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Note on Romanization

The two common ways to Romanize Chinese names into En glish are the 
Wade- Giles system used on Taiwan and the pinyin system employed on the 
mainland. Readers and editors strongly recommended that I switch to the 
pinyin system, which increasingly is being  adopted on Taiwan. I have thus 
employed pinyin with some important exceptions, including the familiar 
names of the Chiang Kai- shek and Charles Soong families and Sun Yat- sen; 
idiosyncratic personal names such as Wellington Koo, H. H. Kung, C. K. 
Yen; and names of authors writing in En glish like Tang Tsou, Hung Mao- 
tien, Ray Huang, and many others, including my graduate- student assistants 
who have their own preferred spelling of their names. The En glish- language 
editions of books originally published in Chinese will show the names of the 
authors as they appear on these editions—for example, the Memoirs of Li 
Tsung- jen. Other exceptions are traditional well- known names in En glish of 
prominent places and features in China, including, of course, “China” as well 
as Manchuria, Inner Mongolia, Harbin, Mukden, Port Arthur, Peking, Nan-
king, Chungking, Quemoy, Matsu, Taipei, Amoy, Hong Kong, Macau, Can-
ton, Tibet, Swatow, Gobi, Yangtze, and Yellow River. As I noted in a previous 
book, The Generalissimo’s Son, the Chinese have sensibly chosen not to change 
their traditional names for foreign places, like Jiujinshan (Old Gold Moun-
tain) for San Francisco.



Every duty is a charge, but the charge of oneself is the root of all others.
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Prologue

When Chiang Kai- shek died in April 1975 at the age of eighty- seven, I was 
China desk of fi cer in the U.S. State Department responsible for political af-
fairs regarding the People’s Republic of China. I was traveling in China at the 
time, and since a separate of fice dealt with Taiwan, I did not pay much atten-
tion to the passing of the old Kuomintang leader. I had shaken hands with 
him two or three times at receptions in the early 1960s when I was a young 
Foreign Service of fi cer stationed in Taipei. He had seemed small and frail, 
and I was surprised that he had such a weak handshake.
 At the time of his death, my view of Chiang was similar to that of many 
China specialists. He was best known as a brutal dictator who ruled for al-
most fifty years and as a failed military leader who, in a grand reversal of for-
tune, lost the mainland to Mao Zedong. As far as I knew he had no re-
deeming qualities except for being considered personally honest; even so, he 
tolerated widespread corruption among his supporters. He seemed like a man 
who had possessed no authentic principles or ideals and had few if any 
achievements. Among the books that had in flu enced me in my view were 
Harold Isaacs’s The Tragedy of the Chinese Revolution, Graham Peck’s Two 
Kinds of Time, André Malraux’s novel Man’s Fate, and Barbara Tuchman’s 
Sand against the Wind.
 When almost twenty years later I was writing The Generalissimo’s Son, a 
biography of Chiang’s son and successor, Chiang Ching- kuo, I found that 
the elder man was not the cardboard fig ure often portrayed in the West and 
certainly not the icon described in the hagiographies that were so prevalent in 
Taiwan until the 1980s. But still, in my biography of his son, I portrayed the 
father by and large in the usual manner. When asked by Harvard University 



