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INTRODUCTION:
Preserving Memories of a Forgotten Era

Jiabiangou was the name of a forced labor camp, a Chinese gulag tucked away in the desert region of China’s northwestern province of Gansu.

More than fifty years ago, nearly three thousand intellectuals and former government officials in Gansu were taken from their homes and sent to Jiabiangou to undergo what the Communist Party called “reeducation through hard labor.” They were known as Rightists because some had expressed dissenting views of Chairman Mao’s socialist policies or offended Party officials. Others were labeled Rightists simply because they had grown up as members of the “exploiting class”—in other words, their parents or grandparents were landlords or capitalists.

The large-scale persecution in Gansu was part of Mao’s nationwide anti-Rightist campaign against his critics, who he believed had gone too far to the right in an effort to sabotage China’s socialist system. To expiate this offense, he decreed they should be subjected to the same discipline of hard labor undertaken by the peasantry. Mao’s campaign eventually ruined the careers and devastated the lives of more than five hundred thousand of China’s intellectual and political elite.*1

Between 1957 and 1960, the exiled Rightists at Jiabiangou slaved away all day long under the supervision of prison guards, cultivating farmland, growing crops, and raising livestock in harsh desert conditions. At night, they studied Chairman Mao’s writings and wrote “self-criticisms,” or confessions of their past misdeeds. Since the land around Jiabiangou was covered by barren salt marshes and desert, crops could only grow in some small oases. There was no way for the camp, which had originally been built to hold forty to fifty convicted criminals, to support roughly three thousand new arrivals. Since the government refused to provide any food subsidies, the Jiabiangou Rightists struggled for food from the day they arrived.

In the fall of 1960, food supplies dwindled further and a massive number of Rightists began to die from starvation. People combed the areas of grassland for food, eating leaves, tree bark, worms, and rats, and even the flesh of their dead fellow inmates. Since most survivors were too emaciated to bury the dead, hundreds of bodies lay exposed on the sand dunes.

At last the tragedy at Jiabiangou came to the attention of senior Party officials in Beijing. In November 1960, the central government dispatched a task force to investigate the situation at the camp. Upon realizing that the Gansu provincial government had gone overboard in its purge, the senior leadership soon issued an amnesty. Based on interviews with former Jiabiangou officials, by the time the government trucks arrived to move the Rightists out of the death camp early in 1961, there were only five hundred survivors.

Over the years, the tragedy was never made public. The officials in Gansu engaged in a systematic cover-up, sealing any documents pertaining to the camps. In January 1961, after all the Rightists were shipped out, a doctor was assigned to stay behind and rewrite the medical records of every Jiabiangou victim. The doctor spent six months fabricating their files. In letters sent to victims’ families, the government attributed the deaths to various types of fictitious illnesses. Nowhere was the word “starvation” ever mentioned.

In October 1961, the central government ordered Jiabiangou to be closed for good. The tragic details of the camp remained a mystery.

The Gansu-born writer Xianhui Yang first heard the name Jiabiangou in 1965, when he was working at a military-style collective farm in the Gobi Desert. Yang was a nineteen-year-old high school graduate, full of revolutionary spirit. He had given up a comfortable urban life and joined hundreds of other idealistic young people in their lofty mission of conquering nature and developing China’s backward northwest. They planted trees, cultivated farmland, and built irrigation systems in the desert.

At the farm, Yang became acquainted with some former Rightists who had served out their sentences and been assigned to work as staff there. One day, during a casual conversation, someone mentioned offhandedly the tragic deaths at Jiabiangou. When Yang asked about it, the person refused to elaborate and immediately dropped the subject.

The conversation, although brief, piqued Yang’s curiosity. The idea that that the Communist Party would commit such brutality against its own people shocked him. He wanted to find out more, but it was at the height of another one of Mao’s political campaigns—the Cultural Revolution. An attempt to investigate Jiabiangou might easily be construed as an anti-government activity.

Yang remained on the collective farm for sixteen years, from 1965 to 1981, first as a laborer, then as a salesclerk at the farm’s department store, an accountant, and finally as a teacher at the schools set up for children of the staff. In his spare time, he began writing stories about pioneering life in the far northwest. During those years, China underwent dramatic changes: Chairman Mao died in 1976, and his successor, Deng Xiaoping, ended Mao’s radical Communist policies and set China on the road to political and economic reform. In the late 1970s, the Party began to acknowledge the excesses of the anti-Rightist campaign, reversed verdicts against the majority of Rightists, and ordered the release of most of the prisoners. Yet there was never any official government apology or explanation for their imprisonment, nor was any compensation paid out to the victims. The Party had no intention of taking responsibility for the tragedy.

Yang became a professional writer in 1988 and subsequently moved back to the port city of Tianjin, where he wrote numerous short stories and novellas about the young people who volunteered, like himself, to settle the rural areas of China’s northwest during the Mao era. He published such works as Little Country Bumpkin, The Aristocratic Lady, and Thunder on the Distant Sea.

Yet he never forgot about Jiabiangou.

In 1997, on the fortieth anniversary of Mao’s anti-Rightist campaign, he officially launched his project. Emboldened by the lessening of the political tensions that surrounded the issue, he journeyed back to the Gobi Desert. First, he contacted the provincial government there and requested access to the official archives. As he expected, his requests went unanswered and nobody would speak with him. He wasn’t deterred, however, and decided instead to look for the living archives—the survivors.

