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INTRODUCTION

Andrew J. Nathan

 

 

 

 

OF ALL THE MYTHS OF THE CHINESE LEADERS, THAT OF ZHOU Enlai has been the hardest to crack. The Chinese Communist Party tore down most of its former heroes in internal purges—Jiang Qing and those lumped with her as the Gang of Four, Lin Biao and his generals, the secret police chief Kang Sheng, and Mao’s ghostwriter Chen Boda. The great oak of Mao was one of the last to fall, hollowed out by memoirs from his Cultural Revolution victims and their families and then by revelations from his private physician. Few Chinese were surprised: they had whispered about his personal cruelties and sexual indulgences for years.

But Zhou remained immaculate. While most Chinese have long known that his official image was too good to be true, they had no details: he was too skilled at hiding his tracks. The facts about Zhou’s strange personality and its tragic consequences for China have now come out thanks to the personal odyssey of Gao Wenqian, a one-time researcher-writer at the secretive Chinese Communist Party Central Research Office for Documentation (Zhonggong zhongyang wenxian yanjiushi).

Like many dictatorial regimes, the Chinese Communist Party obsessively collects its own documents and with equal obsessiveness keeps them secret. National-level Party and state civilian archives  reaching back to the early history of the Communist movement and up to the recent past are kept by the Central Archives (Zhongyang dang’anguan), located in a large walled and guarded compound more than twenty miles to the northwest of Beijing. Local government archives, military archives, and archives of the pre-1949 Nationalist regime are held elsewhere. Drafts and originals of official telegrams, reports, decisions, meeting minutes, and the like are sent to the archives by leaders’ offices, Central Committee departments, and government ministries after having been kept in their original units for a number of years. The archives also collect photographs, tape recordings, interview transcripts, and other documentation.

In the past the archives were off limits except, in rare cases, to high-ranking Party officials. Today, the materials are used by official compilers, who can see documents relevant to their assigned projects strictly on a need-to-know basis, by appointment at the archives complex, with access to sensitive materials graded by the compiler’s rank. Their job is to write and rewrite history to fit the changing official line. Mr. Gao’s unit in the Central Archives was tasked with compiling the chronologies, biographies, and collected works of Mao Zedong, one-time head of state, Mao rival Liu Shaoqi, Mao aide and post-Mao leader Deng Xiaoping, economic decision-maker and Party elder Chen Yun, and, of course, Premier Zhou Enlai.

It was on the Zhou projects that Gao chiefly worked for fourteen years. He focused on the period from the start of the Cultural Revolution in 1966 to Zhou’s death in 1976. He also participated in work on Zhou’s youth and career in the Party up to 1949, and in research on Mao’s role in the Cultural Revolution, a role which, of course, was central to the high politics of that period. In this way, he came to know more about Zhou’s life and character than perhaps anyone who had not worked directly with the premier, and more about the high-level politics of the Cultural Revolution than any but a few participants and Party researchers.

Gao Wenqian’s research in the secret Party archives allows for the first fully human portrait of China’s premier. Rather than the Zhou  Enlai of legend, Gao portrays a complicated man, whose skill at adapting to Mao Zedong’s mercurial moods enabled him to survive the Cultural Revolution relatively unscathed and to break ground in relations with the Western world. At the same time, his even-handed treatment reveals Zhou’s culpability in serving Mao Zedong’s destructive whims during the Cultural Revolution.

Gao shows insight into all the main actors of the Cultural Revolution—the suspicious Mao, the trusting Liu Shaoqi, the raucous Jiang Qing, the stubborn Deng Xiaoping. The rolling power struggles of that period, it turns out, were the result less of competing ambitions among leading politicians than of Mao’s machinations, fostered by his constant suspicions of those he had himself promoted. Gao shows how Mao launched the Cultural Revolution out of unfounded jealousy of Liu Shaoqi, how he pushed an unambitious Lin Biao into power and then manipulated him into fleeing the country, how he created and secretly sustained the group he himself eventually labeled the Gang of Four while keeping a public distance from them, and how Mao brought Deng Xiaoping back to power from internal exile not to assist Zhou Enlai but to counterbalance him.

But Gao’s most important revelations concern Zhou and his relationship with Mao. In order to bring Zhou to life, Gao masterfully interprets his opaque, evasive language, a style that Zhou cultivated in order to avoid triggering Mao’s anger. He shows Zhou straining to interpret Mao’s wishes, to support Mao’s changing line, and to absorb Mao’s unpredictable attacks. He portrays Mao’s cruelty to Zhou in his last years—his denial of medical treatment for bladder cancer and the exhausting, humiliating political inquisition he forced on Zhou in the last months of the premier’s life, an inquisition based on fake evidence and aimed at destroying any legacy the dying premier would leave for those who might try to reverse Mao’s line after his own death.

The mystery is less Mao’s sadism, which has been exposed by numerous writers, but Zhou’s submission. When Mao denied him an  operation he complied, when Mao subjected him to unjust criticism he hastened to criticize himself. Gao shows that Zhou had made a decision relatively early in his career as a revolutionary, which he stuck to until the end of his life: not to challenge Mao. This was the tragic rigidity in the character of this most flexible of men.

Although Party historians have attacked Gao for desanctifying Zhou, it would be more accurate to say that he shows sympathy for Zhou’s own regret for his role in the Cultural Revolution. Gao gives Zhou credit for softening the impact of Mao’s policies, for protecting a number of people, for keeping the country going, for trying to restart the economy, and for achievements in foreign affairs. Yet he also makes clear that without Zhou’s support Mao could not have kept the disaster going as long as he did. Mao needed Zhou. Although Zhou may not have had the power to overthrow Mao, he could have withdrawn his support (paying, to be sure, the ultimate personal price) and Mao would have been unable to go on as long as he did. By working to mitigate the effects of Mao’s rampages rather than to oppose them, he became Mao’s enabler. Even on Zhou’s deathbed, when he suffered over the memory of the things he had done against his own convictions, he devoted his small remaining energy to self-denunciations aimed at preventing Mao from purging him.

Why? Not because he believed in what Mao was doing: Gao makes clear that Zhou was under no illusion that Mao’s maneuvers were good for the country or needed for the revolution. It was because of a deep-seated need to affiliate, an inability to take existential risks, a psychological need to be another leader’s number two. Gao traces this attribute to Zhou’s childhood as the beloved child of two mothers (one biological and one adoptive) who lacked an active father, and who was thoroughly trained in the Confucian arts of yielding, tolerance, and compromise. On Gao’s analysis, it was during a series of intra-Party struggles in the early 1930s and in the 1940s during the Yan’an purges that Zhou’s servant mentality found its master. In a series of fierce conflicts Zhou found himself demoted from a  top position in the Party to the status of Mao’s indispensable yet despised assistant.

Although gifted like other revolutionary leaders with intelligence and physical endurance, Zhou was unique among them in his capacity to endure abasement in pursuit of long-term goals. What was tragic for his country was that he found no higher goal than fealty to Mao. The two were mutually dependent, yet unequal, with Zhou intermittently subjected to the blistering force of Mao’s anger and fused in a permanent posture of servitude. As a result, his great skills went to abet his master’s doing of huge damage. Much as Zhou yearned for order and development, his country could not set out toward these goals as long as Mao imposed his nightmare upon the nation. Sadly, Zhou must go down in history as the man who let it happen.

In 1989, Gao Wenqian’s life took a new turn. He witnessed the June 4 crackdown on student and citizen demonstrators in and around Tiananmen Square and decided to break with the Party. It took some time, but he eventually came to Harvard University on a fellowship to write a truthful, independent book on China’s premier. He prepared for this task by moving his note cards out of China in small parcels. (Even the Party’s official scribes never keep copies of documents; for security reasons they must work from laboriously transcribed note cards.) Using the method, as the old Chinese adage goes, of “the ant who moved Mount Tai,” Gao sent small packets of cards to the West with a few trusted friends over the course of two years after he left China. The cards formed the raw material for Gao’s best seller in Chinese, Wannian Zhou Enlai (Zhou Enlai’s Later Years), published in 2003. That book has been adapted here for Western readers by adding the story of Zhou’s earlier years and by elaborating the political context of the Cultural Revolution and the behavior of other actors.

For thirty years after his death Zhou continued to serve the Party perfectly, this time as a graven image of its wisdom and rectitude. Now at last we are privileged to know him as a man. A major contribution  to our understanding both of China’s iconic administrator and of the inside story of the Cultural Revolution, Zhou Enlai: The Last Perfect Revolutionary is a richly rewarding work. By the end of his life, Zhou Enlai had traded his humanity for complete dedication to the regime that destroyed him. To better understand him is to gain insight into a tragic chapter in China’s history, and to question, once again, the ability of dictatorship to provide good rule.
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THE KISS OF DEATH

ZHOU ENLAI, THE SEVENTY-THREE-YEAR-OLD PREMIER OF THE People’s Republic of China, stood in a chill, winter wind on the tarmac of the Beijing airport, surrounded by Chinese Communist Party representatives, leading government officials, and army officers. It was not quite noon, February 21, 1972.

They were scanning the horizon for some sign of the aircraft that carried Richard Milhous Nixon, the first president of the United States to visit the People’s Republic.

The occasion was restrained. No red carpet, furled or unfurled, awaited the arrival of the president and his entourage; no military band stood on hand to blast the welcome notes of the national anthems of the countries; no members of the Beijing diplomatic corps had come to swell the ranks of the greeting Party. No cannons were poised to honor the arriving Americans with the customary twenty-one gun salute accorded to heads of state.

It was a bleak winter scene. The two countries had not yet established diplomatic relations. The very spirit of the occasion seemed to have an edge of apprehension. Only the two lone flags of the  People’s Republic and the United States half-heartedly flapping atop the terminal building provided the day with any signal that some immense diplomatic moment was at hand.

With a low rumble, “The Spirit of ’76,” the presidential jet, appeared in the sky. The form of the plane took shape like some great calm prehistoric bird as it slowly descended to the tarmac and with a roar touched down on the North China plain. Lumbering across the field, the plane finally came to a stop before the group that had assembled to greet the president and his party. Workers rolled a gangway up to the jet entrance in double time.

The entire world was watching.

When the hatchway opened, Nixon stepped forth. A man of tremendous pent-up energy, he bounded down the steps, hand outstretched, so eager was he to grasp the hand of his host.

Zhou Enlai did not raise his hand in greeting until the president was advancing at him on hard ground. Then, and only then, did he offer his own hand, and he raised it to the level of his elbow only, because a war wound that had maimed his forearm many years earlier prevented him from lifting it any higher.

