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UNIT ONE

Red Star Over China

by Edgar Sﬁow 7
?art 4 The Genisis of a Communist

1. Childhood
I had given to Mao a long list of questions to answer

about himself,and|T felt almost as embarrassedffor my‘inciui;//
sitivenesS) as a Japanese immigration official ought to fe¢ '(,.,J,;.L;\Uu’ .
for his impertinence, but doesn’t{! On the five or six sets
-of questions(I had submitted on different matters) Mao
had talked for a dozen nights, hardly ever referring to him-
self or his own role in some of the events described. I was
beginning to think it was hopeless to expect him to give
me such details: 'Ie obviously considered the individual of \/
very little importance. Like other Reds{I met)he tended to
talk enly about committees, organizations, armies, resolu-
tions, battles, tactics, “measures’’ and so on, but seldom in
terms of3 personal experiencd
[ For at"hlle I thought this rgthance to expand on \/

subjective matters, or even the exploits of their comrades as
individuals) might deriye from modesty, or a fear or sus-
pision of fe,or a consciousness of the price(so many of

-
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these men had on their heads.{ Later on I discovered that
this was nom as. WA fact that most of
them actually did not remember these personal detailil As
I began collecting biographies I found repeatedly that the
Communist would be able to tell everything that had hap-

_pened in his early youth, but once he had become identified

J

J

i

J

with the Red Army he lost himself somewhere, and with-
out repeated questioning you could hear nothing mote about
him,5 but only stories of the Army, or the Soviest, or the
Party—capitalized. They could talk indefinitely about dates
and circumstances. of battles, and movements toand:from
a thousand unheard-of places, but those events seemed to
have had significance for them only collectively, not because
they as individuals had made history there, but because the
Red Army had been there, and behind it the whole organic
force of an ideology for which they were fighting. It was an
interesting discovery, but it r;l_g(_l_e,ﬂifj_’igd&_wpm.tingn .
One night when all other questions had been satisfied,
Mao turned to this list I had headed “Personal History.”
He smiled at a question, “How many times have you been
married?’—and the rumour later spread thaf I had asked
Mao how many wives he had! He was seeptical, anyway,
about the necessity for supplying an autobiography. But I
argued that in a way this was more important than informa-
tipr_n on other matter_s.l‘fPeople wa.n,t.to,know.‘what-se;,'t_-vj_of
man you are,’’ I said, “when they read what yeu say; Thea
you ought alse to correct some eof the false rumours: cir-
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culated.”

" T reminded him of various reports of his death, how
$ome people believed he spoke fluent French, while otliéts
said he was an ignorant peasant, how one report described
him as a half-dead tubercular, while others inaintained that
he was a mad fanatic. He was mildly surprised that people
should spend their time speculating about him. He agreed
‘that such reports ought to be corrected. Then he lookcd
over the items again, as T had ‘written them down.

“Suppose,” he said at last, “that I just dlsregard-itc;ur
‘questions, and instead give you a general sketch of my life?
I'think it will be more understandable, and in the end all
of y your questlons will be answered j just the same.”

“But that § exactly what I want!”’ I exclaimed.

Durmg the several nightly i mtcrv:cys éhat folloWed——we
were like: eqlispiraors indecd, Mﬁd % Hhat cave over ./
that red—covered table, with: sputtering candles between
us—I wrote untllI was réady to fall asleep. Wu' Liang-
p’ing® sat next to-me and interpreted Mao’s soft southern
'dialeet, in which-a chicken, insteacd of being a good‘ subs-
‘tantial northern chi became aromantic ghii, and Hunah
“became Fuiian, and-a bowl of ck’a turned into s’ and many
Thuch stranger Variations occurfed. Mao related everything
from memory; and T put it down as'he talked. It was, as'I
‘have sald, re-transtated and corrected, and this is thé result,
with no attempt to give it literary excellenee, beyond sorie
‘necessary corréctions in the syntax of the patient ‘Mr.  Wu:

' k3



“I was born in the village of Shao shan in Hsiang
T’an Hsien, Hunan province, in 1893. My father’s name
was Mao Jen-sheng,?” and my mother’s maiden name
was Wen Ch’i-mei.8
' “My father was a poor peasant and while still young

was obliged to join the army because of heavy debts. He
was a soldier for many years. Later on he returned to the
village where I was born and by saving carefully and gath-
ering together a little money through small trading and
other enterprise he managed to buy back his land.