To get a feel for what the Rightists had to go through, Yang first visited Jiabiangou. Apart from some broken walls, there was nothing left. Local peasants told him that piles of human bones had lain scattered around the area for many years. In 1987, after the peasants had repeatedly filed complaints, the government finally sent a crew to bury the bones of the Rightists who had died there.*2

Yang then traversed Gansu Province, visiting big cities as well as small villages, trying to locate survivors. Over the course of five years, Yang interviewed nearly one hundred former Jiabiangou Rightists as well as many of their relatives. Though some people were reluctant to speak about the camp for fear of further persecution, he managed to gain the trust of many who opened their hearts and shared their stories. The stories were often so heart-wrenching that Yang had often to interrupt the interviews so that he could go outside to take a deep breath and wipe his tears before finishing the session.

Upon his return, Yang adapted his interviews into a series of short stories. In 2000, Shanghai Literature, an influential literary monthly, published his first story, “Woman from Shanghai.” The story recounts the tale of a woman who travels all the way from the coastal city of Shanghai to visit her husband in Jiabiangou, only to learn that he has died of starvation. His former roommate devises all sorts of obstacles to prevent her from seeing the body, because the flesh has already been eaten by fellow detainees.

“Woman from Shanghai” shocked the nation. Spurred on by strong public interest, Shanghai Literature magazine published eleven more of Yang’s stories in the same year. In 2002, Ancient Books Publishing House in Tianjin selected seven of Yang’s Jiabiangou stories and published them along with several of his non-Jiabiangou-related works under the title Stories of Jiabiangou.

In 2003, as Yang continued his interviews to expand his Jiabiangou series, the Shanghai Art and Literature Publishing House gathered all the stories into one volume, titled Farewell to Jiabiangou.

The collection’s nineteen Jiabiangou stories document, in simple unadorned language and a straightforward narrative style, the Rightists’ daily struggles inside the labor camp. In “The Potato Feast,” a group of starving Rightists who are as signed to transport seed potatoes from the city warehouse to Jiabiangou snatch a huge sack of potatoes, boil them, and then wolf them down with disastrous consequences. “Jia Nong” depicts the life of female detainees who struggle to raise a child born in Jiabiangou. “Escape” describes a Rightist’s harrowing quest to break out of the camp. These and other stories in this book reveal with brutal honesty the dehumanized existence of the inmates at Jiabiangou.

Over the past three decades, numerous memoirs have been published both in China and abroad about life inside Chinese forced-labor camps (Harry Wu’s Bitter Winds and Zhang Xianliang’s Grass Soup being two of the most prominent). But never before has there been such an ambitious collection of stories told from the perspectives of people from all walks of life, about this dark and hidden chapter of Chinese history. They are, in the words of Jie Yu, an independent Chinese critic, “the Chinese Gulag Archipelago.”*3

According to Yu, the Chinese government has engaged in a systematic cover-up involving the sabotage and elimination of many historical materials over the past decades. In such a controlled political environment, how did this Gulag Archipelago manage to rise from the deep water in China?

Yang writes what is known as documentary literature, a genre created in the 1980s by Chinese writers who disguised the journalistic nature of their work by incorporating some fictional elements in an effort to carry out what Yu calls “the mission of defending and protecting memories within a narrow space.”

Yu says this type of writing, which is a necessity under a repressive regime, occupies the border between fiction and nonfiction:


It’s nearly unimaginable in the West, where freedom of the press is a given tradition. Literature is literature and news is news. One doesn’t blur the lines. It’s not that Chinese writers don’t know the difference between fiction and non-fiction writing. It’s just that the difficult circumstances of contemporary life have presented them with no choice but to deliberately blur these lines as a strategy.



Yang’s editors went one step further to evade the omnipresent eye of the Department of Propaganda. They published Yang’s stories under the category of fiction, even though they were well aware of the journalistic nature of Yang’s works. They knew that the stories were closely based on true events and taken from the author’s interviews with survivors.

Yang’s Jiabiangou stories were an instant hit—especially in Gansu Province, where the tragedy occurred. He has won numerous national accolades, including the 2003 Best Short Story Award, granted by the Chinese Academy of Short Story Writers. Following the book’s success, many survivors, who had never spoken about Jiabiangou for decades, stepped forward to share their stories with Yang. One reader was only a child when his father was sent to Jiabiangou. For many years he had been able to glean no more information than the official account that his father had died of illness. When he finally got hold of Yang’s stories, he knelt in front of his father’s portrait and read them aloud, with tears in his eyes. Yang hopes that his book will reach more members of the younger generation.

I was first introduced to Yang by e-mail through friends at the Independent Chinese PEN Center in 2005. During the next three years, Yang and I worked extensively over the phone and by e-mail to adapt the book for a Western audience. In 2007, the project was awarded a PEN Translation Fund grant, which motivated us to bring the manuscript to fruition. Acting on feedback from several magazine editors, members of the PEN Translation Committee, and U.S.-based China experts, we added some background information to provide political context, and we restructured as well as abridged some narratives. The English version offered here consists of thirteen stories that originally appeared in Farewell to Jiabiangou.

In a recent talk about Farewell to Jiabiangou, Yang says:


Today, only a few people know about this part of the history. Many survivors have either passed away or remained silent. The perpetrators continue to cover up what happened. I’ve made the effort to open up this black box and share these stories with the public because I want people to know the pain of those who have suffered. I hope this tragedy will not be repeated. More important, I want to bring closure to those who now lie under the vast desert sand.

Wen Huang
Chicago, 2009






*1Graham Hutchings, “One Hundred Flowers Movement 1956–57,” in Modern China: A Companion to a Rising Power (New York: Penguin Books, 2001).

*2Tao Shi, “Call for the quick establishment of a Jiabiangou Museum,” www.boxun.com/hero/shitao/45_1.shtml, September 2002; Yuxiao Li, “Yang Xianhui reveals the truth about Jiabiangou,” http://www.huanguagang.org/library/jiabiangou.htm, 2005.

*3Jie Yu, “Defending Our Memories, Defending Our History,” Commentary on Radio Free Asia, January 13, 2006.




