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Ex-Inmate Recalls Life in Chi_na?s Gulag

By Michael Weisskopft
Washington Post Forelgn Service

PEKING—In the worst years, four of every 10
prisoners were nailed into simple, wooden coffins
and carried away on a horse-drawn cart for com-
munal burial.

They had died miserably of malnutrition, ill-
ness or the brutal regimen of a labor camp in
southwest China. Tens of thousands of political
undesirables and innocent intellectuals, victims of
the witch hunts of Mao's China, languished for
vears at the camp, according to a former school-
teacher who spent 21 years there before her re-
lease in 1979.

“We used to think the dead ones were lucky,”
recalled the former prisoner, now 70, who has pro-

vided one of the most detailed personal accounts
of life in China’s version of the Gulag archipelago.

The survivors paid dearly with up to 20 hours a
day of hard labor hauling coal or collecting ma-
nure, she said. They were constantly hungry,
forced to subsist on rice and cabbage soup. They
slept 100 to a room, stretched out on the bare
ground with no more than leaves as a cushion.

" The rebellious were beaten, locked up and qub-

jected to mob-style criticism.

“It was bitter all the way through;” she said. “I
labored from my forties through my sixties and
there wasn’t a moment of hope, not for all those
years . . . . We were called ‘stinking intellectuals’
not fit to live.”

No Solzhenitsyn has emerged to chronicle the
depths of China’s vast network of “reform through

labor” camps, built by Mao to punish his enemies
and discipline a generation of westernized intel-
lectuals—writers, gcholars, artists and scientists—
whom he suspected of dangerous nonconformism
and bourgeois thinking. '

It was only after Mao died in 1976 and China
passed to the rule of moderate men that the last
survivors were finally released in 1979 to tell their
qtones

" The handful willing to discuss thelr past with
foreign reporters say they were framed, filed away
and all but forgotten without so much as a hear-
ing. They give general descriptions of the camps
as black holes of despair where food was meager,
labor hard and punishment cruel.

The onetime schoolteacher, in an interview with
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The Washington Post, offered a win-
* dow into the daily routine, living
" conditions and inmates of one. of
- Mdo's prisons.

Like other prison camp refugees,
she demanded anonymity to protect
her from possible reprisals. She
asked to be identified only as
“Wang,” and The Post also agreed to
delay publication of her story for
several weeks to help ensure her an-
onvmity., :

Although Mao's successors have
treed most of China’s historical
scapegoats and decried past perse-

" cutions of intellectuals, Peking con-
tinues to operate the labor camp co-
logsus to “reform” common criminals
and a few political activists arrested
during the so-called democracy
movement from 1978 to 1980.

One dissident named Liu Qing
“dramatized his plight last fall by
smuggling a memoir out of a prison
camp in Central China. While he
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gave a chlllmg account, of injustices,
his conspicuous fallure to mention
food deprivations and hard labor
suggests that there has been vast
|mprovement in pmon conditions
since Wang’s tenure in the south-
western penal farm.

China’s government ~refuses al-
most as a matter of policy to discuss
the subject of labor camps, which are
run by the highly secretive Public
Security Bureau. Requests for inter-
views with security officials or for
visits to labor camps routinely go
unanswered.

Wang was put away in 1957 not
for what she did, but tor who she
was. As the daughter of a wealthy
tamily who had studied abroad and
taught literature in the southern
province of Yunnan, her very back-
ground was enough to arouse suspi-
cion during Mao's antirightist cam-
paign.

No official figures have ever been
released to document the number of

Recalls Chinese I

intellectuals victimized. by that her-

" esy hunt “A well-mformed Chmese

edntor, however, recently told an”
American_historian’ that as many as’

700,000 were ‘arrested, imprisoned or
“sent to the countrysxde to work dur-
ing the 1957-58 campaign.

The persecutions turned out to be
a mild prelude to. Mao’s Cultural

Revolution” 10 years later when mil- .
lions of intellectuals as well as Com-.

‘munist Party veterans were brutal-
ized. '

Wang was one of the earliest vic-
tims of.the 1957 campaign. She was
rounded up, charged with being a
counterrevolutionary and driven in a
large truck to a labor camp in the
rugged, coal-mining region. outside
Kunming, a provincial capital about
150 miles from the bmo-Vletnamese
border.

. “I never did anything wrong,” she
recalled almost 25 years later. “They
ordered me to write a confession, but
I didn't know what to say. So I wrote

down what they told me. They said |

was a counterrevolutionary. 1 asked
them to check out my case. But I
didn’t dare-to argue.”

Upon ‘arrival, she found barrack-

stylé buildings lined up on a dusty,

barren plateau surroinded by hilly
wilderness. There was no electricity,
no plumbipg and no heat in the 400;
square-foot dormxbory where 100

inmates pressed together on the:
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earthen flgor until bunk beds were

‘installedi in Tater years.

- Thé prisén compound and’its'sat->
ellite~outposts -scattered throughout -
‘Kllnming.»-:containéd‘.« tens of thou- ..
sands of .prisoners, mostly :intellec-
tuals sprinkled. with, former Nation- -
alist Chinese officials.and a-few Red -
Army veterans, she recalled. ,

Every day began at 5 a.m. w1th a.
quick' * breakfast—less than two .
ounces of rice dumped into small
aluminum pots “issued to prisoners’

-when they entered the camp.