2 the generaliss imo

Press to follow up my biography of Chiang Ching- kuo with a book on the 
Generalissimo, I thought long and hard about what promised to be a chal-
lenging and lengthy proj ect. Although my view of Chiang was mostly nega-
tive, as a moderate liberal and foreign policy pragmatist I thought I could 
bring an open mind to the subject.
 I was further encouraged by several scholars who con firmed my impres-
sion that no comprehensive Western biography of Chiang had been written 
that took serious advantage of the mountains of new archival material gradu-
ally becoming available not only in Taiwan and China, but also in Russia, Ja-
pan, and the United States. Drawing on this material, China scholars were 
producing hundreds of perceptive and balanced studies both of spe cific events 
and of the domestic and international dynamics involved in Chiang’s long 
tenure on the mainland and Taiwan. Soon, moreover, the Chiang family was 
to begin a phased release of the Generalissimo’s original diaries spanning fifty-
 six years.
 New, anticipated interviews along with earlier ones conducted for The 
Generalissimo’s Son meant that I could draw on hundreds of discussions with 
relevant individuals, including many who knew Chiang Kai- shek—though 
the window for such conversations was rapidly closing due to their advancing 
age. Pulling all this together seemed like a fascinating and worthy proj ect. I 
also saw this new work, like my biography of the son, as a distinctive vehicle 
for telling the story of China’s painful, erratic, and often brutal transition 
from a decaying, medieval, foreign- led dynasty at the turn of the twentieth 
century to a country one hundred years later marked by peace, stability, and 
rapidly growing prosperity and strength.
 In the course of my travel, research, and interviews for this proj ect, I came 
to see Chiang as a highly contradictory fig ure. He was a modernizing neo- 
Confucian who supported  women’s rights and had no trouble with an openly 
cross- dressing lesbian who was his wife’s niece and close companion. He was 
a strong nationalist, extremely bitter about Western humiliation of China in 
the past, yet he was not bothered a bit by the fact that all his grandchildren—
except two born out of wedlock—were Eurasian. He had little charisma and 
was generally not liked by his peers, but his determination, courage, and in-
corruptibility led at times to wide popularity. He was an inhibited man, yet 
one with a commanding personality—a staid, seemingly humorless individ-
ual who had a terrible temper but also smiled easily, sobbed deeply at times, 
and, judging by his diary, was a devout Christian. Yet in response to a threat 
to the nation’s survival, its unity, or his own rule, he could justify atrocious 
acts—and in his journals he at times fell into paranoid rants. But during 
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times of crisis he was usually calm and analytical, re flect ing an understanding 
of the dynamics and possibilities of the matter at hand. At certain times on 
the mainland he had an impressive military record, but in 1948–1949 it 
ended in a debacle. Unconsciously or not, he also set the stage for Taiwan’s 
development of a vigorous democracy.
 Chiang’s diaries cast new light on major historical events, including his 
surprising rise to leadership of the Kuomintang, his early leftism, his bloody 
purge of the Communists in 1927, the repeated warlord rebellions, his ap-
peasement of the Japanese for five years while building up his army, his fa-
mous 1936 kidnapping in Xi’an, his united front with the Communists and 
its breakdown, and his long, unique relationship with Zhou Enlai. New in-
sights also emerged into his military strategy at Shanghai and afterward, his 
and Sta lin’s mutual efforts to involve the other in war with Japan, his long 
struggle with General Joseph Stilwell, and his serious military commitment 
to the Allied cause after Pearl Harbor—a steadfastness that was marred by the 
repeated failure of the Allies to live up to their commitments to him and his 
calculated but unwise reaction to those failings.
 Dramatic postwar events included the doomed Marshall Mission to China, 
Chiang’s disastrous decision to stake ev ery thing on the battle for Manchuria, 
and his plans as early as 1946 to retreat to Taiwan. Finally, Chiang’s journals 
and other new material also provided a wealth of previously unknown facts 
about his long reign on Taiwan after his retreat to the island, such as his bru-
tal and senseless intimidation and suppression of potential opposition from 
the native Taiwanese, unhappiness with his leadership within the KMT, his 
pessimistic views of the wars in Korea and later in Vietnam, his private recog-
nition early on that he would not live to see the “recovery of the mainland” 
even while publicly announcing that “counterattack” was imminent, his use 
of such warnings to receive special treatment from Washington, his success 
likewise in turning to his advantage the two near- nuclear Quemoy crises, and 
his turndown of a risky proposal by Eisenhower that could have led to a U.S.-
 China war.
 Other critical events followed, but in Chiang’s last great crisis he responded 
pragmatically—among other things hiding his great loathing of Nixon, 
whose détente with Mao he apparently learned about first from Zhou Enlai. 
Among major world leaders in modern times, the duration of Chiang’s unin-
terrupted, active engagement at the highest levels in transformative world 
events may well be unsurpassed. For this reason, however one judges Chiang 
Kai- shek’s mixed record over this tumultuous period, his story is a compel-
ling one.
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1

A Neo- Confucian Youth

It was late on the morning of August 15, 1945, in the battered and steaming 
city of Chungking, when an aide brought a shortwave radio into the large 
but spare of fice of the leader of China, Chiang Kai- shek, and tuned in Radio 
Tokyo. A few minutes later, Chiang, who understood Japanese, listened qui-
etly as the Japanese people for the first time in history heard Emperor Hiro-
hito, the “Voice of the Crane.” The incarnate divinity embodying the soul of 
Japan was telling them to “bear the unbearable.” In order to save innocent 
lives from the “cruel” bombs of the enemy, he had accepted the Potsdam 
Declaration of the Allied leaders. In other words, the great samurai nation 
had accepted unconditional surrender.
 Finally, it was over. Under Chiang’s leadership, the Chinese people had 
fought an eight- year bloody war, half the time virtually alone. The war of re-
sistance had ac tually been raging on and off since Japan’s seizure of Manchu-
ria in 1931. By the end of the fourteen- year con flict, at least three million 
Chinese soldiers had been killed or wounded, and perhaps another million or 
more had died of disease and malnutrition.1 The vast majority of those sol-
diers killed—over 90 percent—had been in Chiang’s armies, not those of the 
Chinese Communists. Nine million Chinese civilians, too, died in the war—
bombed, shot, burned, starved, or drowned. Tens of millions had been refu-
gees for various periods, with huge numbers dying in camps or while on the 
move. Middle- class families who had fled Shanghai and other cities had seem-
ingly lost ev ery thing. Millions of farm families, victims of the Japanese Impe-
rial Army’s policy of “burn all, destroy all, kill all,” were destitute, and whole 
cities had been burned to the ground—some, like Changsha, more than once.

* * *
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Early that evening, Chiang went to a stifling hot broadcast studio in Chung-
king to announce the news to the Chinese people. He stood before the mi-
crophone, straight and erect as usual, dressed in a simple military uniform. 
His secretary, Chen Bulei, was sick, so he had written the speech himself. He 
adjusted his horn- rimmed glasses and spoke to the nation in his clear, high- 
pitched voice, reporting the surrender, praising the Chinese for their heroic 
struggle, but also giving credit to the Allies.2 “The truth that justice must 
overrule force,” he began, “has fi nally been proved . . . the historic mission of 
our national revolution has been achieved.” Most Chinese could hardly un-
derstand his thick Ningbo accent, but they knew what he was saying. Then 
he spoke about the future: “I believe all our compatriots as well as the people 
of the world must hope that this will be the last war all the civilized countries 
have to fight. If so we will not count the price we have paid and the time we 
have wasted, although we all have suffered indescribable cruelties and humili-
ations.” Then in a concluding, oblique reference to the internal enemy, he 
said, “The current peace procured by our armed forces is not the full realiza-
tion of eternal peace. Only when our enemies are also conquered in a battle-
field of reason, become thoroughly repentant, and are transformed into peace 
lovers like us, can we say that we have reached the final aim of this war—hu-
man peace in eternity.”3

