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The young reader edition of the international bestseller; now a major motion picture.At the age of
eleven, Li Cunxin was one of the privileged few selected to serve in Chairman Mao's Cultural
Revolution by studying at the Beijing Dance Academy. Having known bitter poverty in his rural
China home, ballet would be his family's best chance for a better future. From one hardship to
another, Cunxin demonstrated perseverance and an appetite for success that led him to be
chosen as one of the first two people to leave Mao's China and go to American to dance on a
special cultural exchange. But life in the U.S. was nothing like his communist indoctrination had
led him to believe. Ultimately, he defected to the west in a dramatic media storm, and went on to
dance with the Houston Ballet for sixteen years.This inspiring story of passion, resilience, and a
family's love captures the harsh reality of life in Mao's communist China and the exciting world of
professional dance. This compelling memoir includes photos documenting Li's extraordinary life.

About the AuthorOn March 8, 2015, we unexpectedly lost our dear friend and co-author Gene
Whittenburg. As the original author of INCOME TAX FUNDAMENTALS, Gene was critical in
designing the forms-based approach that the book has used successfully for more than two
decades. It is simply not possible to quantify the degree of our loss. Gene started his life in small-
town Texas; entered the Navy; served his country in Vietnam, earned Bachelor's, Master's and
Ph.D. degrees; and served as a distinguished faculty member at San Diego State University for
almost 40 years. The outpouring of sorrow and gratitude from countless former students and
colleagues are a wonderful tribute to Gene's love and devotion to teaching. We intend to
continue to honor Gene by upholding his standard of publishing excellence for many years to
come.Martha Altus-Buller is a CPA with more than 25 years of tax accounting experience. She
attended Reed College in Portland, Oregon for two years, holds a B.A. in Mathematics from the
University of California at San Diego and a M.S. in Accounting from San Diego State University.
Ms. Altus Buller was awarded the Sells award for scoring among the top in the country on the
May 1983 CPA exam. Her practical experience includes work as a tax manager for Arthur Young,
now Ernst & Young, one of the Big 8 accounting firms at the time.Steven Gill is an associate
professor in the School of Accountancy. He received a BS in accounting from the University of
Florida (Gainesville, FL) an MS in taxation from Northeastern University (Boston, MA), and a
Ph.D. in accounting (University of Massachusetts 2008). Prior to entering academia, Dr. Gill
worked twelve years in the field of accounting, including roles in public accounting, internal
audit, corporate accounting, and, ultimately, vice president of finance. Dr. Gill's research
interests include a concentration in taxation, including mutual funds and college savings ("529")
plans and wider interests tax compliance. He has taught at both the undergraduate and
graduate levels and his teaching interests include taxation and both financial and managerial



accounting. In addition to co-authoring FEDERAL TAX RESEARCH, Dr. Gill is the author of
INCOME TAX FUNDAMENTALS and an Editor on the 2018 SOUTH-WESTERN FEDERAL
TAXATION series.
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WEDDINGQINGDAO,1946On the day of her marriage, eighteen-year-old Reiqing sits alone in
her village home. The wedding has been arranged by marriage introducers, as is the custom.
Today the bride will meet her groom for the first time. She worries that her future husband will not
be kindhearted and will not like her. But most of all she worries about her unbound feet. Bound
feet are still in fashion. Little girls as young as five or six have to tuck four toes under the big toe
and bandage them to stop the growth. The tighter the feet are bound the smaller they will
become. The girls are so crippled they have to walk mostly on their heels. When Reiqing’s
mother tried to bind her feet, she defied her and ran away. But what will her future husband and
in-laws think about her unbound feet?The groom is twenty-one. He leaves home before sunrise.
Strong men are hired to carry two sedan chairs from his village to the bride’s. There are
trumpets, cymbals, gongs, and bamboo flutes.The bride is almost in a panic by the time her
groom arrives. He wears a dark blue cotton gown and a tall hat. Silk flowers are pinned over his
heart. He kneels, and kowtows three times, bowing his head all the way down to the floor, facing
north, in the direction of the god of happiness.A feast follows. The cost of the meal will break the
bride’s family’s finances. Many relatives and friends chip in, but the favors and debts will have to
be repaid in years to come.While the groom’s people feast, the bride sits on her bed, her kang,
away from everyone. A silk veil conceals her face. This is called the “quiet sitting.” She wears a
long dark maroon gown, with pink silk flowers sewn onto it. She has no jewelry; her family is too
poor.Toward the end of the meal, the bride’s mother brings her a bowl of rice, a double-sided
mirror, and ten pairs of red chopsticks. The bride has to eat three mouthfuls of rice, and spit the
last mouthful into her mother’s pocket. She has to keep some rice in her mouth to last all the way
to her in-laws’ house before she can swallow, symbolizing that she will never starve along the
entire journey of her life. Then she puts eight pairs of chopsticks into her mother’s pocket. The
remaining two pairs she keeps, the ones with chestnuts and dates tied on them. These
symbolize the early arrival of sons.The bride cannot stop shaking. Tears stream from her eyes.
Soon she will become a wife and another family’s daughter-in-law.“You silly girl,” her mother says
to her. “Don’t cry! You’re going to a family with enough food. Do you want to be poor for the rest
of your life?” She gently wipes her daughter’s tears and hugs her. “I’ll always miss you and love



you. Take good care of your husband and he’ll take good care of you. Obey him and make him
happy. Bear many sons. Be kind to your mother-in-law.” She lowers the veil over her daughter’s
face, and leaves, feeling nothing but pain.The bride sobs quietly for the first half of her journey to
the groom’s village. She has never left home before. At the halfway point one of the carriers
shouts, “Flip your mirror!” She takes the mirror she’s been given and flips it over: now she should
forget her past and look forward to the future.When she arrives at the groom’s gate, a metal bowl
on the table in the center of the courtyard is flaming with fire. The groom gets out of his sedan
chair and waits for his bride, her face still concealed by her veil as she is helped out of her chair
by two of his sisters. They walk together toward the table while a local wise man reads aloud an
ancient poem. Few people understand it because few of them have ever gone to school. The
bride and groom kneel on two bamboo mats and kowtow. The groom then takes his bride’s
hands and helps her up. She cannot see the flames from the bowl on the table, but she can feel
the intense heat, symbolizing the fire of passion, the fire of love.Before the bride takes her first
step with her husband, the groom’s fourth brother gently brushes the soles of her shoes with an
iron filled with burning coals, to give her warmth from the end of her body right up to her heart.
Led by her husband, she walks slowly toward the door, where there is a horse’s saddle. They
have to cross over it together. The bride cannot see through her veil and is afraid she will trip.
The saddle symbolizes hard times in life, which they will overcome together. Her husband
squeezes her hand. “Stop. Now lift your foot,” he whispers. She pulls up her gown to her knees
and steps over safely. But her heart sinks. She has shown her unbound feet to the entire world!
Her in-laws will be disgusted.Her husband feels her hesitation. “Let’s go to the kang,” he says
gently.On one of the corners of the kang sits a triangular wooden box. Inside are different kinds
of grains: wheat, corn, rice, millet, sorghum … they represent the hope that the newlyweds will
have plenty of food throughout their lives.All day the bride has longed to remove her veil. Now
she is afraid. Her husband may not like her appearance. Nervously she lifts her veil. For the first
time in their lives they look at each other. The bride sees that her husband is handsome. There is
something honest and humble about him too; he immediately captures her heart.The groom, Li
Tingfan, is stunned by his bride’s beauty. They sit there until their “widen your heart” noodles
arrive, which symbolize acceptance of each other’s fortunes and faults. Then comes the
“warming your heart” rice wine and they drink from each other’s cup with crossed arms.The
groom’s brothers, their wives, and his sisters come forward one by one to wish the newlyweds a
happy life. The groom’s youngest sister, who is about the same age as Reiqing, whispers, “I’m so
happy to see your big feet! I’ve got them too!” She winks at her new sister-in-law and flies out of
the room, giggling. Reiqing is overjoyed.The groom is called away to the wedding banquet, while
the bride begins her “sitting through the time.” For three days she sits, legs crossed in a lotus
position, back straight, for every waking hour. Many relatives, friends, and neighbors visit during
those three days.On the fourth day, the bride takes her new husband to visit her own family. They
like their new son-in-law, and are happy for their daughter. “Don’t look back,” her mother tells her.
“Now you belong to the Li family.”When Reiqing gets into the back of the cart and looks back at



her familiar village for the last time, she has no tears. Her name and place are changed forever.
Her destiny lies ahead.So it was for this bride and groom, my mother and father, in Qingdao in
1946. My mother looked at her strong husband in the front of the cart and felt lucky and proud.
She leaned over to him to ask if she could sit beside him. Without a single word, he moved over
to the side and let his new bride sit close.ONEHomeMy parents, as newlyweds, lived in the New
Village, near Qingdao, in Shandong Province. The Li family, together with all the other villagers,
had been forced to move here by the Japanese invaders during World War II. The Japanese built
an airport where my father’s family used to live. Now, a year after the end of that war, the village
was controlled by one of the peasant communes that had been set up by China’s central
communist government.My parents lived with my father’s six brothers, their wives, his two
sisters, and their children—over twenty people crammed into a six-room house. As the youngest
daughter-in-law, my mother’s status in the Li family was the lowest. She worked hard to prove her
worth.Often she would not see my father until late in the evenings, because he worked at two
jobs, either away in the fields or carting building materials, all day long. The family would sit for
dinner by candlelight, the men eating at one table and women and children eating at others.The
women of the house would sew, wash, clean, and cook. The speed and quality of my mother’s
work won her mother-in-law’s approval. To cook well was a sign of love and care. My mother was
often sent to deliver the food to the men in the fields, because of her unbound feet. Her sisters-in-
law, envied her such freedom.My mother’s mother died within the first year of my parents’
marriage, so my mother would visit her father once a year, even though he never loved her in the
same way as he loved his sons. A son could work in the fields, bring home a daughter-in-law,
and carry on the family line.My parents continued to share a house with my father’s family. Their
first son was born about a year after their marriage, their second just over two years later, their
third two years after that, and their fourth in 1955. My mother eventually came to be known as
“that lucky woman with seven sons.”My family’s crowded house had a small front courtyard.
Inside were four rooms: two small bedrooms, a slightly larger bedroom, and the kitchen/living
room with two built-in woks. There was no refrigeration and no running water, only a huge clay
pot for storing drinking water. The woks backed onto the bedroom walls, which were covered
with newspaper and contained the chimneys. Fire and smoke would travel through the walls on
the other side to retain heat, but as the night wore on our beds became colder.The floor was
reddish earth. During wet weather, water always seeped in and my father would have to dig out
the wet floor and wait for a dry day to replace it with new earth, pounding it down with a huge
wooden hammer.Clothes were stored in papier-mâché boxes my mother made, stacked on the
two small beds during the day and moved onto the floor at night. There was also a main kang,
about the size of a small double bed. Eventually my parents and all their sons had to share those
three beds. The main bedroom was also the room where my family ate.After waking each
morning on the freezing beds, we would fold the blankets into rolls and tuck them neatly away.
What remained was a bamboo mat. A wooden tray would be placed on the mat and the family
would sit around it, crosslegged, to eat each meal.My family went to one of the village wells to



fetch water, carrying it in two buckets that hung from either end of a bamboo pole balanced
across one shoulder. The adults and the big boys would carry big buckets, the little boys smaller
buckets. Water was heated in the big wok, and basins were used for baths. (There was a public
bath in the commune shared by over ten thousand people, but my family couldn’t afford to use
it.) We had no bathroom, only a toilet—a hole in the ground in the front courtyard. You had to
stand or crouch on two wooden boards, one on each side of the hole. There was no roof, so it
was freezing cold in winter. Half the toilet was inside the wall and half outside, to allow the waste
to be collected and taken to the fields as fertilizer. The village crap-man poured the waste into
his wheelbarrow, which he pushed through the narrow streets. People would move aside to allow
him to pass. One day he had a collision with a bicycle. The foul contents of the wheelbarrow ran
all over the street. What a stink! Even after the neighbors washed the area over and over,
everyone avoided that street for a long time. Neighbors tried to have him replaced, but nobody
wanted to be the next crap-man.My family had to make use of every inch of their front yard.
There was a small vegetable patch, climbing beans on the stone walls, and a pigsty with a
couple of very thin pigs. There was never enough food to feed the people, let alone the pigs.
There was also a chicken yard, but the chickens never had enough food to produce many
eggs.The commune allocated each family in the village a piece of land. My family’s was one
twentieth of an acre, halfway up the Northern Hill, about fifteen minutes from home. It was so
small it could only be used to grow essential foods such as corn and yams. On Sundays, our
entire family worked on this land with my father. Everything was done by hand using shovels,
picks, hoes, sickles, and ploughs.The villagers had no say in what to plant: the central
government in Beijing decided that. My family’s area planted mainly wheat in the winter; corn,
yams, and sorghum the rest of the year. The government would get the biggest portion, at a set
price. The rest was divided among the peasants according to the number of members in each
family and how many points the family earned during the year. The most a man could earn in a
single day was ten points—about one yuan (equal to approximately seventeen US cents at that
time). Women received about half a man’s earnings.One year, there was a severe drought and
nobody was paid a single yuan. The village had to borrow money from the local government to
lend to every family so they could buy food to survive. It took more than two years to repay that
loan, and still the peasants had to eat anything that moved, and some things that didn’t,
including tree bark.My family was very poor, but there were even poorer people in our commune.
By the time I was born, three years of Mao’s Great Leap Forward and bad weather had resulted
in one of the greatest famines the world had ever seen. Nearly thirty million Chinese died. My
parents were desperately fighting for survival.I was my parents’ sixth son, born on January 26,
1961. By then my parents had been married for fifteen years. Our na-na, my father’s mother,
lived next door, and his fourth brother (we called him Fourth Uncle) lived next to her. Our third
uncle’s family lived in front of us. He died quite young, leaving four young girls and a boy. My
father, who we called Dia, and our fourth uncle became their de facto fathers.When I was just
fifteen days old, my mother, who we called Niang, left me on our kang, wrapped in a cotton quilt,