“As middle peasants then my family owned fifteen mou
of land. On this they could raise sixty tan? of rice a year.
The five members of the family consumed a total of thrity-
five tan—that is, about seven each—which left an annual
surplus of twenty-five fan. Using this surplus, my father
" accumulated a little capital and in time purchased seven
more mou, which gave the family the status of ‘rich’ pea-
sants. We could then raise eighty—four an of rice a year.

“When I was ten years of age and the family owned
only fifteen mou of land, the five members of the family
consisted of my fagher, mother, grandfather, younger bro-
ther and myself. After we had acquired the additional
sevep mou, my grandfather died, but there came another
younger brother. However, we still had a surplus of forty-
nine tan rice each year,and on this my father steadily pros-
pered. :

“At the time my father was a middle peasant he began



to deal in grain transport and selling, by wkih he made a
little money. After he became a ‘rich’ peasnat, he devoted
most of his time to that business. He hired a full-time farm -
labourer,and put his children to work on the farm,as well
as his wife. I began to work at farming tasks when I was
six years old. My father had no shop for his business. He
simply purchased grain from the poor farmers and then. -
transported it to the city merchants, where he got a higher
price. In the winter, when the rice was being ground, he
hired an extra labourer to work on the farm, so that at
that time there were seven mouths to feed. My family ate
frugally, but had enough always.

“I began studying in a local primary school when I was
eight and remained there until I was thirteen years old. In
the early morning and at night I worked on the arm- Dur-
ing the day I read the Confucian Analects and the Four
Classics.10 My Chinese teacher belonged to the stern-treat~
ment school. He was harsh and severe, frequently beating
his students. Because of this I ran away from the school’
when I was ten. I was afraid to return home, for fear of
receiving a beating there, and set out in the general direc-
tion of the city, which I believed to be in a valley some-
where. I wandered for three days before I was finally found
by my family. Then I learned that I had ciroled round and
round in my travels, and in all my walking had got only
about cight /i from my home.

" “After my return to the family, however, to my stir-

§:



prise, conditions somewhat improved. My father was sli-
ghtly more considerate and the teacher was more inclined to
moderation. The result of my act of protest impressed me
very mueh. It was a successful ‘strike.’

“My father wanted me to begin keeping the family
books1l as soon as I had learned a few characters. He want-
edme to learn to use the abacus. As my father insisted upbn
this T began to work at those accounts at night. He was a

\Jéeve're taskmaster. He hated .to see me idle, and if there.
were.no books te be kept he put me to work at farm tasks.
He was a hot-tenipered man and frequently beat both.me,
and my brothers. He gave us no money whatever, and the
most meagre food. On the 15th of every month he made a
concessien to his labourers and gave them eggs with thelr
rice,but never meat. To me he gave neither eggs nor meat .

“My mother was a kind woman, generous and, Sympa-
thetic, and ever ready to share what she had. She pitied the
poor and often gave them rice when they came to ask for
it during famines.But she could not do so when my father .
was present. He disapproved of charity. We had many
quarrels in my home over this question. .

“There were two ‘parties’ in the family. One was my.
father, the Ruling Power. The Opposition was made up of
nlyself, my mother, my brother and sometimes even the
labourer. In the ‘United Front’ of the Opposition, however,.
there was a difference of opinion. My mother advocated a
policy of indirect.attaok. She criticized any, overt display

6.



of emotion and attempts at open rebellion against the Ruling:
Power. She said it was not the Chinese way.

§But when I was thirteen 1 discovered a powerful argu-
ment of my own for debating with my father gn-hig awn
ground, by quoting the Classics. 1 v father’s favourite ac-
cusations against me were of ynfilial-conduct and laziness,
I quoted, in éxchange, passages from the Classics saying
that the elder must be kind and affectionate] Against his
chargeAthat I was lazy, I used the rebuttal that older people:
should do more work than youngct;ithat my father was
over three times as old as myself, and therefore should do
more work. And I declared that when I was hisage I would
be much more energetic:

“The old man continued to ‘amass wealth,”’ or what
was considered to be a great fortune in that little village.
He did not buy more land himself, but he bought many
mortgages on other people’s land. His capital grew to
£2,000 or £3,000.