 Repeated first by those few with radios, the news spread by shouts and 
runners through all the cities and towns of China. Most villages had no ra-
dios but virtually all seemed to hear the report within an hour. In cities from 
Shanghai to Chungking and in rural areas almost ev erywhere,  women, men, 
and children—a few hundred million—poured into the streets yelling and 
cheering, while Japanese soldiers remained in their barracks in a daze. Mil-
lions upon millions of firecrackers crackled through the night and into the 
next day. In Chungking, Americans joined the celebration, and crowds 
“clutched at their uniforms, cheered them, and suffocated them, shouting 
‘Mei guo ding hao!’” (America is the very best!)4 It was arguably the biggest 
celebration in human chronicles and the greatest moment in Chinese history. 
The fact that the Americans and the atom bomb had defeated the Japanese 
did not distract from the sense of a great Chinese victory. After all, the Chi-
nese felt that they had done their part all those years, tying down more than a 
million Japanese soldiers and as many as a thousand enemy warplanes.
 In his radio address, Chiang told his countrymen that the people of Japan 
were not their enemy and “not for a moment [should Chinese] think of re-
venge or heap abuses upon the innocent people of Japan.”5 As he left the ra-



A Neo- Confucian Youth 9

dio studio that night, the American reporter Theodore White observed that 
for a fleeting moment “the smooth exterior of this contemporary mandarin 
was punctured, the weariness and strain of the years broke through.” Then 
the lapse was gone. “Nodding but unsmiling, the Generalissimo, as Western-
ers called him, passed through the cheering crowd and returned to his com-
mand center.”6

Some five hundred miles to the north, in Mao Zedong’s headquarters in the 
dusty town of Yan’an, the celebration of V- J Day was muted. The American 
team at the CCP base noted that the Communists welcomed the news with 
a seemingly hastily or ga nized, spiritless demonstration. No doubt the CCP 
leaders recognized that people throughout China perceived the triumph as 
Chiang Kai- shek’s victory.
 But neither Chiang nor Mao was celebrating that night. The Chinese Na-
tionalists and the Communists had been fight ing off and on for almost 
twenty years to see which party and leader would guide China toward ful fill-
ing its dream of becoming a great nation restored. Both leaders talked of en-
gaging in negotiations to achieve a peaceful and united China, but they each 
knew that in fact a battle to the death had begun. Steel determination and 
a stubborn stoicism had seen both men through grave defeats and long peri-
ods when their respective enemies were much stronger than they. At this mo-
ment, Chiang seemed to have ev ery military and economic advantage and he 
was more popular and powerful than he had ever been. Indeed, the Ameri-
cans were in the pro cess of completing the training and arming of thirty- nine 
government divisions, offering Chiang his best hope in the coming struggle. 
But Mao was more optimistic than Chiang. The presence of the Americans 
in Yan’an symbolized a dormant but grave problem for Chiang—the disdain 
for his leadership within the U.S. government. At the same time, Chiang 
himself had long privately believed that Communist of fi cers and troops as 
well as Communist civilian cadre were on the whole more dedicated and dis-
ciplined than their Kuomintang counterparts—a conclusion that darkened 
his outlook even at this moment of triumph.
 Chiang sent a telegram to Mao assuring him that “eternal peace was on the 
horizon” and “sincerely” inviting him to “our temporary cap ital” to discuss 
problems of “critical importance to our nation.”7 Mao clearly viewed the in-
vitation not only as a stratagem in the Nationalist- Communist contest to 
appear the most desirous of unity and peace, but also as a demonstration of 
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what he had long seen as Chiang’s disingenuous but strong belief in his own 
benevolent and moral character —not to mention Chiang’s skill at political 
manipulation and crisis management.

The story of Chiang’s rise is one of persistence, loyalty, physical courage, per-
sonal honesty, and a willingness to acknowledge that much of the tragedy 
that befell him and China was outside his control. He evolved from a narrow-
 minded military of fi cer with only one year’s training at a military preparatory 
school into a national leader with a strategic vision who understood the dy-
namics of Chinese and world affairs and, often, how best to play a weak hand. 
He also rationalized coldhearted strategic and political decisions on the main-
land and ruthless acts of military as well as secret- police suppression on Tai-
wan—acts that cost the lives of thousands—by citing the exigencies of a ter-
rible war and the need to achieve national goals. He was as hypocritical as the 
next undemocratic powerful leader, but he was not a cynical man. Like others 
at the time, including the Communists, for a long period he had important 
connections with a secret political and criminal society, and taxes on the 
opium trade in part fi nanced his government on the mainland. Still, he 
thought of himself as a moral, sincere, up- to- date Confucian Christian, and 
he was motivated less by the desire for personal power than by a vision of a 
uni fied, modern, in de pen dent China. Mao, of course, jus ti fied the killing of 
a million land owners and other atrocities in a similar manner, pointing to 
the need for a violent destruction of the old order to achieve the transcendent 
goal of an egalitarian, utopian society.