before going to the kitchen to make her bread rolls for the Chinese New Year. Mothers in China
always wrapped their babies’ arms tightly against their bodies and laid them facing up. That day
my niang had so many rolls to steam that the kang where I was lying became boiling hot. I
struggled my right arm loose, and the kang badly burned the middle of my arm.When my niang
first heard my screams, she thought I wanted milk. She had none left in her breasts so at first she
did not respond. By the time she came to check on me, the elbow area of my arm was severely
burned and blistered.Two days later, my arm had swollen up and turned bright red. My parents
could not afford to take me to the hospital. I developed a high fever and screamed day and night.
Finally they had to borrow some money from our relatives and friends to take me to the hospital.
“Your son has a bad infection,” the doctor informed my parents. “Your only hope is to apply some
herbal medicine.”“What will happen if it doesn’t work?” my niang asked, desperately afraid.“He
may lose his right arm,” he replied.My parents purchased herbs from a local medicine shop. My
niang followed the doctor’s instructions and stewed them in the wok. They applied the dark liquid
to my arm. It made the infection worse.My niang started to panic. She took me to see many
healers who lived in our area, to no avail. Then my fourth aunt said, “An old healer told my
mother once that baifang helps infections.” Bai fang was a meat tenderizer, full of acid. My
desperate niang decided to give it a try.When she applied the bai fang I screamed like a stuck
pig. She couldn’t bear to see her son suffering such pain and stopped the treatment.But my
fourth aunt still believed it would work. “Ni tai sin yuen la!” You are too soft-hearted, she told my
niang. She locked her door, crushed the bai fang into a powder, and rubbed massive amounts
onto my raw, exposed muscles. I screamed nonstop. Every hour she would wash my arm with
warm water and reapply bai fang.Years later my niang confessed, “I was outside your fourth
aunt’s door and my heart bled each time you screamed. The sound of your cries was like a
thousand sharp knives cutting into my guilty heart! Several times I banged on your fourth aunt’s
door, trying to take you away. Thank the gods for her determination. She just ignored me.”My
fourth aunt nearly gave up many times that day. But her determination saved my arm. A large
scar remained, and in years to come, in moments of crisis, I would touch it. It became my link to
my niang, a reminder of her love.Three years later, my niang gave birth to her seventh son, my
youngest brother, Cungui, whom we called by his nickname, “Jing Tring.” My parents knew they
couldn’t provide enough food to feed the sons they already had. Every family was allocated a
very small quantity of meat, seafood, and eggs, along with oil, soy sauce, sugar, salt, wheat and
corn flour, rice, and coal each month. Often they were not available at all.We ate a lot of dried
yams. They were the easiest things to grow. I was often woken up at five o’clock in the morning
to go to the yam fields with my big brothers before they started school for the day. We each
carried a shovel and a bamboo basket. We dug for any yams that might have been overlooked
by the peasants during harvesting. The hope of those yams for breakfast kept us going. Often
the fields had already been turned over by others in equally desperate circumstances, and we
returned home with empty baskets.During summer, every family’s front yard and roof was
covered with slices of these yams drying in the sun. Some people even laid them out on the



street. But if rain came, they had to pick them all up quickly: if they got wet, they soon turned
moldy. Once dried, the sliced yams were stored in a huge clay pot.We had dried yams, steamed
or boiled, almost daily, week after week, month after month, year after year. They had no taste
and stuck in our throats. Dried yams were the most hated food in my family—but there were
others in the commune who could not afford even dried yams. We were luckier than most.
Luckier than the thirty million who starved to death. Dried yams saved our lives.We rarely ate
meat. Once a month we would wait in long lines at the market for the fattest piece of pork
available.Mealtimes in my family were always sad for my niang. There was often nothing for her
to cook. Out of respect for our elders, we would always wait for our dia to start. One day, when
my niang served dinner, it was clear there was not enough food for everyone.“I don’t feel hungry,”
our dia said. “I had a good lunch.”Each of us had our chopsticks in hand, but we hesitated. Our
niang gave our dia an annoyed look and made “zhi, zhi, zhi” sounds with her tongue. “Don’t you
dare not eat! Your health is our entire family’s security. We will all only drink water if you starve
yourself to death!”“I’m not hungry,” our dia protested.Our niang picked up some food with her
chopsticks and put it in our dia’s bowl. We started to eat only after he took the first bite. Our
parents always ate slowly to allow us more food. On many occasions our niang told us to leave
the best food for our dia because he was our breadwinner. But our dia told us we should give the
best food to our niang: if it were not for her we would all have only “north-west wind” for dinner.It
was always like this. Seven pairs of hungry eyes would look at our parents, but we all knew how
difficult it was to get any food at all.To survive, my niang worked every spare hour she had in the
fields, as well as cooking and looking after her boys. Often she had to swallow her pride and
borrow food from relatives or neighbors. She could make delicious dishes from anything …
except dried yams. I loved watching my niang cook. I could talk to her alone then, and have a
little bit of undivided attention. I would ask her many questions about the cooking, and learned
when to add certain spices and how to cook well.Despite our poverty, our parents always taught
us to have dignity, honesty, and pride. Our good family name was sacred and should be
protected with all our might.One day when I was about five, I went to play at a friend’s house.
Sien Yu was the same age as me. His uncle, who lived in the city, had brought him a little toy car,
and Sien Yu let me play with it for a while. I loved it so much. When he went inside to get a drink,
I took it and ran home.“Where did you get that?” my niang asked suspiciously.“I … I found it on
the street.”She knew I was not telling the truth. No one in our area could afford to spend money
on a toy. She took my hands firmly and pulled me back to Sien Yu’s house. She said to his
mother, “Is this your son’s toy car?”Sien Yu’s mother nodded.“I’m sorry, I think my son has stolen
it,” my niang said.“Don’t get upset,” Sien Yu’s mother replied. “Your son is too young to
understand.”“I’m ashamed of what my son did!” said my niang, and apologized profusely. She
tried to make me do the same, but I felt too embarrassed. I tried to escape from my niang’s firm
grip. I wanted to run away. I hated my niang for embarrassing me like this. She shouted. She
wanted the entire world to know I had stolen my friend’s toy car. I screamed and kicked as she
dragged me home.As soon as we went inside our house, she pulled me to her chest, hugged



me tightly in her arms, and sobbed. It was as though she had suffered as much humiliation as I
had. “I’m so sorry to do this to you,” she whispered tenderly. “I’m so sorry we are too poor to buy
you a toy car.” After a brief moment she continued: “I’m too stupid to have all of you in this cruel
world! You don’t deserve this suffering!” I felt her tears streaming onto my hair.I hated to see her
so sad. “I’ll have enough food for you one day! I swear it!” I vowed to myself.That evening, at
dinner, my dia started lecturing us. “Although we have no money, no food, and can’t buy clothes,
and although we live in a poor house, one thing we do have is pride. Pride is the most precious
thing in our lives. Throughout our forefather’s struggles, the Li family always had a good
reputation. I want every one of you to remember this: never lose your pride and dignity no matter
how hard life is.”TWOMy Niang and DiaMemories of my niang and my dia are always related to
how hard they worked. Our dia was often up before five-thirty in the morning, and my niang had
to be up even earlier to cook him breakfast. With all the cooking, washing, and sewing she had
to do, she hardly had time or energy to pay each of us much attention. We fought over her love
and affection. Besides cooking every meal, she made all our clothes and our quilts and blankets
too. She carried the laundry either to the stream about twenty minutes south of our house or to a
dam up on the Northern Hill. Our patched clothes were always clean. She took immense pride in
making her seven sons look well cared for.Every aspect of life was hard for my parents. There
was a great shortage of black coal throughout China. The small amount allocated to us barely
lasted through the winter, making the inside of our house colder than the frigid outdoors. We also
had to sleep in the same bed. Jing Tring and I slept with them until I was eleven. All four of us,
head-to-toe. I hated my brother’s smelly feet right by my face and he must have hated mine more
since I was taller than he was. Yet I loved sleeping with my parents. It felt so safe.Because of this
hard life, I rarely saw a smile from my niang, but when I did, my heart would blossom like a lotus
flower.My niang was recognized as one of the best seamstresses in the village. My parents
simply had no money to buy ready-made clothes, and my niang didn’t have a sewing machine.
The older ladies would teach the younger ones, and they often gathered together as a sewing
group in our house to drink tea and gossip. My niang’s sewing skill was admired by many. Her
stitches looked as if they were made by a sewing machine—small and perfect.My niang was an
open-minded person, receptive to new ideas. Mao’s Cultural Revolution boasted that one of the
great achievements of the Red Guards had been the establishment of evening schools aimed at
teaching the uneducated peasants Mao’s communist ideas. We were all given copies of The
Quotes of Chairman Mao, which everybody called the Little Red Book. I was six years old then
and I remember two enthusiastic young Red Guards coming to teach my niang to read. She
never learned to recognize words, but she could memorize entire paragraphs of Chairman Mao’s
sayings. She would practice while she was washing, cleaning, sewing, and cooking: I often saw
her lips moving as she silently recited passages. She was considered a model student.One day,
while my niang was trying to make a fire to cook dinner, two young Red Guard girls came into
our house to check on her progress. She was having a terrible day and couldn’t get the half-
burned coal to light. She was polite and explained that she didn’t have time just then and asked



them to come back another time. Just as she was going to start cooking, the two girls came back
to test my niang on her understanding of the Little Red Book. They had to report back to their
group leader.I could see my niang’s anger growing. Eventually, she handed one girl her wok
flipper and asked her to take over the cooking. The two girls just stood there and looked very
confused. By now my niang was at the end of her patience. She roared at them: “I could learn
Chairman Mao’s sayings every day, all day long, until I die, but who is going to do my cleaning,
washing, and cooking? Who will bathe my sons, sew their clothes, cook for my family every day
of the year? Do you think Chairman Mao’s words will fill our stomachs? If you can come back
every day to help me do all of these things, I will learn whatever you want me to!”The two girls
left, red-faced. That night my niang told my dia what she’d said to the two girls. He just smiled.
The girls never returned to our house again.By the time I was eight, hard work and poverty had
begun to wear down my niang, strong as she was. She woke one morning complaining of
dizziness and didn’t eat any breakfast. My youngest brother, Jing Tring, and I were home with
her. She had planned to do a lot of washing that day, so she packed up a heavy clay basin full of
clothes and with a washing-board under her other arm, headed off to the dam on the steep
Northern Hill.I begged her not to go. “I’ll fetch you some water so you can do your washing at
home.”“It will be slippery at the well with all the ice around it. Do you want to die in the well?” she
replied impatiently. She walked out the door.A couple of my friends came over to our house to
play that morning. Then, around noon, a neighbor rushed to our house, shouting, “Hurry! Your
niang has fainted halfway between the dam and your house!”My dia was not yet home from
work; often he had to finish his quota of lifting heavy materials for the morning before he was
allowed to take his lunch hour. That morning he’d said he would try to get back for lunch
because he knew our niang wasn’t well.I asked my friends to look after Jing Tring, then rushed to
my fourth uncle’s house, but the door was locked. In a panic I rushed to another neighbor’s
house, but realized immediately she would not be able to help: she had tiny bound feet. It would
take her all day to walk up the rough dirt road. Then I ran as fast as I could toward the dam. Tears
streamed down my face. I was afraid I was too small to be of any help.I found my niang lying on
the side of the road, her clay basin broken, the pile of washed clothes scattered around in the
dirt. I shook her violently. “Niang! Niang, wake up!” I shouted, panicking, fearing she was dead.A
few minutes later she slowly opened her eyes and asked me, in a weak whisper, “Where is your
dia?”“He is not home yet!” I replied, frightened, but relieved she was alive.She sighed. “Help me
up.”I was too small to be of much help. I held one of her hands to support her but after a few
wobbling steps she crashed to the ground again. I felt useless.“I’m going to have a little rest
here,” she said. “Go home and see if your dia or any of your brothers are back.”I flew home. No
one was there. I rushed around trying to find help. Eventually I saw a man riding his bike home.
“Da … Ye! Are you in a hurry?” I stuttered.“Not particularly. Why?” he replied, puzzled.“My niang
fainted on the Northern Hill and can’t get home. Please help her. She is dying! Please! I beg
you!”“Don’t worry, leave it to me.” He hopped onto his bike and pedaled off as fast as he could,
with me running behind. He reached my niang and was already on the way down with her,



