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1959 & its Aftermath: New Years Past
Two aral history Interviews by Sang Ye

franslated and gnnotaled by Gemmie R, Burmé

Given the hysterical gluttony that 1s
today the main feature of Spring
Festival (Chinese New Year)
celebrations, it is salutary to raflect
on what two people, one from rural
China, the other from a major
matropoliz, say about the not-so-
distant past following on from the
disastrous Great Leap Forward.

The following pairad interviews by
the oral higtorian Sang Ye were
translated from his 1999 book 7949,
1985, 1999, Hong Kong: Oxford
University Presa. An edited Englizh
varsion of that work appeared in
- 2006 under tha title China Candid:
the People on the Pecple's
Republiz, Barkeley: University of Gkt Laap ara cartoon ort. Sourta: Leng Bew Archiva
California Press. For reasons of
length, this material could not be included in that book, These interviews were
translated by the editor although Miriam'Lang made many useful editorial and stylistic
sugyestions.—The Editor. .

1941: The Counirysida

In 1080, the calamitous effacts of Mao Zaedong's 'General Line for the Building of Sacialism{1)
were conpounded by natured disasters and the Soviet Union's demand for the repayment of
loans. Ching experienced what the authorities suphemistically callad 'a temporary period of
pational economic difficulty’ which produced some aeight million economic refugees.
Starvation and its attendant diseases resulted in some thirty miliion 'unnatural deaths.'

In 1995, he was the head of an agricultural implement factory in Xushui County, Hebei
Frovince, that emplayed twenly workers.

| was at an agricultural high school in 1960, It
must have been my second year, though we
weran't doing much studying. They'd anly
just revived the agricultural high s¢hoal
systerm when the hunger began.

When the communes were first set up, it was
real communism. Tha mess hall was great.
We got to eat things made from wheat flour
every day, and they were always
slaughtering pigs for us. For a while it M
seemed that they were telling the truth and —— . :
we ware going to enler heaven. No one ERIETRIEN w
would have believed you if you had L :
suggested that the Communist Party had got

‘ £ from Moming Sun, Boston: Leng Bow @roup,
it all wrang. Thare woukd have been rt_aal aSE;TQS:T.y: ﬂ::: Bow a;::" ong Bow drase
putrage. They said that '‘Communism is

haavan, and the communes are the bridge Pownltad mpd Hies of the anoyn.sliv (2.7 MB}

that will take us thera,' We felt like we wera
crossing that bridge, could heaven really be far away?

Lenin had declared that cormmunism wag soviets plus electricity. The Soviets were about the
workers and peasants taking control. Well, that had already happened in China, and the
communes weare setting up.power stations. This had to be the reallzation of communism! The
hype was incredible. They said that in a few years evary village would be producing a grest
artist and a major scientiat at the very least; everyona would be a poat, and we'd only have to
work in the flekis a couple of hours a day.

With all the wild enthusiasm it wasn't long befare our commune had used up all of its
tesources and, of course, singe averything had been communized, families didn't have any
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emergency reserves. Since food didn't cost anything, why bother keeping any at hame? You
weran't allowed to hoard things, anyway; evarything had to be handed over to the commune.
Whan the mess halls ran out of food averyons was dumbfounded. Faor a while they'd let us
eat ourselves silly, and now we had to stay &t home and survive as best we could. But none
of us had 56 much as a grain of rica.

