Guo Fenglian, the leader of Dazhat’s
“Iron Girls,” what was stronger, water or people.

“People,” said Guo Fenglian.
“But water cut right through that rock,” said the Premuer, skeptical.

“Water took thousands of years to do it. My team could do that in

a few days!” Guo exclaimed.
Premier Zhou Enlai had no answer for that.
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As for the village itself, it nestles, virtually out of sight from any van-
tage point, in a deep cleft in the mantle of loess soil that overlies the
bedrock under Tigerhead Mountain. Before the return to privatization in
the eighties, the elongated courtyard at the bottom of the cleft retained
the ambience of a quiet nurturing ground for family life. Double- and
triple-storied  tiers ot stone-lined caves surrounded it on three sides.
Close to the middle, jutting rakishly from the base of a high masonry
retaining wall, the mighty, ancient willow so beloved of Dazhai residents,
.t once a tree of joy and a tree of sorrow, survived, more or less intact,
generations of benign neglect. Under its spreading branches many a long
meeting convened of a summer evening to hammer out consensus of
thought and action. A few small one-story buildings crowded the upper
end of the gully. Brick-walled and tile-roofed, they served as cookhouses
and spare sleeping quarters for tamilies living in the first tier of caves.
Since the community maintained most livestock, fuel supplies (both
stalks and coal), communal privies, and staple stores outside the con-
fines of the gully itself, the spacious yard, swept clean daily, appeared as
W(?” kePt as a public park, and like any popular urban park, was always
alive with children playing, women chatting, sewing, or simply sunning
themselves. Chickens clucking, scratching and pecking beneath the feet
of a stray dog or two added an extra rural touch to the scene.

| This book constitutes an unusual biography. It is not so much the
lite story of Chen Yonggui, an outstanding common man turned states-
man, as it 1s a defense briet, a polemic riposte, a vindication, and an
cxoneration, a call for justice and a cry of pain for a person, a commu-
nity and a world outlook grievously distorted and wronged in the mael-
strom ot sudden historical reversal that struck China in 1978.
T'hroughout the book the author, Qin Huailu, puts emphasis beyond
a well-rounded, conventional portrait of the subject in question—Chen
Yonggui' and his village base, Dazhai. He sets the record straight vis-a-vis
the various trumped-up charges and slanders that Deng Xiaoping’s
media confederates launched against the peasant Vice-Premier, his vil-
lage, his County and above all his life work. The attack began on
October 17, 1980, with the publication in the Shanxi Daily, the official
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voice of Shanxi Province, of the first critical diatribe entitled “Dazhai’s
Departure From the Spirit of Dazhai,” then expanded, at many levels
and in a plethora of forms, into an all-out, general offensive. This attack
elicited very little by way of defense until Qin Huailu, many years later,
dared to take up the task with a counter-polemic.

In some ways the defensive warp of Qin’s book is detrimental to the
dramatic unfolding of Chen Yonggui’s life story, but overall the polem-
ical intensity of Qin’s treatment is what gives his writing its emotional
depth, its urgency, its vitality, its bite. Had Chen Yonggui never suffered
attack, there would have been no need to rally in his defense, to pore
through all the records, to interview all the people whose lives touched
his, and to examine all the issues as the author Qn Huailu has done.
Without the unfair repudiation inflicted on Chen Yonggui, who would
have felt compelled to compile this remarkable story of a near miracu-
lous rise and an undeserved and ignominious fall?

Chen Yonggui’s career formed the heart of a seminal controversy in
China’s modern history. By joining battle on the issues, Qin Huailu has
done the world a great service. Everyone pays lip service to “seeking
truth from facts,” a slogan misused by Deng Xiaoping to elbow his way
to supreme power, after having twice been set aside. But unless people
have a chance to hear all sides, how can they ascertain the facts? A slan-
derous re-condemnation of Chen Yonggui, entitled The Rise and Fall of
the Red Flag of Dazhai, was published in Honan 1990, in the same
year that the Communist Party Central Committee banned Qin
Huailu’s book on the grounds that the Party had not yet passed a final
verdict on Chen Yonggui. So much for reason and fair play in the age of
“reform.”

[ will have more to say about Chen Yonggui and Dazhai in an
Afterword to this volume. But first, here is Qin Huailu’s candid, vital
story of the peasant statesman who transformed his own life, his village,
his County, his Province, and at least for a time influenced the course
of human affairs in all of China.

William H. Hinton

THE MAKING OF
CHEN YONGGUI




He started out as a plain, down-to-earth, average peasant. Like many
generations of Chinese peasants before him who carried the weight of
the “clear heavens” on their backs while their feet trod the yellow earth,
Chen Yonggui toted wicker baskets on shoulder poles, wielded pickaxes
and grub hoes, ploughed and weeded in the terraced tields, and nursed
along crop after crop. He staged his battles over many years along the
harrow foot-trails that wind amid the rocks and caves of the Taithang
Mountains and the gullies and ridges of the loess plateau.

Forty years ago, beyond the confines of his village, hardly anybody
even knew him. But as history entered the second half of the twentieth
century, this simple peasant became a “star,” known throughout the
vast land of China. His small, multi-level hamlet of a mere 110 house-
holds became the red banner on China’s agricultural front. State lead-
“TS propagated the experiences of the ljttle village among 800 million

Chinese peasants, and its fame spread well beyond the borders of the
nation,

On the map of China, which covers some three million six hundred
and ninety thousand square mules, the village of Dazhaj is 1 tiny dot—

13
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albeit a dot on which many an admiring eye has focused attention. Yet
Chen Yonggui and a few other ordinary down-to-earth peasants of his
circle, all of whom hailed from that dot, rode the crest of the tide of his-
tory straight into the County Party Committee, into the Yingze
Guesthouse in the Provincial Capital, into the Great Hall of the People
in Beijing, into the seat of the central government at Zhongnanhai, and
well beyond the boundaries of China on travels to foreign lands. For a
relatively long time Chen Yonggui was one ot a handful of dynamic tig-
ures on the Chinese political scene. In his later years the hoe-wielding
farmer made an enormous leap by “ascending the throne” as a member
of the Political Bureau of the Central Committee of the Chinese
Communist Party and as a Vice-Premier ot the State Council.

Learn trom Dazhai! Hey!
Catch up with Dazhai!

Red tlowers ot Dazhai
Blossom low and high.

The surging melody of the opening song on the Village Broadcast of
the People’s Central Radio used to reverberate over the mountains,
rivers and lakes, reaching all corners of the motherland. It moistened
many a singing throat, and touched many a heart. It aroused multitudes
to action, and led them to take their destiny into their own hands. It
drove millions of people to transform barren mountains, fill in forbid-
ding ravines, and tame unruly rivers. It confused others into commit-
ting foolish deeds that defy the logic of objective laws. Nature, in turn,
while punishing those who abused the land, offered bounteous gifts to
those who learned well from Dazhai. There are people, endlessly stirred
by this song, who have fought selflessly because of it. Some have even
“laid down their lives.

The Dazhai song was the agricultural battle hymn of the 1960s and
1970s. Even the high tides and lapses of Chinese agriculture seem to
have followed its tune. From the time when people first learned the song
in the mid-1960s, through many tireless campaigns and lively struggles,
the “Learn from Dazhai” mass movement in agriculture unfolded on a
grand and spectacular scale throughout China’s far-flung domain.
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During those twelv.e or more years, over seven million pilgrims
~mbarked on strenuous journeys trom the far corners of the motherland
nd descended on Xiyang Cc?unty, crossed the Songxi Rwer, anFl con-
verged on T igerhead Mountam. They brought along their c?evohon for
the Great Leader, Chairman Mao, and when they raised their red books
.nd shouted “Learn from Dazhai, catch up with Dazhai,” their voices
cemed to shake the earth and echo back from the sky. Central region-
4] and local leaders held more than twenty meetings in Xiyang County
and Dazhai, all rooted in the momentous mass movement initiated
there. The sheer number of these meetings, their high level, and the
scope of the government departments involved were truly something
seldom seen in a small County like Xiyang, and a tiny hamlet like
Dazhai.

How could Dazhat’s influence stop at China’s borders? From the
1960s onward, the tame ot the little village started spreading overseas
and, indeed, it seems as though its name made the rounds of the entire
globe.

When I'looked at the records of two decades ago, I found that 2,288
international groups and 25,478 individual foreign guests of varying
skin color, nationality and creed from 134 countries and regions had vis-
ited Tigerhead Mountain. On one occasion, the village received guests
from 35 countries in a single day. What’s more, the enormous, mind-
boggling influence of Dazhai aroused the interest of the heads of State
of more than twenty nations, and a vast assortment of lesser leaders.
They all climbed Tigerhead Mountain in person to find out what gave
this little village such magical powers. The late President of
Mozambique Samora Moises Machel came to Dazhai twice in search of
4 way to promote agriculture in his country. Albania’s Political Bureau
member and First Vice-Chairman of the Council of Ministers Spiro
Koleka, Mexico’s President Luis Echeverria Alvarez, Mali’s President
Moussa Traore, Cambodia’s Prime Minister Prince Norodom Sithanouk,
Singapore’s President Lee Kuan Yew, General Secretary of the United
Nations Kurt Waldheim, General Secretary of the Communist Party of
Kampuchea Pol Pot, American friends of the People’s Republic of
China Edgar Snow and William Hinton, and the famous Sino-Belgian
writer Han Suyin, among others, all paid visits to Dazhai. Dazhai
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received high praise for its amazing achievements from several interna-
tional organizations and won the Italian International “Expert 1n
Agriculture Award.”

Although that momentous age is now gone, many enthusiastic
people still ask to this day: “Why did Chairman Mao Zedong bring
forth the slogan ‘In agriculture, learn from Dazhai’ in 1968, and how did
he empower it to sweep across the entire land? What is it that propelled
Chen Yonggui, a mere dirt farmer who raised corn, to ‘ascend the
throne” as a member of the Political Bureau of the Central Committee
of the Chinese Communist Party and as a Vice-Premier of the State
Council, and to preside over the fate of China’s agriculture for almost
a decade? And why is it that, even after his precipitous fall from favor,
many people still tenaciously honor his memory and undertake investi-
gations on his behalf?”