In his memoir, Nixon fondly reflected on the epochal welcome he received from the premier of China who noted “‘Your handshake came over the vastest ocean in the world,’” said Zhou Enlai in the car on their drive from the airport. “‘Twenty-five years of no communication. ’” [Richard M. Nixon, RN: The Memoir of Richard Nixon (New York: Grosset & Dunlap, 1978), p. 560]

Yet Zhou Enlai was far from exuberant. He was too aware of the political risks he was taking as he welcomed the “number-one imperialist” in the world. The reconciliation was the personal decision of the Communist Party leader Mao Zedong and, indeed, as premier, Zhou Enlai was acting on the Chairman’s decision. But it was also something for which others would have to pay a high price if things went wrong. Mao was infamous for changing his mind and punishing those who had failed to follow his mercurial reasoning. Zhou Enlai, the man who had facilitated the meeting with President  Nixon, was the ideal scapegoat if this rapprochement struck the wrong nerve.

Zhou Enlai made sure that the photograph released to the press the following day was one his personal photographer had taken, one that showed Nixon, hand outstretched, stepping off the gangway toward Zhou Enlai, who stood with a fixed smile on his lips, hand at his side.

At the welcoming banquet on the night of Nixon’s arrival in Beijing, when he walked over to toast the American president, Zhou waited until the rim of his glass was on a level with Nixon’s glass before he clinked it in a welcome toast. This may seem like a negligible detail, but in such details resides the well-evolved language of Chinese diplomacy. Zhou, whenever he hosted other visiting dignitaries, always lowered the rim of his glass to clink it against the middle of his guest’s glass, to show hostly respect for his honored visitor. Zhou had choreographed his restrained posturing well before the American president arrived. He would be “neither servile nor arrogant, neither warm nor cold,” a spirit he hoped to subtly convey not to the international audience glued to this historic spectacle, but to domestic observers lurking behind the political curtain.

Zhou Enlai’s caution was not merely a manifestation of his temperament. He had his forebodings. As things turned out, he was right. But not even his caution, extreme as it was, could save Zhou Enlai from the jealous and vindictive nature of Mao Zedong.

Zhou Enlai almost never made a mistake. This was the key to his ongoing success over many decades and throughout turbulent times. As a student of acting, he knew how to master the role he was handed. For years, he had been performing the important part of the indispensable servant to perfection, much to the annoyance of Mao, his master. He was almost entirely self-effacing. He knew how to mend the broken pieces of crockery that Mao shattered from time to time. Zhou’s genius for self-abnegation and the deft and artful way that he had of cleaning up a nasty mess aggravated Mao, the master, and piqued his pride. They were the odd couple, but this was no domestic comedy.  On some level, Mao hated his servant, who, he knew, was not only far too smart, but also inscrutable in his devotion, and he always kept his eyes half-open for the chance to humiliate him.

Zhou Enlai was the master tactician. It was this quality that Mao hated the most in him and the feature that of all others he relied upon in Zhou and also prized. Zhou Enlai could anticipate what Mao was thinking faster than it takes to blink an eyelid. Long before it had occurred to Mao that he might someday need to play an American card, Zhou Enlai had begun to prepare the way.

Zhou began to lay the foundation for the rapprochement with the United States at the very beginning when the Americans were preparing to kiss the Communists goodbye, before they had even come to power in China. In 1946, the truce that General George C. Marshall had tried to broker between the Communists, led by Mao, and the Nationalists under Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek, collapsed. The door to diplomatic relations between the United States and the Communist insurgents was about to slam shut. Zhou Enlai took it upon himself to pay a visit to the American general alone, to thank him for his efforts and to bid him farewell.

In Geneva, in 1954, Zhou was famously spurned at the convention talks ending the French Indo-China War by the American secretary of state, John Foster Dulles. Yet, as he later told Mao, General Walter Bedell Smith had managed to find a way to express some comity, for although Dulles had ordered his deputy not to shake hands with Zhou either, Smith, gripping a drink in his right hand, greeted Zhou with his left, by tugging on his sleeve. And it was Zhou Enlai, who, in the early 1960s, would initiate talks in Warsaw that would lead, eventually, to an opening in U.S.-PRC relations.

All of this was the work of the perfect servant who knows how to anticipate the wishes of his master. That day came in the late 1960s when Mao decided it was time to open relations with the United States. Nixon actually raised American-Chinese relations as a possibility in a 1967 article published in Foreign Affairs and in his first presidential foreign policy speech following his election in 1968. Zhou Enlai had already prepared Mao for this possibility, so that  when it finally suggested itself, he could imagine that he had foreseen it all along.

Repudiated in victory by the United States in 1949, the People’s Republic of China had “leaned to one side,” turning for foreign assistance to the Soviet Union. Even so, what finally drove China into the Soviet camp was the Korean War, which broke out in the summer of 1950. Up until the war began, the United States and the PRC still had some diplomatic wiggle room, even though the United States had sided with Chiang Kai-shek and the Nationalists in the civil war, and despite the sanctions that many of the Western powers imposed on the PRC after the Communists came to power in 1949. The Korean War, however, turned the United States and mainland China into deadly enemies, and doomed any hope for diplomatic relations between them for years to come.

Both the United States and the PRC were losers in the Korean War, which ended in an armistice in 1953. From the PRC perspective, the “United States fought the wrong war in the wrong place at the wrong time.” China, however, was the biggest loser in that bloody strife. Mao had wanted to prove to Stalin that he was not a radish—red on the surface, but nationalist at the core—and he plunged the nation into war before his regime had found its footing. In Korea, China suffered devastating losses on the ground. Worse still, the U.S. Seventh Fleet stationed itself in the straits of Taiwan and cut off any possibility that the PRC might have had to recover the island occupied by the Nationalists and bring a final conclusion to the long-suffering Chinese civil war.

The Soviet Union had the most to gain from the Korean War, because it killed two birds with one stone: China was stuck in a quagmire, and the United States had to maintain forces in Asia at the expense of the major Cold War front in Central Europe. In the short term, the USSR profited from the animosity between the United States and the PRC, and also from the sale to mainland China of outdated weapons left over from World War II. It’s true that China also benefited from the Sino-Soviet relationship. Throughout the 1950s, Russia contributed to the massive industrialization of China,  but the Sino-Soviet relationship began to go sour under Nikita Khrushchev, and by the late 1960s the Sino-Soviet split was all but official. Serious border conflicts arose between the two countries.

Zhou Enlai knew that enormous changes were underway in world politics. To prepare for the inevitable realignment he foresaw, Zhou realized that China was going to have to adjust its foreign policy. Zhou also understood that Mao was the only person in China who could engineer this kind of seismic shift. He began to feed the master information on the latest foreign policy developments. He also urged top army leaders like People’s Liberation Army (PLA) marshals Chen Yi, Ye Jianying, Xu Xiangqian, and Nie Rongzhen, who were currently out of office, to conduct group discussions on international affairs and advise Mao. Zhou Enlai then discreetly removed himself while the group, which he occasionally had to prod, studied the situation between the three major powers and came to the conclusion that “the U.S.-USSR conflict outweighs the China-USSR conflict.” Thus they decided that an allied war against China was unlikely, and Mao gave the nod to new U.S.-Chinese ambassadorial meetings in Warsaw, which at that point were stalled, after numerous sessions.

“China and the USSR are at war,” Mao had once been heard to murmur to himself. “It is up to the United States to make the next move.” He would “use the barbarians to keep down the barbarians,” the ancient strategy of Chinese rulers. As the Grand Strategist, Mao, the master, would open up relations with the United States to deal with the USSR.

This was not, however, Mao’s only motive. It was the late 1960s and the Cultural Revolution that Mao had inaugurated in 1966 was winding down. Mao had succeeded in destroying the pro-Soviet faction within the Chinese Communist Party. Yet he still feared his enemies. He could envision a Soviet invasion of China ending in a vindictive comeback of all those whom he had routed. He would now play the American card to neuter his enemies.

For a start, Mao put Taiwan on the back burner. “Taiwan is a minor issue,” the master declared. “The world situation is a major  issue. The problem of Taiwan can wait a hundred years, the world situation is the pressing issue.” Zhou entirely concurred. He directed the media to back off their annual denunciation of the United States on the anniversary of its presence on Taiwan. This was in June 1969, nineteen years since the United States had intervened in the Chinese domestic conflict. In July, Zhou personally instructed the Foreign Ministry and the Public Security Bureau to treat with utmost civility two American tourists whose yacht had strayed into Chinese waters near Hong Kong, and forbade Chinese authorities to take any action until the facts were altogether clear. When the United States reciprocated by scaling down economic sanctions against the PRC and lifting a ban on tourism to China, Chinese authorities released the two Americans in custody.

The Russians, however, presented a set of problems of their own.

The Sino-Soviet border conflict had intensified. What started as an ideological dispute turned into a nationalistic border quarrel when in March 1969 Soviet and Chinese troops fought over control of the small, uninhabited Treasure (Zhenbao) island in the Ussuri River, which runs along the border of the two countries in China’s far north. The Soviets wanted the Chinese to simmer down. Aleksei Kosygin, the Soviet premier, planned to corner Zhou at Ho Chi Minh’s funeral in September 1969, and urge him to tone down the hostile rhetoric. Zhou anticipated this maneuver, and was well aware that the Soviets had planned to play a China card with the United States, which was then embroiled in the Vietnam War. A show of solidarity by the USSR and China might further weaken U.S. resolve on the ideological war front. Zhou, an old friend of Ho Chi Minh, flew in one day ahead of the state funeral to pay his respects to the late North Vietnamese leader and returned to China the same day. Kosygin, however, could not be entirely thwarted. Besides, both China and the Soviets wanted to goad the United States. Kosygin made a stopover at the Beijing airport on his way back to Moscow from Hanoi. In the VIP lounge, he and Zhou worked out a formula for easing border hostilities. After Kosygin was back in the air on his way to Moscow, Zhou reworked the language of their communiqué,  deleting words like “fraternal” and “friendly” that might appear to overemphasize the rapprochement and give the United States the impression that all was well between the Chinese and the Russians. The Soviets did their part by repudiating the agreement once Kosygin was back in Moscow.

In December, the United States agreed to reopen the Warsaw talks. The U.S. ambassador to Poland, acting on the instruction of the U.S. national security advisor, Henry Kissinger, contacted China’s chargé d’affaires in Warsaw on December 3. Lei Yang, China’s point man in the impending negotiations, had not been expecting this particular approach. He fled in panic, but not before those in the international press corps had observed the contacts. This was the opening for which the Chinese had been waiting. Within days, the U.S. ambassador and the Chinese chargé had exchanged visits, and China released two more American tourists who had strayed into Chinese waters.