propped on the back of his bike. I quickly gathered up all the clothes but had nothing to carry
them with. I wrapped all the long pieces around my neck, waist, and arms, and carried the small
pieces against my chest on the wooden washing-board. Those muddy clothes were extremely
heavy but I managed to get everything home.By the time I arrived, my fourth aunt and some
other women had already begun to put cold wet towels over my niang’s forehead.That was the
first time I ever saw my niang ill. She couldn’t get out of bed for nearly a week. The “barefoot
doctor” in our village gave her medicine she had to take three times a day with warm water. The
barefoot doctor was one of Mao’s inventions, a product of the Cultural Revolution. They were
supposed to live among the peasants, live like peasants. Their precious shoes wouldn’t be
useful in the muddy fields, and that is why they were known as barefoot doctors. By the early
1970s, facing a severe shortage of doctors and nurses in the countryside, Mao ordered clinics
and hospitals to train as many people as possible and send them to the countryside. He
criticized the medical profession for avoiding the communes.Despite the barefoot doctor’s
medicine, my niang’s fever wouldn’t break, and she kept having dizzy spells. I often placed my
hands onto the frosted window and then onto my niang’s burning forehead to help cool her
down.That week, my dia had to cook, wash, clean, and get my brothers ready for school. Dinner
was always late since he had to finish his day’s quota before he could come home. My dia’s
cooking was very basic but nobody complained. We knew how serious my niang’s illness was. I
was so frightened my niang might die. “Look after your dia if I don’t make it,” she said. “Maybe I
will die young, like my mother.”Everyone in the family, all the way down to five-year-old Jing Tring,
was expected to pull his weight. My niang was worried that my dia might get sick from
overworking: we would not survive if he got sick. But he never showed any signs of fatigue
though he was very quiet.Over the next few weeks, my niang gradually recovered. Exhaustion
and starvation were the likely causes of her illness. Her health was never quite the same; she
suffered from dizzy spells ever after. My dia wanted her to stop working in the fields, but the
reality was that our family couldn’t live on my dia’s wage alone. Eventually he agreed to my niang
working in the fields part-time, to ensure our survival.Every day except Sunday, my dia would
ride his old bike to work in the town of Laoshan. It was a good half-hour away. He had paid
someone in the flea market ten yuan for that beloved second-hand bike. It was so precious to
him that we were never allowed to touch it. He had to carry all kinds of heavy materials—huge
grain sacks, big pieces of stone—as part of his job. He was also the driver’s righthand man:
when the truck had to reverse he would guide the driver, sitting alongside. I was very proud of
him. A truck was impressive—most transport was still done by horse and cart in the communes.
His job was considered one of the better-paid jobs in the county and many people were envious
of him. He was paid thirty-five yuan per month, almost $4.20 then! I wished that I could be a
truck driver one day, but I knew at the bottom of my heart that my destiny lay in the fields as a
laborer.It was often well after seven in the evening before our dia came home. He would be worn
out, and my niang often had to massage him at night to prepare him for the next day. He never
missed a single day’s work.My parents didn’t go to school when they were children, so they



could not read to us. But nighttime was still story time, and our dia would tell us stories and
fables. We always listened eagerly.My brothers also played their own version of I Spy. One of
them would select a word from the newspapers glued all over the walls, and whoever spotted
this word first would have a turn to select the next. Sometimes we wouldn’t find the word for
days. We always thought it sad that our parents didn’t join in because they couldn’t read.My dia
was always patient and emotionally controlled, sometimes stubborn, but always good-tempered.
The only time I remember him losing his temper with us was when my fourth brother’s teacher
came to report to our parents about his bad school marks that year. Cunsang knew his teacher’s
report wouldn’t be good. He gathered together my fifth brother, Cunfar, my youngest brother,
Jing Tring, and me and said, “Let’s make chaos! I hate her, and she doesn’t like me either!” We
needed little encouragement. The teacher sat on one end of the kang and my niang on the other.
Our dia poured them a cup of tea each. As soon as the teacher started to tell my parents of my
brother’s poor school progress, we began running from side to side on the kang and
screaming.Our dia gave us a dark look. “Be quiet,” he said.“I’m sorry about our misbehaving
children,” our niang apologized.After a few quiet seconds, Cunsang whispered in our ears: “She
let out a loud fart the other day and pretended it wasn’t her!” We laughed uncontrollably. “Farter,
farter, smelly farter!” we shrieked.The teacher pretended she didn’t hear, but our parents were
terribly embarrassed. “You will be in trouble if you make any more noise!” our niang threatened
us.“All boys are wild,” the teacher said. “I don’t know how you cope with so many of them.”A few
minutes later I knocked the teacher’s cup over and spilled tea onto her clothes. We were like
three wild animals.Eventually the teacher had had enough. “I have to go now. I have other
families to visit tonight,” she said, giving us a disgusted look. My parents continued apologizing
to her on her way out.As soon as she was gone, my niang turned to my dia. “Lock the door!” she
screeched. “Kill these wicked boys! I can’t believe how bad they are!”Jing Tring started to cry, so
she removed him from the kang. “The little one is too young to understand. It’s not his fault. Just
kill the big ones! See if they dare do it again!”My dia stormed into the room with a broomstick in
his hand and closed the door. I had never seen him so angry. His face was frightening enough,
let alone the flailing broomstick. He hit us with that broomstick so hard that I wanted to dig a hole
in the ground and hide.My niang kept urging him on from the other side of the door and we kept
screaming. “We won’t dare do it again! We won’t dare do it again! We promise!”Our niang’s head
popped in and out of the room like a yo-yo. “Teach them a lesson! See if they will ever dare to do
it again!” We didn’t know then that she thought we looked so comical she was laughing her head
off outside, but she had to pretend she was angry with us. What a lesson that was: we never
misbehaved like that again.THREEA Commune ChildhoodBy 1969, the poverty around Laoshan
had worsened. I remember going with my friends to the beach one day, an hour’s journey on
foot, to find clams and oysters or, if we were lucky, a dead fish. We each carried a bamboo
basket and a small spade.Many people were already there, also searching. After about half an
hour we’d found nothing except empty sea-shells. The beach was clean and bare.Halfway home
I suggested to my friends that we should make a detour and sneak into the nearby airport to try



and find some half-burned coal. This was the airport the Japanese had built during the Second
World War. Now there were only a few People’s Liberation Army guards there. The Japanese
had used coal and half-burned coal as part of the filler under the runway, and the outer part had
already been dug away by desperate people. Since then the guards had tightened
security.There was a line of big trees along the edge of the airport and a small ditch. The ditch
was dry at that time of year and we crept along it for about fifteen minutes, bending down so the
guards couldn’t see us.Digging for half-burned coal was like digging for gold. Eventually our
baskets were full. But carrying heavy baskets with a bent body proved too difficult for us eight-
year-olds. About halfway out, one of the boys slowly straightened up and was spotted by the
military guards. They immediately fired bullets into the air and started to chase us. We dumped
our baskets and spades and ran for our lives.Our winters in those days were bitterly cold. As well
as having to cope with the lack of coal, we also had to deal with lice. They lived with us in our
cotton quilts, coats, and pants. Unlike our summer clothes, which our niang washed regularly,
our quilted winter coats and pants couldn’t be washed because they were made with cottonwool
pieces that would have shriveled up in the water.The only real way to combat lice was to keep
clean. Every weekend our niang would heat up huge woks of water for us and tip it into a wooden
washing basin. Each of us had a piece of washcloth, and we’d soap our bodies and help to wash
each other’s backs. If one family member had lice, the rest of the family would too: they
multiplied so quickly. Everyone in China scratched constantly. In the evenings after we took off
our clothes and got under the quilts, our niang always flipped our clothes inside out, trying to kill
the lice with her thumbnails. But she could never get rid of the lice completely.I don’t ever
remember going to a doctor or hospital during my childhood; not that I didn’t get sick, but we
could never afford it. The only time I got close to a medical person was waiting for a barefoot
nurse to give us smallpox shots. We had to wait in long lines in our commune square with our
sleeves rolled up. The nurse used the same needle to inject everybody, and small pieces of
alcohol-soaked cottonwool to clean the needle heads and our skin. Crying wasn’t an option, no
matter how much it hurt. When I cut myself I was told by my parents to swipe my fingers on the
windowsill to gather some dust to put on the cut and stop the bleeding. This was our Band-Aid
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womenin my life—my mother and my wifeTo the two special womenin my life—my mother and
my wifeA WEDDINGQINGDAO,1946On the day of her marriage, eighteen-year-old Reiqing sits
alone in her village home. The wedding has been arranged by marriage introducers, as is the
custom. Today the bride will meet her groom for the first time. She worries that her future
husband will not be kindhearted and will not like her. But most of all she worries about her
unbound feet. Bound feet are still in fashion. Little girls as young as five or six have to tuck four
toes under the big toe and bandage them to stop the growth. The tighter the feet are bound the
smaller they will become. The girls are so crippled they have to walk mostly on their heels. When
Reiqing’s mother tried to bind her feet, she defied her and ran away. But what will her future
husband and in-laws think about her unbound feet?The groom is twenty-one. He leaves home
before sunrise. Strong men are hired to carry two sedan chairs from his village to the bride’s.
There are trumpets, cymbals, gongs, and bamboo flutes.The bride is almost in a panic by the
time her groom arrives. He wears a dark blue cotton gown and a tall hat. Silk flowers are pinned
over his heart. He kneels, and kowtows three times, bowing his head all the way down to the
floor, facing north, in the direction of the god of happiness.A feast follows. The cost of the meal
will break the bride’s family’s finances. Many relatives and friends chip in, but the favors and
debts will have to be repaid in years to come.While the groom’s people feast, the bride sits on
her bed, her kang, away from everyone. A silk veil conceals her face. This is called the “quiet
sitting.” She wears a long dark maroon gown, with pink silk flowers sewn onto it. She has no
jewelry; her family is too poor.Toward the end of the meal, the bride’s mother brings her a bowl of
rice, a double-sided mirror, and ten pairs of red chopsticks. The bride has to eat three mouthfuls
of rice, and spit the last mouthful into her mother’s pocket. She has to keep some rice in her
mouth to last all the way to her in-laws’ house before she can swallow, symbolizing that she will
never starve along the entire journey of her life. Then she puts eight pairs of chopsticks into her
mother’s pocket. The remaining two pairs she keeps, the ones with chestnuts and dates tied on
them. These symbolize the early arrival of sons.The bride cannot stop shaking. Tears stream
from her eyes. Soon she will become a wife and another family’s daughter-in-law.“You silly girl,”
her mother says to her. “Don’t cry! You’re going to a family with enough food. Do you want to be
poor for the rest of your life?” She gently wipes her daughter’s tears and hugs her. “I’ll always
miss you and love you. Take good care of your husband and he’ll take good care of you. Obey
him and make him happy. Bear many sons. Be kind to your mother-in-law.” She lowers the veil
over her daughter’s face, and leaves, feeling nothing but pain.The bride sobs quietly for the first
half of her journey to the groom’s village. She has never left home before. At the halfway point