Chen Yonggui took part in a series of sweeping, soul-stirring social
dramas that occurred on the stage of Chinese history. Some played out
as comedies, some as tragedies, others as sheer farce. There may be
unknowing people who think these dramas strange. But nobody who
lived during the 1960s and 1970s and knew the facts would find them
absurd, though tragic they surely were.

Chen Yonggui’s rise and fall may seem an anomaly of history and
yet, in truth, it was no miracle. The real story leaves a puzzling,
poignant aftertaste. Today, as history has ostensibly dropped the final
curtain on this drama and the story can be told, many of the tascinat-
ing “myths” and object lessons that had remained in people’s memories
and among their stored documents cannot but enhance the allure of
the name: Chen Yonggui.

THE PERVERSE CHEN
FAMILY GRAVEYARD

Through the ages Dazhai has occupied hotly contested territory.
Tradition has it that the armies of the Northern Song, when they
attempted to stop the invading Jin troops, garrisoned the Honggqiao
Pass at the back of Tigerhead Mountain. Since they pitched their camp
and stored their grain and fodder in Dazhai, they made Dazhai’s name
well known. Yet, during the next thousand and more years, history
recorded no further mention of this place. Not until Dazhai, having
reared the rustic hero Chen Yonggui, changed beyond recognition and
entered the twentieth century through the big door of revolution did
the hamlet elbow its way once more into history.

Our modern age has added new content to an ancient area of con-
tention: seemingly endless debate about Chen Yonggui, an endless
debate even over the simple facts of Chen Yonggui’s origin and person-
al history to add to similar controversies originating in ages past that
have escalated from dynasty to dynasty.

[ don’t know why the circumstances surrounding Chen’s arrival in
Dazhai managed to give birth to such an array of fraudulent explana-
tions. Is it mere coincidence that the sources of the fraud display such

17
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distinctly human features? Some say that Chen Yonggui came to
Dazhai fleeing famine in Shaanxi Province—people have even written
logically coherent articles about this. Others claim that he was a run-
away landlord from Shandong; or a secret agent from Heber, who was
later recognized somewhere by somebody from his hometown; or that
his place in history is such and such.... According to Liang Bianliang’,
when the author of Dazhai’s Place in the World, Zhang Zhenglong,
went to Dazhai in 1983 to gather material for this book of creative non-
fiction, in the process of clarifying Chen Yonggui’s personal history he
asked Liang Bianliang: “Where is good old Chen from, after all?”

“There you go!” Liang Bianliang answered in all earnestness. “But,
[ suppose, it’s just as well that you get it clear. Why don't you get a car
at the County town and go to look at his old house yourself? That would
be good enough to convince you, wouldn’t it?”

Faced with facts, I could find no justification to inquire further.

What I find intolerable is that after the Central Commuittee inves-
tigated, clarified and reached a conclusion regarding Chen Yonggui's
personal history, Sun Qitai and Xiong Zhiyong, in their book entitled
The Rise and Fall of the Red Flag of Dazhai published in 1990, men-
tioned several times how “Chen Yonggui, during the Resistance War
Against Japanese Occupation, participated in a meeting of the ‘New
Asia Society’ which was organized by Japanese officials.” They planted
the personal history of some other Chen Yonggui onto the head of
Chen Yonggui from Dazhai. Once again, the much maligned man was
treated unjustly without an opportunity to right the wrong.

But, let’s begin with the story of the real Chen Yongguu.

In Xiyang County there is a hamlet called Shishan or Rock Mount,
about 30 Chinese /i from Dazhai.? This is the place Chen Yonggui hails
from. Several generations of Chens have found their final resting place
in the old graveyard, just outside the village. A lone pine, gnarled and
ancient, dominates the graves. The Chens like to think of it as a sym-
bol of the timeless glory of their clan, yet the pine has let them down

1. Liang Bianliang, a Dazhai peasant, was a collcague and staunch supporter ot Chen
Yonggul.

2. Shishan literally means “rock mount,” which illustrates the nature of terrain in
Xiyang County. One Chinese i cquals 0.5 kilometers or 0.3107 English miles.
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2in by extending its branches all too readily to those who

One of the Chens who hung himself from the old pine was Chen
7hira, whose childhood name was Chen Keni. It happened sometime
during the Tenth Year ot the Republic.! Men of all ages, white sashes
around their waists and long-stemmed pipes hanging on strings trom
their necks, gathered around the body, but no one was in the mood to
-moke. As a stifling mist enshrouded the entire graveyard, the sound ot
muffled sighing mingled with heart-wrenching sobs.

Probably because of the legacy ot I Ching, Chinese people like to
fuss over graves in order to make them auspicious. They spare no
expenses when it comes to inviting a geomancer to select a go-od site for
the family’s grave mound. The geomancer who selected the Chen tam-
ily graveyard pronounced the position of the mountains auspicious, and
announced that the family would flourish, produce a person of high
rank, and achieve riches and honor. Alas, his invocation did not seem to
be efficacious! For several generations, the tate of the Chens was noth-
ing but miserable. Chen Keni and his four brothers all had to leave
home to make a living. Only one of them died at home, but little com-
fort can be gleaned from that. It was not a natural death.

[n the winter of 1914, Chen Keni took his entire tamily to Little
South Mount at the back of Tigerhead Mountain. On the first day ot
the lunar New Year, Chen Keni’s wife gave birth to a son in a cave’ dug
out of the ground. They called him Jinxiao, but in order to bring him
good luck, they also gave him an official name, which they chose care-
tully from the old family genealogy: Yonggui (Forever Precious). Before
him his mother bore a girl, after him another boy.

One year somebody must have offended the old Dragon King’
because for twelve long months he didn’t send us humans a good
ground-soaking rain. Peasant families did not harvest a single kernel of

1. 1921,

Z. The caves of the loess platcau arc manmade, high-ccilinged long vaults, usually dug
Mto perpendicular, standing faces of loess soil. They are roomy, light at the front due to
Paper windows, warm in winter, cool in summer—in other words attractive, comfort-
able, affordable peasant housing. Modern Dazhai cave vaults are lined with cut-stone
masonry to make them flood- and carthquake-proof. (W.H 1)

3. The God of Rain in Chinese mythology.
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grain, and I'm not talking just about grain to eat—I mean grain for §
seed too. In order to survive, all Chen Keni could do was pick up a car- §
rying pole with a sigh, load the cooking pan, eating bowls, gourd ladle '.;:;.}
and washbasin on one end of the pole, his infant child on the other, }
and head back to his old home in Rock Mount. Unfortunately poor |

people, no matter where they ran or how far they hid, could not escape

the old society’s wide-open bloodthirsty mouth. Chen Keni reclaimed 1
a field from wasteland but still found himself working for a rich land-
lord. When the land lay wasting nobody claimed ownership, but once

some desperate peasant reclaimed a piece and started growing crops,

some landlord always claimed it as his own. Hard as Chen Keni tried

he could not make enough to pay high rent and still support his wite
and children.

Chen Yonggui remembers one completely moonless night before

the family left Rock Mount when his father hugged his wife tightly and

cried like a wounded animal. Although, when the year is bad, nobody is

to blame, the husband’s head drooped while he searched for caring
words with which to console his wife. In order to keep his family alive
he had no choice but to sell his wife and two of his three children to
buyers in other places, while he himself with his oldest son moved on,
hoping to change their tortunes.

When a couple parts, it’s never easy. “If our fate is not to live, no
matter how far we go, we'll still die,” the wife pleaded. “It looks like
Heaven will not bypass our entire family, so why don’t we just all die
here? At least our bones will be gathered in one place.”

“If fate spares others, why wouldn’t it spare you and me?” the hus-
band argued, trying to persuade her to accept the tragic deal. “I'm only
suggesting what’s best for everybody. I've arranged to sell you and the
little son into Heshun County. You go along with him and try to make
it. I'll keep the big son. We should be able to get enough to eat and
drink when we sell our labor. As for the girl, she’s a maiden. There’s no
shortage of people who want her. I've sold her into Yagou Village in
Xizhai Township. For better or worse, she won’t be single at least, so she

won’t turn into a vengeful ghost.”
The husband and wife tried to console each other, sobbing inter-
mittently. They longed for the night to never end, so they could speak
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ot their minds and pour out all their tears. People were coming to get
the wife and the girl as soon as the curtain of darkness lifted. The mar-
riage that had lasted many years was about to break up. She, who had
been until that moment a Chen bride and a Chen family daughter-in-
law, was to become the bride of a Yang

The following day, a Heshun County peasant surnamed Yang came
to take Chen Yonggu’s mother and younger brother away. Another peas-
ant from Yagou village in Xizhai Township, at the western end of Xlyang
County, fetched the older sister to serve as a child bride.

One would expect that Chen Keni would have been able make ends
meet casily after he sold his wite, his son and his daughter, but fate had
just the opposite 1n store for him. He settled in Dazhai, on the other
side of the mountain range. But a year or two in that barren place so
impoverished him that he could no longer survive. The skin on the
cheeks of his son Chen Yonggui had nothing to stick to but bare bones,
so he turned him over to two old peasant women, Old Lady Xiang and
Old Lady Meng, who were somewhat better off and happy to have
another son to raise.