I

In the late nineteenth century, Chiang Kai- shek’s paternal grandfather, Jiang 
Yubiao, owned 30 mu (about five acres) of farmland outside Xikou, a small 
hamlet in the coastal province of Zhejiang, 150 miles south of Shanghai. 
Misty mountains with dramatic names like “Tiger Killing” and “Hole in the 
Snow” rose in the near distance and sparkling waterfalls cascaded into the 
valleys. Local teas such as “Wuling” were and still are among the most popu-
lar and expensive teas produced in China.
 The Chiang property in Fenghua County consisted of hillside bamboo, 
terraced rice paddies, and some tea bushes. Those five acres made the Chiangs 
economically one of the top five families in the Xikou area and thus part of 
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the rural elite, though not of the rural gentry.8 A few years after the end of the 
bloody rebellion against Manchu rule in the 1860s by the messianic, crypto- 
Christian Taiping, Jiang Yubiao rented out his agricultural land and opened a 
salt shop in the village. Salt was a government monopoly and Chiang ob-
tained his license through some connection or ser vice, perhaps related to 
helping end the Taiping Rebellion.
 The store did not begin to prosper until Kai- shek’s father, Jiang Suan, took 
over the business and procured a license to sell wine, another of fi cial mo-
nopoly. The three generations of Chiangs lived together in the rooms above 
the store just across the road from Shan Creek, a usually placid stream that 
regularly flooded in the spring and on occasion submerged the first floor of 
the salt shop. Suan’s first wife left behind a son, Xuhou, and a daughter, Rui-
zhun. His second wife died without having children, and in 1886, Suan took 
as his third wife a young woman named Wang Caiyu, who was twenty- two 
when she wed the forty- two- year- old widower with children. A close relative 
of both the Jiang and the Wang families recalls that Caiyu came from a “very 
poor village of hillbillies” whose principal crop was bamboo, and like many 
Chinese  women of the day, she hobbled about on bound feet.9 (Originally an 
affectation of the rich, by the late nineteenth century a good percentage of 
Chinese parents—though not the ruling Manchus—were tightly strapping 
the feet of their daughters, a painful practice that bent the instep and reduced 
the length of the foot by about a third.) Nonetheless, Caiyu was intelligent 
and shrewd and would prove ambitious for her children.
 On October 31, 1887, a year after her marriage, Caiyu bore a son in a 
room above the salt store. The grandfather gave the boy his generational 
name, Ruiyuan (good omen), and his of fi cial name, Zhongzheng (balanced 
justice). In keeping with the Chinese custom, Ruiyuan eventually was given 
an honorific name—Jieshi, literally “upright stone.” Decades later, the revo-
lutionary leader Sun Yat- sen would call him by the Cantonese pronunciation 
of this name, and the outside world would also come to know him as “Kai- 
shek.”
 The Jiang’s general store thrived and in 1889 the family moved into a two-
 story merchant’s house a hundred feet or so down Wu Ling Street. Two new 
daughters soon appeared, but only one, Ruilian, survived infancy. In 1894, 
the grandfather, Jiang Yubiao, died, and that same year Caiyu gave birth to a 
second son, Ruiqing, a beautiful boy with a lovable disposition who became 
his mother’s favorite. Kai- shek, her first born, was neither handsome nor aca-
demic, and grew to be rebellious and temperamental. According to his own 
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account, his mother had “to use the birch repeatedly in order not to spoil 
me.”10 Yet he was articulate and had a volatile and commanding disposition. 
In 1896, Kai- shek’s fifty- year- old father, Suan, suddenly passed away and af-
terward Suan’s brother  adopted Kai- shek’s older half- brother, Xuhou, who 
inherited the salt shop. The nine- year- old Kai- shek inherited the house, the 
bamboo grove that produced forty to fifty (probably Mexican) silver dollars a 
year, and the rice paddies.11 The  women in the family received nothing sub-
stantial.
 The young Kai- shek’s early education consisted of sessions with a series  
of neo- Confucianist tutors, men who had passed only the lowest- level exam 
to become a “Shengyuan.” Before he was nine, he was said to have read 
“the four books”—The Great Learning, The Middle Way (The Doctrine of the 
Mean), the Analects, and Mencius.12 All these texts, however, were written in 
classical Chinese characters, and Chinese contemporaries recalled in their 
memoirs that they were mostly “gibberish” to the students, who spent hours a 
day “squawking [the words] out loud in unison.”13

 When he was fourteen, Kai- shek’s mother, a strong- willed widow, decided 
for several reasons that it was time for her son to have a wife. As a relative sug-
gests, Caiyu wanted a strong and willing daughter- in- law for herself and a 
servant for her son.14 For the bride, his mother chose a young, rather plain 
nineteen- year- old named Mao Fumei with only partially bound feet from a 
nearby poor village called Yandou. The wedding was sometime in the winter 
of 1901–1902, after which Fumei moved into the Chiangs’ two- story upper- 
class merchant’s house.15 That Fumei did not become pregnant until eight 
years later suggests the marriage went unconsummated for a long while.16

 In 1903, Chiang took the new civil ser vice examination and failed. This 
did not deter his mother, who promptly enrolled her son in the Phoenix 
Mountain Academy, a small Confucian school in Fenghua, the county cap-
ital. The curriculum was heavily classical, but included lessons in En glish and 
mathematics.17 And while Fenghua was a small town it was far more sophisti-
cated than Xikou; it was there that Kai- shek saw his first “big- nosed” foreign 
missionary—and where he began to regard as an embarrassment his illiterate 
peasant wife who kept house for him.18 According to various reports, Fumei 
complained to her friends that Kai- shek frequently beat her.19 But accord-
ing to local lore, she retained her warm and friendly nature, perhaps be-
cause, as Chiang later recorded in his diary, his mother often sided with her 
against him.20



A Neo- Confucian Youth 13

II

Two distinct forces shaped Chiang Kai- shek’s identity and outlook during 
these formative years. The first in flu ence was Confucianism and even more 
importantly, neo- Confucianism, which originally was a reaction to the catas-
trophe of the Mongol invasion of China in the thirteenth century. After that 
calamity, Chinese scholars and of fi cials were obsessed with restoring and safe-
guarding the cultural heritage of China, and by the late nineteenth century, 
when Chiang was a student, art, music, and arithmetic were considered far 
less important than rote learning of the more than two- thousand- year- old 

Kai-shek, the very filial son, and his ambitious mother, Wang Caiyu. Courtesy KMT Party 
History Institute.