Arriving at Jiabiangou

Qi Yaoquan was born in Dunhuang County, Gansu Province. In the fall of 1949, when Communist troops overtook the nearby city of Jiuquan, Qi was in his final year at Hexi Middle School. Inspired by the Communist plans to build a new China, he quit school and volunteered to join the Communist army. The Military Control Committee did not recruit him. In those days, the newly established government needed educated cadres, so the committee sent him to study for three months at a cadre training school and then assigned him a job as youth coordinator at Linze County. In early 1952, Qi became the general secretary of the Shahe Township Communist Youth League. In the same year, he was admitted to the Communist Party. Qi was a tall, handsome young man. An avid reader, he loved literature and was well versed in Marxist theory. He received several more promotions over the next few years, until in 1957 he was named the secretary of the Jinta County Communist Youth League.

At the beginning of August 1957, Qi Yaoquan received a short letter from the Jinta County Communist Party Committee, asking him to return to the county immediately for a conference. The request came as a surprise to Qi, who had been visiting an agricultural cooperative in the middle of the Badan Jilin Desert with a three-man work team since early July. This was his second trip to the region. The government had launched the collectivization movement a year earlier, and the county had dispatched a large number of soldiers to different villages before the summer harvest. Their job was to urge peasants to fulfill the government grain quotas. Since the grain quotas were high and burdensome to meet, the work teams felt pressured to stay longer in the villages. Qi’s team wasn’t scheduled to return until late September or early October, after the peasants had dried and ground the wheat.

Upon his return, Qi learned that the county was about to mobilize the masses to start a campaign that Chairman Mao called the rectification movement. Citizens were urged to criticize the Party and thereby help officials improve the quality of their work.

Qi followed current events closely. He knew that Chairman Mao’s new campaign, summed up in the slogan “Let one hundred flowers bloom and one hundred schools of thought contend,” had already kicked off in major cities like Beijing and Shanghai, but he had heard two divergent opinions about it. The official party newspaper, People’s Daily, carried numerous articles advising people to air their opinions. Yet Qi also read an editorial asserting that some people had used the rectification campaign as a way to attack and sabotage the Party. The Party was fighting back against its critics with great vehemence.

In Jinta County the rectification campaign kickoff meeting took place in the newly completed Baoshui Auditorium. All local officials, schoolteachers, artists, and writers attended. Lu Weigong, the county Party secretary, delivered the opening mobilization speech. Then all the participants broke into groups so that they could speak their minds and offer criticisms of the Party.

The reaction to the campaign was one of silence and indifference. For two days, nobody in Qi’s group spoke up.

On the third day, Lu joined Qi’s group. He further emphasized the significance of the campaign and encouraged everyone to speak their mind freely. Lu even said that when a Communist Party member refused to stand up and criticize the Party, it meant the person lacked strong principles. Silence indicated lack of patriotism.

Qi considered himself a red-diaper baby and a true revolutionary by nature. It had never even occurred to him to criticize the Party. But on the other hand, Qi had always admired and respected Lu.

Lu came from Qingyang County, a bastion of Communism in the early days of the revolution. He had grown up in an illustrious family of scholars and had left home at an early age and joined the Communist movement. During the civil war between the Communists and Nationalists, he was appointed the Party secretary of Qingyang County. After the Communist takeover, he was appointed chief of staff at the Gansu governor’s office. In September 1956, he came to Jinta County as part of his training. During his stay there, he shared the county Party secretary’s position with Qin Gaoyang, another revolutionary veteran, who came from northern Shaanxi Province.

Qi admired Lu because Lu was well educated and capable, modest and reliable. He spoke and wrote eloquently. On arriving in Jinta County, he visited ordinary people and listened to their problems and complaints. Based on what he heard, he helped to overturn several unpopular laws, and thereby improved the public image of the county leaders, who had been widely considered arrogant and rude. As a result, Lu earned the support of the local peasants and officials.

Lu, in turn, appreciated Qi’s talents and capabilities. At the beginning of the year, the county Party committee assigned Qi to draft a report on the progress of agricultural collectivization in the county. Lu stayed up all night and completed a thirty-two-page draft. The next morning, he shared the draft with members of the committee at an expanded leadership meeting. Lu showered Qi with praises and approved his report without any changes.

On another occasion, Lu attended a night class on Communist theories that Qi taught on a part-time basis to county government officials. Afterward, Lu was heard telling several officials how impressed he was: “He is not only a good writer, but also quite an expert on Marxism. In my opinion, no other county official can surpass Qi in the area of Communist theory.”

Later on, Lu had proposed promoting Qi to the job of deputy county chief. An official secretly passed the word to Qi: the promotion request had been granted by the provincial Party committee. Lu would announce the decision after the county wrapped up the rectification campaign.

Qi’s respect for Lu and the news about his promotion prompted him to take action. The second day after Lu visited his group, he stood up and said, “I want to offer some suggestions for our county Party secretary Qin. First, as one of the most senior leaders in Jinta County, Qin should watch his public behavior and keep his personal life clean and discreet. At the moment, there is a coming saying that’s popular among ordinary folks here: ‘When Secretary Qin comes down to town, all the chicks’ are called upon. You send him a married woman, he also lusts after a young virgin.’ People don’t just make up these ditties for no reason.”

Qi spoke in a serious tone. Even so, his remarks aroused some murmuring among his group. Some people couldn’t hold their laughter and had to cover their mouths.

Qi continued: “Comrades, please take this seriously. I’m bringing this up because I don’t think it’s merely a matter of personal lifestyle. Secretary Qin is a Communist official. To the people in Jinta, he represents our Party. I understand that he joined the revolution at an early age. What was his motivation then? It was to overthrow the old regime. Now that the old regime is gone, we Communists are in power. As an official in this new government, he engages in affairs with women— sometimes even two at the same time. What’s the difference between him and the scoundrels from the old regime? As a matter of fact, we seldom heard such scandals about the county chief in the Nationalist era.