one of the carriers shouts, “Flip your mirror!” She takes the mirror she’s been given and flips it
over: now she should forget her past and look forward to the future.When she arrives at the
groom’s gate, a metal bowl on the table in the center of the courtyard is flaming with fire. The
groom gets out of his sedan chair and waits for his bride, her face still concealed by her veil as
she is helped out of her chair by two of his sisters. They walk together toward the table while a
local wise man reads aloud an ancient poem. Few people understand it because few of them
have ever gone to school. The bride and groom kneel on two bamboo mats and kowtow. The
groom then takes his bride’s hands and helps her up. She cannot see the flames from the bowl
on the table, but she can feel the intense heat, symbolizing the fire of passion, the fire of
love.Before the bride takes her first step with her husband, the groom’s fourth brother gently
brushes the soles of her shoes with an iron filled with burning coals, to give her warmth from the
end of her body right up to her heart. Led by her husband, she walks slowly toward the door,
where there is a horse’s saddle. They have to cross over it together. The bride cannot see
through her veil and is afraid she will trip. The saddle symbolizes hard times in life, which they
will overcome together. Her husband squeezes her hand. “Stop. Now lift your foot,” he whispers.
She pulls up her gown to her knees and steps over safely. But her heart sinks. She has shown
her unbound feet to the entire world! Her in-laws will be disgusted.Her husband feels her
hesitation. “Let’s go to the kang,” he says gently.On one of the corners of the kang sits a
triangular wooden box. Inside are different kinds of grains: wheat, corn, rice, millet, sorghum …
they represent the hope that the newlyweds will have plenty of food throughout their lives.All day
the bride has longed to remove her veil. Now she is afraid. Her husband may not like her
appearance. Nervously she lifts her veil. For the first time in their lives they look at each other.
The bride sees that her husband is handsome. There is something honest and humble about
him too; he immediately captures her heart.The groom, Li Tingfan, is stunned by his bride’s
beauty. They sit there until their “widen your heart” noodles arrive, which symbolize acceptance
of each other’s fortunes and faults. Then comes the “warming your heart” rice wine and they
drink from each other’s cup with crossed arms.The groom’s brothers, their wives, and his sisters
come forward one by one to wish the newlyweds a happy life. The groom’s youngest sister, who
is about the same age as Reiqing, whispers, “I’m so happy to see your big feet! I’ve got them
too!” She winks at her new sister-in-law and flies out of the room, giggling. Reiqing is
overjoyed.The groom is called away to the wedding banquet, while the bride begins her “sitting
through the time.” For three days she sits, legs crossed in a lotus position, back straight, for
every waking hour. Many relatives, friends, and neighbors visit during those three days.On the
fourth day, the bride takes her new husband to visit her own family. They like their new son-in-
law, and are happy for their daughter. “Don’t look back,” her mother tells her. “Now you belong to
the Li family.”When Reiqing gets into the back of the cart and looks back at her familiar village for
the last time, she has no tears. Her name and place are changed forever. Her destiny lies
ahead.So it was for this bride and groom, my mother and father, in Qingdao in 1946. My mother
looked at her strong husband in the front of the cart and felt lucky and proud. She leaned over to



him to ask if she could sit beside him. Without a single word, he moved over to the side and let
his new bride sit close.A WEDDINGQINGDAO,1946On the day of her marriage, eighteen-year-
old Reiqing sits alone in her village home. The wedding has been arranged by marriage
introducers, as is the custom. Today the bride will meet her groom for the first time. She worries
that her future husband will not be kindhearted and will not like her. But most of all she worries
about her unbound feet. Bound feet are still in fashion. Little girls as young as five or six have to
tuck four toes under the big toe and bandage them to stop the growth. The tighter the feet are
bound the smaller they will become. The girls are so crippled they have to walk mostly on their
heels. When Reiqing’s mother tried to bind her feet, she defied her and ran away. But what will
her future husband and in-laws think about her unbound feet?The groom is twenty-one. He
leaves home before sunrise. Strong men are hired to carry two sedan chairs from his village to
the bride’s. There are trumpets, cymbals, gongs, and bamboo flutes.The bride is almost in a
panic by the time her groom arrives. He wears a dark blue cotton gown and a tall hat. Silk flowers
are pinned over his heart. He kneels, and kowtows three times, bowing his head all the way
down to the floor, facing north, in the direction of the god of happiness.A feast follows. The cost
of the meal will break the bride’s family’s finances. Many relatives and friends chip in, but the
favors and debts will have to be repaid in years to come.While the groom’s people feast, the
bride sits on her bed, her kang, away from everyone. A silk veil conceals her face. This is called
the “quiet sitting.” She wears a long dark maroon gown, with pink silk flowers sewn onto it. She
has no jewelry; her family is too poor.Toward the end of the meal, the bride’s mother brings her a
bowl of rice, a double-sided mirror, and ten pairs of red chopsticks. The bride has to eat three
mouthfuls of rice, and spit the last mouthful into her mother’s pocket. She has to keep some rice
in her mouth to last all the way to her in-laws’ house before she can swallow, symbolizing that
she will never starve along the entire journey of her life. Then she puts eight pairs of chopsticks
into her mother’s pocket. The remaining two pairs she keeps, the ones with chestnuts and dates
tied on them. These symbolize the early arrival of sons.The bride cannot stop shaking. Tears
stream from her eyes. Soon she will become a wife and another family’s daughter-in-law.“You
silly girl,” her mother says to her. “Don’t cry! You’re going to a family with enough food. Do you
want to be poor for the rest of your life?” She gently wipes her daughter’s tears and hugs her. “I’ll
always miss you and love you. Take good care of your husband and he’ll take good care of you.
Obey him and make him happy. Bear many sons. Be kind to your mother-in-law.” She lowers the
veil over her daughter’s face, and leaves, feeling nothing but pain.The bride sobs quietly for the
first half of her journey to the groom’s village. She has never left home before. At the halfway
point one of the carriers shouts, “Flip your mirror!” She takes the mirror she’s been given and
flips it over: now she should forget her past and look forward to the future.When she arrives at
the groom’s gate, a metal bowl on the table in the center of the courtyard is flaming with fire. The
groom gets out of his sedan chair and waits for his bride, her face still concealed by her veil as
she is helped out of her chair by two of his sisters. They walk together toward the table while a
local wise man reads aloud an ancient poem. Few people understand it because few of them



have ever gone to school. The bride and groom kneel on two bamboo mats and kowtow. The
groom then takes his bride’s hands and helps her up. She cannot see the flames from the bowl
on the table, but she can feel the intense heat, symbolizing the fire of passion, the fire of
love.Before the bride takes her first step with her husband, the groom’s fourth brother gently
brushes the soles of her shoes with an iron filled with burning coals, to give her warmth from the
end of her body right up to her heart. Led by her husband, she walks slowly toward the door,
where there is a horse’s saddle. They have to cross over it together. The bride cannot see
through her veil and is afraid she will trip. The saddle symbolizes hard times in life, which they
will overcome together. Her husband squeezes her hand. “Stop. Now lift your foot,” he whispers.
She pulls up her gown to her knees and steps over safely. But her heart sinks. She has shown
her unbound feet to the entire world! Her in-laws will be disgusted.Her husband feels her
hesitation. “Let’s go to the kang,” he says gently.On one of the corners of the kang sits a
triangular wooden box. Inside are different kinds of grains: wheat, corn, rice, millet, sorghum …
they represent the hope that the newlyweds will have plenty of food throughout their lives.All day
the bride has longed to remove her veil. Now she is afraid. Her husband may not like her
appearance. Nervously she lifts her veil. For the first time in their lives they look at each other.
The bride sees that her husband is handsome. There is something honest and humble about
him too; he immediately captures her heart.The groom, Li Tingfan, is stunned by his bride’s
beauty. They sit there until their “widen your heart” noodles arrive, which symbolize acceptance
of each other’s fortunes and faults. Then comes the “warming your heart” rice wine and they
drink from each other’s cup with crossed arms.The groom’s brothers, their wives, and his sisters
come forward one by one to wish the newlyweds a happy life. The groom’s youngest sister, who
is about the same age as Reiqing, whispers, “I’m so happy to see your big feet! I’ve got them
too!” She winks at her new sister-in-law and flies out of the room, giggling. Reiqing is
overjoyed.The groom is called away to the wedding banquet, while the bride begins her “sitting
through the time.” For three days she sits, legs crossed in a lotus position, back straight, for
every waking hour. Many relatives, friends, and neighbors visit during those three days.On the
fourth day, the bride takes her new husband to visit her own family. They like their new son-in-
law, and are happy for their daughter. “Don’t look back,” her mother tells her. “Now you belong to
the Li family.”When Reiqing gets into the back of the cart and looks back at her familiar village for
the last time, she has no tears. Her name and place are changed forever. Her destiny lies
ahead.So it was for this bride and groom, my mother and father, in Qingdao in 1946. My mother
looked at her strong husband in the front of the cart and felt lucky and proud. She leaned over to
him to ask if she could sit beside him. Without a single word, he moved over to the side and let
his new bride sit close.ONEHomeMy parents, as newlyweds, lived in the New Village, near
Qingdao, in Shandong Province. The Li family, together with all the other villagers, had been
forced to move here by the Japanese invaders during World War II. The Japanese built an airport
where my father’s family used to live. Now, a year after the end of that war, the village was
controlled by one of the peasant communes that had been set up by China’s central communist



government.My parents lived with my father’s six brothers, their wives, his two sisters, and their
children—over twenty people crammed into a six-room house. As the youngest daughter-in-law,
my mother’s status in the Li family was the lowest. She worked hard to prove her worth.Often she
would not see my father until late in the evenings, because he worked at two jobs, either away in
the fields or carting building materials, all day long. The family would sit for dinner by candlelight,
the men eating at one table and women and children eating at others.The women of the house
would sew, wash, clean, and cook. The speed and quality of my mother’s work won her mother-
in-law’s approval. To cook well was a sign of love and care. My mother was often sent to deliver
the food to the men in the fields, because of her unbound feet. Her sisters-in-law, envied her
such freedom.My mother’s mother died within the first year of my parents’ marriage, so my
mother would visit her father once a year, even though he never loved her in the same way as he
loved his sons. A son could work in the fields, bring home a daughter-in-law, and carry on the
family line.My parents continued to share a house with my father’s family. Their first son was
born about a year after their marriage, their second just over two years later, their third two years
after that, and their fourth in 1955. My mother eventually came to be known as “that lucky
woman with seven sons.”My family’s crowded house had a small front courtyard. Inside were
four rooms: two small bedrooms, a slightly larger bedroom, and the kitchen/living room with two
built-in woks. There was no refrigeration and no running water, only a huge clay pot for storing
drinking water. The woks backed onto the bedroom walls, which were covered with newspaper
and contained the chimneys. Fire and smoke would travel through the walls on the other side to
retain heat, but as the night wore on our beds became colder.The floor was reddish earth.
During wet weather, water always seeped in and my father would have to dig out the wet floor
and wait for a dry day to replace it with new earth, pounding it down with a huge wooden
hammer.Clothes were stored in papier-mâché boxes my mother made, stacked on the two small
beds during the day and moved onto the floor at night. There was also a main kang, about the
size of a small double bed. Eventually my parents and all their sons had to share those three
beds. The main bedroom was also the room where my family ate.After waking each morning on
the freezing beds, we would fold the blankets into rolls and tuck them neatly away. What
remained was a bamboo mat. A wooden tray would be placed on the mat and the family would
sit around it, crosslegged, to eat each meal.My family went to one of the village wells to fetch
water, carrying it in two buckets that hung from either end of a bamboo pole balanced across
one shoulder. The adults and the big boys would carry big buckets, the little boys smaller
buckets. Water was heated in the big wok, and basins were used for baths. (There was a public
bath in the commune shared by over ten thousand people, but my family couldn’t afford to use
it.) We had no bathroom, only a toilet—a hole in the ground in the front courtyard. You had to
stand or crouch on two wooden boards, one on each side of the hole. There was no roof, so it
was freezing cold in winter. Half the toilet was inside the wall and half outside, to allow the waste
to be collected and taken to the fields as fertilizer. The village crap-man poured the waste into
his wheelbarrow, which he pushed through the narrow streets. People would move aside to allow



him to pass. One day he had a collision with a bicycle. The foul contents of the wheelbarrow ran
all over the street. What a stink! Even after the neighbors washed the area over and over,
everyone avoided that street for a long time. Neighbors tried to have him replaced, but nobody
wanted to be the next crap-man.My family had to make use of every inch of their front yard.
There was a small vegetable patch, climbing beans on the stone walls, and a pigsty with a
couple of very thin pigs. There was never enough food to feed the people, let alone the pigs.
There was also a chicken yard, but the chickens never had enough food to produce many
eggs.The commune allocated each family in the village a piece of land. My family’s was one
twentieth of an acre, halfway up the Northern Hill, about fifteen minutes from home. It was so
small it could only be used to grow essential foods such as corn and yams. On Sundays, our
entire family worked on this land with my father. Everything was done by hand using shovels,
picks, hoes, sickles, and ploughs.The villagers had no say in what to plant: the central
government in Beijing decided that. My family’s area planted mainly wheat in the winter; corn,
yams, and sorghum the rest of the year. The government would get the biggest portion, at a set
price. The rest was divided among the peasants according to the number of members in each
family and how many points the family earned during the year. The most a man could earn in a
single day was ten points—about one yuan (equal to approximately seventeen US cents at that
time). Women received about half a man’s earnings.One year, there was a severe drought and
nobody was paid a single yuan. The village had to borrow money from the local government to
lend to every family so they could buy food to survive. It took more than two years to repay that
loan, and still the peasants had to eat anything that moved, and some things that didn’t,
including tree bark.My family was very poor, but there were even poorer people in our commune.
By the time I was born, three years of Mao’s Great Leap Forward and bad weather had resulted
in one of the greatest famines the world had ever seen. Nearly thirty million Chinese died. My
parents were desperately fighting for survival.I was my parents’ sixth son, born on January 26,
1961. By then my parents had been married for fifteen years. Our na-na, my father’s mother,
lived next door, and his fourth brother (we called him Fourth Uncle) lived next to her. Our third
uncle’s family lived in front of us. He died quite young, leaving four young girls and a boy. My
father, who we called Dia, and our fourth uncle became their de facto fathers.When I was just
fifteen days old, my mother, who we called Niang, left me on our kang, wrapped in a cotton quilt,
before going to the kitchen to make her bread rolls for the Chinese New Year. Mothers in China
always wrapped their babies’ arms tightly against their bodies and laid them facing up. That day
my niang had so many rolls to steam that the kang where I was lying became boiling hot. I
struggled my right arm loose, and the kang badly burned the middle of my arm.When my niang
first heard my screams, she thought I wanted milk. She had none left in her breasts so at first she
did not respond. By the time she came to check on me, the elbow area of my arm was severely
burned and blistered.Two days later, my arm had swollen up and turned bright red. My parents
could not afford to take me to the hospital. I developed a high fever and screamed day and night.
Finally they had to borrow some money from our relatives and friends to take me to the hospital.