Zhou Enlai’s efforts continued, both on the diplomatic front and within his own bureaucratic bailiwick of the Foreign Ministry. He hinted to the Pakistani ambassador in Beijing that the United States should take further steps to open relations with China, “although,” he added with Mao-like unconcern, “if we can’t get it done now, we can leave it to the next generation.”

Zhou displayed no such unconcern at the ministry, where he now set out to convince the staff that this huge turnabout in Party policy was inevitable. He was going to have to invite the bureaucrats to erase the imprint of a complete mindset and reverse an attitude. To do this, Zhou invoked the prestige of the Chairman.

President Nixon showed his hand for the first time when, on February 18, 1970, in an official Foreign Policy Report to Congress, he called the Chinese “a great and vital people.” He declared that the United States had no intention of making alliances to oppose either one of the two Communist giants.

At last, on February 20, Chinese representatives in Warsaw met with U.S. officials to hold their 136th meeting. Zhou had ordered one basic change in the script. Now the Chinese expressed themselves as “willing to receive” an American delegation. This was a fundamental shift from the proposed wording, which had stated that the Chinese were “willing to consider” doing so. (Zhou argued that to “receive” is cooler than to “welcome,” but more concrete than to “consider” doing either.) This small shift in wording was an icebreaker. From that point on, both sides, the U.S. and the PRC, began to approach their strategic relationship from new geopolitical angles.

But all manner of obstruction blocked the road to reconciliation.

The military coup d’etat in Cambodia interrupted the progress of relations between the United States and the People’s Republic for an entire year. At the same time, opponents of the U.S.-PRC rapprochement in the American State Department were stalling a meeting. The Chinese had been awaiting a formal response to their own query about the next Warsaw meeting when, in March 1970, Prince Norodom Sihanouk of Cambodia, while on a European sojourn, was overthrown. On his return to Asia, his decision to fly into Beijing, where he settled into exile, put the United States and China on opposite sides of this critical regional issue. China had begun to entertain doubts that the United States really wanted to extricate itself from either Vietnam or Southeast Asia; now it began to look to China as though the United States was getting more involved, that it had actually joined forces with the USSR to support Lon Nol, the new Cambodian leader. China played the anti-imperialist card in this round, and disclosed its staunch support for Southeast Asia and its struggle for independence. The real target of this move, though, was the USSR. “The Cambodian problem,” declared Qiao Guanhua, the Chinese deputy foreign minister, “is just one aspect of the China-USSR argument.”

As antiwar protests and campus unrest began to boil over in the United States, Mao took over as the world’s chief spokesman for the anti-imperialists. He called a halt to the 137th Warsaw meeting and he staged a mass meeting of half a million people in Beijing. Mao’s war cry, better known as the May Twentieth Declaration, invited people to “unite to fight the American imperialists and their running dogs.” Zhou had no choice but to accompany Mao on this  revolutionary spree. Still, he did what he could to keep the policy of U.S.-PRC reconciliation on track.

The anti-imperialist rhetoric ran its course. Mao came back down to earth, and the Chinese quietly released an American bishop who had been sentenced to twenty years in a Chinese prison for espionage.

In August, the American ex-patriate journalist Edgar Snow showed up in China. Zhou had a long talk with Snow, author of  Red Star over China, the classic account of the 1934-1935 Long March, which had brought the news of Mao and his guerrillas to millions of American readers for the first time. Zhou wanted to use the aging Snow as an intermediary to the United States, as the Chinese Communist guerrillas had so successfully done in that earlier day, and the timing seemed propitious.

“If there is anything I want to do before I die, it is to go to China,” President Nixon told a reporter from Time magazine. “If I don’t, I want my children to.” The quote appeared in early October 1970. That signal was clear enough for the Chinese. [Richard M. Nixon, RN: The Memoirs of Richard Nixon, p. 546]

On October 1, China’s National Day, Mao appeared on the reviewing stand at Tiananmen Square with Edgar Snow and his wife. He told his staff he was sending up a trial balloon for the Americans. Zhou personally supervised the photo layout that appeared on the following day in People’s Daily, the CCP’s major newspaper outlet. He made sure that photos of Mao and Edgar Snow, Mao’s American biographer, standing side-by-side reviewing the National Day parade formed the centerpiece. But the balloon did not rise high enough over the Great Wall of China. The photos did not make an impression on the Americans until they appeared the following March in Life magazine, when plans for Nixon’s visit were already under discussion at the White House and the State Department, where officials found in them an inspiration. Suddenly, everyone remembered Edgar Snow, a long-forgotten victim of the McCarthy era in America who had lived in exile in Switzerland since the 1950s.

One thing was clear: Mao and Nixon had taken charge of the reconciliation process.

In late October at the United Nations Nixon approached Yahya Khan, the president of Pakistan, and Nicolae Ceauşescu, the Communist leader of Romania, and confided his wish to send a secret envoy to China. At a banquet in honor of Ceauşescu, Nixon, for the first time, dropped the old term “Red China” and referred to the country by its formal name, the “People’s Republic of China.” Mao received each message, one from Romania, one from Pakistan, and on October 18 he met with Snow at Central South Lake (Zhongnanhai), the leadership compound in central Beijing where he and the other top Communist Party leaders lived amid its extensive grounds in special villas, some of which dated back to the Qing Dynasty. Mao rambled on about this and that. Then he declared, “I am flirting with Nixon. All I need is a matchmaker.” He also told Snow that the Foreign Ministry might decide to allow Americans from the left, right, and center to visit China. However, to resolve their relations with the United States, Mao told Snow, the Chinese would have to talk with Nixon himself. “If Nixon wants to come,” Mao told Snow, “I would be happy to talk with him. If we get along, that’s fine. If we don’t, that’s fine too. If we quarrel, that’s okay. If we don’t, that’s okay too. He may come either as a tourist, or he may come as a president.” Regrettably, nobody passed these words along until later.

On December 9, however, the message that Zhou Enlai had entrusted to Yahya Khan reached the Americans: “If President Nixon is sincere about resolving the Taiwan problem, then the Chinese government would welcome an envoy sent by the President to Beijing.” Although Zhou had effectively delivered the message, it represented the wishes of Mao Zedong and Lin Biao, Mao’s official successor and the chief of China’s military forces. A month later, in January 1971, Zhou Enlai responded to the message the Romanians had also passed along declaring that since President Nixon had visited Communist Romania, he would be equally welcome in Beijing.

China and the United States now embarked on a public relations contest to see which one would get the credit for improving U.S.-PRC relations.

Mao thought China needed to have the upper hand. The Americans, he believed, should appear to be knocking on China’s door, seeking peace. Mao knew that this was the only way that China could back away from its anti-American stand of times past and persuade people inside and outside the Communist Party to go along with this diplomatic volta-face.

The U.S. State Department, meanwhile, dragged its feet. In a return message, the department conveyed the vague suggestion that the two nations should meet in a third country to discuss, among other issues, Taiwan, which under the control of the Nationalists and Chiang Kai-shek though it was, China claimed as an integral part of the PRC.




FENDING OFF DOMESTIC INTRUSIONS

This game of public relations was not the only source slowing the process of a Nixon-Mao meeting. At the same time, the leaders of the PRC and the United States were preoccupied with policy campaigns of their own. The U.S. government announced a scheme to help the South Vietnamese cut off the Ho Chi Minh Trail. Mao, meanwhile, was engaged in an inner-Party campaign aimed surreptitiously at his second heir apparent, the Minister of Defense Lin Biao, through a direct critique of Chen Boda, Mao’s longtime leftist ghostwriter, against whom the Chairman had now turned after Chen had thrown his support behind Lin.

Mao had been heading for a break with Lin Biao soon after the historic 1969 Ninth Chinese Communist Party Congress when Lin’s succession to the CCP’s top spot seemed secured. By early 1971, Mao was spreading rumors that Lin Biao opposed any rapprochement between the United States and China. Although nothing in the record suggests that this was true, Mao seized upon it to create distance between himself and Lin Biao. Lin Biao’s failed coup and his subsequent death in a plane crash in September 1971 created a domestic crisis for Mao; he needed a major triumph on the world scene to deflect attention at home from this stark revelation of his own faulty judgment in appointing the treasonous Lin as his official successor. How very clever it was of Mao to have assigned to Lin Biao, well in advance, the role of enemy of diplomatic progress. Even though it seems to have been untrue, Lin was no longer around to refute the master. It was this sort of strategizing that kept Zhou Enlai on his toes, and ever watchful.

Once again, Zhou Enlai lived up to his reputation as the indispensable wizard of international diplomatic one-upmanship. In April 1971, the thirty-first World Table Tennis Championships were held in Nagoya, Japan, at which the PRC team beat the U.S. team. In the warm afterglow of the match, Zhou invited the American players to visit the People’s Republic, a visit swiftly approved by the White House, where, by then, Henry Kissinger was already preparing for his first clandestine visit to Beijing.

This is the accepted version of the Ping-Pong Diplomacy, for which Zhou Enlai is always given credit. The real story is, however, somewhat more complicated.

From the very outset of Zhou’s initiative, his own Foreign Ministry dragged its feet. The bureaucrats submitted, in a report, that the first Americans to visit the Chinese mainland in more than two decades should not be Ping-Pong players, especially since no American leftists had yet been issued official invitations to visit. This did not sit well with Zhou Enlai, but Zhou decided that anything this big was up to Mao to resolve. On the report, Zhou wrote: “tentatively agree and may take down contact information.”

When Mao saw the report, he passed it on to others, which gave the impression that he quite agreed with this matter of precedence. If so, he must have had immediate misgivings, because, according to his nurse, the same night he passed the report along he seemed moody. She wrote: “At nightfall he took his sleeping pill, and then sat down to dinner at eleven. By the time he finished dinner, the pill had begun to take effect, and he slumped over the table in a stupor.”  Then suddenly he ordered the nurse to telephone Miss Wang Hairong, his grandniece and inside agent at the Foreign Ministry, and muttered the fateful words: “invite the American team to visit.” The nurse was in a quandary, because Mao had long ago announced that he was not responsible for anything that he said after he had taken his pills. She decided to wait. But Mao lifted his head off the table demanding to know why the nurse was still there, and repeated his instructions. The nurse reminded Chairman Mao that he had already taken his pills, which usually meant that what he said didn’t count. But Mao waved his hand and said firmly, “Yes, it counts, every word counts. Go quickly, or it will be too late.”

Mao thought that inviting a Ping-Pong team to China was a risk-free gesture that could speed the way for Nixon’s visit. Mao was now in the thick of his effort, which was not going well, to undermine Lin Biao by openly criticizing his own former ghostwriter Chen Boda. If Mao decided to take down Lin, there was always the possibility that, as a last resort, supported by many in the CCP old guard who were themselves pro-Soviet, the official successor would throw his lot in with the USSR. This was Mao’s greatest fear. Mao wanted urgently to clinch an agreement with the Americans to cut Lin off at the pass.