Inmates were then laken by foot
to coal mining hills where work
gangs ranging from several hundred
to a few thousand hauled baskets
filled with ‘coal chunks to railway -
car§ and’ unloaded them into bins.
Each prisoner was expected to meet
a harsh daily quota.

“The labor really was back-
breaking,” Wang recalled. “In the
winter, it was very cold and the wind
blew coal dust into our faces. The
summer was steaming hot and sweat
ran into our eyes. We really wanted
to sit down tor a while and rest, but
.we had no breaks.”

1. No ‘talking was permiited during~
work hours,, which were supervised
by armed police guards and prison
camp trustees.

The hardest chore for Wang was
pullmg an‘foxcart laden ‘with coal, -
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she. gaid. §hppmg a thick rope around her
vshoulders, she would lug the cart with the
help of.two other.ipmates. - B

Opue she mjured herself while carrymg ‘a
large bag of coal through a long, dark shatt,
she -recalled. She fell into a coal pit, badly
bruising her arms and legs. She remained in
the deep hole for some time until she mus-
tered the strength to pull hersélf out.

Prisoners were forced to work sevén days
a week until sundown with only a briéf in-
termission for lunch, which usually-consisted
of 14 ourices ofrice and thin cabbage oup.

Dinner was the same, leaving the over-
worked prisoners with gnawing hunger most
of the time, she said. Only during the Chin-
ese: New Year were they given meat, small
morsels mixed into a soup with noodles and
vegetables.

The meager food portions dwindled even
turther during times of economic crisis, such

as the near-famine of 1959-61. During the
chaotic Cultural. Revolutxon Wang and her
campmates ate only riée and vegetable oil.

“Sometimes when ‘we worked overtime,
they gave us a’ little extra,” she recalled. “For
us, every bite was a treat.”

After dinner, inmates often were sent back
to work. Other uights they held two-hour
political study sessions?at which they read
offimal newspapers' and studied the history
of slavery from ancient to present times,
Wang said. |

During the provinee’s busy agricultural
seasons, she said, work schedules swelled to
include predawn’ labor in nearby fields cut-
ting high grass or collecting manure for fer-
tilizer. Every prisoner was responsible for
cutting about 900 pounds of grass daily.

“After eating supper,” she recalled, “we
were ready to fall flat on our backs. But very
often we had political study until 10 o’clock.
Then sometimes two or three hours after we
had gone to bed, they got us up again to cut
grass with sickles. There never was any rest.”

Wang said she seldom-was beaten because
she was “well-behaved and very hard work-
ing,” but others were pummeled and kicked
for shirking work, refusing to confess alleged
crimes or breaking camp regulations.

Despite reports from other camps that
prisoners had been beaten to death by sadis-
tic guards, Wang said she knew of no one
dying from lashings at her penal farm.

The roughest punishment was reserved for
striking inmates—she estimated that be-
tween 20 and 30 percent of the prisoners
regularly rebelled by refusing work—and the
relatively few who dared to escape.

Most escapees were recaptured by search
teams with dogs, she said. They were
dragged back to camp, locked up, beaten and
brought before large groups of fellow prison-
ers who were ordered to curse and criticize

i them.

Strikers also were hauled into “struggle”
sessions and forced to repent, she said.

Along with hunger, exhaustion and illness

were the prisoners’ almost constant compan-
ions. Doctors taken from the inmate popu-
lation could authorize sick, leaves, but Wang
‘said they only excused pnsoners who had
bribed them. Everyone else had to work
while 111

Thousands died of maltreatment during
her 21 years at the camp, said Wang. In
years of food shortages and extreme weather
conditions, as many as 40 percent of the
camp population perished, she recalled.

“The situation became gradually better,”
she said. “But even then, there still were
many people who died.”

Despite the hardships, some form of fam-
ily life went on for inmates who married dur-
ing their years of captivity. Children were
born and raised within the confines of the
penal camp, according to Wang.

Mao’s political heirs have moved to pre-
vent the arbitrary arrests and confinements
that filled labor camps with innocent people
for most of the late chairman’s era. In 1979,

Peking adopted a new criminal code guar-

ere Lucky’

anfeeing an open trial to anyone accused of a .
crime. .
But a year later, the government ominous-
ly republished the 1957 “reeducation through
labor” regulation allowing local police to sen-
tence certain kinds of troublemakers to labor
camps without court review or trial. .

When the regulation was republished, the .
Guangming Daily newspaper praised the
camps as humane institutions where crim- ;
inals could be reshaped into patriotic and .
lawful citizens. .

“Practice of more than two decades has
proved that education through labor has in-
deed achieved notable results,” said the na-
tional newspaper that is supposedly written
for intellectuals.

At least one former camp resident dis-
agrees.

“They kept me there for all those years °
when I hadn’t done anything wrong,” said
Wang, opening her hands that look like dried
wood from years of hard labor. “Now I'm 70
and my life is behind me.”
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