“My dissatisfaction increased. The dialectical struggle
in our family was constantly developing. One incident I
especailly remember. When I was about thirteen my father
invited many guests to his home, and while they were pre-
sent a dispute arose between the two of us. My father de-
nounced me before the whole group,calling me lazy and
useless. This infyriated me. I cursed him and left the house.
My mother ran after me and tried to persuade me to return.
My father also pursued me, cursing at the same time that

7{.:
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he demanded me to come back. I reached the edge of a
pond and threatened to jump in if he came any nearer. In
this situation demands-and counter-demands were present-
ed for cessation of the civil war. My father insisted that I
apologize and Kou-t’oul3 as a sign of submission. I agreed
to give a one-knee Aou-t'ou if he would promise not to
beat me. Thus the war ended, and from it I learned that
when I defended my rights by open rebellion my father
relented, but when I remained meek and submissive he
only cursed and beat me the more.

“Reflecting on this, I think that in the end the strict-
ness of my father defeated him. I learned to hate him, and
we created a real United Front against him, At the same
time it probably benefited me It made me most diligent
in my work; it made me keep my books carefully, so that he
should have no basis for criticizing me.

“My father had had two years of schooling and he
could read enough to keep books. My mother was wholly
illiterate Both were from peasant families. I was the family
‘scholar.’ I knew the Classics, but disliked them. What I
enjoyed were the romances of Old China,14 and especially
stories of rebellions. I read the Yo Fei Chuan (Chin Chung
€huan), Shui Hu Chuan, Fan T’ang, San Kuo, and Hsi Yu
Chi, 15 while still very young, and despite the vigilance of
my old teacher, who hated these outlawed books and called
them wicked. I used to read them in school, covering them
up with a Classic when the teacher walked past. So also did

‘,.
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most of my schoolmates. We learned many of the stories
almost by heart, and discussed and rediscussed them many
times. We knew more of them than the old men of the
village, who also loved them and used to exchange stories
with us. I believe that perhaps I was much influenced by
such books, read at an impressionable age. oz Tadg e

“I finally left the primary school when I was thirteen
and began to work long hours on the farm, helping the
hired labourer, doing the full labour of 2 man during the
day and at night keeping books for my father. Neverthe+
less, I succeeded in continuing my reading, devouring
cverything I could find except the Classics. This annoyed
my father, who wanted me to master the Classics, especially
after he was defeated in a lawsuit due to an apt Classical
quotation used by his adversary in the Chinese court. I
used to cover up the window of my room late at night so
that my father would not see the light. In this way I read
a book called Words of Warning18 (Shen Shib Wei-yen), which
I liked very much. The authors, a number of old reformist
scholars, thought that the weakness of China lay in her
lack of Western appliances—railways, telephones,telegraphs™
and steamships—and wanted to have them intreduced into
the country. My father considered such books a waste of
time. He wanted me to read something practica: like the
Classics, which could help him in winning lawsuits.

“I continued to read the old romances and tales of
Chinese literature. It occurred to me one day that there was



one thing peculiar about these stories, and that was the
absence of peasants who tilled the land. All the characters
were warriors, officials or scholars; there was never a pea-
sant hero. I wondered about this for two years, and then
I analyzed the content of the stories. I found that they all
glorified men of arms, rulers of the people, who did not
have to work the land, because they owned and controlled
it and evidently made the peasants work it for them.

“My father, Mao Jen—sheng, was in his early days, and
in middle age, a sceptic, but my mother devoutly wor-
. shipped Buddha. She gave her children religious instruc-
i:ion, and we were all saddened that our father was an unbe-
liever. When I was nine years old I secriously discussed
the problem of my father’s lack of piety with my mother.
We made many attempts then and later on to convert him,
but without success. He only cursed us, and, overwhelmed
by his attacks, we withdrew to devise new plans{ But he

ould have nothing to do with the go‘Xlils_.l

“My reading gradually began to influence me, how-
ever; I myself became more and more sceptical. My mother
became concerned about me, and scolded me for my indif-
ference to the requirements of the faith,but my father made
no comment. Then one day he went out on the road to
collect some money, and on his way he met a tiger. The
tiger was surprised at the encounter and fled at once, but
my father was even more astonished and afterwards reflect-
ed a good deal on his miraculous escape: He began to won-
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