The American Ping-Pong team was met with a warm welcome in Beijing. A lavish reception was staged on April 14 in the Great Hall of the People, the giant Stalinist-style building in Tiananmen Square where China’s leaders hosted their foreign guests. Zhou Enlai declared that a new era in the history of Chinese and American relations had begun. It was both a huge moment in global public relations and a victory for Zhou Enlai in the world press. On the same day, President Nixon announced that the United States was lifting sanctions on non-strategic trade between the United States and mainland China.

On the Chinese side, Zhou laid down the line to be followed in negotiations with the United States. He wrote a realistic script. Taiwan was the core to this script, as an issue between the United States and the PRC. The Chinese would never accept any proposal to create two Chinas, or one China and one Taiwan. China and Taiwan were indivisible, and Zhou Enlai’s working script insisted on this  fundamental principle. He did not, however, expect the United States to break off relations with Taiwan, and he made no such demand. Instead, in his script the United States would have to remove its military presence from the island gradually, and China would work toward peaceful reunification with Taiwan. Zhou’s document, approved on May 29, 1971, became the basis on which the PRC opened negotiations with the United States.

Zhou sealed his success when he sent President Nixon a formal invitation to visit China. As Nixon read the message, Kissinger commented: “This is the most important communication that has come to an American President since the end of World War II.” [Quoted in Margaret Macmillan, Nixon and China: The Week that Changed the World (New York: Random House, 2007, 183)]

Through back-channel messages conducted with the American ambassador in Islamabad, Pakistan, the PRC and the United States agreed that on July 9, 1971, Henry Kissinger would secretly visit Beijing to make advance preparations for the presidential visit.

Zhou made a study of Nixon and Kissinger, their lives, and the political philosophy of each man. He read Nixon’s book, Six Crises. He watched Patton, Nixon’s favorite movie, about the flamboyant World War II American general. He also put together a team, and started planning every detail of the Nixon visit, and, to prepare the nation for the great change in international policy that was about to take place, he circulated an edited version of Mao’s talks with Edgar Snow.

Henry Kissinger arrived in Beijing on July 9 aboard a Pakistan International Airline Boeing 707. Zhou Enlai had sent a small group to Pakistan to escort Kissinger and his party to Beijing. There was Wang Hairong, Mao’s grandniece, who had long kept an eye on things for him at the Foreign Ministry; Tang Wensheng, an interpreter, who was born in the United States and was known as Nancy Tang; plus Tang Longbin, an official from the all-important Protocol Department of the Chinese Foreign Ministry.

In Beijing, Zhou Enlai paid his first visit to Kissinger at Fishing Terrace (Diaoyutai) State Guest House, where the Kissinger party was housed for their two-day stay. In the small conference room  where they gathered after a sumptuous lunch, Zhou, as Chinese custom dictates, invited his guest to speak first. Kissinger obliged. He indulged himself in rather ornately ceremonial opening remarks, and then cut to the chase: “No two Chinas, no independent Taiwan.” This broke the ice, and Zhou and Kissinger sat down together for the next day and a half to exchange their views on most of the world’s problems and some problems of their own, including how to word their joint announcement to the world that the U.S. president Richard Nixon was going to visit China.

Zhou realized that he could not quite persuade the American to accept the version he would have preferred—an announcement that Nixon had asked for the visit—so he settled for a compromise: a statement declaring that the Chinese side was “in possession of information that Nixon wished to visit China and had issued the invitation accordingly.” Both sides wanted to convey that this normalizing of relations was not only about Taiwan. The Americans had long lobbied for the inclusion on the agenda of other issues, and now Zhou Enlai agreed. He suggested that in addition to normalizing relations the two sides should add, “and other issues of mutual interest,” a phrase that he knew would set the Soviets on edge.

The presidential visit was set for February 1972.

Both sides announced Kissinger’s secret visit simultaneously, on July 15, 1971. Either country could seize upon provender from this diplomatic bag, but the People’s Republic of China may have ended up with the lion’s share. Three months after the announcement, the Twenty-Sixth Session of the United Nations voted by an overwhelming majority to admit the People’s Republic (including a seat on the Security Council) to membership.




SECURING DIPLOMATIC VICTORY

The visit to China by President Nixon, and the opening up of relations between the United States and mainland China, was the  crowning achievement of Zhou Enlai’s career. He had reached the zenith of international acclaim; he was recognized throughout the world and celebrated as a great statesman by the international media. Yet always, every living minute, Zhou Enlai was conscious of his role as Mao’s servant. He severely reprimanded the New China News Agency (Xinhua) when it circulated the praise that the international press accorded him. Always, Zhou made it a principle to keep Mao in the limelight, especially now, at this moment of his own personal triumph, when Mao, as it happened, was in public disgrace.

Just when plans were proceeding for Nixon’s visit, the “September Thirteenth Incident” exploded on the nation. Lin Biao, after an apparently botched assassination attempt on the Chairman by his overly zealous son, fled with his wife and a small entourage on board a commandeered Trident jet and crashed in Mongolia. Lin Biao’s mutiny made a mockery of Mao’s Cultural Revolution, which Lin had directed at Mao’s behest. Zhou was now faced with how to deal with the aftermath of this calamity. He canceled the October 1 National Day parade and put Beijing on a state of alert.

The Cultural Revolution had torn the country to pieces. But the new diplomacy offered an excellent opening. Still, Zhou had to defer to Mao every inch of the way. He had to toe the line, and when Alexander Haig Jr., the then deputy assistant to the president for national security affairs, visited China in January 1972 with an entourage to finalize arrangements for the Nixon visit, Zhou took a stern line in deference to the master.

As Nixon’s visit approached, Mao fell seriously ill with pneumonia that quickly developed into a pulmonary heart condition. Stress from the September Thirteenth episode and the subsequent blow to his prestige triggered this collapse. He refused treatment and eventually lapsed into a coma. This development was beyond the range of Zhou Enlai’s considerable expertise. Luckily, in late January, three weeks before Nixon was due to arrive, Mao relented and agreed to accept medical treatment.

“The American president arrives on February 21,” Zhou told the team of doctors called in to treat Mao. “Make sure the Chairman has recovered enough to receive him.”

Mao received the president of the United States on February 21, on the very afternoon of his arrival. The president was accompanied by Henry Kissinger and Winston Lord, his aide, a future ambassador to China. The president did not invite William P. Rogers, the secretary of state, another member of his party, to attend this historic meeting. The meeting lasted just over an hour. Although speech was difficult for Mao, it was the Chairman who enunciated the themes that were fundamental to ensuing diplomatic discussions.

The result was the Shanghai Communiqué, which was agreed upon during the final days of the Nixon visit. In this document, the United States signaled its recognition of the PRC and acceptance of the one-China principle. The Shanghai Communiqué was a classic Zhou creation that allowed both sides to claim diplomatic gain. So too had Zhou overseen every aspect of public relations. He had even tried to restore some face to the American secretary of state, William Rogers, who had been shouldered out of the meeting with Mao by none other than Zhou Enlai himself, who was acutely aware that the American State Department disagreed with the White House, and especially Henry Kissinger, on the issue of Taiwan. Although Zhou had arranged for Secretary Rogers to meet with his counterpart, Ji Pengfei, China’s current foreign minister, his real aim was to exclude Rogers, along with his potential defense of Taiwan, from the important deliberations with the Chairman. Zhou was well aware that Rogers had lost face in this transaction, and he hastily arranged for a special conclave for the purpose of giving the man some appearance of importance in the proceedings.

Once again, Zhou Enlai was unsurpassed in his role as servant. He deferred, always, to Mao. He labored, tirelessly it seemed, often for fourteen or fifteen hours a day, to achieve success for the master, and, in so doing, eclipsed his own brilliant star. Nixon captured a glimmer of the truth when he said that Zhou was “a great man,  rarely seen in a century, yet he had to live under the shadow of Mao, always careful to let the limelight shine on Mao.”

There is a profound paradox in Zhou Enlai’s final huge effort at self-effacement. “Zhou Enlai Diplomacy” became a universal term among journalists and historians, who used it to explain China’s diplomatic victory. Now, Zhou’s star shone by itself in the international firmament. The triumph of the Shanghai Communiqué, the joint statement issued by the United States and the PRC at the end of Nixon’s visit, put the final touch of brilliance to Zhou Enlai’s star. It was also the kiss of death.
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THE MAKING OF A REVOLUTIONARY

ON MARCH 5, 1898, IN HUAI’AN, JIANGSU PROVINCE, ZHOU ENLAI was born into a family of cultured gentility that had fallen on hard times, and into a country that was about to undergo seismic political changes.

In 1898, China was still under the rule of the Qing Dynasty, the last of the major dynastic empires that had reigned over the land for more than two thousand years. The Qing were Manchurian outlanders who had swept into China in 1644, but, by 1898, when Zhou Enlai first saw the light of day, this ruling clique had been violently rocked by civil war and hostile engagements with foreign powers. In 1864, after a long internal struggle, the Qing had put to rest the forces of the Heavenly Kingdom in a civil war known as the Taiping Rebellion, led by one Hong Xiuquan, the self-styled younger brother of Jesus and a failed candidate for the imperial examinations. The ruling dynasty was victorious, but at the cost of inviting the help of foreign armies. Foreign powers, already a troubling mercantile presence following the Opium  Wars of the late 1830s and 1840s, were granted a far greater foothold in China. The “victory” that the Qing secured also came with the loss of much central control over the country that left great areas of China in the hands of rapacious warlords. In the Sino-Japanese War of 1894-1895, the Qing suffered a terrible psychological blow when the Japanese decimated the Chinese navy and exposed for the whole world China’s inability to defend itself against imperial predators. In 1900, another savage internal war erupted—the Boxer Rebellion, an uprising against Christians in China that drove the Empress Dowager Ci Xi and her court to flee the capital, Beijing, for refuge in the interior. The armies of eight foreign nations, including the hated Japanese, all with various ulterior motives, marched into the capital to rout the Boxers and plunder the Summer Palace outside the city.

Briefly, in 1898, during a time known as the One Hundred Days of Reform, Guang Xu, the young emperor, tried to bring extensive reform to China on a scale so vast and so immediate that he shook the foundations of his own political base and invited the reprisal of conservative forces led by the Empress Dowager. Perhaps, if Guang Xu’s reform had taken root, China’s history would have taken a different path. As it was, the Qing Dynasty was now marked for extinction.

This was the China into which Zhou Enlai was born, and which, as the revolutionary companion to Mao Zedong, it was his destiny to transform into the China we know today.