“My second criticism is about the county’s overzealous approach to implementing the mandatory state grain-purchasing policy. I visited Shuangcheng village in the first half of this year. Many of the peasants I met looked feeble and pale. When I asked if they were suffering from any disease, they attributed their bad health to hunger. Apparently, the government had gone overboard the previous year in forcing peasants to fulfill their quotas. Peasants ended up without any food for themselves. Since government subsidies didn’t arrive on time, many families had to subsist on wild grass. I hope the county leadership can keep ordinary people’s interests in mind and come up with a reasonable quota to alleviate the situation.”

Once Qi started speaking, he found it difficult to stop. Before he was done, he had listed seven complaints against the county leadership. After the meeting, he wrote down his seven complaints with a paintbrush on poster boards and pasted them on the walls of the county government office complex. As he did so, he remembered one more: A county official in charge of welfare took money from a relief fund earmarked for the needy and gave it to Secretary Qin every month in the form of a subsidy. In return, Secretary Qin promoted the official. Qi wrote about his complaint on a poster under the headline, THE VICE CHAIR REDIRECTS MONEY FROM THE RELIEF FUND TO ADVANCE HIS CAREER. Qi also criticized the county’s misguided efforts to plant trees in the desert.

Qi went even further. He wrote an open letter to the County Party Committee and handed a copy to Lu Weigong. In the letter, he made ten proposals, including: improve the unified state grain-purchasing system to ensure that peasants have enough to live on; remove incompetent officials from the Legal Department; give greater attention to collective leadership and the repudiation of dictatorship.

With Qi taking the lead, others began to follow suit and write their complaints on posters. The campaign finally took off. It was only two weeks, however, before Qi and the other activists began to lose their enthusiasm. Little by little, they noticed that something unusual was happening. Following a complaint meeting, the county would assign an official to seal the meeting minutes. When a speaker wanted to check if his words were recorded accurately, he wouldn’t be allowed any access to the minutes. Qi also saw several strangers in the office complex every day. They seemed to copy down the writing from every complaint poster.

People grew scared and stopped their criticisms. Some even tore down their own posters.

Qi heard that the strangers had been sent by Secretary Qin. One afternoon, Qi pulled down all the posters he had written and burned them. Even so, he felt uneasy. He could sense that something ominous was moving toward him. He showed up at Lu’s office and said, “Secretary Lu, please give me back my open letter.” Lu told him that he had already passed it on to Secretary Qin.

Startled by what he heard, Qi raised his voice: “Why on earth did you hand my letter to Secretary Qin?” Lu answered back: “Did I do anything wrong? Wasn’t it supposed to be an open letter to the County Party Committee?” Realizing that he shouldn’t lose his temper in front of Lu, Qi immediately corrected himself: “If you have already given it to him, that’s fine. I’m just a little worried lately. The situation doesn’t seem right. I sense that something bad is going to happen.” Qi was hoping to get some news out of Lu, but Lu remained calm and professional.

As Qi left Lu’s office, his heart was beating fast—he was scared. He felt as if a cold wind had been blowing on his back. He couldn’t understand why Lu, who used to be so warm and friendly toward him, acted differently that day.

Two days later, Qi went to Secretary Qin’s office and asked if he could be transferred to Dunhuang County.

“My parents are getting old,” he said. “They need me to take care of them.”

Secretary Qin answered in an icy tone: “We’re in the middle of a campaign and you are not permitted to go anywhere. If you want a transfer, we can discuss it when the campaign is over.”

“Why can’t I? Didn’t you just grant a transfer for Wen Keshuan?”

“You and Wen Keshuan are different.”

Qi was surprised. “How am I different from Wen Keshuan?”

“I think you know the answer,” said Qin.

Qi realized that the situation was getting out of hand. So he answered boldly, “No, I don’t know. Please explain to me why I am different from Wen Keshuan.”

“If you want the answer, fine. I’ll tell you now.”

Qin moved closer to Qi and asked, “Qi Yaoquan—how old are you this year?”

“Twenty-four.”

“You don’t act like a twenty-four-year-old. At such a young age, you’ve already burned all your bridges.”

Qi froze. Secretary Qin continued, “You have gone to such extremes to ruin other people’s lives. The only thing you haven’t done is to kill them with a knife. Don’t you realize what you are doing?”

A week after that conversation, attacks against the Rightists started in Jinta.

Overnight, new complaint posters began appearing on the walls of the county government office complex. This time, the criticisms were directed at Qi. His previous remarks had been condemned as vicious attacks against the Party. The ten points he had proposed in his open letter were now called “ten poisonous arrows shot at the Party.” Every few days, a new layer of posters was pasted over the old ones. Since Qi refused to own up to his anti-Party crimes, the county held “public debates,” which were in fact public condemnation meetings. Qi stayed true to his convictions and denied all charges and accusations against him. One time, Qi was dragged to a meeting jointly organized by the County Party Committee and the People’s Legislative Committee. Secretary Qin happened to be there. Officials stood up and lashed him with criticism. As usual, Qi fought back vehemently. “My criticism against Secretary Qin was meant to help him improve. In no way should it be construed as attacks against the Party.”

He then listed his ten proposals and supported each single one with quotations from Chairman Mao and Karl Marx. He could recite the original quotes by the Communist leaders word for word. Seeing that they couldn’t win any arguments against Qi, many officials simply asked him to shut up: “You might talk the Party talk, but deep in your heart, you oppose the Party.” Some speakers became upset with Qi. As he was debating them, they would go up to him, pushing him, poking his ribs with their fingers, and calling him a Rightist and a counterrevolutionary.