Chen Keni himself, in return for something to eat, went off to work
in Wuyjiaping' or Five Family Flat, for a landlord surnamed Wang. For an
entire year the landlord provided only food and drink, paying him noth-
ing tor his services. He even hinted that the elder Chen should have been
happy for something in his stomach in a bad year like that one. Then, at
the end of the tenth month of the lunar calendar? when most landlords
no longer needed any temporary farm hands, Chen Keni saw that he had
reached the end of the road. For several days he sighed, without uttering
a word, then finally accepted his fate. On a pitch-dark night, when it was
hard to see the tip of your own nose, without a word to anybody he
returned to his native village, Rock Mount. Once there, he spilled his last
tears on his ancestors” graves, and then hung his useless body from the
pine tree, which had never been good at answering human wishes and
>cems perversely to have utterly disregarded the geomancer’s prophesy.
Thus a snap of the rope put an end to the life of Old Man Chen.

g\\]/]Uj'iaping, hiterally Five Family Flat, was a large village on the flat land next to
azhai,

- Begmnmg of winter, when the farming season is over.
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When the great tragedy of Keni’s death reached the Chens, the fam-

ily members had long since gone their separate ways. The only one who

could have paid his last respects to the deceased was the son left behind

:n Dazhai, Chen Yonggui. Old Lady Xiang and Old Lady Meng tried to  §

comfort the boy, who was only six at the time. There was not much the
two widows could do for him but sigh as their eyes swelled with tears.
The emaciated little boy kept crying, “Daddy! My daddy!” until his voice
went hoarse. Finally, Old Lady Meng overcame her penury and brought
out the few chicken eggs she had collected in the rice jar. She used them
to buy a foot of white cloth at the village supply store, which she then
tied around Chen Yonggui's waist by way of a mourning dress. She
pushed him around to face in the direction of Rock Mount and mstruct-
ed him, visibly pained: “Jinxiao! Let’s kowtow to your father. Aunty 1s
not sure what’s the proper way to do it, but let us try.”

Chen Yonggui, his face smudged with tears, faithfully followed the
movements of Old Lady Meng.

The adults in Dazhai who were there at the time made sympathet-
ic comments. They all felt saddened by Chen Yonggui’s fate. Several
women, having sighed profusely, asked him: “Jinxiao, what do you think
should be done for your dad?”

According to several who witnessed the scene, Chen Yonggui did
not utter a word. Perhaps he was too young to adjust to the sudden cat-
astrophe. Or perhaps the cruel stratagems so far inflicted by fate had
already toughened his character.

Although they were a family belonging to the Jia clan, the paternal
sisters Xiang and Meng treated Chen as one of their own. Chen Yonggui
had no blood relatives in Dazhai. The Chens of Rock Mount, on the
other hand, were very numerous. At that particular time, however, they
were all struggling to keep themselves alive, and were 1n no position to
help a destitute child who was wandering far from home. Chen Yonggu
kept hoping that someone from Rock Mount would at least come to
take him back to the ancestral burial ground to look at his tather’s
grave. Meanwhile, the resentment of the older villagers toward his

father’s death reverberated in his ears.
“That geomancer sure fooled your family, one generation after

another.”
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«\What did he have to go back to that old graveyard for? To have his

- oul return to earth there?”

«What good could have come to him from returning to that place?”

And vet several decades later, when Chen Yonggui became “a per-
<on of high rank,” the gecomancer’s words seemed miraculously to have
come true. Due to the honor associated with the post of Vice-Premier,
people suddenly recalled the story of the Chen family graveyard and
that old, gnarled pine tree. Indeed, it was quite an extraordinary coinci-
dence. Thanks to this coincidence, if indeed that’s what it was, the old
pine tree remains standing i Rock Mount to this day, its roots
unharmed. There 1s even a patch of wild grass in the shape of a human
figure spreading around 1t that nobody dares touch.

After Chen Keni went back to the old family grave site in Rock
Mount to release his soul, Chen Yonggui became, in Chinese eyes, an
orphan even though his mother was still alive. Old Lady Xiang and Old
[Lady Meng continued to care for him in Dazhai. They treated him as
their own grandson. After these two died, Old Lady Meng’s widowed
daughter-in-law, the not-so-old Old Lady Wenzhou, took on the respon-
sibility. This is how the unique “combined household” of widow Meng
and the stripling Chen emerged in benighted Dazhai.



A UNIQUE
“COMBINED
HOUSEHOLD”

I don’t care whether one speaks of ancient times or of today, of China
or abroad—a woman’s capacity for kindness is always great.

Old Lady Wenzhou’s kindness to Chen Yonggui was obvious to all
in Dazhai. The widow had a son of her own, but she never made a dis-
tinction in the way she treated the two boys. If anything, she lavished
extra care on Chen Yonggui.

Later in life, Chen Yonggui often talked about the tender care he
had received from Old Lady Wenzhou as a child. FEvery time Chen
Yonggui returned from the field shouldering his grub hoe and dripping
with sweat, Old Lady Wenzhou called out to him affectionately to put
down his hoe and wash his face. Then she swung around painfully on
her “golden lotus” feet,' which feudal etiquette had bequeathed her as
4 reminder of its courtesy, and brought him the bran pancakes that she
had cooked especially for him.

I. In those days almost all of Shanxi’s older women had bound feet, which their moth-
ers tormed by binding doubled-under toes beneath the arch of the foot with strips of

Cotton cloth—gn extremely painful and drawn-out procedure that crippled the women
30 bound, and condemned them to walk on their heels, as if on stilts. (WH.H.)
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“Look Auntie,” Chen Yonggui protested with a frown whenever this
happened. “It’s been a bad year. Why don’t you just feed me the wild
root curd?" If you let me eat my fill of grain, you will really have to tighten
your belt.”

“Aiiiya! If T tell you to eat it, just eat it,” Old Lady Wenzhou would
reproach him, pulling a long face. “There’s always something an old
woman can eat.”

The affection between Old Lady Wenzhou and Chen Yonggui was
truly extraordinary. Although he was not her natural son, she alone had
pretty much brought him up. When he turned eleven, Old Lady
Wenzhou felt the time had come to commemorate the titth anniversary
of his father’s death. She urged him to go back to the family graveyard
and burn paper money for his father. Having given him detailed instruc-
tions, she saw him off to the edge of the village with tears in her eyes.

He left Dazhai in the early morning. Chen Yonggui had hardly ever
oone past Dazhai’s village gate since early childhood. He knew nothing
of the roads and paths around Rock Mount. He had no choice but to
ask his way whenever he ran across someone. Thus delayed, he arrived
at his ancestral home at dusk.

He stayed the night in the house of one of the Chen clan elders. On
the following day, this elder took him to the ancestral graveyard for the
paper-burning ritual. Later in his life Chen Yonggui recalled the
unspeakable grief that overwhelmed his heart the moment he set his
eyes on the old pine tree where his father’s life had ebbed away. He
examined the tree closely, then followed his guide to his father’s grave.
There he burned some paper money, knelt down and bowed his head
low. He had trouble regaining his feet because he could no longer con-
trol his emotions and in the end he broke down, wailing loudly. His sor-
row moved even the clan elder and he too began to sob.

Chen Yonggui longed for his father, but he missed his mother even
more. The one thing he never imagined was that he might some day be
able to reunite with his mother and younger brother, who had been sold
off to the peasant Yang in Heshun County, or with his older sister, who
had been sold off as a child-bride to Xizhai. But sometimes even a cruel
fate relents. During that trip to his father’s grave he had the good for-

1. “Fake beancurd”—the consistency of tofu but it was made from rhizomes found in
the wilderness.
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rune to leam of hﬁis mother’s }/vhereabouts. Tempered by his family’s
tragic experience Chen Yonggui had alwt‘;lys had to be brave and keep his
“hin up. Now the cleven-year-old decided to make the long trip to
Heshun County and look up OIld Yang, who had bought her. He was
Jetermined to find his mother, whatever the effort.

The road from Rock Mount to Heshun went over a formidable
highland, passing across the ridges and gorges of Zhanling Mountain. It
was then a barely passable mountain trail, overgrown with nettles and
thorn-studded shrubbery. As he followed the trail, the undergrowth
pierced and stung him from head to toe, but he was so eager to find his
mother he barely noticed the pain. He greeted other travelers along the
way, addressing each politely as “Uncle,” and asked for directions to
Heshun County. Around noon, completely exhausted and hungry, he
stopped to cat the bran pancake Old Woman Wenzhou had given him
for the trip to Rock Mount.

He walked the entire day. The sun had already set behind the
mountains in the west when he tinally arrived at his destination—the
home of the Yangs. There he tound his mother.

When Chen’s mother realized the little boy who now appeared in
tront of her was the son whom she, heartbroken, had left behind five
years carlier, her grief overwhelmed her. She took him into her arms and,
as they held cach other tightly, neither could say a thing. Only streaming
tears communicated their feelings. Now that she knew her husband had
commiutted suicide, and now that her son had gone through the trouble
of finding her, her mother’s heart almost broke a second time. The
thought of letting her son leave again overwhelmed her. But in a society
where “men eat men” to survive, and where adding an extra mouth can
mean starvation for all, people cannot avoid the cruelest of choices.

On the night Chen Yonggui found his mother, the master of the
hf)use, Yang, was not at home. Chen Yonggui slept comfortably with
his mother and younger brother on a warm brick-bed kang.' Early the
next morning, following his mother’s instructions, he left the Yang

lliit?hl;?]nér:-a 'lilﬁld-bric‘l( bed taking up one en'tire wall of a room and heated by the

of the kan 13 4 E‘IUC -}Jrlck stove built into the side of the kang. U pder the surtace layer

it he;f tAgl J 1(3 {1.(::{5 are laid on edge to torm a front-to-back series of horizontal flues

provided I ]v(;(]w 110 ¢ kang S}Jrfacc l_)efpre f*he smoke and tumes reach the vertical updraft

N }xﬁ 1e hollow chimney, which, in the case ot a loess cave, exhausts them from
¢ ground surface, often many feet above the living space. (W.H.H.)
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household and traveled far along Zhanling Mountain back to Xizhai

township, this time in search of his older sister, who had been sold to

be the wife of a man in Yagou Village nearly six years earlier.