Huai’an, situated on the central plain of Jiangsu, was the site of the confluence of the Beijing-Hangzhou Grand Canal with the Huai River, one of the many waterways upon which the country depended to carry the bulk of its commercial traffic. Huai’an’s history can be traced back at least 1,600 years. It was part of the fecund land of rice and fish that had, over the centuries, generated candidates for the imperial examinations who throughout the history of China had ruled the empire.

On the day Zhou Enlai was born, his grandfather lay dying. Zhou Panlong, the old man, whose given name, panlong, means “climbing dragon,” had been a scholar, although, like many men of intellect, had failed to pass the Mandarin test that earned ambitious Chinese  scholars a lifetime of government service. Panlong’s first grandson was brought to the old man on his deathbed. “Benevolent light shines down, eastward the purple energy comes,” the dying patriarch murmured. These eight words were the so-called bagua, the Eight Diagrams pronouncement that formulates a prediction of the future of a newborn child based on the time and day of its birth. When they heard the old man’s divination, Zhou’s parents chose the first and last Chinese characters—en (benevolence) and lai (comes)—to name their new infant son.

Zhou Yineng, Zhou Enlai’s father, had married a girl from a nearby county. He was the second of four sons: Zhou Yigeng the eldest, himself, Zhou Yikui, and Zhou Yigan. At the time of Zhou’s birth, his father’s youngest brother, Zhou Yigan, was suffering from tuberculosis. No cure had yet been found for this disease, and the young uncle had only a few days left to live. Zhou’s grandmother quickly decided that Zhou Enlai, not yet six months old, should be handed over to his dying uncle as a surrogate son. “The happiness of adopting a son can drive away misfortune” was a local adage, but beyond that, Chinese traditionally believed that if a man had failed to produce a son he had failed his ancestors in the worst way. Zhou Enlai’s parents were of an understanding, good-natured disposition, and they agreed to hand their baby to Yigan so that the dying man wouldn’t have to meet his ancestors in the netherworld without having produced a son. Yigan died within two months, but Zhou spent his childhood years with his adoptive mother in the house where three generations of family, including Zhou Enlai’s biological parents, were all living together. Zhou’s real mother was known to him as his surrogate mother. The arrangement was quite successful. Zhou’s two mothers had grown up together like real sisters; their families had been good neighbors for many years.

Zhou’s adoptive mother adored him. She was the daughter of a doctor who came from a family of scholars named Chen. She was the most attractive and also the most intelligent of three sisters. She had learned the arts of writing poetry and painting from her father, and had mastered embroidery and needle work. When her husband  died, she accepted her status as a widow, as befitted a traditional Chinese woman of the time, and although she was still relatively youthful she refused to remarry. Zhou Enlai was her only companion in life and a source of great spiritual comfort. She devoted herself heart and soul to his upbringing; doting on and pampering him, she also hired a wet nurse to feed him.

Zhou’s adoptive mother rarely left the house. Instead, she spent her entire life instilling him with her love and providing him with an education. (She began to teach Zhou how to read when he was three.) Zhou proved his intelligence early on. The large Zhou family, appropriately for a part of China populated by so many learned clans, was distinguished by its erudition and scholarship. All the children who attended the schoolroom in the courtyard of the Zhou residence were taught from an early age how to read and write poetry. Zhou earned a reputation for his insatiable curiosity.

Later in life Zhou recalled that one of the first books he ever read was Journey to the West, the famous sixteenth-century novel that chronicles the adventures of Sun Wukong, the monkey king who learns the art of warfare and the secrets of immortality in the quest to bring the Buddhist sutras back from India. As a boy, Zhou was also impressed by the story of Han Xin, a capable military commander in the service of Liu Bang, the founder of the great and long-lasting Chinese Dynasty of the Han (206 B.C.-221 A.D.). Han Xin was considered one of the greatest generals in Chinese history with a strategic mind second to none. Han Xin had a destitute childhood following the early death of his father, which taught him the supreme values of restraint and self-control. According to legend, while he was playing alone on the street, Han Xin was confronted by a couple of hoodlums who decided to humiliate Han by forcing him to crawl between their legs. Han Xin realized that if he tried to fight this pair he’d be at a great disadvantage, so he followed their instruction. People on the street burst into laughter when they saw Han Xin crawl between the legs of the two thugs. Instead of allowing himself to become a victim of his misfortunes, Han used the event as a stepping stone to achieve his ambitions. Within a few years of the episode  on the street, Han Xin had mastered the art of war. “You must practice restraint as a child,” he said. “To deny restraint will cause your downfall.” Once, in early childhood, when he was very hungry, an old lady gave Han Xin a meal. He promised the old lady that he would repay her graciousness in years to come, after he became a powerful man, but she just laughed at this suggestion. Years later, when Han Xin was ennobled as the king of the state of Chu soon after the collapse of the great Qin empire in 207 B.C., he showed kindness to those who had offended him in his childhood. He made one of the hoodlums who had humiliated him that day on the street the chief of police of the city of Huai’an in Jiangsu where Zhou Enlai was born. Zhou Enlai was deeply influenced by Han Xin’s example—as a man who had been able to swallow insults and move on.

In 1907, when Zhou Enlai was nine years old, his biological mother died of esophageal cancer and his adoptive mother died soon thereafter of tuberculosis. The loss of his adoptive mother came as a terrible blow to Zhou. During his student days in Japan, Zhou burned incense to mark the tenth anniversary of his adoptive mother’s death and tearfully recited her poems. He often noted the longing he felt for her in his diary. “I do miss my mother,” he writes on one occasion, “I’m unable to sleep,” and, on another, “The ink of her poems is still so fresh; her voice and image will remain with me forever. How sad.”

Circumstances forced Zhou Enlai to grow up fast. Zhou’s biological mother had kept the entire family afloat after the death of old Panlong, Zhou’s grandfather, by taking over the family’s commercial affairs and feeding and clothing the many members of the Zhou family, including Zhou’s two younger brothers. Zhou’s father, Zhou Yineng, had no business of his own. He was too poor to afford a rosewood coffin for his wife, and after her death he was forced to pawn a number of family heirlooms, including three highly prized ancestral houses, to cover the cost of the funeral. The funeral of Zhou’s adoptive mother swiftly followed, and now the family faced a mountain of debt. Zhou’s father went far from home to live and work in Hubei Province, where he soon managed to lose his job and  ended up living off a relative, unable to support himself, let alone his family. Zhou Enlai, on his own, took his two younger brothers under his wing and returned with them to his mother’s hometown, where he took care of his siblings and other family members, making ends meet and repaying debts by pawning valuables. When creditors showed up at the house to demand payment, Zhou Enlai would deal with them diplomatically before returning to the pawn shop to secure more loans. Throughout his childhood, Zhou learned to carefully observe his surroundings and the subtleties of human nature as he figured out how to prevent anyone from sneaking up on him from behind.

Zhou Yigeng, the elder brother of Zhou Enlai’s father, had become head of the Zhou family after old Zhou Panlong, the grandfather, died the night when Zhou Enlai was born. For years, Zhou Yigeng worked outside his hometown, saved money, and sent money home to support the family. Zhou Yigeng did not have children of his own. Of all his nephews, he considered Zhou Enlai the most promising, and always had a plan to bring Zhou Enlai close to him to provide the best educational opportunities. While at home, Zhou Enlai always wrote to Zhou Yigeng—whom he considered his most capable uncle—to report on family affairs. Upon receiving a major promotion in Manchuria in northeast China, near the industrial city of Shenyang, Yigeng invited Zhou, now twelve years old, to move in with him. In the spring of 1910, Zhou bade farewell to his family in Jiangsu Province. Zhou’s chore in the small county in the northeast was to herd local horses. He also enrolled in the best primary school in the area, and soon he was a student in the top school in Shenyang.

“There were two advantages to going to school in northeast China,” Zhou later observed when he recalled those difficult times. “It forced me to do physical exercise and it changed my eating habits because I only consumed grain. I also learned to make friends with people who were very different from me. I had a heavy southern accent. My classmates referred to me as the ‘lad from the south.’ Every day, some  of them would beat me up. This occurred over a period of two months. They used to pull my pants down to deliver their blows. I had no choice; I had to come up with my own strategies. These essentially consisted of efforts to befriend whomever I could and employ my new allies in my counterattacks. The other side eventually gave up. Those years in northeast China did me a great deal of good.”

This is Zhou’s earliest reference to a tactic he would employ throughout his political career when he “divided the opposition and conquered them one by one.” Zhou would align himself with friends after school to take revenge against kids on the other side, but not while they were together, always one at a time. He revealed himself to be an early master at creating a united front. This was a skill that served him well in later years and may explain his capacity to survive so many hostile confrontations.

Zhou learned first-hand about imperial foreign ambitions directed against China when he lived in the northeast. This region had been a focal point of foreigners who wanted to expand their influence in the Middle Kingdom in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. After they had crossed the border and come to the rescue with other foreign armies to help the weakened Qing Dynasty crush the Boxer Rebellion in 1900, Russian troops of the czar refused to leave the major cities they had occupied in Manchuria. The foreign powers demanded huge reparations in return for their intrusive support that the Chinese could not possibly pay, and to exact their pound of flesh the Russians threatened to turn the entire region into the new land of Yellow Russia. This brought out the nationalist instincts of the youthful Zhou Enlai. “Every citizen must bear the burden of determining the life and death of the nation,” Zhou declared with heartfelt anguish when his teacher informed him of what the Russians were doing. These words turned out to be more than mere hollow sentiment. They were a clear indication that Zhou felt a true love of his motherland, and soon he had developed a habit of consuming the news of the nation in the burgeoning Chinese press.




PURSUING THE REVOLUTIONARY PATH

Zhou was introduced to a work called The Revolutionary Army while he was a student at the Dongguan Model School in Shenyang. The author, a firebrand named Zou Rong, attacked the increasingly corrupt and feckless Manchu emperor and called on the Chinese people to rise up and overcome their “slavish” humiliation at the hands of the Qing. Cultivating his nationalist sympathies, Zhou was greatly influenced by Zou Rong’s work. Zhou never cited family or ancestors or even the desire to build a personal future for himself as so many of his classmates did when people asked them why they were attending school. He replied, instead, with Zou Rong’s clear and simple declaration: “So that China can rise up.”

When the October 1911 Revolution brought down the Qing Dynasty (and with it two thousand years of nearly unbroken monarchical rule), Zhou was a student at Dongguan School. The gradual process of reform that had started under the Qing with the self-strengthening campaigns of Zeng Guofan and Li Hongzhang from the 1860s now came to an abrupt halt as the nation reverted to its traditional method of regime change through internal revolt. It looked at first as though Sun Yat-sen, the Chinese revolutionary committed to Republican government, would prevail, but an internal crisis of authority overwhelmed Sun’s efforts. Chinese warlords and other parasitic types got their hands on the Chinese political levers, and a military minion and favorite of the Qing Dynasty named Yuan Shih-kai soon installed himself as China’s putative Republican ruler in Beijing, which set the scene for further turmoil out of which emerged the Chinese Communist Party that ultimately lured Zhou Enlai with its call to revolution.