The condemnation meetings dragged on for weeks in various forms: department meetings, countywide leadership conferences, and group discussions. The meetings lasted as long as twelve hours a day. Qi had to appear at each one of them. On many occasions, he had to attend meetings both during the day and at night. Different departments lined up to condemn him.

The meetings lasted for four months. Qi felt wounded, both physically and psychologically. He was on the verge of a nervous breakdown and had no strength to argue back. In the end, he simply remained silent at every meeting. He thought: If they want to label me a Rightist, so be it. So what if I’m a Rightist? Chairman Mao has said that people with ideological problems should not be treated like criminals or class enemies. I don’t think they will disobey Chairman Mao’s words.

Though he consoled himself with these thoughts, he could see that since January 1958, things had started to turn grim. The criticisms against him had escalated. Two countywide public condemnation meetings were held against rightists.

One night, after returning home from the second public meeting, he said to his wife, “Things don’t look too good. All the accusations in the past several days have aimed at portraying me as a ‘Rightist’ and a ‘counterrevolutionary.’ Without the encouragement of the senior leaders, ordinary folks wouldn’t dare bring these charges. It looks like they are ready to take action against me. I need to be prepared.”

“How do you prepare for something like this?” asked his wife, who worked for the Chengguan Township government. They had been married for three years and had a one-year-old boy.

“It’s very likely that they will charge me as a Rightist. The charge now carries severe penalties. Not only would I lose my position in the county, I might be sent away. I think we should file for divorce so our child doesn’t get implicated.”

As might be expected, his wife didn’t react well to this.

“How could you think of something like this? What could they do to you? Maybe they’d send you to the countryside or to a reeducation camp. So what? If that’s the case, I’ll go with you.”

Unfortunately, the premonition Qi had that night soon came true. Around noon the next day, he was ordered to appear at the county government auditorium. He initially thought he was going there to attend another public condemnation meeting. The auditorium was packed. The meeting began with announcements by Zhao Zhengfang, the deputy chief of the County Public Security Bureau.

Zhao walked up to the podium with a list of those who had recently been labeled Rightists, and started to read off names, ordering them to step up to the stage. As the Rightists came forward one by one, Zhao said sternly through the microphone, “You are under arrest.” He then beckoned to two policemen standing on one side of the stage and told them to bind the Rightists with ropes.

Soon, Qi Yaoquan’s name was called. He knew that Zhao would give him the same treatment. He walked up to the stage, but stopped about two or three feet away from the podium. When Zhao made the official announcement of his arrest, two policemen approached him with ropes. Qi stepped back and said, “Stop.”

The policemen were startled and froze there. Qi said loudly, so everyone could hear: “Comrade Zhao, as the Chinese saying goes, ‘The guillotine is sharp but it doesn’t behead the innocent.’ Before you arrest me, I want to ask you: what crimes have I committed?”

Zhao stammered as he answered, “You still claim to be innocent?”

“The Party urged us to voice our criticisms, so I did. Was that a violation of the law? If so, I would say that the County Party Committee has also violated the law, because every committee member was involved in the campaign. They are the ones who encouraged people like me to speak our minds. Should they be under arrest too?”

Zhao was speechless. The auditorium became silent. Then some activists in the audience stood up and shouted: “Tie him up. Just tie him up. He’s too arrogant.”

The policemen seemed to wake from their trance. They seized Qi’s arms and tied them behind his back. Qi didn’t resist. It was pointless to fight. If he did, seven or eight more policemen would jump on him. But as he was pushed off the stage, he did shout, “Is it a crime to criticize the Party leaders?”

After Qi was gone, Zhao continued with his announcements. In total, he ordered twenty-six Rightists arrested and locked up at a detention center.

The whole process—from being tied up to being trucked off to the detention center—took more than an hour. After the police untied the ropes, Qi’s arms stiffened and his hands and arms became swollen. He could feel sharp pains radiating from his shoulder blades, but he didn’t moan or scream.

A sympathetic inmate who saw Qi’s swollen hands told him to soak them in the big chamber pot. Urine alleviates the swelling, the inmate said. Qi stuck both hands in. He held his breath to ward off the pungent smell.

In the evening, a cook showed up outside his cell and yelled, “Time to eat.” Qi didn’t get up. He didn’t want to eat. He decided to stage a hunger strike.

After the cook left, a blacksmith came and shackled Qi’s feet with a pair of chains.

The next morning, Qi refused to eat. He didn’t eat for three consecutive days. On the fourth morning, he changed his mind. He was starving and his body was weakening. He thought to himself: I have been on a hunger strike for three days and nobody gives a damn. They’d probably be thrilled if I starved myself to death. The Public Security Bureau would simply write up a report saying that I refused to admit my crimes and chose to cut myself off from the Party by committing suicide. I can’t die. If I die, I won’t be able to clear my name and seek justice.

A guard came to get him after breakfast. He escorted him to an interrogation room. Wan Shengxiang, who headed the Interrogation Section, took up his case.

The interrogation, which focused on Qi’s various counterrevolutionary remarks, went on for eight days. On the last day, Wan asked Qi if he had anything else to add.

“Now that you have completed your portion of the interrogation,” said Qi, “I’d like to ask you some questions. My first one is: do you believe that the editorials in the People’s Daily represent the voice of the Party Central Committee?”

“The People’s Daily is the mouthpiece of the Communist Party and they do represent the opinions of the Party Central Committee,” said Wan.

“I agree. The People’s Daily stated clearly that the Party wouldn’t take extreme measures against Rightists and those who spoke out against the government. Why did the Public Security Bureau arrest me? Don’t you think what you have done contravenes Party policy?”

Wan didn’t answer. Qi continued: “The People’s Daily also said that we have to take into account an individual’s personal and family history before we decide if that person is a Rightist or not. I joined the Communist revolution at the age of sixteen. I grew up in a family with five generations of poor peasants. I have a perfect record. Why do you still bring the Rightist charges against me?”

