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But Chiang Kai-shek’s advisers (among them Von Falkenhausen and |
Von Seekt, former chief of general staff of the German army) have
taken part in the campaign and learned its lessons. For the Fifth Cam-
paign’ of Annihilation, Nanking assembles nearly a million men, with
tanks and four hundred airplanes. Mao has at his disposal one hundred
eighty thousand soldiers, about two hundred thousand militiamen—
armed with pikesl—and four aircraft captured from Nanking. No fuel,
no bombs, no artillery, little ammunition. Chiang Kaishek no longer
advances into communist territory: he surrounds it with a ring of
blockhouses, a new Wall of China hemming it in. The Red Army
realizes that it is trapped. :

Was it then that Mao thought of Yenan? Japan had declared war on
China, and Mao wanted to become the symbol of the Chinese people’s
resistance to aggression, for Nanking was doing far less fighting against
the Japanese than against the communists. In that case it was essential

" to get to the north, the real battlefield; yet at first for thousands of miles,

the Red Amy thrust westward toward Tibet. In spite of all the ob-
stacles, in spite of the opposition of various tribal chiefs, Mao remained
confident that the whole of peasant China was on his side, provided the

-message got through to the people. Somewhere or other a region favor-

able to the establishment of a communist government would be found,
as in Kiangsi. There was in the Long March an indubitable element of
romantic adventure, reminiscent of Alexander’s expedition, which is by
no means foreign to Mao’s character. )

But first of all, they must get out. The Red Army, under constant
bombardment, had already lost sixty thousand men in this vast siege.

Ninety thousand men, women, and children would attempt to break
through the blockade, as Chu Teh had done in the Chingkang Moun-
tains. Little by little, the front line army was replaced by partisans. On
October 16, 1934, concentrated in southemn Kiangsi, it took the enemy
fortifications by storm, and veered westward. The Long March had
begun.

Mules were loaded with machine guns and sewing machines. Thou-
sands of civilians accompanied the army. How many would remain in
the villages—or in the cemeteries? How many of the dismantled ma-
chines carried on muleback would be found again one day, buried along
the seven-thousand-mile route? The partisans with their red-tasseled
pikes and their hats topped by leaves which shook like feathers would
hold out for a long time yet—some of them for three years. The Nan-
king forces killed them, but Mao’s army marched on.

In one month, harassed from the air, it fought nine battles, broke
through four lines of blockhouses and a hundred and ten regiments. It
lost a third of its men, decided to keep only its military equipment and
a few field printing presses, stopped advancing toward the northwest
(which baffled the enemy but slowed its march considerably). Chiang
Kai-shek had gathered his forces behind the Yangtze and destroyed the
bridges. But a hundred thousand men and their artillery were awaiting
Mao before the Kweichow River. The Reds wiped out five divisions,
held a meeting of their Central Committee in the governor’s palace, en-
rolled fifteen thousand deserters, and organized youth cadres. But the




“golden sands river” of the poems had yet to be crossed, Mao turned
southward, and in four days was fifteen miles from Yunnanfu, where
Chiang Kaishek had established himself. It was a diversion, for the
main body of the Red Army was marching northward to cross the river
there.

It was the Tatu River, no less difficult to cross than the Yangtze,
and where the last army of the Taipings had been wiped out by the
imperial forces. Moreover it could only be reached through the vast
forest of the Lolos, where no Chinese army had ever penetrated. But a
few Red officers who had served in Szechwan had once set free some
Lolo chiefs, and Mao negotiated with these unsubdued tribes as he had
done with all the villages his soldiers had passed through. “The govem-
ment army is the common enemy.” To which the tribes responded by
asking for arms, which Mao and Chu Teh ventured to give them. The
Lolos then guided the Reds through their forests where the Nanking
air force lost all trace of them—to the Tatu ferry, which together they
captured in a surprise attack, '

It would have taken weeks for the army to cross the river by means
of this ferry. Chiang Kaishek’s airmen, reconnoitering the river, had
found the columns again. His armies had bypassed the forest and would
soon be ready to give battle once more. This was the time when Nan-
king spoke of the funeral march of the Red Army.

- There was only one bridge, much farther up the river, between steep
cliffs across a rushing torrent. The army, exposed to continuous bom-
bardment, advanced by forced marches through a storm along a narrow
trail above the river, which by night reflected the thousands of torches
tied to the soldiers’ backs. When the advance guard reached the bridge,
it found that half the wooden flooring had been bumt out.

Facing them, on the opposite bank, the enemy machine guns.

All China knows the fabulons gorges of its great rivers, the fury of
the waters pent up by sheer peaks which pierce the heavy, low clouds
under the echoing cries of the birds of prey. It has never ceased to pic-
ture this army of torches in the night, the flames of the dead sacrificed
to the gods of the river; and the colossal chains stretching across the
void, like those of the gates of Hell. For the bridge of Luting now con-
sisted of the nine chains which supported its plank floor and two chains
on either side which served as handrails. With the wooden roadway
bumnt, there remained these thirteen nightmare chains, no longer a
bridge but its skeleton, thrusting over the savage roar of the waters.
Binoculars revealed the intact section of the roadway and a voluted
pavilion from behind which came the crackle of machine gun fire.