Zhou’s uncle, Yigeng, was transferred in February 1913 to the port city of Tianjin just east of Beijing. Zhou applied for admission to the American-sponsored Tsinghua School in Beijing, but the school rejected him because he had a poor command of English. Zhou attended an English prep school in Tianjin for three months to  improve his performance and Nankai Middle School subsequently accepted him. Modeled after British and American private schools, Nankai was rigorous in its subject matter, all classes were taught in English, and the curriculum emphasized cultivating in students a strong sense of personal discipline. Zhou was a model student. He achieved straight A’s, and became especially adept at writing compositions and performing in student-run stage plays. An attractive boy who had been raised almost exclusively at the hands of adoring women, Zhou possessed mannerisms that were somewhat effeminate. Perhaps for this reason, Zhou was often cast in female roles on stage.

Although Zhou pursued his studies diligently, he was constantly distracted by external events. The political crisis in China was spinning out of control, even though a Chinese Republic had been established in 1912. In 1915, the Japanese tried to impose on China its infamous Twenty-One Demands that called for China to virtually surrender its sovereignty to Japanese overlords. Yuan Shih-kai, the warlord Republican leader of China, was prepared to capitulate to the Japanese and sign away the national independence of China. But before he could do this he tried to make himself emperor of China in an effort that backfired, and by 1916 he was out of the picture. Thus began the warlord period of Chinese history, as Beijing became the captive, along with the Chinese government, of competing warlord armies. The Twenty-One Demands, however, left their mark on the agitated youth of China, as many, including Zhou Enlai, became increasingly aware that China was in danger of being held hostage to predatory foreign powers in league with cynical Chinese politicians. The backlash had begun.

Zhou graduated from Nankai after four years, but he had financial difficulties and no prospect of finding a job with which to support himself while he furthered his education in China. Without other prospects, he decided to head for Japan. Japan was China’s great nemesis at that time, but it also provided a haven for many Chinese who sought exile outside of China. Zhang Boling, the headmaster of Nankai, did everything in his power to help Zhou Enlai, and in September 1917, a month before the Bolsheviks seized  power in Russia, Zhou boarded a boat bound for Japan, via northeast China and Korea.

In Japan, Zhou Enlai enrolled in a Japanese-language school. But he had trouble performing well enough on the exam necessary to yield a Chinese scholarship. He learned from afar that his father’s other younger brother, Zhou Yikui, who had remained at home to help support the Zhou family, had died. The news hit him hard, and he failed at his first attempt to enter Tokyo Normal University. He now had to resign himself to informal courses offered at Waseda University. Zhou tried to improve his chances for academic success by dedicating himself to his studies. But it became increasingly difficult for him to steer clear of political activities involving the fate of China.

When the Bolsheviks seized power in Russia, their revolution sent tremors through the world that went to the very heart of the Chinese who were studying in Japan. The economic and political philosophy of socialism became the hottest topic of the day among Chinese students, who were outraged when the Japanese government joined forces with the United States, Great Britain, France, and Czechoslovakia in an international brigade (formed under the rubric of the Joint Proclamation of Emergency Government and Neutrality) to land troops in Siberia to undermine the Bolshevik Revolution. They were even more exercised when they found out that the decision contained secret provisions that would further restrict China’s national sovereignty. The call went out to all Chinese students in Japan to return in protest to China. Zhou Enlai with his long-standing Nationalist inclinations was immediately drawn into the campaign. He failed a second time to pass the Japanese-language exam in early July. This hit him hard. Zhou was embarrassed and depressed. In China he had always been a straight-A student. To make matters worse, his fellow students from Nankai had all managed to pass the exam and won entry into good Japanese universities. Zhou now felt that he had disappointed all those who had maintained great expectations for him: his family, relatives, former schoolteachers, and classmates. He returned to China for a brief stay. He was listless and had lost face. Possessed of no credential  other than a secondary school diploma, he could expect nothing in the way of professional opportunity. When he returned to Japan in October 1918, Zhou moved into a student dormitory where residents joined in doing common chores such as cleaning, cooking, and shopping. His companions noted that academic work was not on Zhou’s mind. When they looked at his monthly expenditures, they decided that Zhou was depressed. He seemed concerned only with going out about town seeking pleasures. Yet like many of his compatriots in Japan at the time, he was ever more attracted to the study of Marxism.

In December, Zhang Boling stopped off in Japan to meet with his former students. He was returning to China from a research trip to the United States. He informed his former students that Nankai had decided to establish its own university. Zhou immediately made plans to return home.

Zhou Enlai returned to China in April 1919, poor and disillusioned. His experience in Japan had exposed him to failure and emotional despair. The Japan years provided a crucible of pain and failure, however, that gave Zhou a certain maturity, and when he returned to China, he returned not as a youth, but as a young man.

Zhou’s timing was impeccable. He arrived in China in the spring of 1919 on the eve of a revolutionary tide that swept into China with the May Fourth Movement. His arrival at this seminal moment was one of destiny and opportunity for Zhou Enlai, who became an important figure in modern Chinese Nationalist politics at the very beginning of this fresh revolutionary phase and never looked back.

The May Fourth Movement—the opening shot across the bow of Western imperialism in China—was the most important event in modern Chinese history. Triggered in 1919, at the Paris Peace Conference following the First World War armistice, where representatives of the Chinese government had expected to secure the return of territories occupied by the Germans in Shandong Province, the sacred birthplace of Confucius, the Great Powers all but ignored the Chinese delegates and decided instead to transfer the former German concessions to Japan, which at that time was an ally of the West.  By doing so, the Powers struck a blow at China’s national pride and aroused the intelligentsia and students who took to the streets in Beijing and moved to organize popular resistance. The maneuver instantly transformed the domestic political chemistry in China, which had inclined toward Western-style democracy and scientific enlightenment. Educated Chinese turned abruptly against the United States and Britain, powers they felt had lured them with democracy and freedom only to betray them at the Paris Peace Conference. Young Chinese as disparate in background as Zhou and Mao Zedong jettisoned their Western values and turned toward the Socialist ideas of the brand-new Soviet state and its Russian leaders. This was the ground upon which the Chinese Communist Party was laid two years later, in 1921.

Zhou, who desperately wanted to save his country from foreign predators, fell immediately in step with the patriotic movement. He decided that his personal failure in Japan was of little significance now that such huge tasks lay before him, and every day he showed up at Nankai School to participate in activities of popular protest and agitation that had been activated by the May Fourth outbreak. Zhou quickly emerged as a central figure at the institution.

Most people were convinced after two months had passed that the student campaign of demonstrations and demands had achieved its goal to force the Chinese warlord government to disavow the Treaty of Versailles. Pro-Japanese cabinet ministers in the government had resigned along with the ineffective prime minister after intense student protests, some of which had led to violence. Ultimately, Chinese diplomats refused to sign the peace treaty with Germany in Paris. Most of the schools that had been at the center of the agitation decided to close early and send students home. Zhou Enlai, however, was among those activists who believed that the movement had just begun. Zhou and his cohort initiated a more intense campaign to arouse popular support and bring about a fundamental political and cultural transformation of China along the lines suggested by the New Culture Movement that had preceded the May Fourth Movement.

Throughout the summer of 1919, Zhou devoted his energies to founding a new publication, Nankai Student Union Alliance News  (Nankai xuesheng lianhehui bao). It was a tough undertaking. New publications played a very important role in rousing public support during the May Fourth Movement, and altogether more than four hundred newspapers had broken into print, but Zhou Enlai had a hard time finding financial assistance to publish, and there were other difficult obstacles to overcome, not the least of which was the requirement that newspapers register with the police bureau to publish in Tianjin. Zhou put on plays to raise money and used his negotiating skills to win the support of workers at the local printing plant. Zhou was a one-man band. On the editorial side, he wrote articles and organized submissions, and on the production end, he did the typesetting, layout, plate design, proofing, printing, and even oversaw the distribution. The inaugural issue contained a reprint of Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address, along with a motto on the front page that read: “Democracy: of the people, for the people, and by the people.” Zhou wrote the first editorial, “The Heart and Soul of the New Revolution.” In it, he proposed the basic reforms needed in Chinese society, including a major change in the dominant mode of thinking. Nankai Student Union Alliance News swiftly became an outlet for Zhou Enlai’s exclusive personal expression on current affairs. He used it to report on patriotic events, including the organized boycott of Japanese goods that had quickly sprung up all over the country in the wake of student demonstrations. The paper, which circulated in major cities, was selling twenty thousand copies a day within five weeks of its initial publication. Almost overnight, Zhou Enlai became famous as a leading figure in the Tianjin student movement.

In September 1919, important players in the Tianjin student movement met secretly to form an underground group, the Awakening Society, and called on Zhou to draft its manifesto. Endorsing the concept of gender equality, the society recruited ten male and ten female members. Zhang Ruoming, Zhou Enlai’s first real love, was among the new female members. So was Deng Yingchao, who  ultimately became Zhou Enlai’s lifelong wife and companion. The Awakening Society organized with a system of committees that ensured the participation of all its members and adopted the characteristics of an underground organization, assigning each member a nom de guerre to be used for all internal communication and published articles. Throughout the years of underground struggle in the CCP, Zhou Enlai would use his Awakening Society pen name, Fifth Warrior (Wu Hao). Later in life this nom de guerre figured prominently in a major political battle among top Communist Party leaders in the heat of the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution.

Nankai University was formed in the fall of 1919 and offered a college-level curriculum. Zhou Enlai was given a waiver on the required entrance examination and entered with the first class of undergraduates. Zhou, however, was far too inflamed by student activism and his own effectiveness as a radical leader to devote his talents to academic endeavors. He used the university as a staging ground for his renewed efforts to lead the student movement, especially after he was elected executive director of the Tianjin Student Union. Zhou now occupied a high-profile position. He represented the student union in negotiations with the local Tianjin Trade Association to organize a boycott of Japanese goods, a now nationwide effort. Under Zhou’s leadership students were organized to check the merchandise in every shop in the city and confiscate all Japanese goods, which they put on display at the Nankai campus. Students then organized a mass rally on the student playing field. More than ten thousand demonstrators gathered as ten truckloads of Japanese goods were burned on site. This was followed by a parade through the city.