[To view this image, refer to  

the print version of this title.] 
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Chinese classics and preparations for writing the infamous “eight- legged” es-
says on these ancient collections.
 But the aspect of neo- Confucianism that most affected the young Chiang 
was its emphasis on character development, self- discipline, and the conscious 
cultivation of the self, along with a sense of duty, courage, honor, and ac-
tivism rather than passive contemplation. The concept of the superior man 
emerged from the nurturing of these principles. At the same time, the neo- 
Confucianists promulgated the traditional Confucian concepts regarding 
moral behavior and the hierarchy of obligations in society. The Confucian 
approach to morality was based on the political order and had a political ob-
jective—the creation of a harmonious, orderly society. It was an ethos shaped 
by millennia in which extended families lived in crowded, clan- based agricul-
tural communities where survival depended on a combination of in de pen-
dent, household farming and communal maintenance of infrastructure and 
order.
 The second force that shaped the political views and career of Chiang Kai-
 shek, and virtually all other Chinese leaders of the twentieth century, was the 
extraordinary loss of sovereignty, territory, and self- respect that China—the 
center of world culture in the eyes of its people—had suffered during the 
previous sixty years. When Kai- shek was born, once nomadic Manchus from 
north of the Great Wall had been ruling China for some 250 years. But while 
the foreign rulers maintained their own Tungusic tongue and forbade inter-
marriage with ethnic Chinese (the Han), they  adopted most other aspects of 
Chinese culture. Like other foreign dynasties before them, their system of 
rule depended on the cooperation of the Chinese mandarins as well as the 
rural elite and gentry. But in the 1840s, the Qing dynasty endured a series of 
mortifying military defeats and humiliations at the hands of Westerners, who 
not only did not look Chinese, but also did not accept the benevolent su-
premacy of Chinese culture as had the Manchus and other barbarians sur-
rounding China.
 The ensuing record of defeat, dishonor, and loss of sovereignty was as-
tonishing. Over the last half of the nineteenth century, military routs at the 
hands of the Western powers forced China to accept, among other humilia-
tions, the import of opium, and by the early 1900s, millions of Chinese—
possibly tens of millions—were smoking the drug. The weakened dynasty 
was also compelled to surrender all legal, including criminal, jurisdiction over 
Westerners in China to their respective embassies or consulates, and to open 
speci fied “treaty ports” to Western traders and missionaries, who received 
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special rights and privileges that even the richest Chinese did not enjoy. In 
addition the powers took over management of China’s customs collections  
in order to extract payment for the brief punitive wars that they had been 
“forced” to wage against China.
 The British, French, Germans, and Russians all gained separate special 
rights, leases, or concessions over Chinese territory. In the American West, 
anti- Chinese riots broke out and the U.S. Congress banned Chinese immi-
gration. Then Japan, only forty years out of its medieval isolation, joined the 
feeding frenzy. After a short war it forced China to pay a large indemnity and 
cede Taiwan to it “in perpetuity.” The Chinese were stunned that the “dwarf 
pirates,” who had derived their culture from China, now possessed a modern 
army and navy like those of the European powers. Even some ossified man-
darins realized that drastic changes had to be made, but the powerful empress 
dowager and the Manchu court brutally suppressed the “One Hundred Days 
of Reform” begun by the young Emperor Guang Xu.

In 1887, the year of Chiang Kai- shek’s birth, a twenty- one- year- old medical 
student in Hong Kong named Sun Yat- sen embraced the idea of creating a 
modern, democratic China. Sun, who had spent some years in his youth liv-
ing with his brother in Hawaii, earned his medical degree in 1892, but two 
years later decided to become a full- time rebel dedicated to the overthrow of 
the Qing dynasty.21 Sun’s first uprising in Canton ended abruptly in failure 
and he fled the country, eventually taking up exile in Japan. There he was 
supported by Japanese liberals and radical nationalists, both of whom fore-
saw a Sino- Japanese alliance against the West. Sun also thought Japan was 
China’s natural ally.
 Kai- shek was an impressionable thirteen- year- old when China’s humilia-
tion reached a new low with a patriotic but ludicrous and bloody anti foreign 
movement that burst on the scene. The Boxers, who engaged in martial exer-
cises called “harmonious fists” and were dedicated to the extermination of all 
foreigners in China as well as Chinese Christians, brutally butchered tens of 
thousands of converts and several hundred foreign missionaries, including 
 women and children. The empress dowager feared the Boxers but she hated 
the foreigners even more, and the initial success of the Boxers convinced her 
they did indeed have magical powers, so she sided with them.
 But a joint expeditionary force put together by the foreign powers, includ-
ing Japan and America, easily routed both the messianic warriors as well as 
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the Manchu Army and arrived in Peking just in time to save several thousand 
Chinese converts and foreigners. The occupying troops then went on their 
own rampage, killing, looting, and raping, and the powers forced China to 
pay a staggering indemnity—about $5 billion in 2002 U.S. dollars—and to 
agree that it would not establish defenses along its own coast.22

 Most Chinese, including the most obscurantist mandarins, the Manchu 
court, and the illiterate majority, now understood that the West and Japan 
were not only militarily stronger than China, but also far ahead in science, 
technology, medicine, education, public ser vices, and standards of living. A 
stream of edicts from the Forbidden City called for, among other things,  
a new system of government schools featuring mathematics, engineering,  
and modern science. Implementation of the reforms, however, was painfully 
slow.23