Wan didn’t answer. He simply grunted angrily. Before Qi could ask another question, Wan grew impatient and told a policeman to take him away. Qi was brought back to the cell.

The next morning, two policemen showed up in his cell. They grabbed Qi’s arms and handcuffed them behind his back.

The previous week, when Qi’s feet were shackled, he could at least sleep and eat. Now, with both hands bound behind him, he couldn’t eat or use the toilet without help from his fellow inmates. They had to unbuckle his pants for him when he used the chamber pot, and they helped him eat and drink. Sleep became almost impossible. He couldn’t lie down flat with his hands tied behind his back, and sleeping on his side was also uncomfortable. All he could do was sit against the wall, from dawn to dusk.

Four days later, his fellow inmates reported to the guard that Qi’s physical condition had rapidly deteriorated. The guard passed on the message to the prison authorities. Several hours later, an official came by and ordered Qi’s handcuffs removed.

It was deep winter. Temperatures dropped below zero. People in the area normally wore heavy felt-lined boots at this season. Qi began to suffer frostbite on his feet. A guard who used to attend Qi’s classes happened to recognize him. Qi asked if he could deliver a message to his wife, asking for a pair of cotton-padded shoes, with low tops because his ankles were shackled with chains. The guard didn’t dare to visit Qi’s wife at home or at work. He was worried about being labeled an enemy sympathizer. Instead he waited outside the Chengguan Township government building. When she came out after work, the guard caught up with her and whispered, “Your husband needs a pair of cotton-padded shoes.” The next day, Qi’s wife came with the shoes he requested, but they didn’t fit because his feet had become too swollen. His wife promised to bring another pair the next day. Qi said, “Don’t come yourself. Send the nanny over. I don’t want you to be implicated in the case.” She ignored his words and showed up two days later with a pair of handmade shoes that fit him perfectly.

The county prosecutor’s office finally initiated an official investigation into Qi’s subversive activities, and he was put on trial. The first court session was open to the public. The courtroom was not very large; its gallery could accommodate twenty to thirty people. The seats in the gallery were all taken by activists handpicked by Secretary Qin.

When Qi was brought into the room, the judge was nowhere to be seen. A stove made from a metal cylinder stood in the middle of the room, not too far from the defendant’s table. Qi could feel the heat from the flames. He moved his chair so that he was sitting next to the stove. Someone shouted from the gallery, “Move back to your place.” He ignored their shouting and refused to budge. Then the judge and six members of the trial panel walked in and sat on the bench. The judge ordered him to move his chair back to the defendant’s table. He still wouldn’t move. A policeman got up, pulled him up from the chair and shoved him over.

With this little turmoil settled, the judge cleared his throat and asked Qi what his name was. “How could you not know my name?” Qi blurted out.

Laughter could be heard in the gallery. Even the panelists, who knew Qi well, laughed. The judge banged his gavel on the table. This court scene stayed in Qi’s memory for many years. He was shocked to see a Communist judge wielding a gavel. In those days, Qi had only seen gavels in movies about the corrupt courts in pre-Communist days or courts in Western countries. He thought the Communist court would be radically different.

The judge banged his gavel once more and inquired about Qi’s occupation and his birthplace. Qi straightened himself and dutifully answered each question. Then the six panelists took turns questioning him on the charges. Qi admitted or denied each allegation truthfully. The questioning lasted nearly two hours. In the end, the judge said, “Are you trying to tell us that you’re innocent?”

“Yes,” said Qi, “I am innocent. What’s wrong with speaking my mind about the leadership? Chairman Mao says, ‘Blame not the speaker, but be warned by his words.’ How could you ignore Chairman Mao’s words?”

The judge was speechless. He paused for a few seconds before adjourning the court.

Qi never had another public trial.

One afternoon in April, the police brought Qi and five other alleged Rightists to the courtroom where his trial had taken place. The judge stood and read the verdicts for each one. Qi was up first.

“Qi Yaoquan, a counterrevolutionary, harbored reactionary ideas, engaged in anti-Party and antisocialist activities. He refused to cooperate with authorities and to confess his crimes. Based on the above, the court sentences Qi to six years in prison.”

Qi didn’t protest. No member of the public was present. The court felt empty. After all six verdicts were read, Qi was taken back to the detention center. An official of the court came to visit him and asked if he was planning to appeal.

“Why not?” he said. “I just need a pen and some paper.”

That night, with one of his fellow inmates holding a kerosene lamp beside him, Qi hunched over his pillow and composed a three-page appeal:


On the day of my arrest, I was charged with being a Rightist. For some unknown reason, the charges against me have escalated. Today I’ve been sentenced to six years in jail for being a counterrevolutionary. How did the court reach this verdict? I haven’t shouted antirevolutionary slogans, nor have I committed a felony. The charges against me are baseless …



The next morning, as Qi was having his breakfast, a truck pulled into the detention center. Qi and the five other convicted Rightists were ordered to drop their food and board the truck. Qi handed his letter of appeal to the court official. As the truck was about to leave, Qi saw his wife walk in, with their child on her back. He asked permission to get off the truck. His wife whispered to him that she had received a notice from her supervisor saying that she could no longer keep her job with the township government. She would be transferred to a school in Shuangcheng Township. The news brought tears to Qi’s eyes. He patted her on the shoulder and apologized for getting her into trouble. His wife told him to wipe away his tears.

“Tough guys never cry,” she said.

As she was talking, she took a small stack of cash from her pocket and handed it over to Qi.

“This is two hundred and eighty yuan ($40). That’s all of our savings. Take it with you.”

Qi counted out eighty yuan and gave the rest back to his wife. “You need that to raise our child,” he said.