The Japanese government immediately issued a statement protesting its “serious opposition” to such actions. Japanese political and economic interests had continued to escalate in China despite the May Fourth Movement, and because it did not want to create a dispute with the Japanese, the Chinese government ordered the Tianjin Student Union to disperse. Students openly defied the order. The Awakening Society appointed Zhou as its general commander for a large-scale action against the government order, and on January  29, 1920, Zhou led anywhere from five to six thousand students from a number of Tianjin schools on a march to the local governor’s office. The government decided to teach the students a lesson in obedience and dispatched a large contingent of police to the governor’s office, where they lay in wait for the demonstrators and forcibly broke up the march. More than fifty students suffered severe injuries during the police encounter. Zhou Enlai and three other student leaders were arrested.

Zhou Enlai spent the next six months in jail. It was the only time in his long career of revolutionary activism that he would spend behind bars. He was detained at first at the Tianjin Police Station, but after he embarked on a hunger strike he was transferred to the detention center of the Tianjin Local Inspection Bureau. Conditions there were considerably better. Zhou joined other jailed students, among them two women, and he had limited freedom to move about, read books and newspapers, and receive outside visitors. Most of those held in the detention center were students and teachers. To pass the time, they initiated a sort of prison university of their own. Anarchism was the prevailing Socialist idea with the greatest popularity at the time in China. The theories of Karl Marx were generally unfamiliar to most Chinese. Zhou Enlai took it upon himself to deliver five lectures on Marxism at the so-called prison university.

In prison, Zhou Enlai was transformed from a burning young student radical to a serious revolutionary. Prison was considered the ultimate taboo in Chinese society, and no one from Zhou Enlai’s family had gone to jail. In the first days of his incarceration, Zhou’s fellow prisoners were death row inmates, and conditions in the prison were deplorable. Zhou witnessed a dark and ugly underbelly of Chinese life that few people in Chinese society ever saw, and it made a lasting impression on him. Zhou noted in later years that his most basic thoughts were shaken in prison, and that his revolutionary conscience was born there. In prison, Zhou realized that he was a true revolutionary, someone who had taken upon himself the awesome task of overthrowing the old society to replace it with a more humane social order.

Prison also offered Zhou the opportunity to engage in his first romantic interlude. Women considered Zhou a prince on a white horse. He possessed good looks and a graceful manner, and many radical young women set their sights on him, among them Zhang Ruoming, who had been jailed at the same time as Zhou. Chinese tradition frowned severely on open expressions of affection between men and women, but after the May Fourth Movement this pillar of the ancient order had come under assault as students from single-sex schools began to meet to discuss current events and jointly take revolutionary action. The Awakening Society prohibited social contact among its members, but Zhou Enlai and Zhang Ruoming shared political ideals. Beautiful and talented, Zhang Ruoming came from a well-to-do family. Zhou, as a student at Nankai, had made it known that he was a confirmed bachelor—one who worshipped platonic, or spiritual love—although he also made it clear that he was not opposed to the new discovery of free love between male and female youth. He often discussed this subject when he was living in Japan. “Love,” he said, “comes from sexual desires. In one’s life, love is one thing and marriage is something else.” In prison, Zhou and Zhang’s suffering brought them closer.

Deng Yingchao entered Zhou Enlai’s life at the same moment. She was only fifteen at the time, but she was already so clearly capable and decisive that she had emerged as a leader in the Tianjin student movement. When Zhou was arrested during the student demonstration, Deng Yingchao personally organized a rescue plan. After, when she visited Zhou, she volunteered to act as his stand-in in prison.

Zhou and other student leaders belonged to an elite company in a society that revered educated people, and when their case came to court after six months of incarceration, they received considerable support. When the newspapers added their defense of the students for taking patriotic action, the government moved quickly to close the cases and the students were released. Shortly after his release from jail, Zhou was expelled from Nankai University. But Zhou was no longer interested in academia, and he went back to work full  time for the Awakening Society. He proposed a major unification of all organizations committed to reform—large and small—in a common effort to save the Chinese people from further suffering.

It was while he was attending a meeting convened in Beijing to bring together diverse groups in a common political effort that Zhou Enlai was introduced to Li Dazhao, a professor at Peking University, who was probably the most liberal intellectual in China at the time. Li relayed the importance of the Russian October Revolution to China when his work “My Marxist Views” appeared in the liberal publication New Youth in 1919. Li Dazhao was evidently favorably impressed by Zhou Enlai. He encouraged Zhou to travel to Russia for study, and even made the effort to arrange a meeting for Zhou with a Russian professor who was a resident at that time at Peking University. Zhou, however, had already formed a plan during his stay in prison. He wanted to travel to France to continue his studies in the most liberal and sophisticated of all the countries of Europe and one of the geographical homes of Communism. France had become familiar to many Chinese who had traveled there in great numbers during World War I as conscripts to work as laborers on the battlefields. Now, nearly two thousand Chinese students were living in France. They were ambitious to enrich their minds and find a way to rescue the future of the Chinese nation.

Zhou faced one dilemma: He didn’t have the money to realize this ambitious plan. As fortune would have it, much-needed support came to Zhou from Yan Xiu, the founder of Nankai University, who had recognized and valued Zhou’s talents. Yan had singled Zhou out among his student colleagues as the one who possessed “a talent to one day become prime minister.” Yan set aside seven thousand Chinese dollars to establish a scholarship fund for Zhou Enlai and another student named Li Fujing. To this fund, Liu Chongyou, the defense lawyer in Zhou’s trial, added another five hundred dollars. Zhou also made a deal with the Beneficial News (Yishi bao), a local Tianjin newspaper, which agreed to pay Zhou’s living expenses abroad if he served as its European correspondent.
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A YOUNG COMMUNIST IN EUROPE

ZHOU ENLAI WAVED A FOND FAREWELL TO FAMILY AND FRIENDS AND sailed out of Tianjin on the maritime mail ship Porthos bound for Marseilles. Zhang Ruoming was among Zhou’s fellow passengers.

The Porthos arrived in Marseilles in mid-December. Zhou was sick on arrival, after thirty-six days spent eating bad food in steerage class with two hundred other young students. He went to Paris, and soon after he sailed to England, which was the plan he had agreed upon with his benefactor. In London, however, Zhou soon discovered that the money Yan Xiu had provided was grossly insufficient, barely enough to pay for his living expenses, with nothing left over to cover his tuition. Zhou then decided to apply for admission to the University of Edinburgh, in Scotland, where living costs were lower and the only examination the university required was in English. But the English test was not scheduled  until September. Zhou decided to spend the intervening time improving his English and writing articles for the Beneficial News, but was forced to return to Paris. Scotland was rapidly draining away his finances.

Many of the two thousand Chinese students who lived in France had been radicalized by the May Fourth Movement and, like Zhou Enlai, would later become top figures in the Chinese Communist Party. They were on work-study programs in France. France had been thrown into a deep recession by the aftermath of World War I. Factories had closed down, unemployment was high. Chinese students had to settle for jobs performing hard labor in construction, rubber refining, coal mines, and ports, at pay that amounted to half of what French workers earned. The French working class resented the young Chinese visitors. Ultimately, many Chinese students lived off small odd jobs such as cleaning houses, collecting garbage, selling newspapers, and polishing shoes. These newly radicalized students felt what it was like to live like pariahs in France, an experience that only radicalized them further toward revolution. Supported as he was by Yan Xiu, Zhou was financially better off, relatively speaking, than most of the Chinese students, but what he witnessed in France struck him as utterly contrary to how he had envisioned a European haven for Chinese intellectuals.

Zhou found the freedom in Paris to explore various schools of thought and ideologies that could provide a way out for China. He did not immediately embrace the Russian model of revolution and progressive politics involving revolutionary change. Such a path, he thought, would certainly lead to suffering for the Chinese people. He did not find the British model of gradual political reform all that enticing either, although, as a natural mediator, Zhou in typical Confucian fashion searched for some middle way that would combine these two diametrically opposed models of revolutionary change.

Shortly after he had returned to Paris, Zhou met with Zhang Shenfu and Liu Qingyang. Liu had made a name for herself during the May Fourth Movement as the director of the Tianjin Women’s  Patriotic Comrades Association and the first female member recruited by the Awakening Society. Zhou and Liu had come to know each other quite well in China. Liu’s husband, Zhang Shenfu, was a well-known professor at Peking University, where he had earned a very favorable reputation in the academic world. (A close associate of Li Dazhao, Zhang had once met with Zhou when Zhou was meeting in Beijing with other youth groups.) It was exhilarating for Zhou to meet old comrades in a foreign land, and it was a source of excitement to discuss the merits of various political ideologies late into the night with them.

Zhou was unaware, however, that Zhang was actively and covertly involved in the organizational activity that led to the formation of the Chinese Communist Party. Zhang was the secret messenger between Li Dazhao and Chen Duxiu, another Peking University professor and major CCP leader. Together, these three men had set up the Beijing branch of a Communist cell in October 1920, which preceded the CCP that was formally established in July 1921. Ostensibly at the University of Lyon Faculty of Humanities and Law to lecture on philosophical logic, Zhang was also there on a mission to develop overseas branches of the infant CCP. (In Paris he was the head of the Communists’ branch.) One of Zhang’s first recruits to the CCP was his wife, Liu Qingyang. Together, in March 1921, they brought the talented Zhou Enlai into the organization.

Just how Zhang and Liu persuaded Zhou to end his internal tug-of-war between competing approaches to China’s future is still a mystery, but Zhou, in later years, was very explicit that these two people had guided him onto the revolutionary path. The procedure for actually inducting Zhou was very simple since the Chinese Communist Party apparatus was not, as yet, fully formed, and he did not have to undergo the swearing-in ceremony that subsequently became standard procedure for new recruits. They simply sent a report of his admission back to China to Chen Duxiu, who immediately approved the decision.




JOINING THE COMMUNIST CAUSE

The Paris branch was one of eight cells that formed the original CCP in its infancy. In March 1922, Zhou Enlai moved with Zhang and Liu to Germany, where the cost of living was half of what it was in France. There, the trio worked together to organize a German branch of the CCP, and Zhou frequently traveled back and forth between Berlin and Paris as a pivotal figure in the organization of the European branch of the Communist Youth League.

In June 1922, the European branch of the Communist Youth League was formally established at a meeting attended by Chinese students and intellectuals in Paris. The three-day gathering took place in a forested area of the Bois de Boulogne, in a quiet glade. The participants rented eighteen metal folding chairs from an old woman who ran an open-air café. To passersby, they must have looked like a group of attractive young people who had assembled for a picnic. As one participant recalled, Zhou Enlai, who wore a yellow jacket, was “neatly dressed, not like someone working in a factory.” Zhou moved gracefully into the role of leader as he delivered a draft of the organization, and over the course of three days participants elected a three-man executive committee. They put Zhou in charge of propaganda. As the secretary, they chose Zhao Shiyan, who later became a labor organizer whom Chiang Kai-shek would execute in the April 1927 crackdown on Communists in Shanghai. Li Weihan, an early associate of Mao Zedong in Hunan Province, was put in charge of organizational matters. Soon afterward, Li Weihan was dispatched to China to report on the work of the new European operation and, while he was gone, Zhou took over the mundane, but critical, task of building a functioning organization.