“Your son has a bad infection,” the doctor informed my parents. “Your only hope is to apply some
herbal medicine.”“What will happen if it doesn’t work?” my niang asked, desperately afraid.“He
may lose his right arm,” he replied.My parents purchased herbs from a local medicine shop. My
niang followed the doctor’s instructions and stewed them in the wok. They applied the dark liquid
to my arm. It made the infection worse.My niang started to panic. She took me to see many
healers who lived in our area, to no avail. Then my fourth aunt said, “An old healer told my
mother once that baifang helps infections.” Bai fang was a meat tenderizer, full of acid. My
desperate niang decided to give it a try.When she applied the bai fang I screamed like a stuck
pig. She couldn’t bear to see her son suffering such pain and stopped the treatment.But my
fourth aunt still believed it would work. “Ni tai sin yuen la!” You are too soft-hearted, she told my
niang. She locked her door, crushed the bai fang into a powder, and rubbed massive amounts
onto my raw, exposed muscles. I screamed nonstop. Every hour she would wash my arm with
warm water and reapply bai fang.Years later my niang confessed, “I was outside your fourth
aunt’s door and my heart bled each time you screamed. The sound of your cries was like a
thousand sharp knives cutting into my guilty heart! Several times I banged on your fourth aunt’s
door, trying to take you away. Thank the gods for her determination. She just ignored me.”My
fourth aunt nearly gave up many times that day. But her determination saved my arm. A large
scar remained, and in years to come, in moments of crisis, I would touch it. It became my link to
my niang, a reminder of her love.Three years later, my niang gave birth to her seventh son, my
youngest brother, Cungui, whom we called by his nickname, “Jing Tring.” My parents knew they
couldn’t provide enough food to feed the sons they already had. Every family was allocated a
very small quantity of meat, seafood, and eggs, along with oil, soy sauce, sugar, salt, wheat and
corn flour, rice, and coal each month. Often they were not available at all.We ate a lot of dried
yams. They were the easiest things to grow. I was often woken up at five o’clock in the morning
to go to the yam fields with my big brothers before they started school for the day. We each
carried a shovel and a bamboo basket. We dug for any yams that might have been overlooked
by the peasants during harvesting. The hope of those yams for breakfast kept us going. Often
the fields had already been turned over by others in equally desperate circumstances, and we
returned home with empty baskets.During summer, every family’s front yard and roof was
covered with slices of these yams drying in the sun. Some people even laid them out on the
street. But if rain came, they had to pick them all up quickly: if they got wet, they soon turned
moldy. Once dried, the sliced yams were stored in a huge clay pot.We had dried yams, steamed
or boiled, almost daily, week after week, month after month, year after year. They had no taste
and stuck in our throats. Dried yams were the most hated food in my family—but there were
others in the commune who could not afford even dried yams. We were luckier than most.
Luckier than the thirty million who starved to death. Dried yams saved our lives.We rarely ate
meat. Once a month we would wait in long lines at the market for the fattest piece of pork
available.Mealtimes in my family were always sad for my niang. There was often nothing for her
to cook. Out of respect for our elders, we would always wait for our dia to start. One day, when



my niang served dinner, it was clear there was not enough food for everyone.“I don’t feel hungry,”
our dia said. “I had a good lunch.”Each of us had our chopsticks in hand, but we hesitated. Our
niang gave our dia an annoyed look and made “zhi, zhi, zhi” sounds with her tongue. “Don’t you
dare not eat! Your health is our entire family’s security. We will all only drink water if you starve
yourself to death!”“I’m not hungry,” our dia protested.Our niang picked up some food with her
chopsticks and put it in our dia’s bowl. We started to eat only after he took the first bite. Our
parents always ate slowly to allow us more food. On many occasions our niang told us to leave
the best food for our dia because he was our breadwinner. But our dia told us we should give the
best food to our niang: if it were not for her we would all have only “north-west wind” for dinner.It
was always like this. Seven pairs of hungry eyes would look at our parents, but we all knew how
difficult it was to get any food at all.To survive, my niang worked every spare hour she had in the
fields, as well as cooking and looking after her boys. Often she had to swallow her pride and
borrow food from relatives or neighbors. She could make delicious dishes from anything …
except dried yams. I loved watching my niang cook. I could talk to her alone then, and have a
little bit of undivided attention. I would ask her many questions about the cooking, and learned
when to add certain spices and how to cook well.Despite our poverty, our parents always taught
us to have dignity, honesty, and pride. Our good family name was sacred and should be
protected with all our might.One day when I was about five, I went to play at a friend’s house.
Sien Yu was the same age as me. His uncle, who lived in the city, had brought him a little toy car,
and Sien Yu let me play with it for a while. I loved it so much. When he went inside to get a drink,
I took it and ran home.“Where did you get that?” my niang asked suspiciously.“I … I found it on
the street.”She knew I was not telling the truth. No one in our area could afford to spend money
on a toy. She took my hands firmly and pulled me back to Sien Yu’s house. She said to his
mother, “Is this your son’s toy car?”Sien Yu’s mother nodded.“I’m sorry, I think my son has stolen
it,” my niang said.“Don’t get upset,” Sien Yu’s mother replied. “Your son is too young to
understand.”“I’m ashamed of what my son did!” said my niang, and apologized profusely. She
tried to make me do the same, but I felt too embarrassed. I tried to escape from my niang’s firm
grip. I wanted to run away. I hated my niang for embarrassing me like this. She shouted. She
wanted the entire world to know I had stolen my friend’s toy car. I screamed and kicked as she
dragged me home.As soon as we went inside our house, she pulled me to her chest, hugged
me tightly in her arms, and sobbed. It was as though she had suffered as much humiliation as I
had. “I’m so sorry to do this to you,” she whispered tenderly. “I’m so sorry we are too poor to buy
you a toy car.” After a brief moment she continued: “I’m too stupid to have all of you in this cruel
world! You don’t deserve this suffering!” I felt her tears streaming onto my hair.I hated to see her
so sad. “I’ll have enough food for you one day! I swear it!” I vowed to myself.That evening, at
dinner, my dia started lecturing us. “Although we have no money, no food, and can’t buy clothes,
and although we live in a poor house, one thing we do have is pride. Pride is the most precious
thing in our lives. Throughout our forefather’s struggles, the Li family always had a good
reputation. I want every one of you to remember this: never lose your pride and dignity no matter



how hard life is.”ONEHomeMy parents, as newlyweds, lived in the New Village, near Qingdao, in
Shandong Province. The Li family, together with all the other villagers, had been forced to move
here by the Japanese invaders during World War II. The Japanese built an airport where my
father’s family used to live. Now, a year after the end of that war, the village was controlled by
one of the peasant communes that had been set up by China’s central communist
government.My parents lived with my father’s six brothers, their wives, his two sisters, and their
children—over twenty people crammed into a six-room house. As the youngest daughter-in-law,
my mother’s status in the Li family was the lowest. She worked hard to prove her worth.Often she
would not see my father until late in the evenings, because he worked at two jobs, either away in
the fields or carting building materials, all day long. The family would sit for dinner by candlelight,
the men eating at one table and women and children eating at others.The women of the house
would sew, wash, clean, and cook. The speed and quality of my mother’s work won her mother-
in-law’s approval. To cook well was a sign of love and care. My mother was often sent to deliver
the food to the men in the fields, because of her unbound feet. Her sisters-in-law, envied her
such freedom.My mother’s mother died within the first year of my parents’ marriage, so my
mother would visit her father once a year, even though he never loved her in the same way as he
loved his sons. A son could work in the fields, bring home a daughter-in-law, and carry on the
family line.My parents continued to share a house with my father’s family. Their first son was
born about a year after their marriage, their second just over two years later, their third two years
after that, and their fourth in 1955. My mother eventually came to be known as “that lucky
woman with seven sons.”My family’s crowded house had a small front courtyard. Inside were
four rooms: two small bedrooms, a slightly larger bedroom, and the kitchen/living room with two
built-in woks. There was no refrigeration and no running water, only a huge clay pot for storing
drinking water. The woks backed onto the bedroom walls, which were covered with newspaper
and contained the chimneys. Fire and smoke would travel through the walls on the other side to
retain heat, but as the night wore on our beds became colder.The floor was reddish earth.
During wet weather, water always seeped in and my father would have to dig out the wet floor
and wait for a dry day to replace it with new earth, pounding it down with a huge wooden
hammer.Clothes were stored in papier-mâché boxes my mother made, stacked on the two small
beds during the day and moved onto the floor at night. There was also a main kang, about the
size of a small double bed. Eventually my parents and all their sons had to share those three
beds. The main bedroom was also the room where my family ate.After waking each morning on
the freezing beds, we would fold the blankets into rolls and tuck them neatly away. What
remained was a bamboo mat. A wooden tray would be placed on the mat and the family would
sit around it, crosslegged, to eat each meal.My family went to one of the village wells to fetch
water, carrying it in two buckets that hung from either end of a bamboo pole balanced across
one shoulder. The adults and the big boys would carry big buckets, the little boys smaller
buckets. Water was heated in the big wok, and basins were used for baths. (There was a public
bath in the commune shared by over ten thousand people, but my family couldn’t afford to use



it.) We had no bathroom, only a toilet—a hole in the ground in the front courtyard. You had to
stand or crouch on two wooden boards, one on each side of the hole. There was no roof, so it
was freezing cold in winter. Half the toilet was inside the wall and half outside, to allow the waste
to be collected and taken to the fields as fertilizer. The village crap-man poured the waste into
his wheelbarrow, which he pushed through the narrow streets. People would move aside to allow
him to pass. One day he had a collision with a bicycle. The foul contents of the wheelbarrow ran
all over the street. What a stink! Even after the neighbors washed the area over and over,
everyone avoided that street for a long time. Neighbors tried to have him replaced, but nobody
wanted to be the next crap-man.My family had to make use of every inch of their front yard.
There was a small vegetable patch, climbing beans on the stone walls, and a pigsty with a
couple of very thin pigs. There was never enough food to feed the people, let alone the pigs.
There was also a chicken yard, but the chickens never had enough food to produce many
eggs.The commune allocated each family in the village a piece of land. My family’s was one
twentieth of an acre, halfway up the Northern Hill, about fifteen minutes from home. It was so
small it could only be used to grow essential foods such as corn and yams. On Sundays, our
entire family worked on this land with my father. Everything was done by hand using shovels,
picks, hoes, sickles, and ploughs.The villagers had no say in what to plant: the central
government in Beijing decided that. My family’s area planted mainly wheat in the winter; corn,
yams, and sorghum the rest of the year. The government would get the biggest portion, at a set
price. The rest was divided among the peasants according to the number of members in each
family and how many points the family earned during the year. The most a man could earn in a
single day was ten points—about one yuan (equal to approximately seventeen US cents at that
time). Women received about half a man’s earnings.One year, there was a severe drought and
nobody was paid a single yuan. The village had to borrow money from the local government to
lend to every family so they could buy food to survive. It took more than two years to repay that
loan, and still the peasants had to eat anything that moved, and some things that didn’t,
including tree bark.My family was very poor, but there were even poorer people in our commune.
By the time I was born, three years of Mao’s Great Leap Forward and bad weather had resulted
in one of the greatest famines the world had ever seen. Nearly thirty million Chinese died. My
parents were desperately fighting for survival.I was my parents’ sixth son, born on January 26,
1961. By then my parents had been married for fifteen years. Our na-na, my father’s mother,
lived next door, and his fourth brother (we called him Fourth Uncle) lived next to her. Our third
uncle’s family lived in front of us. He died quite young, leaving four young girls and a boy. My
father, who we called Dia, and our fourth uncle became their de facto fathers.When I was just
fifteen days old, my mother, who we called Niang, left me on our kang, wrapped in a cotton quilt,
before going to the kitchen to make her bread rolls for the Chinese New Year. Mothers in China
always wrapped their babies’ arms tightly against their bodies and laid them facing up. That day
my niang had so many rolls to steam that the kang where I was lying became boiling hot. I
struggled my right arm loose, and the kang badly burned the middle of my arm.When my niang