After trudging another half-day Chen Yonggu rcached Yagou ;

Village and found his sister. When they met they wept in each other’s
arms and sobbed out recollections of the past. Years later Chen Yonggui
told an audience interested in his personal history that his sister’s hus-
band had welcomed him warmly during that visit, but that the husband
and wife had such a difficult time keeping themselves alive, there was
no way they could take in this younger brother and feed him. Thus his
sister had no choice but to send him back to Dazhai to be cared for by
the old woman who had adopted him as her own.

Old Lady Wenzhou, who was waiting for him at the village gate,
started sobbing as he approached. His eyes also filled with tears.

“You'll be the death of me,” sighed the old woman. “I worried about
you so much. [ wondered whether you were still alive.”

- Tugging at him, she burst into tears.

Farly experiences leave lasting impressions. The longer Chen
Yonggui’s separation from his mother and sister lasted, the more he
- thought about his dead father and his younger brother, who had been
sold off along with his mother. He waited for the day when he could be
reunited with those still alive. But the reunion of the family never took
place. A few years later his mother passed away, and Chen Yonggui only
heard about her death after the founding of the People’s Republic. It
was then, also, that he was told that his younger brother, born under an
unlucky star, had lost his life as well. The story was that this brother had
died working as a hired hand when he was only thirty years old. In later
years the story was proved false in a most surprising way.

Because she was so fond of Chen Yonggui, Old Lady Wenzhou

looked after him with great solicitude. At the age of eight Chen -

Yonggui had gone to work herding cows and sheep for a rich man. The
rich man was only interested in using people and never even gave
Chen Yonggui a pair of pants to cover his private parts or enough
money to buy a pair. Old Lady Wenzhou cut down a new pair of her
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own pants and gave them to Chen Yonggui to cover himself and shield
his limbs from cold. At the age of ten Chen Yonggui, as the saying
went, “found what he was looking tor.” That is he became a long-term
hired hand for the rich man. When he didn’t get enough to fill his
stomach at the boss’s place, Old Lady Wenzhou always ted him some-
thing, even 1f the only food she had was thin gruel Hlavored with bit-
rer wild herbs.

Under the old woman’s tender care Chen Yonggui slowly grew into
1 young lad over five teet 1n height who was well trained in a score of
<kills needed on a peasant homestead. Not only did his peers among the
poor admire him, even fandlords looked upon him with special respect
because he shouldered a double load of work. For several years he
worked as a hired hand for a landlord in Five Family Flat, while also
tending the few mu of sorry tields Old Lady Wenzhou owned. Even the
landlord trecated Chen Yonggui as though he was a native of Dazhai, just
as though he was not separated by clan and family name from the
woman who cared tor him.

Old Lady Wenzhou had a big enough holding to be selt-supporting,
but tatc had dcalt her a heavy blow. Her son died just a tew days atter
he got married, leaving his poor bride behind. Widowed 1in the prime of
her youth, Bulky was bound by feudal norms and moral codes—*the
three duties and the five constant virtues”—not to remarry after the
death of her husband. Because of this, Old Lady Wenzhou placed her
hopes‘ more than ever before on her adopted son. “Don’t worry about
inythl_ng,” the old woman instructed her dependent daughter-in-law.

.YOI% just slowly clear the way with the Jia family in this courtyard.
JIHX}ao will take care of the few mu that we have. He'll make sure we
don’t go hungry. You should cook for him and mend his clothes. In any
event, .you’ll still be able to face people.”

- ;?/adowfu]ky showed great respect agd obedience to her mother-in-

» itill | took proper care of Chen Yonggui. She accepted his presence as

togse;ldtle. She used the same pot and ladle to Serve his tood as she used

cl()th; 6' lef' own. She used the same needle and thread to mend his

reso]v: as she used t.o mend her own. As a result, they were able to
whatever frictions may have arisen between them.
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People return measure for measure, kindness for kindness. Chen
Yonggui did his very best to farm the land well and provide for all thelr
material needs. As the days passed, Bulky, on her part, started treatmg
Chen Yonggui as a true and beloved brother-in-law. J

“Ayyaaa! Look at that coat!” she chided, expressing pity when She
saw him wearing dirty clothes. “If you wear it a few days longer, you will |
choke from the stench of sweat and soil. Take it off and let me wash it!” ; i

“Hng! If you want to master the land, how can you avoid gettmg |
stained with soil and mud? Ah?” Chen Yonggui would chide back
brushing her off as he shook the dirt from his garments.

The way things were in the countryside back then, however, it was J
extremely difficult for a person with an outsider’s surname to find a
place to stay in a village inhabited by families bearing a local patronym
If one clan monopolized an entire village, other “miscellaneous” sur-
names simply could not live there. Beneath it all lay a common fear that
the outsider might seize some property.

In Dazhai it was the Jias who occupied the dominant position. |
Chen Yonggui had to use the Jia family gate at all times and, naturally,
he suffered their disapproval and censure. They knew of Chen Yonggui’s !
formidable reputation as a worker and were ill at ease facing him direct- . ]
ly, so they looked for opportunities to express their misgivings through
Old Lady Wenzhou and Jia Siyuan, who lived in the same compound.

On one occasion this Jia Siyuan, having noticed that Chen Yonggui
had left the village, closed the compound gate at night before Chen §
Yonggui returned. When Chen Yonggui arrived home and found the
aate closed he simmered with rage. He started pounding loudly on the
heavy planks. Widow Bulky felt each “bang” as a pang in her heart
because it not only announced that Jinxiao was unable to come mn—it }
also clearly demonstrated how patriarchal neighbors could bully two
powerless widowed women. Bulky never used vicious or abusive lan- !
suage with people, but this time her anger exploded, giving her spittle
the sharpness of nails, and she used the moment when the gate finally

opened to curse out the culprit. :
“Whose fingers itched so badly that they closed the gate betore

everybody came home?” Widow Bulky screamed.

NINTH HEAVEN TO NINTH HELL 3]

Jia Siyuan couldn’t abide any such abuse. He was just about to
Jqake a vicious retort when he remembered that he was an elder, being
Old Lady Wenzhou's brother-in-law, and that he was supposed to set an
example of propricty. So he curbed his response.

«1 closed the door! What about 1t? Two families live in this com-
pound, yours and mine. So you tell me, who else 1s missing? If someone
trom elsewhere shows up, even 1f his surname 1s Jia, are you telling me
that we can't close this gate any longer?”

“Never you mind whether 1t’s my family or not!” retorted Widow
Bulky. What Jia Siyuan was hinting at made her so angery her jaw
dropped, and her voice grew coarse. “The man lives here, and if he has-
n't come back you can’t close the gate.”

Jia Siyuan realized that the young widow was no pushover. His tone
softened a little: “This doorway has one handle, and that’s me. I have
the right to close the gate.”

Chen Yonggui strode into the courtyard as though he heard noth-
ing. He stretched out on the warmer end of the brick-bed kang and
went to sleep.

But Old Lady Wenzhou couldn’t keep out of the fray. She, too,
appcared 1 the main room facing the courtyard to yell her support for
her daughter-in-law and stepson: “Old Number Four!" What rights are
you talking about? It’s one compound and two families. Half of the
lights are yours, but halt are mine. When you feel like closing the gate
i the future, close your half. Leave the other half to me.”

There was nothing Jia Siyuan could come up with in response. But
that didn’t mean he got used to the idea of having someone of a differ-
ent surname in his own yard, coming and going as he pleased. He kept
looking for an opportunity to vent his discontent. One year on New
Year’s Eve Chen Yonggui went back to his home village ot Rock Mount
to celebrate the holiday. Jia Siyuan dusted the road in front of the com-
pound gate with lime, which accordmg to teudal custom, meant that

the household was engaged in a “grand sweep” to 1id itself of all impu-

Ity
les, and that from then on “miscellancous surnames would not be
Welcome to visit the house.”

LT 1l
1¢ f ol
| “S1” in Jia Siyuan’s name implies that he was the fourth son. He was Old Woman

W ,
enzhou’s deceased husband’s vounger brother.
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Chen Yonggui, on his part, was not concerned with any kind of feu-
dal symbol. When he returned from the New Year’s holiday in Rock
Mount, he stepped on the line drawn in lime dust with both feet, and
went on to eat from the same pot with the two women and chat with

themn in the same courtyard, just as he had done betore.

At the age of twenty-five, Chen Yonggui became a junior shop assis-
tant in a pancake shop at the County seat. Carrying his merchandise on
a shoulder pole, he went to hawk the pancakes in the streets. One day a
group of beggars accosted him and pleaded with him in every possible
way to save their lives by letting them cat a few pancakes. Chen
Yonggui, moved by their suffering, gave in and handed them his whole
consignment. Since a salesman who takes no money for his goods can-
not square accounts with his boss, Chen Yonggui decided not to go back
to the shop. He quickly dropped the baskets in front of it and, as a way
out of the fix he was in, headed for the Provincial capital, Taiyuan. Who
could have foreseen that he would only be able to drift aimlessly around
Taiyuan for a while before hunger forced him to return on foot to
Dazhai?

On his way home he walked through Shouyang, and somewhere 1n
the countryside around Bazhou, in one of the corn fields of Double
Mountain Head village, he spotted a chit of a girl, not more than twelve
or thirteen, in tattered clothes and thin as a stick. All by herself, she

enawed at an ear of green corn.

“Why are you eating raw corn?” Chen Yonggul asked. “Don’t you

know you are not supposed to eat it raw?”

“Hungry,” replied the girl, squeezing a single word out of her

stomach.

Then she ran over and wrapped herself around Chen Yonggur's
thigh, pleading: “Take me with you, brother. Save me. I'll go wherever

you go.”

The girl’s heartbreaking cries moved Chen Yonggur. He gripped her
hand tightly. But, not in any position to provide tor himself, how could
he take on a young girl? With kind words he tried to persuade her to let
him out of her grip. He didn’t expect that she would hang onto him like
that. But for her, nothing would do except some promise of aid. If he

—_—
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~ouldn’t help her on the spot he must help her later. In the end he
agreed. He promised to come back for her in two years. No certain sal-
cation that would seem, but Chen Yonggui meant what he said.