Then, in 1960, the big floods came, It was the worst
disastar in a cantury. The water came right up 1o our
kangl2), In an ingtant the Dragon King had harvested
bath our surmmer crops and the seed for the autumn
planting. There was nothing left. Add the communa
system on the top of that and it meant we were faging
complete disaster, Initially, the leaders said we
shouldn't worry, as the people's communas would be
able to sor everything out. But what could they do? Our
confidence collapsed overnight, We could just about
copa with the spring crop fallura, but the floods meant
that there wag no hope. We started to starve, | didn't
have the enargy 1o go to schoo! anymaore, and anyway
the teachers ware too waak to teach. We were in a
state of limbo for aver a year - pathetically, desperately
hungry all the time. What was it like? it's hard to
explain, All you could ever think of was how you colld
find something—anything—to eat.

that claimed radical incraases in grain

during the early Great Leap paried, It wos

clalmad that tha rica plants griew 48 AbURdantly 1 y
that they couid lupp:ﬂl: n‘:blﬂ girl. Sourcw; Al first we ate all the wild VEQB‘EHQS wa could find and

Long Bow Ardhive then wa ate leaves from the trees. When those ran out

: we started stripping off the bark. Intially, we wera still
fussy about what kinds of bark we would eat, but later on we'd be happy to have anything at
all and soon the trees were stripped bara. You might think some bark would taste pretty
awful, but balieve you me, if you're hungry enough, you can even be happy 1o ea pine bark.
Honestly, we'd eat anything we could lay our hands on. Apart from other people, we killed
and ate every living thing in sight. Paople were too starving to talk, so the village was as
silent as the grave, day and night, Thank heavens there were some older people in the
viltage who hae axperianced famine befora, They told us that in sircumstancaes like this all we
could eat was 'Guanyln clay.'[3] It helped a bit; eating it made you fee! like you weren't quite
so desperately hungry. Bul it was only dirt, after all, so it didn't give you any nowrishment, and
it didn't make you feel any lass anxious; you were stlll as weak as ever. And it might have
been easy lo gobble down, but let me tell you it was a bastard to shit out.

The government didn't abandon us completely, though, and every month they iesued some
emergency grain. It was all just coarse scraps, though, In 2 good month everyone got tan
pounds:[4] in a bad morith we'd get less than one. It looked okay, but when you cooked it up
it was as black as coal. it was starvation rations, so you could only aat a little a day, just
enough to keep aoing. You used it as sparingly as if it were some precious medicine

About half the paople in our village died. In my family we fost both of my parents and a
younger prothar, we aiso had to sell oné of my younger sisters. She was zold when my
parents wera still alive, and they got ten pounds worth of grain ration coupons and five yuan
for ber. That was a Iot, too, Later on, girls weren't worth a cant; maybe a few pounds of ration
COUPANS.

When a persan starves 1o death they don't make any fuss. After they haven't eaten or drunk
for a faw days they just sieep, and their strength ebbs away. At first there were funeralz and
suchlike. but after a while peaple would band together, wrap up the corpse and find
somewhere to bury it. Later on, no one had the strength even for that, If everyona in a family
died they'd be left rolting on their kang. The smell was terrible,

Thare was nowhere to ascapa to. It was the
same everywhere, they were starving no matter
whera you went, Therd wara rumours that things
were a little better in Xinjisng and the Northeast,
and se same peaople tried ta get thare. But you
had to be quick off the mark, and not wait untit
you were too weak to walk, or too weak to even
think of walking, The weirdest thing was that
whila some people flad our village, othérs came
in from their villages thinking things might be
batter hare_ 1t just goes to show that the whoke
country was starving. Some of the people who
laft did eventually come back; some stayed in
Xinjiang; othars were never haard from again. | K
guess they died on the road. -

k
:
f

L.ooking back on it, you realize that farmers are
born to a hard life. Befare the reforms and
privatization, farmers would faca deprivation in
an average year - too little food and not enough
clothing, We often experienced hungar; but "
those two years were just toa much, The hUnger  guch Yard Steal Fumnaces at Xuchang, Honan provined,
was too graat. 1t was hall. The natural digagters  3ource: Lorg Bew Amni

added to the effect, and that's tha truth. You
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can't blame everything on the communes; and you cartainly can't blame it all on Chairman
Mag. If you want to assign blame, then you'd have to say that the lower-leve| cadres in the
gammunes and production leams were bad. On the eve of the Chinese New Year in 1560
and '61 Chairman Mao sent out directives from Beijing so that paople in the disaster Zones
could have & good new year. The government sent teams to deliver wheat flour and a pound
of maat to every househald, No matter how bad things ware for the nation we knew that
Chairman Mago was still thinking of us poor people.