The Red machine guns opened up. Under the whistling hail of bul-
lets, volunteers dangling from the freezing chains began to advance, link
after enormous link—white caps and white cross belts standing out in
the mist—swinging their bodies to heave themselves forward. One after

another they dropped into the raging waters, but the lines of dangling

men, swaying from their own efforts and from the force of the wind
whistling through the gorges, advanced inexorably toward the opposite

bank. The machine guns easily picked off those who were clinging to -

the four supporting chains, but the curve of the other nine chains pro-
tected the men advancing below them, grenades at their belts. The most
dangerous moment would come when they reached the fragment of




roadway still in place and hoisted themselves onto it—which would only
be possible, at best, for nine men at a time. The prisoners were later to
declare that the defense was paralyzed by the sight of armed men sud-
‘denly springing up from the chains over the middle of the river; perhaps
most of Chiang’s mercenaries, accustomed to fighting Tibetan “brigands”
armed with flintlocks, had no stomach for hand-to-hand combat with
soldiers who had carried out such a legendary exploit before their very
eyes. The first volunteers to hoist themselves onto the bridge had time
to fling their grenades at the enemy machine gun nests, which were
firing blind. The enemy officers ordered barrels of paraffin to be tipped
over the remaining planks of the roadway, and set fire to them. Too
late: the assailants dashed through the curtain of flames. The machine
guns fell silent on both sides of the river, and the enemy retreated into
the forest. The army crossed the bridge beneath the ineffectual bombing
of the air force.

It is the most famous legend of Red China. In the communist store

in Hong Kong I had seen, first of all, the exodus, strung out for mile
upon mile; the peasant army preceding the civilians bent double under
their burdens like rows of men hauling barges; a multitude as bowed as
that which accompanied the Partition of India, but resolutely prepared
for battles unknown. Three thousand miles they traveled, liberating
village after village on the way, for a few days or a few years; and here
were those stooping bodies which seemed to have risen from the tomb
of China, and beyond the gorges, those chains stretching across history.
Everywhere, chains belong to the darker side of man’s imagination.
They used to be part of the equipment of dungeons—and still were, in
China, not so long ago—and their outline seems the very ideogram of
slavery. Those hapless men with one arm hanging limp under the bullets
are still watched by the wretched masses of China as the other hand
opens above the roar of an ageless gulf. Other men followed them, whose
hands did not open. In the memory of every Chinese, that string of
dangling men swaying toward freedom seem to be brandishing aloft
the chains to which they cling.

Nevertheless, this famous episode cost the Red Army fewer men than
those which followed. It reached a region where the blockhouses of
Nanking were still few, and regained the military initiative. But it still
had to cross the high snow-covered passes of the Chiachin Mountains.
It had been warm.in June in the Chinese lowlands, but it was cold at
fifteen thousand feet, and the cotton-clad men of the south began to
die. There were no paths; the army had to build its own track. One
army corps lost two-thirds of its animals. Mountain upon mountain,
soon corpse upon corpse: one can follow the Long March by the skel-
etons fallen under their empty sacks; and those who fell forever before

the peak of the Feather of Dreams, and those who skirted the Great

Drum (for the Chinese, the drum is the bronze drum) with its vertical
faces in the endless jagged immensity of the mountains. The murderous
clouds hid the gods of the Tibetan snows. At last the army with the
mustaches of hoarfrost reached the fields of Maokung. Down below, it
was still summer.

There were forty-five thousand men left.




The Fourth Army and the vague soviet authorities of Sungpan
awaited Mao there. The Red forces now mustered a hundred thousand
soldiers; but after a disagreement which allowed Nanking a successful
offensive, Mao set off again toward the Great Grasslands with thirty
thousand men. Chu Teh stayed behind in Szechwan.

The Great Grasslands also meant dense forest, the sources of ten
great rivers, and above all the Great Swamplands, occupied by auton-
omous tribes. The queen of the Mant-ze tribe gave orders that anyone
who made contact with the Chinese, Red or otherwise, was to be boiled
alive. For once, Mao failed in his efforts to negotiate. Empty dwellings,
vanished cattle, narrow defiles in which the tribesmen rolled boulders
down on them. “A sheep costs a man’s life.” There remained fields of
green comn, and giant turnips each of which, Mao said, could feed fifteen
men. And the Great Swamplands.

The army advanced, guided by native prisoners. Anyone who left the
trail vanished. Endless rain in the immensity of the sodden grasslands
and stagnant waters, under the white mists or the livid sky. No firewood,

no trees—and the army had no tents. As protection against the rain, the
white caps had been replaced with big sun hats. The clouds drifted low
over the marshes, and the horses stumbled in the bottomless mud. At
night the soldiers slept on their feet, tied together like bundles of fire-
wood. After ten days, they reached Kansu. The Nanking forces had
abandoned the pursuit, or were buried in the marshes. Mao now com-
manded no more than twenty-five thousand men. The field theater
started up again, in front of soldiers dressed in animal hides turned
inside out. And the ragged lines advanced at last among stones, their
flags threadbare like those of our maquis.

New forces were mustered by Nanking, supported by the Chinese
Muslim cavalry who were to “finish the Reds off once and for all.” But
in spite of their exhaustion, no mercenary force could have beaten these
volunteers who were only a battle away from the Red bases in Shensi.
The horses captured from the Tartars of the Chinese steppes were later
to form the cavalry of Yenan. On October 20, 1935, at the foot of the
Great Wall, Mao’s horsemen, wearing hats of leaves and mounted on
little shaggy ponies like those of the prehistoric cave paintings, joined
up with the three communist armies of Shensi, of which Mao took
command. He had twenty thousand men left, of whom seven thousand
had been with him all the way from the south. They had covered six
and a half thousand miles. Almost all the women had died, and the
children had been left along the way.

The Long March was at an end.




