 By this time Japan and Russia were vying for control over China’s North-
eastern provinces, the region Westerners called Manchuria. This vast home-
land of the Manchus was four- and- a- half times the size of Great Britain, rich 
in mineral resources, and despite the supposed ban on migration, was popu-
lated with far more Han Chinese than ethnic Manchus. In 1905, Japan and 
Russia went to war in the region, and in May the Japanese fleet under Admi-
ral Togo Heihachiro annihilated a large Russian fleet that had sailed from the 
Baltic to do battle.
 To informed Chinese, this defeat of a European power was a stunning and 
encouraging development, and it was probably a principal catalyst in young 
Chiang Kai- shek’s decision to make the military his career and to do so as a 
Chinese republican revolutionary, not as a defender of dynastic China. In 
February 1903, he transferred to the Golden Arrow Academy in Ningbo.24 
Mao Fumei made the move with him, but after a few months Chiang, ir-
ritated with her country manners, sent her back to Xikou to live with his 
mother.25

 In February 1906, Chiang decided to transfer to an academy back in Feng-
hua called the Dragon River School, apparently attracted by a neo- Confucian 
but modern teacher named Gu Qinglian. Gu encouraged his new student’s 
fascination with the scholar- generals—Wang Yangming (1472–1529) from 
Zhejiang and Zeng Guofan (1811–1872) from Hunan. Wang had taught 
that self- understanding was the key to moral action, and that ethics only had 
meaning when converted to direct, decisive, and spontaneous action. But as  
a “Confucian gentleman,” he also stressed rectitude, integrity, honesty, and 
loyalty.26 The philosophy seemed to resonate with the young Chiang Kai- 
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shek. Hollington Tong, a teacher at Dragon River with a room on the same 
floor as Chiang, recalled that ev ery morning the eigh teen- year- old student 
would rise early and stand erect on the veranda in front of his bedroom for 
half an hour, with his lips tightly pressed, a determined look in his eyes, and 
his arms folded, concentrating on his goals for the day and in life.27 It was a 
ritual he would continue as long as he could rise from his bed.
 After only a few months at Dragon River School, young Chiang informed 
his family he was going to Japan. In a dramatic demonstration of his anti- 
Manchu views he cut off his queue or pigtail, an act that alarmed his relatives 
and neighbors. At eigh teen, Chiang was already a revolutionary.

III

A year earlier, leaders of various anti- Manchu or ga ni za tions and a group of 
students had met in Tokyo and formed a new revolutionary movement called 
the Alliance Society (Tongmenghui), electing Sun Yat- sen as “Zong Cai” or 
director- general. By then, Sun had developed his synthesis of major trends in 
modern political theory and practice—the Three People’s Principles (San min 
zhu yi), emphasizing nationalism, democracy, and the people’s livelihood. It 
was a centrist and moderate platform that re flected the intellectual currents 
of the day in the West.
 Again leaving his estranged wife behind, the young Chiang from Xikou 
lived several months in the Chinese community in Tokyo, studying Japanese 
at his own expense and getting to know this extraordinarily clean and orderly 
country where ev ery thing seemed to run ef fi ciently—the tram system, the 
police, the utilities—and of course, the army.28 Chiang’s self- support at this 
time indicates that in addition to property he had inherited a modest or more 
than modest nest egg, probably in Mexican silver dollars. But he was getting 
nowhere in his hoped- for military career, and he returned home to take the 
highly competitive exam for the Central Army School at a place called Bao-
ding near Tianjin. He passed the exam, spent about a year at Baoding, and 
then passed another exam that allowed him, and a few other cadets, to go  
to Japan for training. Back in Tokyo, he entered the Shimbu Gakko, a school 
set up especially for Chinese students wishing to attend a Japanese military 
academy.
 Chiang was aloof, which caused resentment among many of his fellow stu-
dents, but he did have a few companions, including another former Baoding 
cadet from Sichuan named Zhang Qun, who would remain his closest friend 
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through life, and an intense young man from Guizhou named He Yingqin, 
one of Chiang’s key future generals. On free nights, Kai- shek and his com-
panions passed their time drinking in cafes and sometimes visiting favorite 
Japanese girls in selected brothels. It was at this time that Chiang developed 
his penchant for beautiful and expensive prostitutes,  women with whom he 
would often become infatuated.
 On liberty days from the school, however, he also kept up his contacts in 
Tokyo with Chen Qimei, a fellow provincial from Zhejiang and an impor-
tant activist in Sun Yat- sen’s Alliance. Chiang had met him during his earlier 
stay in Japan. Under Chen’s auspices, Chiang and his friends joined the Alli-
ance and Chen became Kai- shek’s mentor and “big brother.”29 Chiang also 
became friends with a Chinese law student at Japan University named Dai 
Jitao, a precocious and determined young man whose passion for restoring 
China’s national integrity greatly impressed Chiang.30

On right, Chiang in Japan, ca. 1909, with his friend, Zhang Qun, with whom he would be 
close for the next sixty-six years. Courtesy KMT Party History Institute.
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 During these years, Chiang read Min Bao (People’s News), the revolution-
ary paper of the Chinese exiles in Japan, which introduced him to Western 
thinkers from Jean- Jacques Rousseau to John Stuart Mill. Two of the editors 
and key writers of Min Bao were Wang Jingwei and Hu Hanmin, Cantonese 
men who were both destined to play a major role in the future Kuomintang. 
Wang, a graduate of Japan University’s law school and a gifted polemicist and 
thinker, was, along with Tai, one of the golden young men among the revolu-
tionaries in Japan. The Min Bao advocated not only the overthrow of the 
Manchus through any means, including assassination, but also the national-
ization of land and support for the revolutionary cause around the world.
 This decidedly leftist world view  adopted by many Chinese studying 
abroad, including Chiang, became a cause of growing concern to the ruling 
oligarchs in Japan, and in 1907 the government asked Sun Yat- sen to leave 
the country. For their part, many of the Chinese students were becoming 
alarmed at the steady march of Japanese imperialism, particularly in Korea. 
The Alliance leaders, however, were not prepared to criticize Japan and still 
made cooperation with Japan a key objective of the party. Before his depar-
ture, Sun had even intimated in a speech in Tokyo that he would have no 
complaint if Japan felt it deserved northern Manchuria in return for its assis-
tance to the revolutionary cause.31