The truck took off and drove through Yumen Township. The driver stopped at a restaurant, where each passenger ate a bowl of stir-fried noodles. They continued their journey for another two hours on a bumpy desert road before the truck pulled into Number Three Yinma Farm.

The farm, which had been built recently, served as a labor camp. All the prisoners lived in tents. Each tent, fenced in by barbed wire, could accommodate twenty-four people. A row of mud houses stood in a line outside the barbed wire. They were used as camp offices.

When Qi arrived, he was told that the top priority at Number Three Yinma Farm was to build an irrigation canal around the field. The next morning, policemen escorted Qi and the other prisoners out of the gate, which was simply an opening in the barbed wire. They walked three kilometers to the project site. Qi didn’t mind the challenge of physical labor because he was in good spirits. He believed that his six-year sentence had been made in error, and that his appeal would soon succeed.

On the second day, several inmates tried to bully him. They swore at him for no reason at all, shoved him and punched him, just to see how he would react. Qi fought back.

One morning, as Qi was shoveling mud, an inmate working next to him started to yell: “You bastard! How dare you shovel the dirt in my direction? You’ve gotten dust all over my clothes.”

Qi was outraged. “You’re the bastard. With wind as strong as this, how can you dig without stirring up dust?”

The inmate walked up to Qi and pointed his finger in Qi’s face. Qi pushed his hand away. Since Qi was a head taller, the inmate simply mumbled something and walked away.

Night after night, Qi had nightmares about being sentenced to death by the judge in Jinta County. He was put on a truck and sent to the execution ground. A policeman raised his rifle and shot him in the head. He woke up soaked with sweat. He could hear his own heartbeat. At lunch break one day, he sat behind a small sand dune and puffed on a cigarette until he dozed off. The cigarette butt fell to his chest and burned his winter coat. Another inmate smelled the smoke, woke him up, and poured some cold water on his chest to put out the fire. The nightmares and the fire put him in a sour mood that day.

However, when they finished work that evening, a camp official showed up and called a brief meeting. He praised Qi for his good work and positive attitude and announced that he had been chosen as a group leader. Qi was put in charge of twenty-three people.

He had barely sat down inside the tent to absorb the good news when someone outside called his name.

“Where does Qi Yaoquan live?”

Qi immediately walked out.

The person looked like a prison officer. He told Qi to pack his luggage.

Qi was puzzled. He went back inside, folded his clothes, and rolled up his bedding. He hoisted his baggage onto his back and followed the man into the camp office. There he saw Dong Youcai, an official from the Jinta County Intermediate Court. Qi’s eyes brightened. He went up to Dong, grabbed his hands and shook them, saying, “I can’t believe it’s you!”

Without offering a seat to Qi, Dong said, “I’ve been looking all over for you in the past three days. I knew you were at the Yinma Farm, but I didn’t know which one. To make a long story short, I’ve gotten the result of your appeal. Let me read it to you.

‘After reviewing the evidence against Qi, the court has decided to overturn the previous verdict. It’s true that Qi made such Rightist remarks as “Communists are not as good as the Nationalists.” But based on the principles of combining leniency with reeducation, the court hereby grants Qi’s immediate release.’

Qi was amazed at the news of his release, but he was also upset. “I never said that the Communists are not as good as the Nationalists,” he said. “Someone made it up.”

Dong interrupted him. “There is no need to dispute that. Let bygones be bygones.”

It was summertime. Even late in the day, it was still quite bright outside. Dong decided to leave that very night. The camp arranged for a car to take them to Yumen Township. They boarded a train there and arrived in Jinta County by noon the next day. Qi was eager to go home, but Dong took him to the Public Security Bureau and handed him over to an officer at the detention center.

Qi was confused. “Didn’t you say the court found me innocent and decided to release me?”

“We have overturned the counterrevolutionary charges against you, but you still remain a Rightist. Stay here for now. There will be a decision soon.”

A couple of days passed and nobody came. Qi ended up staying at the detention center for a whole month. Every day, he would plow and cut grass at a small farm managed by the Public Security Bureau. The weather was getting hotter by the day. Finally, one sweltering afternoon, the county government dispatched a messenger to see him. The messenger asked Qi to pack and then brought him to the county government office complex.

The deputy chairman of the County Rectification Campaign Committee came out to greet him and read an announcement: “Qi Yaoquan has been convicted as a Rightist. He will reform his thinking at the Jiabiangou Reeducation Through Hard Labor Camp. Upon completion of his reeducation, he shall be permitted to continue employment with the county government.”

The messenger led Qi directly to the County Intercity Bus Terminal. He was ordered to board a big truck. On the truck he saw Wei Derong, the former head of the Jinta County Taxation Bureau, and surprisingly, Zhao Zhengfang, the deputy chief of the County Public Security Bureau. Throughout the trip, Qi remained silent. Several hours later, the truck rumbled into Jiuquan County. The driver stopped at a small roadside village and got out of the truck; he walked into the village to rent an oxcart from some local peasants, while the three passengers waited under a poplar tree. Qi asked Zhao why he was there.

“It’s a long story,” said Zhao, looking depressed.

Qi was curious. “Remember when you had me arrested at the public condemnation meeting? You seemed so arrogant and authoritative. One day, you ordered your people to shackle my feet. The next day, you had my arms tied behind my back. How did you end up sitting in the same truck with me?”

Zhao looked uneasy. He spoke awkwardly. “My good old Qi, please don’t blame me for your arrest. Your case was handled solely by Secretary Qin. He personally issued the order to have you shackled. It was my decision to put the handcuffs on you. This is how it happened. A couple of days after your arrest Secretary Qin called me at home, inquiring if you had been ‘well taken care of.’ I said not yet. He told me to have a second pair of shackles made by a local blacksmith and put them on you. I hesitated, saying that double shackling a detainee was a violation of the law. Nobody had done it before. Secretary Qin simply interrupted me: ‘Do as I order. What kind of law are we violating?’