first heard my screams, she thought I wanted milk. She had none left in her breasts so at first she
did not respond. By the time she came to check on me, the elbow area of my arm was severely
burned and blistered.Two days later, my arm had swollen up and turned bright red. My parents
could not afford to take me to the hospital. I developed a high fever and screamed day and night.
Finally they had to borrow some money from our relatives and friends to take me to the hospital.
“Your son has a bad infection,” the doctor informed my parents. “Your only hope is to apply some
herbal medicine.”“What will happen if it doesn’t work?” my niang asked, desperately afraid.“He
may lose his right arm,” he replied.My parents purchased herbs from a local medicine shop. My
niang followed the doctor’s instructions and stewed them in the wok. They applied the dark liquid
to my arm. It made the infection worse.My niang started to panic. She took me to see many
healers who lived in our area, to no avail. Then my fourth aunt said, “An old healer told my
mother once that baifang helps infections.” Bai fang was a meat tenderizer, full of acid. My
desperate niang decided to give it a try.When she applied the bai fang I screamed like a stuck
pig. She couldn’t bear to see her son suffering such pain and stopped the treatment.But my
fourth aunt still believed it would work. “Ni tai sin yuen la!” You are too soft-hearted, she told my
niang. She locked her door, crushed the bai fang into a powder, and rubbed massive amounts
onto my raw, exposed muscles. I screamed nonstop. Every hour she would wash my arm with
warm water and reapply bai fang.Years later my niang confessed, “I was outside your fourth
aunt’s door and my heart bled each time you screamed. The sound of your cries was like a
thousand sharp knives cutting into my guilty heart! Several times I banged on your fourth aunt’s
door, trying to take you away. Thank the gods for her determination. She just ignored me.”My
fourth aunt nearly gave up many times that day. But her determination saved my arm. A large
scar remained, and in years to come, in moments of crisis, I would touch it. It became my link to
my niang, a reminder of her love.Three years later, my niang gave birth to her seventh son, my
youngest brother, Cungui, whom we called by his nickname, “Jing Tring.” My parents knew they
couldn’t provide enough food to feed the sons they already had. Every family was allocated a
very small quantity of meat, seafood, and eggs, along with oil, soy sauce, sugar, salt, wheat and
corn flour, rice, and coal each month. Often they were not available at all.We ate a lot of dried
yams. They were the easiest things to grow. I was often woken up at five o’clock in the morning
to go to the yam fields with my big brothers before they started school for the day. We each
carried a shovel and a bamboo basket. We dug for any yams that might have been overlooked
by the peasants during harvesting. The hope of those yams for breakfast kept us going. Often
the fields had already been turned over by others in equally desperate circumstances, and we
returned home with empty baskets.During summer, every family’s front yard and roof was
covered with slices of these yams drying in the sun. Some people even laid them out on the
street. But if rain came, they had to pick them all up quickly: if they got wet, they soon turned
moldy. Once dried, the sliced yams were stored in a huge clay pot.We had dried yams, steamed
or boiled, almost daily, week after week, month after month, year after year. They had no taste
and stuck in our throats. Dried yams were the most hated food in my family—but there were



others in the commune who could not afford even dried yams. We were luckier than most.
Luckier than the thirty million who starved to death. Dried yams saved our lives.We rarely ate
meat. Once a month we would wait in long lines at the market for the fattest piece of pork
available.Mealtimes in my family were always sad for my niang. There was often nothing for her
to cook. Out of respect for our elders, we would always wait for our dia to start. One day, when
my niang served dinner, it was clear there was not enough food for everyone.“I don’t feel hungry,”
our dia said. “I had a good lunch.”Each of us had our chopsticks in hand, but we hesitated. Our
niang gave our dia an annoyed look and made “zhi, zhi, zhi” sounds with her tongue. “Don’t you
dare not eat! Your health is our entire family’s security. We will all only drink water if you starve
yourself to death!”“I’m not hungry,” our dia protested.Our niang picked up some food with her
chopsticks and put it in our dia’s bowl. We started to eat only after he took the first bite. Our
parents always ate slowly to allow us more food. On many occasions our niang told us to leave
the best food for our dia because he was our breadwinner. But our dia told us we should give the
best food to our niang: if it were not for her we would all have only “north-west wind” for dinner.It
was always like this. Seven pairs of hungry eyes would look at our parents, but we all knew how
difficult it was to get any food at all.To survive, my niang worked every spare hour she had in the
fields, as well as cooking and looking after her boys. Often she had to swallow her pride and
borrow food from relatives or neighbors. She could make delicious dishes from anything …
except dried yams. I loved watching my niang cook. I could talk to her alone then, and have a
little bit of undivided attention. I would ask her many questions about the cooking, and learned
when to add certain spices and how to cook well.Despite our poverty, our parents always taught
us to have dignity, honesty, and pride. Our good family name was sacred and should be
protected with all our might.One day when I was about five, I went to play at a friend’s house.
Sien Yu was the same age as me. His uncle, who lived in the city, had brought him a little toy car,
and Sien Yu let me play with it for a while. I loved it so much. When he went inside to get a drink,
I took it and ran home.“Where did you get that?” my niang asked suspiciously.“I … I found it on
the street.”She knew I was not telling the truth. No one in our area could afford to spend money
on a toy. She took my hands firmly and pulled me back to Sien Yu’s house. She said to his
mother, “Is this your son’s toy car?”Sien Yu’s mother nodded.“I’m sorry, I think my son has stolen
it,” my niang said.“Don’t get upset,” Sien Yu’s mother replied. “Your son is too young to
understand.”“I’m ashamed of what my son did!” said my niang, and apologized profusely. She
tried to make me do the same, but I felt too embarrassed. I tried to escape from my niang’s firm
grip. I wanted to run away. I hated my niang for embarrassing me like this. She shouted. She
wanted the entire world to know I had stolen my friend’s toy car. I screamed and kicked as she
dragged me home.As soon as we went inside our house, she pulled me to her chest, hugged
me tightly in her arms, and sobbed. It was as though she had suffered as much humiliation as I
had. “I’m so sorry to do this to you,” she whispered tenderly. “I’m so sorry we are too poor to buy
you a toy car.” After a brief moment she continued: “I’m too stupid to have all of you in this cruel
world! You don’t deserve this suffering!” I felt her tears streaming onto my hair.I hated to see her



so sad. “I’ll have enough food for you one day! I swear it!” I vowed to myself.That evening, at
dinner, my dia started lecturing us. “Although we have no money, no food, and can’t buy clothes,
and although we live in a poor house, one thing we do have is pride. Pride is the most precious
thing in our lives. Throughout our forefather’s struggles, the Li family always had a good
reputation. I want every one of you to remember this: never lose your pride and dignity no matter
how hard life is.”TWOMy Niang and DiaMemories of my niang and my dia are always related to
how hard they worked. Our dia was often up before five-thirty in the morning, and my niang had
to be up even earlier to cook him breakfast. With all the cooking, washing, and sewing she had
to do, she hardly had time or energy to pay each of us much attention. We fought over her love
and affection. Besides cooking every meal, she made all our clothes and our quilts and blankets
too. She carried the laundry either to the stream about twenty minutes south of our house or to a
dam up on the Northern Hill. Our patched clothes were always clean. She took immense pride in
making her seven sons look well cared for.Every aspect of life was hard for my parents. There
was a great shortage of black coal throughout China. The small amount allocated to us barely
lasted through the winter, making the inside of our house colder than the frigid outdoors. We also
had to sleep in the same bed. Jing Tring and I slept with them until I was eleven. All four of us,
head-to-toe. I hated my brother’s smelly feet right by my face and he must have hated mine more
since I was taller than he was. Yet I loved sleeping with my parents. It felt so safe.Because of this
hard life, I rarely saw a smile from my niang, but when I did, my heart would blossom like a lotus
flower.My niang was recognized as one of the best seamstresses in the village. My parents
simply had no money to buy ready-made clothes, and my niang didn’t have a sewing machine.
The older ladies would teach the younger ones, and they often gathered together as a sewing
group in our house to drink tea and gossip. My niang’s sewing skill was admired by many. Her
stitches looked as if they were made by a sewing machine—small and perfect.My niang was an
open-minded person, receptive to new ideas. Mao’s Cultural Revolution boasted that one of the
great achievements of the Red Guards had been the establishment of evening schools aimed at
teaching the uneducated peasants Mao’s communist ideas. We were all given copies of The
Quotes of Chairman Mao, which everybody called the Little Red Book. I was six years old then
and I remember two enthusiastic young Red Guards coming to teach my niang to read. She
never learned to recognize words, but she could memorize entire paragraphs of Chairman Mao’s
sayings. She would practice while she was washing, cleaning, sewing, and cooking: I often saw
her lips moving as she silently recited passages. She was considered a model student.One day,
while my niang was trying to make a fire to cook dinner, two young Red Guard girls came into
our house to check on her progress. She was having a terrible day and couldn’t get the half-
burned coal to light. She was polite and explained that she didn’t have time just then and asked
them to come back another time. Just as she was going to start cooking, the two girls came back
to test my niang on her understanding of the Little Red Book. They had to report back to their
group leader.I could see my niang’s anger growing. Eventually, she handed one girl her wok
flipper and asked her to take over the cooking. The two girls just stood there and looked very



confused. By now my niang was at the end of her patience. She roared at them: “I could learn
Chairman Mao’s sayings every day, all day long, until I die, but who is going to do my cleaning,
washing, and cooking? Who will bathe my sons, sew their clothes, cook for my family every day
of the year? Do you think Chairman Mao’s words will fill our stomachs? If you can come back
every day to help me do all of these things, I will learn whatever you want me to!”The two girls
left, red-faced. That night my niang told my dia what she’d said to the two girls. He just smiled.
The girls never returned to our house again.By the time I was eight, hard work and poverty had
begun to wear down my niang, strong as she was. She woke one morning complaining of
dizziness and didn’t eat any breakfast. My youngest brother, Jing Tring, and I were home with
her. She had planned to do a lot of washing that day, so she packed up a heavy clay basin full of
clothes and with a washing-board under her other arm, headed off to the dam on the steep
Northern Hill.I begged her not to go. “I’ll fetch you some water so you can do your washing at
home.”“It will be slippery at the well with all the ice around it. Do you want to die in the well?” she
replied impatiently. She walked out the door.A couple of my friends came over to our house to
play that morning. Then, around noon, a neighbor rushed to our house, shouting, “Hurry! Your
niang has fainted halfway between the dam and your house!”My dia was not yet home from
work; often he had to finish his quota of lifting heavy materials for the morning before he was
allowed to take his lunch hour. That morning he’d said he would try to get back for lunch
because he knew our niang wasn’t well.I asked my friends to look after Jing Tring, then rushed to
my fourth uncle’s house, but the door was locked. In a panic I rushed to another neighbor’s
house, but realized immediately she would not be able to help: she had tiny bound feet. It would
take her all day to walk up the rough dirt road. Then I ran as fast as I could toward the dam. Tears
streamed down my face. I was afraid I was too small to be of any help.I found my niang lying on
the side of the road, her clay basin broken, the pile of washed clothes scattered around in the
dirt. I shook her violently. “Niang! Niang, wake up!” I shouted, panicking, fearing she was dead.A
few minutes later she slowly opened her eyes and asked me, in a weak whisper, “Where is your
dia?”“He is not home yet!” I replied, frightened, but relieved she was alive.She sighed. “Help me
up.”I was too small to be of much help. I held one of her hands to support her but after a few
wobbling steps she crashed to the ground again. I felt useless.“I’m going to have a little rest
here,” she said. “Go home and see if your dia or any of your brothers are back.”I flew home. No
one was there. I rushed around trying to find help. Eventually I saw a man riding his bike home.
“Da … Ye! Are you in a hurry?” I stuttered.“Not particularly. Why?” he replied, puzzled.“My niang
fainted on the Northern Hill and can’t get home. Please help her. She is dying! Please! I beg
you!”“Don’t worry, leave it to me.” He hopped onto his bike and pedaled off as fast as he could,
with me running behind. He reached my niang and was already on the way down with her,
propped on the back of his bike. I quickly gathered up all the clothes but had nothing to carry
them with. I wrapped all the long pieces around my neck, waist, and arms, and carried the small
pieces against my chest on the wooden washing-board. Those muddy clothes were extremely
heavy but I managed to get everything home.By the time I arrived, my fourth aunt and some