 That same year, Chiang’s mentor, Chen Qimei, moved from Tokyo to 
Shanghai where he set up a secret headquarters to prepare for uprisings in Ji-
angsu and Zhejiang, provinces that were adjacent to Shanghai. During his 
summer vacations Chiang joined Chen in the city and worked on various 
proj ects. In the summer of 1909, Chiang decided to break up with Mao 
Fumei, but his mother had learned from a fortune- teller that her son’s first 
wife would bear a son who would become a high- ranking of fi cial. Caiyu took 
matters into her own hands and escorted her daughter- in- law to Shanghai. 
When they arrived in the city, Kai- shek at first refused to go along with his 
mother’s plans, but after she wept and threatened to kill herself, Chiang 
agreed to do his duty. Fumei lived with Kai- shek over the hot summer 
months. When she told Chiang she thought she was pregnant, he sent her 
home.32

 On April 27, 1910, Fumei delivered their son. Very likely it was Caiyu 
who, recalling the fortune- teller’s words, chose the boy’s name “Ching- kuo” 
(save or manage the county). The character kuo henceforth would be the gen-
erational part of the given name of any children Kai- shek might have.33 On 
Ching- kuo’s first birthday, his father took no note of the event.34 His lack of 
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attention to his new heir re flected not only his estrangement from the boy’s 
mother, but also his increasingly deep involvement in the movement led by 
Sun Yat- sen.

After graduating from Tokyo’s Shimbu Gakko in November 1909, Kai- shek 
and his friend Zhang Qun received orders to report to the 19th Field Artil-
lery Regiment at Takada in order to gain real army experience—a require-
ment for entering the Japanese Military Academy for combat of fi cers. Life in 
the barracks was spartan, the training was severe and demanding, and the 
troops often performed their drills in the snow. Chiang responded positively 
to the challenge, but he was still considered standoffish, known for his tem-
per, and by his own admission, “cantankerous.”35 His seriousness and dedica-
tion may have won him grudging respect, but he did not stand out as a ca-
det; he fin ished only fifty- fourth among the sixty- two Chinese students in his 
academy preparatory class.36

 The Japanese of fi cers and sergeants who knew Chiang in the regiment, 
however, remembered his willingness to submit to rigid discipline and to ren-
der absolute loyalty. A sergeant recalled his “impressive and forbidding ex-
pression.”37 Some twenty years later, after Chiang had taken over leadership 
of the KMT and purged the Communists, he visited his old division com-
mander in Japan, General Nagaoka. Upon leaving this meeting, Chiang left 
the general four characters on a panel, which loosely translated read “Do not 
be ungrateful for the instructor’s teaching.” That summed up the secret of 
Chiang’s success, Nagaoka thought: “loyalty and gratitude.”38

 In the summer and fall of 1911, Chen Qimei was busy planning uprisings 
in cities throughout the Yangtze Valley, including the city of Wuhan up the 
Yangtze in Hubei province. One of the plans that Chiang was involved in as a 
junior assistant was the pro jected revolutionary takeover of his home prov-
ince of Zhejiang, but he was back in Japan when on October 9, an explosion 
in one of the rebels’ secret bomb factories in Wuhan alerted the authorities to 
the plot. The police seized a Revolutionary Alliance membership list and be-
gan arresting suspected soldiers. On “Double Ten Day” (October 10, the an-
niversary of the 1911 revolution), rebel of fi cers and sergeants in the Eighth 
Division responded by shooting loyalist of fi cers.
 The revolution was on.39 In many provinces, senior military of fi cers of the 
dynasty’s New Army broke away and became the de facto political leaders or 
military governors. In a few cases, bandit chiefs in alliance with army units 
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seized control. With this, the “warlord period” began, although it did not yet 
have that name. When Chiang Kai- shek heard about the events in Wuhan, 
he, Zhang Qun, and 120 other Chinese cadets immediately left their bar-
racks, mailed their uniforms back to their base, and began searching for a 
quick passage home.
 Now twenty- four years old, Chiang had spent almost three years in Japan 
and he spoke and read Japanese fairly well. He had no real Japanese friends, 
having stayed in Chinese circles except for  women of the night, but Japan 
had had a major in flu ence on him, strengthening what were presumably nat-
ural proclivities of temperament. He left with a strong sense of military disci-
pline, revolutionary fervor, and deep loyalty to his cause and its leader, all of 
which combined to give him an extraordinary sense of both political com-
mitment and personal courage and honesty. He saw the samurai’s “bushido” 
code of honor unto death as the principal reason for Japan’s military success, 