Now, with the reforms, people can go it alone. The policies are good, and they let farmers
become wealthy. But we can't forget the past and lose our sense of gratitude. Even if
Chairmnan Mas was guilty of thousands of errors, we'ra still thankful for his kindness.

1941: The City
in 1995, she was the literary aditor in the Shanghal branch of a famous publishing houge.

On the eve of Chineze New Year in 1961, our father gave us one line fram a couplet and
azked us to make up the sacond ling. Mis line was 'The big stomach gets a meal’ My elder
brother responded with "The bottom of the wok is empty.' It didn't really make a couplet but i
became a family saying nonethelass, None of us has fargatten it.

The second half of 1960 was the worst of all. I'd just started my fifth year of primary school
and all wa ever had for breakfast was watery rice porridge. Sometimes we didn't even have
that. Far lunch I'd buy a bowl of pulpy noodles at the naighbourhood mess hall, Thinking
about it now | realize that the mess hall was a remnant of the Great Leap Forward, You
couldn't really call them noodles because there were hardly any there; it was just slop with 8
few bits of vegetabie floating in it, and those were mostly rotten ar the outer leaves that you'tl
nommally throw away, How could you produce: a big bowl without them? Your stomach would
awell up with the stuff and at leas it falt as though you were full, though yaud be hungry
again by the time aftarncon classes staned. It was bad ifyou hadto do a FE class, or if you
had social activities after echool. | was the class cadre 30 | had to take the lead. Then I'd
have lo walk home. By the tima | got back they'd usually aiready eaten and had left some for
me. Aftar I'd eaten I'd wash out the wok and the dishes—and then I'd drink the water from the
washing up. That way at least I'd get the oil that had been left ¢n the dishes. | always left that
wok shiny and sparkling.

Apart from classes, we had voluntary labour and Young Fioneer activities, and we had
singing competitians. | had to do all of that on the strength of that bowl of pulp for lunch. We
sang, Wa are the succassors to the communist cause.'[5] Anyene who has gone hungry for 2
while knows that hunger makes you too weak to move, toa weak 1o do anything. That's how |
know what people mean when they say 'stuffed to bursting point! [P AR ] to describe
zomeong who likes to meddla in things that don't concern them onee they've had too much to
eat. ’

W all had 1o do our best to protect our father, |
He worked night =hifts at his newspaper and
granny made special food for him. Sometimas
he had & little maat, or maybe an egg.
Nawadays, it's hard to imagine how aftractive
the thought of an egg was. Cne time my dad
couldn't bring himself to eat the egg and my
brother found I, He didn't dare eat the whole
thing, just pinched a littie bit, but granny was
furious and really told him off. It was such a
serious crime, Qur father was aur provider and
— ‘ the mainstay of the family, both economically
| » | L I | (‘ m ] ' and emotionally. No matter what he had to

P — - keep his health up. He had Sundays off and
1 Detooar 1980 Natlénsl Day Parsde (n Bailing festurin seeing all of us ki-ds Il::"::‘-ll(ing like bags of bones.
L iy cuaats, mcuuding i -aang.  @nd mum and granny sick, he could never