“I had no choice but to obey his command. So the next day I called my fellow policemen together for a meeting to discuss how to implement Secretary Qin’s order. In the end, we all opposed the idea of shackling your feet with double chains. The alternative solution we came up with was to replace the chains with a pair of handcuffs. Please don’t blame me. I’m not responsible for your arrest. It was Secretary Qin’s doing.

“Even the announcement I read at the auditorium that day was drafted by Qin’s assistant. Do you know why you ended up at the detention center after the court had released you from the Yinma Camp? Secretary Qin issued a secret order to have you detained. Qin said to me, ‘If we can’t get him prosecuted by the court, let’s request the most severe administrative penalty possible.’ Secretary Qin instructed the County Rectification Campaign Committee to write up report after report about your anti-Party activities. In the end, the provincial government agreed to send you to a reeducation camp, but fell short of terminating your employment.”

Qi didn’t speak. He stared at the loose dirt under his feet for a long time before asking Zhao what crimes he had committed. Zhao sighed.

“I’ve been charged with organizing a regional anti-Communist faction. It’s a long story. As you know, Secretary Qin is a womanizer. In the past several years, we’ve received more than twenty complaints against him from peasants claiming that he raped their daughters or wives. It was a thorny issue for me. I invited Secretary Qin into my office and said, in a roundabout way, ‘Secretary Qin, we’ve received complaints from the local villages about officials engaging in indecent behavior. These officials have tarnished the reputation of our Party. At your next meeting, it’s important that you urge our fellow officials to refrain from committing any sexual indiscretions.’

“He asked me what I was hinting at. I didn’t answer him directly. I merely wanted to give him a subtle reminder. So I said, ‘It doesn’t matter who the target is. The most important thing is to ask every official to act discreetly in the future.’ He lost his temper and said, All I did was to mess around with a couple of women, but people like you keep stepping on my toes and bugging me.’ After that, he began to consider me a nuisance.

“Of course, that wasn’t the only thing that got me into trouble with him. He persecuted me for another reason: He accused me of following Zhang, the county chief, too closely. He believed that I had secretly formed an alliance with Zhang to oppose him. As you know, Zhang didn’t always see eye to eye with Qin. Last winter, the district government requested information about the Jinta County’s projected grain output. At a county meeting, Secretary Qin insisted on putting it down as three hundred kilograms per mu (0.16 acres). County Chief Zhang opposed that projection. He said, ‘Local peasants have told us that we overestimated the grain output the last two years. As a consequence, the provincial government set an excessively high collection quota. After peasants fulfilled their quotas, they barely had enough to support their families. I would recommend one hundred and eighty kilograms per mu.’ The county chief asked for the views of the other committee members. He said, ‘Since I didn’t grow up here, my projection of grain output per mu might be inaccurate. Most of you are Jinta natives. You tell me exactly how much grain a peasant can produce per mu.’ None of the officials at the meeting answered, even though we all knew that the three hundred kilogram figure was outrageous. In the past, the average grain output was about one hundred or so kilograms per mu. Secretary Qin had deliberately inflated the projection to boost his reputation in the province.

“Seeing that we were all silent, Secretary Qin called on me. I felt obligated to give my honest opinion. I told everyone that Zhang’s projection was more realistic. Qin gave me a dirty look and asked the other members. They all agreed with me. Qin lost his temper and walked out.

“Not long after that meeting, Qin plotted against County Chief Zhang, calling him a Rightist. I remained in my position for two more months before Qin succeeded in getting rid of me. Wu Peizhou, head of the Propaganda Department, was also removed from his position. All of us were charged with forming a regional anti-Party clique.”

Qi was shocked. “What happened to the county chief?”

“He was sent to Jiabiangou to receive reeducation two weeks ago,” said Zhao.

Qi shook his head. County Chief Zhang was a veteran Communist official from Qingyang County. He was warmhearted and low-key. Whenever he visited a village, he always asked to stay in the commune’s cow sheds, just so that he could chat with the farmers. Unlike Secretary Qin, he was faithful to his peasant wife, who had bound feet. He took pride in his humble roots. Qi held him in high esteem.

“Where is Party Secretary Lu?” Qi asked.

“He lost his job in January. At the Provincial Party Congress, senior leaders who came from northern Shaanxi Province charged four officials from Qingyang County with forming a counterrevolutionary faction within the provincial government. The four were then stripped of their positions. Since Lu was friendly with them, he was implicated in their case. Secretary Qin delivered a speech at one of the plenary sessions and openly condemned Lu for secretly supporting a large number of Rightists in Jinta County. He said all the Rightists considered Lu their mentor. Qin specifically brought up your name, and said Party Secretary Lu had directed you to launch vicious attacks against the Party.”

Qi wanted to ask more questions, but just then the driver returned from the village. He was followed by a local peasant steering an oxcart. The driver pointed at the oxcart and said, “Get on. Stack up your luggage.”

The oxcart was fitted with big wheels as tall as Qi. The Rightists sat on the cart, bobbing up and down on the rutted road for about two kilometers. They crossed a river, and then saw a row of low sand dunes in the distance. As they moved closer, a big wooden sign came into sight. On the sign, a line of big black characters read: jiabiangou state farm.

Qi Yaoquan’s heart began to pound violently. What’s going to happen to me? he wondered.



Qi Yaoquan survived the Jiabiangou State Farm, known internally as Jiabiangou Reeducation Through Hard Labor Camp, and subsequently endured years of hardship at various labor camps and farms in Gansu Province. In 1978, the Jinta County Communist Party Committee cleared his name and removed all charges against him.
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