Two vears later, he went back to Double Mountain Head to take the
girl, [ i Huni, as his wite. To celebrate his wedding his clansmen in Rock
Mount put on a “teast” consisting of creamy wheat noodles. Then he
rook Li Huni with him to Dazhai. Since nobody from the Chen clan
owned a strip of land or even a single roof tile in the village, Chen
Yonggui and L1 Huni continued to live in Old Lady Wenzhou'’s house.
Widow Bulky took to Li Huni as though she were her younger sister.

“Jinxiao,” she warned Chen Yonggui, “now that Huni sits on our
bed, you better not be rude to people. If you get in some argument, we
cannot take the blame for your bad reputation.” |

Unfortunately, Widow Bulky’s fate was as bad as her husband’s
That very year she fell gravely ill and before long the King of Hell tool;
her soul away. Since she was the widow of a Jia, Chen Yonggui took her
body to the Jia family graveyard. A few years later, Old Lady Wenzhou
also died. Chen Yonggui wrapped himself in sack cloth and went into
deep mourning for her. He buried her, fulfilling his obligation as her
stepson. After the funeral, he turned all her inheritance over to the Jia
fam'ily, allaying their fears and demonstrating that he was a man of
]unylelding integnty. Betore land reform he never owned any land. After
YE:]dg ;Elfodr(lioltlsds}(jinwiz(l)leldf w:iat hi 'had. A true prolet.’;lrian,,‘I Chen
duction with-out askin one lite O mi mlg'El o Cooperat{ve o
ded gl %his eC 1mire or nmieIf thgn ’Fhe collective pro-
apparently innate manifest;)czlini?snllfnfent b e T 'Sdf e

parently c, elt tull blown. It was a faith capable of

moving mountains. |
Yot for et of them ot P Chere e
cellaneous” surname, settle in Dazh ‘. Da ai's later W'lth .
st g , e 1p azha, Dazhai’s later history would
amnity have been quite different. If one wants to consider the

t

At | ‘ . L
tactors that shaped Chen Yonggui's disposition, one should not over-

look his experi : '
IS experience with foster mothers in an alien courtyard. If we

I'In Ch; “
lllCS , lr ?? I‘ ) LI L -
| ¢, “proletariat” is wu chan jic ji—literally “class without property.”

(WH.H )
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instilled faith in the potential of humankind for mutual support.

assume that his tragic childhood helped forge his unyielding character,
having to fight for a place in the courtyard helped shape his headstrong
will to resist fate, however merciless. At the same time the love and sup-

port he got from three unrelated “mothers” and a “sister” surely §

FROM MUTINEER TO
BOGUS REPRESENTATIVE

Chen Yonggur was an “exposed pole™ of his time.

During the Warring States Period some two thousand years ago, a
man recommended himself for a post. His story contains a Celebrat:?,d
maxim about “the point of an awl sticking out through a sack,” meanin
that talent will out regardless of circumstances. When a ma;1 ot abilit?
enters a common crowd, his “cutting edge,” his exceptional nature, will
automatical]y reveal itself, just as the tip of an awl pierces a sack Witi]()llt
the slightest hindrance. There is some truth to the old maxim.

- C}ilen Yonggui. not only managed to settle down in Dazhai; before
g he showed his gifts and revealed the power of his character. The
F}(]);nrtn(éf the au;l pierced the enlveloping sack. Two incidents stick out in
v, nrory of most fellow villagers: One 1s his manipulation of the
o p 0§68510n during the' Lagtern Festival, on the fifteenth of the
unar month; the other is his service as a bogus “representative”

1 An “ |
‘ CX Osed ”o . .
it rune fr(];n g pole” is the door prop that holds half a swinging front door open. Since
ing can ot Egr to ground outside the house, it is insecure, “exposed.” Anyone pass
L db] r . , , . 1 ‘ v ) -
v kick it away. Yet it also stands as a symbol for someone stout and brave

Cowards ’
owards don’t take exposed positions. (W.H.H.)
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doing liaison work with the Japanesc conquerors as a means of gather-
ing intelligence for the resistance movement.

There is an old saying in Xiyang: “If you are looking for a dragon or
a tiger, wait for the fifteenth of the first moon.” The fifteenth of the
£irot Junar month was considered to be an auspicious day by both the
rich and the poor of the old society. On that date many went to Wudao
Shrine to offer sacrifices, kneel, bow their heads and pray for good luck.

Dazhai did not get the crowds and bustling activities that the
County seat, Xiyang, enjoyed on the fifteenth of the first month, but 1t
bad its own time-honored customs. Every year, following the mstruc-
tions of the few rich families in the village, poor men would ascend
Dragon Mountain and then Tigerhcad Mountain in the dark of night,
beating drums, clapping prongs, and carrying dragon and tiger lanterns.
Having completed the long winding route around and over the two
mountains, they would return to the village guiding the Lucky Dragon
Star and the Lucky Tiger Star back to their homes.

In the beginning of one particular year, things seemed no ditterent.
The landlord who held real power in the village, Jia Cunyuan, planned
the procession. He strutted about arrogantly, issuing special instruc-
tions to his poor fellow villagers who were readying the musical instru-
ents and lanterns. He told them how to carry the potent lantern sym-
bols this year; to go to Dragon Mountain first, then on to Tigerhead
Mountain; to pass through Kang Family Ridge on their way down from
the Tigerhead; and, finally, to guide the Lucky Dragon and Tiger Stars
to his own house so as to bring him good weather and a bumper harvest
in the coming year.

“If the year turns out bountiful, you folks will be able to cat your fill
too.” he added, to win their cooperation. “But make surc you don’t

change the route!”
In the end, he even promised to feed them some holiday cake when

they came back.

The poor villagers did not particularly carc for the holiday cake,
but they wouldn’t turn it down either. Basically, they were under the
sway of the man who had all the power n the village. All they wanted
was a httle respect.
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The lantern-carrying contingent started out amidst much excite-

Tent and merrymaking. No one expected that they would start cursing
halfway up the mountain. But, on that particular night of the lantern
festival it just sO happened that Heaven was in no mood to cooperate
From an overcast sky fine snowflakes started swirling downward. |

“Curse be on his ancestors!” said one. “He wants us to bring him
the lucky stars!”

“Even if he gets luckier, we won't get richer,” said another.

“What’s in it for poor tolks like us?” asked a third.

“What we eat 1s the landlord’s. We live off the landlord. There’s
nothing we can do about it,” responded a fourth.

“Nothing we can do? Hah!” retorted Chen Yonggui, who was carry-
ing the bass drum. “I'll tell you what we can do!” he said, looking the
men over.

T]‘l(? moment they heard his brash talk, they all felt how upset Chen
Yonggui must be. Chen Yonggui, they knew, was one of those rough-
ec;lged young bloods who teared nothing, who could stand up to any
kind of challenge or danger. What other people didn’t even risk trying
he managed to carry out with ease. But, as the saying goes: ‘A dragon is:

no match for a snake in its own lair!” so no one believed this young out-
sider would dare provoke the landlord.

Nevertheless, someone challenged him.
It you dare give the landlord a lesson, I'll treat you as my elder and

’y ‘ '
kowtow to you,” said a voice from the crowd.

Chen Yonggui accepted the challenge on the spot, halfway through

Lhe Lantern Procession. A word spoken goes faster than a team of four
Wc())rsleds. Not a single person present had any idea what action Chen
vould propose. But, since all knew there was no reason to question his

rashness or his ability, the whole group waited to see what would devel-
Op as the day grew dark.

Landlord Jia Cunyuan believed the snow falling around the

ant - :
dr;gergs on _the night of the Lantern Festival was a good omen, so he
*¢d up 1n new clothes, his face content and aglow. But just as he

surrendered to feelin | |
s of ¢ - |
rende g omplete self-satisfaction, he realized that

be

- dg was going wrong. He could no longer hear the sound of
S drums. Were there no people on the mountain? As he waited
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for the procession to return, it dawned on him that it had never
4

ascended Dragon Mountain, that it had never climbed Tigerhead
Mountain. The lantern bearers had quietly traced a small circle on the
mountainside and come back.

“A tiger that eats the Mountain God! Now that’s a little too

brazen!”

Jia Cunyuan’s anger shook him from head to toe so severely that he
had trouble keeping his feet. Not only had they not guided the Dragon
and Tiger Stars to gather in good fortune—they had led away whatever

luck and good fortune might have blessed his household previously! He

broke into a furious rage.

“Who is the ringleader of this conspiracy? Who told you not to

climb Tigerhead Mountain, ah? It’s an old custom, handed down by our
ancestors. Who dares to break 1t?”

He was intent on ferreting out the perpetrator of the scheme, but
none of the participants uttered a sound. They just stared back, looking
him in the eye, as though hoping to find in their mutually locked gaze
some counter-measure for his attack.

“If you don’t bring out the culprit, I won't let any of you off the
hook!” Jia shouted.

In order to shed more light on what happened next the author of
the present work sought out an old man who was a contemporary of
Chen Yonggui, one Li Xiging. Old Li Xiqing was seventy-six when |
caught up with him and he had lost the sight of both eyes. His answers
to my first questions were guarded. Quite a tew of the journalists who
came to visit Dazhai had taken sides against the village in the political
struggle of the seventies, so the locals learned to be extremely cautious
with their answers.