Thay review a m“: piruda “1":“;'“ t'h'v ‘;Mh bllg of bring himself to eat the bit of good food wa'd
B o1 v Chraat Lanp Faradd, left for him and wanted to share it with us. Bu!
rapresantad by Nouts carryltg #Mgles of livaatock and how could you divide one egy between eight

farm preducs, Source: Long Bow Archive

hungry mouths?
5 MB .
Povnload mzd et oL abewn ey (2 11 We thought of everything we could to fill our
stomachs. The papers also ran aicies with handy hints, like making little steamed cakes by
adding a bit of flour to wild vegetables and tree leaves, You had 1o make them very small or
you'd eat tham in one go and waste your flour ration. Anather thing you could do was 1o drink
lots of soup, or rather the water used for washing the distes. My family wasnt very good at
making these aconomies. We knaw there were people who ¢ould make thirty-eight different
kinds of feod out of potato starch! You could perform all sarts of miracles with coarse grains,
substitute foods and ersatz meats, but no mattar how hard you tried you could hever escaps
the single, overwhelming fact of hunger.

My parents employed two women from the countryside to look after the family. One did the
hausework and the ather took care of my mentally disabled younger brather. Of course, they
weren't allocated grain rations, 5o that made things even harder, When my moather had been
pregnant with my brother she had made some criticisrme of the leadership, and during the
Three Anti-Movement they got their revenge by having her arrested and given a death
sentence.[8] By the time they were ready to carry out the sentence the provingial leadership
na longer had the authority to condemn paople 1o be exacuted, and the central govermment
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had 1o give its approval. The authorities in Beijing commuted the sentence so my mother was
spared. She was released just as she was going into labor with my brother. Now we ¢ouldn't
let him go hungry, as he didn't understand what wag going on. He'd scream and bite the edge
of the table whenaver he was hungry. Later he fell sick and died, and so we let the women

who took care of him go. Ther, when | went to buy some grain with the sack she had always
used, | discover that it only held a little over five pounds, not eight like sha'd claimed, That
maant she'd been able o cheat us out of more than twe pounds every time she went

shapping. In those days every grain of rice was pracious 5o we were really outraged.

Dad was one of the leading cadres in the Shanghal media world, so that meant he had to
attend 3 lot of afficial functions. When they had iea-and-talk forums back then that's exactly
what they were: all they got was a cup of tea, One time daddy 1ook my youngar brother to the
theatre. The writer Ba Jin E-4[7] was there, and he thought he was sweet, or maybe he just
felt sorry for him bacause he was 50 thin. Anyway, he bought him an ice oream cone. From
then on my brather was a Ba Jin enthusiast. We'd always joke that he thought Ba Jin was
just another word for ice créam.

| ramamber two classmates from thoze years
really well. One was from a very poor family, His
mother ran a stall that sold fried dough-sticks
(youtiao i #) and he helped her out every
rmorning [8] He always smelt of deep-fried food
and sometimes he was allowed to bring one to
schoo! for lunch, Il naver forget 1. Anothar one
came from a wellto-da family and he always
acted very posh, Ha'd tell us how fantastic Hong
Kong was and things like that, Those were the
days when the Shanghai bourgeoisia could st
maintain a cartain lifestyle if they had the money,
and there were still luxury items available in the
stores. One day he lifted up his faot and said:
'Sea these squash shoes? They're from Hong
Kong! We were 50 annoyed that we organized a
meeting to criticize him. What are you showing
off like that for at a time when Chairman Mao
and the whale nation are facing these disasters?

And there was this famous cake storeé on
Huaihai Road, Thair cakes ware really
expensive; you couldn't use normal rations 10
buy them, and they cost several limes more than
other cakes. It was agony ta pass by the shop
since my brother would ba transfixed by the
displays, and he'd hang around just so he-could
smell the fragrances that came wafting out.
Daddy couldn't bear to see him fike that, o one time he gave in and bought him a cake, But
then my brother would want one whenever we passed by tha shop. Daddy said. ‘We really
don't have the money. If it was just once every few months, maybe wa could think about it....
Even today when we talk about something unreasonable, people in aur family say, 'lf it was
just once avery few months, maybe we could think about it.”