Zhou was now a professional career revolutionary, who wore a Western-style business suit paid for by the Comintern, the international Communist organization. The First National Conference of the CCP had convened in Shanghai, in July 1921, and at the outset  the leadership, faced with a financial problem, immediately decided to join the Comintern, which effectively converted the CCP into the “China branch” of the Communist International. This provided the CCP in its infancy with necessary financial support courtesy of the Soviet Russian government, but it obligated that its China branch follow orders from Moscow.

At the time of the CCP’s birth, Zhou was involved in a torrid love affair with Zhang Ruoming, who lived outside of Paris, but with whom he maintained a loyal correspondence. Zhang joined the European branch of the Communist Youth League in 1922, and she translated many of the works of Karl Marx into Chinese that Zhou later took back with him to China. Zhang was a hard worker, who cultivated her French and soon outranked most of her fellow Chinese students. But although she was a revolutionary sympathizer, she had no real commitment to Zhou’s political cause. She had joined the Youth League to be near Zhou Enlai. She was temperamentally arrogant, not an easy person with whom to have a relationship, and this was partly because she was also vulnerable, emotionally, when she had to face personal problems. Zhou Enlai was twenty-four in 1922, and he was looking for a wife who was also prepared to live the life of a professional revolutionary. He decided to end the affair with Zhang. “I had become a firm believer in Marxism,” he recalled in later years, “and thus my need was for a lifelong companion who would share this devotion with me, a comrade-in-arms who would bear the hard times with me and survive to see a better day. So I initiated the talk with Zhang Ruoming to clarify my stand and began to exchange letters with Deng Yingchao whom I soon decided to issue a proposal of marriage.”

When he first met Deng Yingchao during the May Fourth Movement back in Tianjin she had impressed Zhou as something of a little girl. She was full of enthusiasm and was also warm, decisive, and very likable, but she was six or seven years younger than Zhou Enlai, and not, at the time, someone he thought of even glancingly as a romantic possibility. She only made a lasting impression on Zhou  Enlai sometime later, according to her own account, when she stood up at a gathering to give a speech and wooed him with her “very attractive eyes.” Deng was fifteen years old. She had fallen secretly in love with Zhou. Before his departure for Europe, she had knitted a sweater for Zhou. Inside the collar she had embroidered the message, “Offering you warmth—Little Yingchao.” Zhou got the message. Once he had broken up with Zhang Ruoming, Zhou wrote a flurry of postcards to Deng Yingchao. One postcard he sent her in 1923, Deng recalled years later, depicted an oil painting of three young girls dancing toward a gushing spring, and on the flip side of this Zhou had written: “Jaunting toward the springtime of freedom! Breaking all boundaries! Bravely go forward, forward!”

On another postcard, which featured a portrait of Robespierre, Zhou wrote: “Some day we too will meet together to confront the guillotine arm-in-arm.”

Deng Yingchao understood the implied message. It was Zhou Enlai’s way of proposing to her. Deng’s mother, who had had an unfortunate marriage, and had raised Deng by herself, wanted her daughter to wait until Zhou returned from France before she made up her mind. In spite of her mother’s reservations, Deng accepted Zhou’s advances and agreed to marry him upon his return to China.

Zhang Ruoming, as it happened, became a tragic victim of the Chinese Communist regime that Zhou Enlai ultimately came to represent. After her relationship with Zhou, she had a stormy career among the Chinese Communist exiles in France. Early in 1924, when, as a representative of the CCP, she attended a memorial service for Lenin in Lyon organized by the French Communist Party, French police seized Zhang and interrogated her, threatening to deport her from the country because of suspected subversive activities. She became embroiled in constant quarrels with the branch leader of the Communist Youth League, who engaged in a campaign aimed at persecuting Zhang, until, unhappy with the way things were going, she left the Youth League, abandoned politics altogether, and devoted herself to studying French literature. She became the first woman to obtain a doctorate in literature in France.

Zhang returned to China in the 1930s with her husband, Yang Kun, and taught French literature at several universities. She became a victim in the countless rounds of persecution that occurred after the Communists came to power. When Mao Zedong invited intellectuals in 1958 to “open up your heart to the Party,” that is, to confess political crimes, Zhang took him at his word and turned over to CCP authorities letters of complaint that her son had composed. The authorities immediately labeled Zhang’s son a “rightist” (youpai) and sent him off to a labor camp in the far reaches of the country. Zhang they accused of being a traitor, rounded her up, and denounced her at a series of struggle meetings that went on for months. It was too much for Zhang to bear. At the age of fifty-six, she plunged to her death into a river.

Zhou committed himself to a firm, if unexamined, belief in Communism during the four years he spent in Europe. Zhou met and worked with people in Europe who became important contacts in the years of revolution to follow. In France, he came to know Deng Xiaoping, and, in Germany, Zhu De, a student who was later celebrated as the father of the Red Army. He became acquainted with Nie Rongzhen, later known as the founder of the Chinese nuclear and space programs, and Cai Hesen, one of the most prominent intellectuals among the early Communists. Others who moved in the same orbit were: Zhao Shiyan; Li Lisan, who briefly led the CCP in the early 1930s and with his overly aggressive policies almost destroyed the Communists; Li Weihan; Wang Ruofei, who was to die tragically in a plane crash; and Li Fuchun, who, after 1949, became a major figure in the realm of economic planning in the Chinese policy-making apparatus. Zhou also met and worked with Hu Zhiming, whose Vietnamese name was Ho Chi Minh, and who later served as Chairman of the Vietnam Communist Party. The relationships that he had cultivated in Europe were indispensable to Zhou Enlai—they allowed him to become a key member of the CCP, the military,  and a familiar figure in the international arena. Equipped with these contacts, and with his talents and skills, Zhou rose to prominence during the pivotal time of collaboration, beginning in 1924, between the Nationalists and Communists.

Zhou Enlai married Deng Yingchao in the broiling heat of Guangzhou (Canton) in the summer of 1925. They had exchanged love letters during Zhou’s sojourn in Europe, and Deng had joined the Chinese Communist organization in Tianjin, but when Zhou Enlai returned to China to take up work in Guangzhou, he and Deng Yingchao had not actually set eyes on one another since the heady days that had followed May 4, 1919. Members of the CCP had to obtain permission from superiors in the Party if they wanted to marry. Zhou had reached an age when marriage was deemed not only acceptable, but necessary: he needed a wife to take care of his everyday routine, and he obtained speedy approval to marry Deng Yingchao. Deng was transferred from Tianjin to Guangzhou, where she became a member of the Guangzhou City Party Committee and director of its Women’s Movement.

Zhou’s bride-to-be arrived in Guangzhou in the middle of the summer. She might have expected her future husband to greet her at the boat, but a workaholic even at that early age, Zhou sent a security officer named Chen Geng with Deng’s photograph to fetch his betrothed. Chen Geng was an extraordinarily capable person, but on that particular day, when he went to meet Deng on the crowded dock, he managed to miss her. Deng went off to search for Zhou at his mailing address. Later, when Chen finally ran into Deng Yingchao, he escorted her to the headquarters of the Guangdong General Worker’s Union, where Zhou was conducting a meeting with a host of people. When he saw Deng enter the room, Zhou gave her a quick smile, but he continued his intense discussions, and, when the meeting ended, he got up and hustled out of the headquarters building without bothering to greet his bride-to-be. So began Deng Yingchao’s long career as the wife of a prominent revolutionary devoted to the cause.

Zhou Enlai and Deng Yingchao had originally planned not to celebrate their marriage with a ceremony and wedding banquet because Zhou believed that revolution transcended all such personal needs, and, in a way, this kind of disciplined approach was one aspect that helped the Chinese Communists in their struggle. Even so, Zhou Enlai was a charming, popular, attractive man surrounded by many friends both in the CCP and among the Nationalists, and he couldn’t quite get away with a simple wedding. When news of his planned marriage began to spread, friends and associates of the couple pressured them into having a celebration, to which Zhou agreed as a way of offering consolation for his less-than-warm greeting when Deng arrived in Guangzhou. The couple celebrated their wedding on August 8, 1925. Zhang Shenfu, the intellectual who had persuaded Zhou Enlai to join the Party in France, was the host of a banquet at a Western-style restaurant in Guangzhou attended by future luminaries. Many guests wanted to know how the couple had met, and Deng Yingchao, who had a rich background in propaganda during the May Fourth Movement, did not hesitate to rise to the occasion. Standing up on a chair she described before the crowded room her fondest memories and recited, without skipping a beat, the words Zhou Enlai had written on the back of the postcard from France: “Jaunting toward the springtime of freedom! Breaking all boundaries! Bravely go forward, forward!” This won a round of applause from the assembled guests.

For his part, Zhou Enlai consumed three bottles of brandy. It was the only time in his life that her husband was drunk in front of other people, and Deng Yingchao didn’t let him forget it. From that time on, Deng never failed to remind her husband not to drink too much. Zhou always loved to drink at dinner parties and banquets, and this was a source of frequent quarrels with Deng, who disapproved of the fondness he displayed, when he drank, for personal gallantry.

Soon after the marriage, Deng Yingchao got pregnant. A high-profile leader at the time among women’s circles in Guangzhou, she was serving as director of the Women’s Movement in the city and was  also playing a role in women’s activities organized by the Nationalists under the rubric of the First United Front (1924-1927). Like many female revolutionaries of the time, she had no desire to stay at home and play the role of wife and mother. She realized that if she gave birth, her revolutionary career would be over. She was also envious of the decision that her husband had made to give top priority to his revolutionary work. Because she considered it to be her personal decision, Deng chose to sacrifice her child for the revolution.

Without informing her husband, Deng acquired the necessary drugs from a street vendor and aborted the fetus. She lost huge quantities of blood after taking the medicine, and she had to be rushed to the hospital for emergency treatment. Zhou was off on the so-called Eastern Expedition military campaign at the time to vanquish the powerful local warlord Chen Qiongming, who ultimately fell to defeat at the hands of a force of three thousand men whom Zhou Enlai had helped to lead. When he was informed of what his wife had done, Zhou lost his temper. Tragically, although Deng conceived another child the following year, the infant died after a grueling three-day labor. Deng was almost immediately forced to go on the run when, in April 1927, the Nationalists split from the Communists, and began to arrest Communists wherever they found them. Deng Yingchao’s womb never recovered properly, making any future pregnancy virtually out of the question.
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