After carefully reviewing his recollections, the old man told me: “J1a
Cunyuan pursued his target with a burst of energy. We could see that

Chen Yonggui had trouble remaining silent. He sneered ever so slightly
when, unable to hold back any longer, he finally blurted out: “Whatever
the landlord has to say, let him say it to me. No need to drag everybody

else into this.’
“Jia Cunyuan took the cue and, ‘Pooh,” he spat in Chen Yonggut's

face. ‘Fuck your mother!” he cursed him. “This poor devil comes from

.‘E T
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. with only his mouth and two scrawny shoulders. He eats on
me, he drinks on me, agd now he shits on me! You don’t want to climb
Tigerheﬂd Mountain, fine. Don’t ever come knocking on my door again
~ither! Pooh! Poooh!”™”

The old folks from Dazhai will readily admit that Chen Yonggui
was a have-not 1n the old society, but in the eyes of many he was nev-
ertheless a real man, a hero. He was a good companion, a smart talker
and an able worker. In regular circumstances even the landlord would?
be hard put to make things difficult for him. But this time Jia
Cunyuan, at long last, tound something to rage about. Chen Yonggui
had to endure some cursing. From the landlord’s point of view the
curses were well awarded. On Chen’s side, strange to say, the few hard
words suffered were well worth their cost. Chen Yonggui thought
changing the route of the lantern procession might well put an end to
the good fortunes of the Jia family. Thus, he could punish the landlord
and force unaccountable losses upon him. And yet, because he himself
was robust, strong and a skilled hand at growing crops, the landlord
Wogld not want to part with him just yet—not on account of this one
1Q01dent anyway. T'hat 1s why Chen Yonggui dared behave the way he
did. And he proved to be right.

The second incident that the villagers remember best is related to a
controversy regarding Chen Yonggui’s personal history stirred up by the
two faclﬁ%ions during the Cultural Revolution. It is the story of how Chen
Yonggui became a bogus puppet representative tor the Japanese and
how he went in and out of the enemy blockhouse unscathed.
vj]]a():g? [;l,ft? thc victory of the War of Resi#anm Agamst Japan, the
traitg ot Dazhai d'ld ‘hold a mass rally to publicly accuse and denounce
y ors. And in this instance the person denounced was indeed Chen

onggUL
stagggﬁ?}]ﬁ){lﬁgm Wa's’"'tied by a motley crowd and pushed onto the
N wf:ﬂm ; His accusers :;md denouncers were the poor and hired
o - 1 ) w om he had-ass'omatcd for years. Thesc tellow have-nots
Ply asked him, “Chen Jinxiao, be frank. How many bad things did

};01.]. d() 7 ' Y T '
while you were the bogus representative? Lower vour head, you

dog! Confess!”
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His poor-and-hired peasant compatriots ordered him to raise his ;
hands, and once they had untied him, he obediently folded his two cal-
lused hands, as rough as pine-bark, on the top of his head. When the §

crowd of poor tenants and hired laborers ordered him to lower that

“dog-head,” he lowered his head.

There was something extraordinary about this particular denuncia-
tion rally. On the surface it looked as if the whole crowd was denounc-
ing Chen Yonggui, but in fact the beating his tormenters gave him was $
only nominal and their hearts cried out in sympathy. They knew Chen §
Yonggui inside and out, and they knew he was serving as a scapegoat.
The man who still held all levers of power in Dazhai was landlord }ia
Taiyuan, old Cunyuan’s brother. Jia Taiyuan organized the denunciation |
rally in order to gratify the Communist Party and carry out the.revolu- 'f,;
tionary call to “oppose local despots and weed out enemy agents” that
was the order of the day. Denouncing Chen Yonggui was his cunning

scheme. The rest of the citizenry, like it or not, had to oblige.

At that time the Eighth Route Army had just liberated Xiyang ]
County. Not a single Communist Party member lived in Dazhai. The
“Reduce Rent and Interest” campaign was therefore left in the control
of people who wielded power locally. Jia Taiyuan became aware of this
campaign carly on. If he didn’t make himself out to be an activist who
sang profuse praises of the Revolution, there was a danger that he him-
self might be denounced. As a result, trying to downplay his own role as
a bogus puppet village head, he jumped at the opportunity to turn ;
Chen Yonggui into a scapegoat for having served as a puppet represen-

tative during the Anti-Japanese War.

“Chen Jinxiao, make a sincere confession! How did it come about }

that you became Dazhai’s representative?”

[n the midst of his fellow have-nots” interrogation, someone raised _firj
a fist. The fist rose high, clenched firmly, and came down fast. But when
it hit Chen Yonggui’s body, it didn’t hurt. Chen Yonggui confessed that
he wasn’t sure himself how he became a representative. But in reality,
both Chen Yonggui and his dispossessed fellows knew at the bottom of

their hearts how the thing had come to pass.

Barely a few days after the July 7th Incident in 1937 when, atter the
armed clash at Lugou Bridge, the Japanese invaded north China, they 'f

rea settled on Che
to the vj]

\\\
1
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occupied the city of Xiyang. They divided Xiyang County into an east-
orn and western part. Some big-time traitors to China emerged in
Xiyang, under the.foreign name of “Black Devils.” They committed
even worse atrocities than the Japanese. They organized themselves
- to a niffraff-type gang called “The Truncheon.” There was no hideous
crime they would not commit, thus bringing the County into double
ieopardy’.

The village of Dazhai lies just over three miles from the Count
seat.! The arrival ot the Japanese to conduct village mop-up Operation};
was quite a common occurrence and before they withdrew for good they
killed several dozen people of Dazhai. The Communist Party-led Anti-
Japanese Government of the Border Region, based on its conviction
that the only way to counter Japanese mop-up operations was to estab-
ll)n;h a “Peace Presgvation Association,” adopted a policy of selecting

gus representatives who dealt overtly with the Japanese placatin
them “flf.h gifts, and interceding on behalf of the Chinese w];ile coverE
ly providing the Eighth Route Army with information a;]d organizin
svtlﬁt)port tor the underground resistance movement. The gong-beating
bogs epresonative, Boges erensnes s 350 st
s had to enjoy the esteem

and trust of Fhe people, be smart talkers, and have good relations all
]:;Irouncil(,'that IS, they-had to be acceptable to the Japanese while actual-
y working clandestinely for the Eighth Route Army. In Dazhai the

question was: Wh ' .
sk o was the right person for this dangerous and complex

T ’ . .
here was a senior officer in the Independent Battalion of the

i?ahili ?eiutf All‘lﬁy,“who fought it that time in the Taihang Mountain
Ssiges e; 135 Storehouse. He designated Chen Yonggui for the
In the o and secretly dtld some work to promote Chen’s candidacy.

end, atter a lot of picking and choosing, the poor peasants of the

1 I 'Yong.gui and enthusiastically recommended him
age head, Jia Taiyuan. Jia Taiyuan was in fact more panic-

' ThC dlSt . | . .
Alocal ance 1s only ten Chinese Ii, which cquals roughly three English miles.

1945), Puppet organization during the War of Resistance Against Japan (1937-
Popular film in the People’s Republic of China.
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stricken than anybody else in the village because he knew what would §
befall his family’s grain and property as soon as the Japanese devils
arrived. His first and oldest brother Jia Zengyuan had already died
under the Japanese sword. If somebody could maintain peace with the §
Japanese, he believed, it would certainly benefit both himselt and the ]
village. So he wholeheartedly endorsed the appomtment of Chen }
Yonggui as a bogus representative. ]

Consequently, J1a Taiyuan threw a banquet at his house and invited
Chen Yonggui to enjoy a few cups of sorghum liquor.

“Drink up, Jinxiao! In the name of all the men in Dazhai, [ con- ]
gratulate you on becoming the Peace Preservation representative.” *

A man with no guts would not have dared take on the challenge ot

acting as double agent. Chen Yonggui had the guts and he dared. §
Moreover, he didn’t mince words regarding the nitty-gritty issues. “Let
me set all accounts straight. If you ask me to trick and deceive on behalf
of my countrymen, so that Japanese dogs don’t kill us all and plunder 1
our grain, that 1 will do, that’s no problem. I am a daredevil anyway, so
[ can pretty much do whatever needs doing. But, there is one thing
cannot handle: If they come to the village for material rewards my
empty words will be totally useless. Their mouths are going to be wide
open and they will be looking tor things to eat and drink. But, you tell §

me, where am I going to get that food and those drinks?”

Jia Taiyuan nodded after each word, appearing very generous, which
was quite unusual. “Oh, that! I'll get the food! It the landlord doesn't

feed them, who else will?”

Thereafter Chen Yonggui acted as the bogus representative in the
true sense of the word. With his daredevil courage and his glib and tire-
less tongue, with liquor, meat and vegetables provided by the two Jia §
brothers, Taiyuan and Cunyuan, he handled whoever showed up at the §

village gate. Thus Dazhai escaped several major disasters.

Chen Yonggui, however, paid a price for success. Twice he almost §
lost his life. Once the enemy locked him up for halt a month and came |
within a hair of cutting off his head. A Japanese sentry caught him when
he entered the County seat in 1943 to deliver grain. He won release only |
Jfter his wife Li Huni and some friends and relatives bought off the ]
Japanese with presents and cash. On another occasion Chen Yonggul "}
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gave protection to an underground Communist Party cadre, and ended
up in some surprising and dangerous deal-making with the chief of the
traitors, Liu Suoyuan. Liu Suoyuan entered the village and, wasting no
words, put his sword to Chen Yonggui’s neck. In this situation, where
both advance and retreat meant a sure death, Chen Yonggui a?cted as
though he had nothing to lose. He tossed his head and moved his neck
loser to the blade. Liu Suoyuan had intended only to intimidate with
a big show of force so when he realized his ploy wasn’t working he drew
back his sword.

Liu Suoyuan asked Chen Yonggui why he was not afraid to die
Chen Yonggui answered that he had never been able to do an thin.
that might trouble his conscience, so he was not afraid that yhost%
would come calling on him in the middle of the night. “Hacf Igbeen
sheltering the Communist Party, [ would have broken out in co:d sweat
a long time ago, right in tront of your eyes.”