other women had already begun to put cold wet towels over my niang’s forehead.That was the
first time I ever saw my niang ill. She couldn’t get out of bed for nearly a week. The “barefoot
doctor” in our village gave her medicine she had to take three times a day with warm water. The
barefoot doctor was one of Mao’s inventions, a product of the Cultural Revolution. They were
supposed to live among the peasants, live like peasants. Their precious shoes wouldn’t be
useful in the muddy fields, and that is why they were known as barefoot doctors. By the early
1970s, facing a severe shortage of doctors and nurses in the countryside, Mao ordered clinics
and hospitals to train as many people as possible and send them to the countryside. He
criticized the medical profession for avoiding the communes.Despite the barefoot doctor’s
medicine, my niang’s fever wouldn’t break, and she kept having dizzy spells. I often placed my
hands onto the frosted window and then onto my niang’s burning forehead to help cool her
down.That week, my dia had to cook, wash, clean, and get my brothers ready for school. Dinner
was always late since he had to finish his day’s quota before he could come home. My dia’s
cooking was very basic but nobody complained. We knew how serious my niang’s illness was. I
was so frightened my niang might die. “Look after your dia if I don’t make it,” she said. “Maybe I
will die young, like my mother.”Everyone in the family, all the way down to five-year-old Jing Tring,
was expected to pull his weight. My niang was worried that my dia might get sick from
overworking: we would not survive if he got sick. But he never showed any signs of fatigue
though he was very quiet.Over the next few weeks, my niang gradually recovered. Exhaustion
and starvation were the likely causes of her illness. Her health was never quite the same; she
suffered from dizzy spells ever after. My dia wanted her to stop working in the fields, but the
reality was that our family couldn’t live on my dia’s wage alone. Eventually he agreed to my niang
working in the fields part-time, to ensure our survival.Every day except Sunday, my dia would
ride his old bike to work in the town of Laoshan. It was a good half-hour away. He had paid
someone in the flea market ten yuan for that beloved second-hand bike. It was so precious to
him that we were never allowed to touch it. He had to carry all kinds of heavy materials—huge
grain sacks, big pieces of stone—as part of his job. He was also the driver’s righthand man:
when the truck had to reverse he would guide the driver, sitting alongside. I was very proud of
him. A truck was impressive—most transport was still done by horse and cart in the communes.
His job was considered one of the better-paid jobs in the county and many people were envious
of him. He was paid thirty-five yuan per month, almost $4.20 then! I wished that I could be a
truck driver one day, but I knew at the bottom of my heart that my destiny lay in the fields as a
laborer.It was often well after seven in the evening before our dia came home. He would be worn
out, and my niang often had to massage him at night to prepare him for the next day. He never
missed a single day’s work.My parents didn’t go to school when they were children, so they
could not read to us. But nighttime was still story time, and our dia would tell us stories and
fables. We always listened eagerly.My brothers also played their own version of I Spy. One of
them would select a word from the newspapers glued all over the walls, and whoever spotted
this word first would have a turn to select the next. Sometimes we wouldn’t find the word for



days. We always thought it sad that our parents didn’t join in because they couldn’t read.My dia
was always patient and emotionally controlled, sometimes stubborn, but always good-tempered.
The only time I remember him losing his temper with us was when my fourth brother’s teacher
came to report to our parents about his bad school marks that year. Cunsang knew his teacher’s
report wouldn’t be good. He gathered together my fifth brother, Cunfar, my youngest brother,
Jing Tring, and me and said, “Let’s make chaos! I hate her, and she doesn’t like me either!” We
needed little encouragement. The teacher sat on one end of the kang and my niang on the other.
Our dia poured them a cup of tea each. As soon as the teacher started to tell my parents of my
brother’s poor school progress, we began running from side to side on the kang and
screaming.Our dia gave us a dark look. “Be quiet,” he said.“I’m sorry about our misbehaving
children,” our niang apologized.After a few quiet seconds, Cunsang whispered in our ears: “She
let out a loud fart the other day and pretended it wasn’t her!” We laughed uncontrollably. “Farter,
farter, smelly farter!” we shrieked.The teacher pretended she didn’t hear, but our parents were
terribly embarrassed. “You will be in trouble if you make any more noise!” our niang threatened
us.“All boys are wild,” the teacher said. “I don’t know how you cope with so many of them.”A few
minutes later I knocked the teacher’s cup over and spilled tea onto her clothes. We were like
three wild animals.Eventually the teacher had had enough. “I have to go now. I have other
families to visit tonight,” she said, giving us a disgusted look. My parents continued apologizing
to her on her way out.As soon as she was gone, my niang turned to my dia. “Lock the door!” she
screeched. “Kill these wicked boys! I can’t believe how bad they are!”Jing Tring started to cry, so
she removed him from the kang. “The little one is too young to understand. It’s not his fault. Just
kill the big ones! See if they dare do it again!”My dia stormed into the room with a broomstick in
his hand and closed the door. I had never seen him so angry. His face was frightening enough,
let alone the flailing broomstick. He hit us with that broomstick so hard that I wanted to dig a hole
in the ground and hide.My niang kept urging him on from the other side of the door and we kept
screaming. “We won’t dare do it again! We won’t dare do it again! We promise!”Our niang’s head
popped in and out of the room like a yo-yo. “Teach them a lesson! See if they will ever dare to do
it again!” We didn’t know then that she thought we looked so comical she was laughing her head
off outside, but she had to pretend she was angry with us. What a lesson that was: we never
misbehaved like that again.TWOMy Niang and DiaMemories of my niang and my dia are always
related to how hard they worked. Our dia was often up before five-thirty in the morning, and my
niang had to be up even earlier to cook him breakfast. With all the cooking, washing, and sewing
she had to do, she hardly had time or energy to pay each of us much attention. We fought over
her love and affection. Besides cooking every meal, she made all our clothes and our quilts and
blankets too. She carried the laundry either to the stream about twenty minutes south of our
house or to a dam up on the Northern Hill. Our patched clothes were always clean. She took
immense pride in making her seven sons look well cared for.Every aspect of life was hard for my
parents. There was a great shortage of black coal throughout China. The small amount allocated
to us barely lasted through the winter, making the inside of our house colder than the frigid



outdoors. We also had to sleep in the same bed. Jing Tring and I slept with them until I was
eleven. All four of us, head-to-toe. I hated my brother’s smelly feet right by my face and he must
have hated mine more since I was taller than he was. Yet I loved sleeping with my parents. It felt
so safe.Because of this hard life, I rarely saw a smile from my niang, but when I did, my heart
would blossom like a lotus flower.My niang was recognized as one of the best seamstresses in
the village. My parents simply had no money to buy ready-made clothes, and my niang didn’t
have a sewing machine. The older ladies would teach the younger ones, and they often
gathered together as a sewing group in our house to drink tea and gossip. My niang’s sewing
skill was admired by many. Her stitches looked as if they were made by a sewing machine—
small and perfect.My niang was an open-minded person, receptive to new ideas. Mao’s Cultural
Revolution boasted that one of the great achievements of the Red Guards had been the
establishment of evening schools aimed at teaching the uneducated peasants Mao’s communist
ideas. We were all given copies of The Quotes of Chairman Mao, which everybody called the
Little Red Book. I was six years old then and I remember two enthusiastic young Red Guards
coming to teach my niang to read. She never learned to recognize words, but she could
memorize entire paragraphs of Chairman Mao’s sayings. She would practice while she was
washing, cleaning, sewing, and cooking: I often saw her lips moving as she silently recited
passages. She was considered a model student.One day, while my niang was trying to make a
fire to cook dinner, two young Red Guard girls came into our house to check on her progress.
She was having a terrible day and couldn’t get the half-burned coal to light. She was polite and
explained that she didn’t have time just then and asked them to come back another time. Just as
she was going to start cooking, the two girls came back to test my niang on her understanding of
the Little Red Book. They had to report back to their group leader.I could see my niang’s anger
growing. Eventually, she handed one girl her wok flipper and asked her to take over the cooking.
The two girls just stood there and looked very confused. By now my niang was at the end of her
patience. She roared at them: “I could learn Chairman Mao’s sayings every day, all day long, until
I die, but who is going to do my cleaning, washing, and cooking? Who will bathe my sons, sew
their clothes, cook for my family every day of the year? Do you think Chairman Mao’s words will
fill our stomachs? If you can come back every day to help me do all of these things, I will learn
whatever you want me to!”The two girls left, red-faced. That night my niang told my dia what
she’d said to the two girls. He just smiled. The girls never returned to our house again.By the
time I was eight, hard work and poverty had begun to wear down my niang, strong as she was.
She woke one morning complaining of dizziness and didn’t eat any breakfast. My youngest
brother, Jing Tring, and I were home with her. She had planned to do a lot of washing that day, so
she packed up a heavy clay basin full of clothes and with a washing-board under her other arm,
headed off to the dam on the steep Northern Hill.I begged her not to go. “I’ll fetch you some
water so you can do your washing at home.”“It will be slippery at the well with all the ice around it.
Do you want to die in the well?” she replied impatiently. She walked out the door.A couple of my
friends came over to our house to play that morning. Then, around noon, a neighbor rushed to



our house, shouting, “Hurry! Your niang has fainted halfway between the dam and your
house!”My dia was not yet home from work; often he had to finish his quota of lifting heavy
materials for the morning before he was allowed to take his lunch hour. That morning he’d said
he would try to get back for lunch because he knew our niang wasn’t well.I asked my friends to
look after Jing Tring, then rushed to my fourth uncle’s house, but the door was locked. In a panic
I rushed to another neighbor’s house, but realized immediately she would not be able to help:
she had tiny bound feet. It would take her all day to walk up the rough dirt road. Then I ran as fast
as I could toward the dam. Tears streamed down my face. I was afraid I was too small to be of
any help.I found my niang lying on the side of the road, her clay basin broken, the pile of washed
clothes scattered around in the dirt. I shook her violently. “Niang! Niang, wake up!” I shouted,
panicking, fearing she was dead.A few minutes later she slowly opened her eyes and asked me,
in a weak whisper, “Where is your dia?”“He is not home yet!” I replied, frightened, but relieved
she was alive.She sighed. “Help me up.”I was too small to be of much help. I held one of her
hands to support her but after a few wobbling steps she crashed to the ground again. I felt
useless.“I’m going to have a little rest here,” she said. “Go home and see if your dia or any of your
brothers are back.”I flew home. No one was there. I rushed around trying to find help. Eventually I
saw a man riding his bike home. “Da … Ye! Are you in a hurry?” I stuttered.“Not particularly.
Why?” he replied, puzzled.“My niang fainted on the Northern Hill and can’t get home. Please
help her. She is dying! Please! I beg you!”“Don’t worry, leave it to me.” He hopped onto his bike
and pedaled off as fast as he could, with me running behind. He reached my niang and was
already on the way down with her, propped on the back of his bike. I quickly gathered up all the
clothes but had nothing to carry them with. I wrapped all the long pieces around my neck, waist,
and arms, and carried the small pieces against my chest on the wooden washing-board. Those
muddy clothes were extremely heavy but I managed to get everything home.By the time I
arrived, my fourth aunt and some other women had already begun to put cold wet towels over
my niang’s forehead.That was the first time I ever saw my niang ill. She couldn’t get out of bed for
nearly a week. The “barefoot doctor” in our village gave her medicine she had to take three times
a day with warm water. The barefoot doctor was one of Mao’s inventions, a product of the
Cultural Revolution. They were supposed to live among the peasants, live like peasants. Their
precious shoes wouldn’t be useful in the muddy fields, and that is why they were known as
barefoot doctors. By the early 1970s, facing a severe shortage of doctors and nurses in the
countryside, Mao ordered clinics and hospitals to train as many people as possible and send
them to the countryside. He criticized the medical profession for avoiding the
communes.Despite the barefoot doctor’s medicine, my niang’s fever wouldn’t break, and she
kept having dizzy spells. I often placed my hands onto the frosted window and then onto my
niang’s burning forehead to help cool her down.That week, my dia had to cook, wash, clean, and
get my brothers ready for school. Dinner was always late since he had to finish his day’s quota
before he could come home. My dia’s cooking was very basic but nobody complained. We knew
how serious my niang’s illness was. I was so frightened my niang might die. “Look after your dia if