Mad Zadorig fnspacts Great Leap Forward graln ylalds.
Bourca: Leng Bew Archive

We zimply didn't have the energy to think about ¢lothing at all. Then, during the Chinase New
Yaar calabrations of 1962, my grandmother made me a padded jacket ot of a dress she'd
got with har dowry. It was lovely, and beautifully made, | was so heppy to be waaring
somathing that didn't have a patch on it!

Despite all of that our spirits weren't crushed by the experiences of those years. Even though
thers was no objective and truthful explanation forthcoming about what had happened - apart
from the official line that we were suffering because of 'natural disastars and the forced
rapayment of loans from the Soviets'—gveryons was sufe the situation was only 8mporary.
Mum and dad only got a ration of some twanty pounds of rice a manth, and part of that had
10 be donated ta the most stricken areas of the country, We all gave clothes a5 wall. The
axparience taught me some good personal habits, and | learnt never to waste food. Even
now | use the lefiovers to make soup. i .

On the eve of Spring Festival in 1862 we were issued with ration coupons for all kinds of
things: chicken, pork and oil, and also tea, cigareties and sweets, Dad zaid, ‘Now we can
stari buying food again. See, things really are improving! But all the coupons were stolen
hefare wa'd had 8 chance to use them, You couldn't buy anything without them, 50 all we
could have on New Year's Eve was 'high quality buns.’ Dad, the eternal optimist, got us to
compose that New Year's couplet | mentionad earlier. After another six months things raally
did start to improve, and | finally got to eat some pork cooked in S0y sauce. It was ao
incredibly exciling. 't wasn't just a few specks of meat; it wag real pieces! ‘

A lot of things have faded with time, but for me the mast lasting thing about that experiance,
the mpet profound and meaningful aspect of it all, was what | just said: that even during those
hard years paople’s splrits were not crushed. Everyens, from the: center to the outlying
provinces, suffered together. The cadres, including high-leve! cadres, had a simple and frugal
lifestyle and, If nothing alse, at least people came throwgh it all with their seif-raspect and
confidence intact. They did their utmost and they dign't give in,

Oh, and another thing: it wasn't until | was sant to the countryside in the ate 19603 that |
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finally discovered that many Chinase farmers had been living all their lives with the kind of
conditions we only experienced during the “disaster years', In many cases, it was far worse.
Only then did | come to appreciate the fact that it was hardly & crime for a peasant woman to
steal a few pounds of grain from people like us.

Maolen:

This material was first published online an 21 February 2007 by Jeremy Goldkarm, aditor of
Danwei. It is reprinted here with permission and slight modification. See! Danwe, New Years
East.

[1] The Generat Line zong luxian FHE publicized in 1958 was 'go all out, aim high and
achieve greater, faster, better and mora sconomical results in building socialism’ (guzy
ganjing, lizheng shangyou, due kuai hao shengde jianshe shehuizhuyi B T3, 18 LH.
FARITHHBEL U & F 2). Its implementation was part of a wildly utopian project aimed at
schieving instant communization in China through radical industrial and agrieuttural reform,

[2] kang #i, a raised platform bed made out of brick which could be heated by burning
kingling inside it, '

(3] Guanyin tu $13% 1, also known as 'Guanyin powder' or Guanyin fen %, was a type of
white clay eaten by peasants to stave off the pangs of hunger. As it was indigestible, eating it
often resulted in death,

[4] Pound is used throughout the text as an approximate equivalent for catty or jin, which is
half a kilogram.

[5] This is the opening line of the Communigt Young Pioneers’ anthem.

[6] The Three Anti-Movement sanfan yundong = E#Zh was launched in 1952 to oppose
cormuption, waste and bureaucracy inside Party and state argans.

171 Ba Jin {d.2005) was a famous May-Fourth peried novelist who became a communist
sympathizer, Based in Shanghai after 1949, he was fated by the authorities until baing
purged in 1986, After 1976, he enjoyed a stellar revival as China's grand ofd man of letters,

(8] youtiao, desp-fried crullers, similar to churros,
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