Chen Yonggui's ability to react in this emergency confused his enem
so thoroughly that his answer tricked Liu Suoyuan into thinking that er)-/
haps, attcr all, Chen Yonggui was not concealing a Party member i
. Several years lateT, after the Japanese surrendered, landiord Jia
Szlylfialtlu\:s:;e;int% ;t;keY first b'efore any challe‘ng'ers smoked him out.

. onggui at the denunciation rally. But Chen’s
poor tellow villagers knew that Chen Yonggui had committed no
cnimes, so the rally never picked up steam. In the end, it was Jia Taiyuan

hi o
'nmse]f who had to endure denunciation. But that occurred later dur-
ing the Land Reform Movement.

‘ t?ﬁ?}?i as bog;ll's represen'tative was useful, but Chen Yonggui want-
et 4. II]]]]OT(; 1rlect part in the Armageddon then in progress. After
Aéainst o iﬂ s that he be allowed to join the War of Resistance
1990, 11, .Ei n. de_ picked up-arms and went off to Yangquan to enlist in
“ ilitiama]n I;C (;I}]l the m-lddle of the war along with another People’s
bt éhm engwel. He.started out as a squad leader of thirteen
o the from, aarc%e Ff tranysportmg ammunition, medicine, and weapons
O h?h of rescuing and evacuating the wounded.

ing o git heavy shellfire fznve_loped Yangquan. Smoke from explod-

powder choked the air. Time for several meals had come and

e
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gone, but Chen Yonggui hung on amidst heavy enemy fire without so
much as a drop of water or a grain of millet. Jia Chengwer’s stomach
started grumbling and he wanted to look for something to eat, but there
was nothing in sight except for bullets and artillery shells flying in every ]
direction. Qur soldiers kept falling under the artillery bombardment
into wretched pools of blood. As Chen Yonggui watched the comrades
suffer wounds and die, his heart seethed with hatred. He turned toward
Jia Chengwei and the other fighters of his squad and shouted at the top
of his voice, “Whoever is a hero, follow me.”

While his voice still carried he jumped up and charged toward the
front line, picked up a blood-covered soldier and ran back. Shells fell all

LEADING THE WAY
WITH YOUNGSTERS -
AND HAS-BEENS ¢

around him. p

Through the continued hail of shells and bullets Chen Yonggui
looked at the fallen comrades in the trenches ahead. Suddenly an idea |
struck him. He quickly undid his trouser belt and, holding his pants
with one hand and his belt with the other, he braved the incoming fire. |}
Using his belt as a sling he rescued several badly wounded men and
inspired others of his unit to do the same.

Chen’s bravery earned him a commendation for meritorious service ]
from the Eighth Route Army Command to Dazhai Village. The com-
mendation letter fell into the hands of Jia Zhiyuan, who started teach-
ing school in the village about that time. Jia Zhiyuan, evidently count-
ing on the fact that there were no literate peasants in Dazhai, blotted ]
out Chen Yonggui’s name in the letter and substituted his own. When
he sent the report on to the higher authorities it looked as if the ment
earned was his. Chen Yonggui found out about this only much later. He
had long wondered how a letter that clearly stated his merit turned up !
to Jia Zhiyuan’s credit. |

In 1945, after a turbulent line storm, ligerhead Mountain emerged
from clouds and mists with the red sun nsing above it. The trials of bat-

tle expe?rienced by all those living on its flanks paved the road for Chen
Yonggui to assume a leading role.

In 1946, party organizations on various levels appealed to the peas-
ants ot the Border Regions of Shaanxi, Gansu and Ningxia Shznxi
g]hahar and Hebei, as well as all the other Liberated Areas, to ?act upony
]I'S]]E;rm?ﬁ Mao Zedong’s earlier call tO. “organize yourselves” by estab-
advanie;] >OT zx;:hange 'and. mutual aid groups. In response, several
Coums Sulio e lorgamzahorils emerged on the territory of Xiyang
“Whitg La;]ba;t e ITI”thUHI aid teams in “Knife Handle Gateway” and
. avine.” The peasants of Dazhai were eager to have a g0

T . .
he first person to organize a mutual aid group in Dazhai was the

| v Branch Secrctary of SO
just as 1} | y of the hamlet, Jia Jincai.

“Stalwart

o ary kvery morning,
ay was beginning to break, Jia Jincai, the leader of the

o - Group,” woke up early. He would get dressed and start going
0or to door, knocking on gates, calling pcople by name, pressing

45
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the members of his group to hurry nto the fields. He seems to have

done this every day before dawn.

Jia Jincai pressed his group members hard because: one, he wanted
to gain some extra time for farm work; two, he wanted to challenge the
rival “Feeble Group.” Ever since Chen Yonggui planted his own flag by
establishing a “Feeble Group,” members of Jia Jincai’s “Stalwarts” felt 3
they had come under some pressure which they could not fully grasp. }
Everything under their group’s control was good: the land, the livestock,
the farming tools. Furthermore they were all able-bodied and strong.
People used to say of them “Poplar goes where the willow thrives; good
soldiers follow a good general.” Why, then, were they worried about a
challenge? Who could outdo them anyway? Apparently only Chen’s

Feeble Group, which seemed to do well against all odds.

The Stalwart Group decided to stage a year-long competition with
Chen Yonggui's “Feebles.” People would learn the outcome after all the |
farm work wound up in the autumn. The pressure of this decision i-:}:‘
caused Jia Jincai to go around in the morning, banging on doors, calling
on people, and urging them time and again to get going. As they were
about to depart for the fields, he even yelled out for those still missing,
giving them Instructions as to what tools and implements to bring

along.

Several front gates would open and Jia Jincai could see his group !
members taking off in the direction of the fields, toting heavy loads of
compost on shoulder poles. But when they reached the halfway point in
the road, he would look back and see that Chen Yonggui and his group
had already carried off half their compost pile. And all the while he had |

thought they were sound asleep!

Not even the first battle of the planned yearlong war went smooth-
ly for Jia Jincai. Naturally, he couldn’t prevent people from poking fun §
at him: “Jincai, you sure got here early!” The best thing for him would
be to grant them the point: “OK, OK, I'm late.” He just couldn’t higure
out where the Feeble Group, composed mainly of old folks and chil-

dren, got so much drive.

After a few of these incidents he realized that some people had meth-

ods more ingenious than his own. Chen Yonggui, when he surnmoned the
folks from his group, never shouted at the top of his lungs as Jia Jinca did.
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[ ooking for ways to stay on FOP, Chen Yonggui’s group members showed
even more enthumasm "-’m_d Vlgflaﬂce than Chen Yonggui himself. They all
agreed on the following time signal: No shouting to announce the start of
work; only 4 stone thrown at the front gate or into the yard. As soon as

the team members heard the sound, they put on clothes, grabbed their
s. and took off for the field with military discipline.

tool

There was a history behind all this, including the military style. Two
years earlier Jia Jincai had decided to level his piece of land, and he
-hoveled and shoveled tor a good while, without much visible progress.
While he was busy shoveling, three men from his extended family—two
with the name of Jia Chengfu, and one Jia Chenglu—along with one
Zhao Qifa, came down the mountain. When they saw Jincai straining
away by himselt, they otfered to join him.

“Look,” they asked, “how much can a man do by himself?”

“Not much, not much,” Jincai agreed.

“If the four of us get down to work with you, why, it’ll be done in
less time than 1t takes to smoke a pipe.”

“No, thanks. T'll do it myself. You've got your own land to worry
about.”

“Well, that’s not what we came for. We want to see you because you
are in charge of political work. There’s that government call to organize
into labor exchange and mutual aid groups. How come you are not orga-
nizing us? They’re a good thing, those groups, aren’t they?”

| P.eople were used to bringing whatever problems they had to Jia
Jincai. They wanted to talk them over with him because Party leaders
had earlier groomed him as a Party member in Dazhai, and though the
Party Branch was still underground,' he was now responsible for politi-
cal work. Jia Jincai had to admit that he didn’t dare make the final deci-

s101 on organizing a group. Besides, his mind had not yet set in favor of
collective work in whatever form.

t Several months went by. The New Year came, and with it the bois-
o o .
rogs testivities that are supposed to induce prosperity. Jia Jincai was

_-_--__-_-_h—__'_"—-————-—

Go ith cm] war impending, the Communist Party knew it was not safe for village
munists to go public.
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just entering the village on his way back from a Regional Party meeting,

when a group of villagers, the two Jia Chengfus and }ia Chenglu among

ties had any plans for mutual aid groups.

Whoever wanted to join was welcome.

Everybody in that group turned to Jia Jincai to organize them.
They wanted a person who could take charge and who had the ear of ‘|
people higher up. But Jia Jincai, on his part, realized that Chen |
Yonggui had not been seen in the village tor several days, neither had §
he dropped by to consult. Jia suspected that he might have some

objections.

Although Chen Yonggui was not yet a Communist Party member,
he was already head of production in the village. A word from him could
influence many people, Jia thought. So he smiled vacuously at the peo- §

ple surrounding him and put them oft.

Let’s wait till Jinxiao comes back. We'll talk 1t over with him,” Jia :':

Jincai said.

“Hey,” some people reacted, “what kind of Party Secretary 1s 1t that
can’t control the head of production? Isn't this, perhaps, too tlattering

to Jinxiao?”

Actually, the group, now trying to form its own “cabinet,” had ear-
lier set its sights on attracting Chen Yonggui into its midst. Knowing
Chen Yonggui as a real work-horse, they felt they couldn’t lose by hav- }

ing him on their team.

“I¢’s not that I can’t control him,” Jia Jincai answered. “l just want

to talk it over with him, that’s all.”

This conversation showed that Jia Jincai could have led the way ;T
right then and there in organizing labor exchange and mutual aid }
groups in accordance with the spirit of the Regional Party Committee

8

them, surrounded him. They wanted to find out if the higher authori- "
Jia Jincai passed on the instructions he had received from the |
Regional Committee. He told the assembled group that the quthorities
were calling for major efforts in building mutual aid and labor exchange |
groups. They stressed, however, that the groups should be formed vol-

untarily, and they should be based on the principle ot mutual benefit.
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Jdirective: Yet he hesitated, be-cause he was still unclear as to the rate of
Chen Yonggul's pulse—that is, as to Chen’s stand on the matter.