I don’t make it,” she said. “Maybe I will die young, like my mother.”Everyone in the family, all the
way down to five-year-old Jing Tring, was expected to pull his weight. My niang was worried that
my dia might get sick from overworking: we would not survive if he got sick. But he never showed
any signs of fatigue though he was very quiet.Over the next few weeks, my niang gradually
recovered. Exhaustion and starvation were the likely causes of her illness. Her health was never
quite the same; she suffered from dizzy spells ever after. My dia wanted her to stop working in
the fields, but the reality was that our family couldn’t live on my dia’s wage alone. Eventually he
agreed to my niang working in the fields part-time, to ensure our survival.Every day except
Sunday, my dia would ride his old bike to work in the town of Laoshan. It was a good half-hour
away. He had paid someone in the flea market ten yuan for that beloved second-hand bike. It
was so precious to him that we were never allowed to touch it. He had to carry all kinds of heavy
materials—huge grain sacks, big pieces of stone—as part of his job. He was also the driver’s
righthand man: when the truck had to reverse he would guide the driver, sitting alongside. I was
very proud of him. A truck was impressive—most transport was still done by horse and cart in
the communes. His job was considered one of the better-paid jobs in the county and many
people were envious of him. He was paid thirty-five yuan per month, almost $4.20 then! I wished
that I could be a truck driver one day, but I knew at the bottom of my heart that my destiny lay in
the fields as a laborer.It was often well after seven in the evening before our dia came home. He
would be worn out, and my niang often had to massage him at night to prepare him for the next
day. He never missed a single day’s work.My parents didn’t go to school when they were
children, so they could not read to us. But nighttime was still story time, and our dia would tell us
stories and fables. We always listened eagerly.My brothers also played their own version of I Spy.
One of them would select a word from the newspapers glued all over the walls, and whoever
spotted this word first would have a turn to select the next. Sometimes we wouldn’t find the word
for days. We always thought it sad that our parents didn’t join in because they couldn’t read.My
dia was always patient and emotionally controlled, sometimes stubborn, but always good-
tempered. The only time I remember him losing his temper with us was when my fourth brother’s
teacher came to report to our parents about his bad school marks that year. Cunsang knew his
teacher’s report wouldn’t be good. He gathered together my fifth brother, Cunfar, my youngest
brother, Jing Tring, and me and said, “Let’s make chaos! I hate her, and she doesn’t like me
either!” We needed little encouragement. The teacher sat on one end of the kang and my niang
on the other. Our dia poured them a cup of tea each. As soon as the teacher started to tell my
parents of my brother’s poor school progress, we began running from side to side on the kang
and screaming.Our dia gave us a dark look. “Be quiet,” he said.“I’m sorry about our misbehaving
children,” our niang apologized.After a few quiet seconds, Cunsang whispered in our ears: “She
let out a loud fart the other day and pretended it wasn’t her!” We laughed uncontrollably. “Farter,
farter, smelly farter!” we shrieked.The teacher pretended she didn’t hear, but our parents were
terribly embarrassed. “You will be in trouble if you make any more noise!” our niang threatened
us.“All boys are wild,” the teacher said. “I don’t know how you cope with so many of them.”A few



minutes later I knocked the teacher’s cup over and spilled tea onto her clothes. We were like
three wild animals.Eventually the teacher had had enough. “I have to go now. I have other
families to visit tonight,” she said, giving us a disgusted look. My parents continued apologizing
to her on her way out.As soon as she was gone, my niang turned to my dia. “Lock the door!” she
screeched. “Kill these wicked boys! I can’t believe how bad they are!”Jing Tring started to cry, so
she removed him from the kang. “The little one is too young to understand. It’s not his fault. Just
kill the big ones! See if they dare do it again!”My dia stormed into the room with a broomstick in
his hand and closed the door. I had never seen him so angry. His face was frightening enough,
let alone the flailing broomstick. He hit us with that broomstick so hard that I wanted to dig a hole
in the ground and hide.My niang kept urging him on from the other side of the door and we kept
screaming. “We won’t dare do it again! We won’t dare do it again! We promise!”Our niang’s head
popped in and out of the room like a yo-yo. “Teach them a lesson! See if they will ever dare to do
it again!” We didn’t know then that she thought we looked so comical she was laughing her head
off outside, but she had to pretend she was angry with us. What a lesson that was: we never
misbehaved like that again.THREEA Commune ChildhoodBy 1969, the poverty around Laoshan
had worsened. I remember going with my friends to the beach one day, an hour’s journey on
foot, to find clams and oysters or, if we were lucky, a dead fish. We each carried a bamboo
basket and a small spade.Many people were already there, also searching. After about half an
hour we’d found nothing except empty sea-shells. The beach was clean and bare.Halfway home
I suggested to my friends that we should make a detour and sneak into the nearby airport to try
and find some half-burned coal. This was the airport the Japanese had built during the Second
World War. Now there were only a few People’s Liberation Army guards there. The Japanese
had used coal and half-burned coal as part of the filler under the runway, and the outer part had
already been dug away by desperate people. Since then the guards had tightened
security.There was a line of big trees along the edge of the airport and a small ditch. The ditch
was dry at that time of year and we crept along it for about fifteen minutes, bending down so the
guards couldn’t see us.Digging for half-burned coal was like digging for gold. Eventually our
baskets were full. But carrying heavy baskets with a bent body proved too difficult for us eight-
year-olds. About halfway out, one of the boys slowly straightened up and was spotted by the
military guards. They immediately fired bullets into the air and started to chase us. We dumped
our baskets and spades and ran for our lives.Our winters in those days were bitterly cold. As well
as having to cope with the lack of coal, we also had to deal with lice. They lived with us in our
cotton quilts, coats, and pants. Unlike our summer clothes, which our niang washed regularly,
our quilted winter coats and pants couldn’t be washed because they were made with cottonwool
pieces that would have shriveled up in the water.The only real way to combat lice was to keep
clean. Every weekend our niang would heat up huge woks of water for us and tip it into a wooden
washing basin. Each of us had a piece of washcloth, and we’d soap our bodies and help to wash
each other’s backs. If one family member had lice, the rest of the family would too: they
multiplied so quickly. Everyone in China scratched constantly. In the evenings after we took off



our clothes and got under the quilts, our niang always flipped our clothes inside out, trying to kill
the lice with her thumbnails. But she could never get rid of the lice completely.I don’t ever
remember going to a doctor or hospital during my childhood; not that I didn’t get sick, but we
could never afford it. The only time I got close to a medical person was waiting for a barefoot
nurse to give us smallpox shots. We had to wait in long lines in our commune square with our
sleeves rolled up. The nurse used the same needle to inject everybody, and small pieces of
alcohol-soaked cottonwool to clean the needle heads and our skin. Crying wasn’t an option, no
matter how much it hurt. When I cut myself I was told by my parents to swipe my fingers on the
windowsill to gather some dust to put on the cut and stop the bleeding. This was our Band-Aid
and antiseptic all in one.THREEA Commune ChildhoodBy 1969, the poverty around Laoshan
had worsened. I remember going with my friends to the beach one day, an hour’s journey on
foot, to find clams and oysters or, if we were lucky, a dead fish. We each carried a bamboo
basket and a small spade.Many people were already there, also searching. After about half an
hour we’d found nothing except empty sea-shells. The beach was clean and bare.Halfway home
I suggested to my friends that we should make a detour and sneak into the nearby airport to try
and find some half-burned coal. This was the airport the Japanese had built during the Second
World War. Now there were only a few People’s Liberation Army guards there. The Japanese
had used coal and half-burned coal as part of the filler under the runway, and the outer part had
already been dug away by desperate people. Since then the guards had tightened
security.There was a line of big trees along the edge of the airport and a small ditch. The ditch
was dry at that time of year and we crept along it for about fifteen minutes, bending down so the
guards couldn’t see us.Digging for half-burned coal was like digging for gold. Eventually our
baskets were full. But carrying heavy baskets with a bent body proved too difficult for us eight-
year-olds. About halfway out, one of the boys slowly straightened up and was spotted by the
military guards. They immediately fired bullets into the air and started to chase us. We dumped
our baskets and spades and ran for our lives.Our winters in those days were bitterly cold. As well
as having to cope with the lack of coal, we also had to deal with lice. They lived with us in our
cotton quilts, coats, and pants. Unlike our summer clothes, which our niang washed regularly,
our quilted winter coats and pants couldn’t be washed because they were made with cottonwool
pieces that would have shriveled up in the water.The only real way to combat lice was to keep
clean. Every weekend our niang would heat up huge woks of water for us and tip it into a wooden
washing basin. Each of us had a piece of washcloth, and we’d soap our bodies and help to wash
each other’s backs. If one family member had lice, the rest of the family would too: they
multiplied so quickly. Everyone in China scratched constantly. In the evenings after we took off
our clothes and got under the quilts, our niang always flipped our clothes inside out, trying to kill
the lice with her thumbnails. But she could never get rid of the lice completely.I don’t ever
remember going to a doctor or hospital during my childhood; not that I didn’t get sick, but we
could never afford it. The only time I got close to a medical person was waiting for a barefoot
nurse to give us smallpox shots. We had to wait in long lines in our commune square with our



sleeves rolled up. The nurse used the same needle to inject everybody, and small pieces of
alcohol-soaked cottonwool to clean the needle heads and our skin. Crying wasn’t an option, no
matter how much it hurt. When I cut myself I was told by my parents to swipe my fingers on the
windowsill to gather some dust to put on the cut and stop the bleeding. This was our Band-Aid
and antiseptic all in one.

Mao's Last Dancer (Movie Tie-In)
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George C. King, “No kowtow to Mao. Mao's Last Dancer, the autobiography of Li Cunxin, is told
in a simple, straightforward manner, principally because English is not the author's native
language. This fact shouldn't deter anyone from reading this moving account of a Chinese
peasant boy's rise to fame as a ballet dancer and subsequent defection to the West.Plucked
from the abject poverty of his large family by Mao's cultural warriors, Li is chosen to be a ballet
dancer, primarily because he didn't scream when his tendons and ligaments were torn to test his
flexibility. Although an unpromising student at first, he gradually improves and forms bonds with
some of his teachers. Eventually he is allowed to travel to the United States and perform with the
Houston Ballet. After returning home to China, he wangles a second visit to the States, becomes
a star in the ballet company, secretly marries, and defects.There are many enlightening details in
Li's narrative--the harsh life and near starvation existence of his childhood; the constant barrage
of communist propaganda that he's exposed to as he's growing up; the overwhelming contrast of
teeming Bejing, where he is schooled, to the rural squalor of his beloved home; and his
astonishment at the "truth" of the West, which exposes Mao's teachings for what they are--
lies.He feels guilty for abandoning his family and putting them at risk for retaliation by the
Chinese government because of his defection. However, his parents, especially his mother,
always wanted what was best for him--and that turned out to be escape. One could argue that
the Chinese had trained him and given him the opportunity to achieve fame and fortune and that
he responded with ingratitude. But he was always a pawn of the state, selected to perform in
ballets long on propaganda and short on artistic merit.I think that this story would make
profitable reading for older children and teens as well as adults.”

magpie, “This book should be required reading in our high schools/colleges. I loved this book
and the movie. Perhaps because I took a collegesemester at Sichuan Teachers College in
Chengdu, China, in 1985that I related so closely to the story. I laughed during the scene
whenCunxin's selection was broadcast over the loudspeaker. I remember wakingup in Xian with
one blasting us with the latest propaganda!Why I say this book should be required reading is
because it tells onefirst hand how precious freedom is - freedom of choice about one's life.If this
story doesn't make one understand how lucky you are to have beenborn in the United States
nothing will. As Cunxin said in the movie - "I dancebetter when I'm free."To be plucked from a
remote village and sent to Beijing to become aballet dancer - something I'm sure Cunxin had
little knowledge of - musthave been overwhelming. To go on to not only be a ballet dancer but
oneof world renown took determination & grit. An inspiration to any thinkingperson.A wonderful
read about a wonderful life.  Enjoy the movie as well.”

acomon, “Mao's China through the eyes of a rural boy.. This book is one of those that you cannot
put away till the end. Li Cunxin writes in a simple way, but with that rare skill of keeping you



baffled through all its chapters. It traces Cunxin early life in a peasants' commune in rural China,
suffering abject poverty, to his eventful obligatory trip to Beijing, to study ballet at the Beijing
Ballet Academy, under China's strict communist discipline and rules, where he completes 7
years of training. Initially Cunxin hated ballet, but after several years, he learned to appreciate its
beauty and artistic value. That turning point made him work harder, and the rest is history: he
became one of the best dancers of the world of his time. It is a very touching book. Also very
interesting because besides Cunxin' personal life as it relates to the ballet world, one learns
about Mao Tse Tung's Cultural Revolution in China through the eyes of a poor peasant child who
turned into an international star, not without before having caused a diplomatic conflict between
China and USA. I recommend this book for all ballet lovers and to those who have an interest on
China's history under Chairman Mao's communist rule and its impact on China's education and
social life of that time.”

Thomas S. Leek, “Rags to Riches with Emotional Pain. I am a former ballet dancer, and I think
that "Mao's Last Dancer" is a wonderful rags to riches story, fraught with emotional heartache
and determination. During Chairman Mao's rule, anything but the strictest loyalty and the
following of rules could cause one to be executed. Li Cunxin was granted a three week "work/
study" permit to dance with a well-known American ballet company. Living in the United States
contradicted all that he had been taught since he was a little child in rural China. He learned to
not be afraid to express his views and ideas and to let himself soar as a dancer. While here, he
fell in love with one of the ballerinas, who subsequently became his wife. They are now living in
Austrailia - his wife's home country - with their three children. I loved the feel-good story of
success against adversity.  The DVD is well worth watching.”

Grace S Johnson, “Captivating. The story of this young boy's journey from peasant to a major
soloists of Chinese, Houston and Australian ballet is amazing. It is told with the perspective of
experience with the world. You learn from first hand knowledge about the teachings of Chinese
children about communism, the revelation that all one learned as a child about the western world
was not all true. The taste of freedom and the fear of losing it.”

Grandma, “A delightful book. A lovely book. Have lent to many friends and they have all enjoyed
it. Unwitting evidence of the Cultural Revolution.”

SusanneDivaUK, “EXCELLENT STORY. Beautifully written and so poignant.”

K. Hall, “Five Stars. Excellent book.”

mamap@shaw.ca, “Mao's Last Dancer by Li Cunxin. I was captivated by this book. liked the
characters and felt I learned a lot about the control put upon Chinese people by the regime. It
was hard for me to imagine the extreme poverty and the cruel methods used to achieve



excellence. I was also surprised by the extreme adoration given to Chairman Mao and his wife. I
recommend this book.”

The book by Elaine Osborne has a rating of  5 out of 4.5. 202 people have provided feedback.
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