Chen Yonggui, in the meantime, was overwhelmed with New Year
festival activities. iAccord.ing to local custom, several villages always got
together to organize a big yangko' dance. They took turns hosting the
get-togefhef- The Eighth Route Army had liberated Xiyang County just
that vear, so the villagers no longer teared mop-up operations by the
Japanese. Naturally, they were all for organizing a big show, moving from
village to village, making merry up and down the valley. Chen Yonggui
was just a twenty-year-old youth at the time. He was renowned tar and
wide as an excellent yangko dancer: He would tie the white hand towel,
popularly known as “the lamb-stomach weave,” around his head with a
knot and make his face up in the “three-flower” style.? Then when he
started moving with the yangko rhythm one and all found him 1rre-
sistible. Naturally, he wouldn’t have wanted to miss the village-to-vil-
lage romp that particular season. As a result, he hadn’t shown up at
home for several days and nights in a row.

On the day Chen finally did return to Dazhai after touring the vil-
lages with the yangko team, Jia Jincai stopped him in his tracks hoping
to get a line on his thoughts.

“Jinxiao, I have something to discuss with you. Everybody’s orga-
mzing labor exchange groups. We....”
| “Discuss what?” retorted Chen Yonggui hoarsely, cutting him ott in
mid-sentence. He walked on with barely a sidelong glance at Jia Jincai.
“Let’s just do it.”

‘I wanted to talk to you about....”

N ‘:}Vhat’s there to talk about? If you are organizing right now, I'll
join.

therZ?i? scems to haﬁve given Jia Jincai .the necessary jolt. Then and
o 1¢ made a decision to take the lead in organizing a labor exchange

By the time Chen Yonggui got to his house, as several people who were

there that day recall, he had no time to rest his backside before a crowd
‘_-_‘_-_-_-_'_'_‘—"—-—————____

I

A ‘_ | :
ThP“Puldr rural fo'lk dance, related to spring and summer sowing activities.
¢ make-up design uscd in theatrical productions to depict a comical character.
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squeezed in behind him. As he took 1n the sizable group at a glance, he
noticed that it was made up entirely ot old folks and youngsters.
After asking a few questions about the yangko tour the group set- 1
tled down. Then the old men pulled at their long pipes, made a few §
smacking sounds, and came straight to the point.
“Jinxiao, the government calls on us to cooperate through mutual -_
aid. Those few stalwarts from Liangshan have already organized. All
that’s left now is the tew ot us old men, and these youngsters.”
Chen Yonggui took a drag at his pipe. Then he too let out a smack-

ing sound from his spot on the earthen sleeping platform.
“What do you have in mind?” he asked, frowning slightly. |
“Everybody’s organizing,” said the sixteen-year-old Liang Bianliang, §
taking the question head on. “We want to organize, too. But who's
going to take the lead in organizing such tolks as you see here?”
Chen Yonggui understood at once. Liang Bianliang’s words remind-

ed him that he had seen Liang Bianliang crying the previous year as he
labored in the field, because he was too small to lift the heavy loads. His
best ettorts were pititul.
“Bianliang, good intentions are not enough to get our organization
going,” Chen Yonggui responded thoughtfully. “Why don’t you look for
some others?”
“I don’t know if any others want me,” Liang Bianliang answered,
rubbing his eyes.
“Right,” Chen Yonggui said to himselt. “Who would want him if he
can’t even use a shoulder pole?”
Then he went on to consider how he could help Liang Bianliang |
promote himselt more successtully.
“Poor kid,” he mused. “He’s really got a problem. What can I do to 4

help him? How about letting him join Jincar's group along with me? I
could let him work at my side.” "

Right after‘ Chen Yonggui’s return from the New Year celebration,
Jia Chengfu, Jia Chenglu, Zhao Qifa and ﬂ]eir triends formally orga-
Lized a labor exchange group, headed by Jia Jincai. But, they knew if
they were O be unbeatable, they couldn’t pass up on a robust worker
like Chen Yonggul. They resolved to drag him onto their team at all
cost, and even went to his house more than once to persuade him. Their
arguments posed a great dilemma for Chen Yonggui. Two groups: one
strong, one weak both sought him out. Even if the latter, whose mem-
bers had come knocking on his door first, were to organize without his
help, he still had a big problem. The strong group included many rich
and well-to-do middle peasants; the weak ended up with poor and
lower-middle peasants, many of whom were war orphans whose parents
had been Chen’s old comrades-in-arms before they lost their lives.
Which group was he supposed to go with?

After A few days Lialjlg Bianliang, Li X1qing, and some others from
the weak side came to his house again. Chen Yonggui waited for all of
them to be seated before he turned on the kerosene lamp and laid out
his views. “Everybody in this room is a poor or a lower-middle peasant.
The land. we've lecquired s the fruit of revolution. If we don’t sow it
properl?/, if we fail to harvest the crop, it will be the same as renouncing
revolution. I've made up my mind to lead this group ot the too old and
the too young, so that we can plant the land as it should be. I had
}all'ready told Jia Jincai that I would join his group. In the last few days
.tlsbgroup members, too, came to see me several times. | thought about
it, back and forth, and in the end I pulled out of it. You can relax. You
can all come to work with me.”

) As soon as 'Chen Yonggui made clear where he stood, the people
Olsembled in his room began to feel somewhat ill at ease. To put the
la:e {'11?11 \E}lose reputation as the top worker went well beyond the vil-

Into their group, wouldn’t that be a losis it im?

But he didn’t voice the idea at the time. He just politely waved his he was quite emphatic about it. “Let’s no:iiﬁ?iﬁ;;?;ﬁi}r,hlmi -
hand at the group to acknowledge its plea, then proceeded to light his | When | herded f ’ oo e

' | [ | ' 1 L cows tor other people, 1 couldn’t even earn enough to
pipe, which he had already filled with tobacco. His guests were embar- | Uy a pair of pants. Was [ -

| \ _? ] pants. Was | a loser, or what? Chairman Mao gave us the

rassed to bother him any more. They murmured thanks and lett, one Oéii] to Plf:ll_it: That’s our biggest gain. Let’s leave it at that. But there o

by onc. ¢ condition: You must work closely with me, so we can be of one
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heart. It we are of one heart, we won’t be second to anyone—not
the other group.”

This is how the Stalwart Group and the Feeble Group came mtg
being. Nobody called them that at the time. It was only after Dazhar; |
became famous and the villagers started to recollect their expenencesﬁ

winter OF planting 1n spring, all work‘ was organized personally by Chen
Yonggui, who kept score of every activity past and present.

[ took to heart the stories that I heard from the few old group mem-
hers who are still alive, and I teel endlessly grateful to them. Dazhai’s
Old Man Jia Chenglian told me the following:

that they came up with the two names. Back then, as soon as the Feeble§
Group unfurled its banner, it got reviled by the opposing Stalwartf
Group. The Stalwarts said that the oldsters among the Feebles were}
“too feeble to mount a horse,” and that the youngsters were “too feeble}
to stretch a bow.” But Chen Yonggui, as the leader of the Feeble Grou]_:),
had his own way of assessing the situation:

“The so-called old have experience; the young will grow up. 50 long
as we listen to the Party, we won’t have anything to worry about,” Chen_t

asserted. ]
This was a simple way of putting it, but it was brimming with gen-

uine dialectics. These words, in fact, decided the future of the Feeble

Group.
At the time when they first formed, both the Stalwart Group and

the Feeble Group had only nine houscholds each, which was quite a
coincidence, but as things developed the two groups matured as sharp]y
contrasting entities. Although the Stalwart Group could match the ]
other group exactly, soldier for soldier, General for General, and despite'{‘
the fact that it was led by Jia Jincai, who was a Communist Party mem- |
ber, its members each had a mind of his own and frequently did not |
apply themselves unsparingly to the common task. When they worked
together, disputes erupted. When Jia Jincal was present they were at §
least able to go on working, but as soon as he was gone all their contra- |
dictions came into the open. "

Disputes broke out particularly frequently over the issue ot ]ob
assignments. Some opportunists even tried to profit trom their work §
allotments. After they finished threshing the allotted grain, they went §
to Jia Jincai asking for more shocks to thresh and thus get a d1spr0por-
tionate share. Meanwhile, members of the Feeble Group were at case !
no matter what they did, because they agreed on joint priornties before
they set out to work. Whether it was the question of soil preparation in 3

[ was the smallest of the Feebles—even a couple of
years younger than Liang Bianliang. My father passed
away when I was very small, and I was left alone with my
mother, but we were still cultivating the twelve mu of
land allotted us by the land reform. At the time I joined
the Fecble Group I telt that I was too small and that it
wasn’t right that I should be working that much land.
But Old Chen told me to work beside him and every-
thing would be fine.

“This way,” he said, “I guarantee you that not only
your twelve mu but my twenty-two mu will not go to
waste.”

From that time on [ planted my feet firmly on the
ground and worked along with Old Chen. He'd be in
front working with the hoe, and I'd be following him
close behind. Whatever he loaded on the shoulder
poles to carry, I carried too. I was so afraid Old Chen
would scold me for not working hard enough, that in
the end I got scolded for not obeying him. When we
§arried millet to the threshing ground in autumn, for
nstance, Old Chen used to prepare our loads ahead of
time. He decided who should carry how much. But
when we lifted the poles to our shoulders, we always felt
that he loaded our slings too lightly, so we always secret-
ly added a few handfuls of extra stalks. The moment he
tound out about it, he gave us a big lecture on how we

shouldn’t be doing things like that.

“We don'’t just stress hard work,” he said. “We have
to protect our labor force.”
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