Chiang as a trainee in a Japanese artillery regiment just before the 1911 Revolution, which he 
and Zhang Qun rushed to join. Courtesy KMT Party History Institute.
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but he also believed that critical to Japan’s modernization was the disciplined 
ef fi ciency of most things in Japanese life, from the train system to education 
to manufacturing. For the rest of his life he would believe that patriotism and 
national spirit—most especially identity with the mother country above fam-
ily, possessions, and one’s life—were the keys to restoring China’s dignity and 
its place in the world. The problem was that China seemed to lack the pub-
lic strength of mind and character and the fervent nationalism necessary to 
build such an army. As Sun Yat- sen lamented, China was “a heap of sand.”
 Sailing from Nagasaki on a Japanese freighter, Kai- shek and Zhang Qun 
disembarked at a wharf in the Japanese area of Shanghai. Foreign concessions 
controlled three- quarters of the city, but the population was still 95 percent 
Chinese. The main avenues—like the principal foreign business street called 
the Bund along the Whangpoo River, and commercial Nanking Road—were 
bustling with a diverse population of Chinese, including compradors, who 
dealt with foreign firms, and local merchants—all in pigtails and wearing 
long white or gray gowns topped with high- collar mandarin jackets. Also in 
the mix were Western bankers and Japanese traders in black Western suits,  
a few in newfangled automobiles that competed for space with coolies who 
were balancing loads on bamboo poles, pulling rickshaws or carts, or pushing 
big wheelbarrows. But the lifelines of Shanghai were its hundreds of narrow, 
winding hutongs or alleys, where at any one time until around midnight a 
hundred thousand or so shoppers, laborers, housewives, craftsmen, students, 
clerks, and the unemployed crammed past endless rows of fruit stalls, noodle 
or dumpling stands, workshops, food markets, tea houses, and other outlets. 
Proprietors in shorts and shirtwaists sat on stools and gossiped with their 
neighbors and passersby. As they hurried along in the human torrent, the two 
friends were disappointed, for in no way did it look like a great revolution 
was under way.
 When they arrived at the secret Alliance headquarters, Chen was in the 
midst of planning attacks on the arsenal in the Chinese part of Shanghai and 
on the provincial government headquarters (yamen) in Hangzhou, the Zheji-
ang cap ital about ninety miles away. In Hangzhou, pro- revolutionary army 
of fi cers were ready to move. Chen put Chiang in charge of an armed “dare- 
to- die” contingent made up of Fenghua county fishermen reinforced by 
members from both the Green and Red gangs of Shanghai.40

 These “secret so ci e ties” or gangs were clandestine, revolutionary, quasi- 
religious fraternities of sworn “brothers.” Decentralized and autonomous, the 
gangs became involved in and ultimately dominated what today would be 
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called “or ga nized crime,” while also often running legitimate businesses. But 
the strong anti- Manchu roots of the gangs kept them committed to the goals 
of Chinese nationalism. Their membership included prominent merchants, 
bankers, and other respectable citizens. Sun Yat- sen himself had deep ties to 
the Triads in Guangdong province, one of the largest anti- Manchu so ci e ties 
in south China.
 Chiang was ecstatic with his first combat assignment. He had dreamed of 
this moment, and he wrote his mother to tell her “I have sworn to give my 
life for the revolution” and to ask her forgiveness for “neglecting my filial du-
ties.”41 But Kai- shek played only a minor role in the overthrow of the Qing 
regime in Zhejiang. On November 4, 1911, the turncoat New Army regi-
ments seized the key public buildings in the provincial cap ital, and while the 
small “dare to die” corps led by Chiang took part in the attack, there was lit-
tle or no resistance: the Qing governor had already fled to Shanghai and the 
Qing provincial army commander at the last minute joined the revolution. 
Kai- shek probably performed well, but provincial gazetteers of the day, who 
reported in detail on the planning and execution of the coup, did not even 
mention him.42

 The day before the attack in Hangzhou, Chen Qimei’s forces, including 
3,000 members of the Green Gang, seized the governor’s yamen in Chinese 
Shanghai, the police headquarters, and the Jiangnan arsenal. “Five- colored 
flags” of the Shanghai revolutionaries suddenly appeared in thousands of 
windows and rooftops, while euphoric crowds thronged the streets. Soon a 
half million shorn pigtails lay on the ground.43

 Chiang returned to Shanghai from Hangzhou to find that his mentor, 
Chen Qimei, had become tutuh or military governor of Chinese Shanghai. 
Chen reportedly appointed Chiang commander of the Fifth Regiment, but 
with so many graduates of the Japanese Military Academy available who had 
also par tic i pated in the uprising, it is more likely he simply told the young 
Chiang to retain as many of the fishermen and secret society members in his 
“dare to die corps” as he could, recruit others, and try to transform them into 
a disciplined outfit. Chen instructed his commanders to raise their own 
money to maintain their units.44

 On a cold, damp Christmas Day, Sun Yat- sen, who had been in the United 
States on October 10, arrived in Shanghai by ship and went directly to a 
house in the French Concession where he was visited by supporters. Among 
them was a young Australian correspondent for the New York Herald named 
William Henry Donald, who had been an adviser to the Revolutionary Alli-



24 the generaliss imo

ance since 1908. The visionary and idealistic Sun and the pragmatic Donald 
immediately formed a close relationship. Decades later, Donald said his role 
was to “guide” Sun and “talk to him like a Dutch Uncle,” but ranking KMT 
of fi cials described Donald as primarily involved in public relations. Some 
suspected he was secretly reporting to the British.45 At a minimum, he would 
be a close and interested witness to events over the next twenty- five years.
 On December 29, the revolutionaries convened a provisional national as-
sembly in Nanking, which was dominated by the Revolutionary Alliance. 
Tao Chengzhang, head of the rival Restoration Society, wanted to be the new 
governor of Zhejiang but Chen Qimei was determined the job would go to 
an Alliance supporter.46 The dispute grew more hostile until Tao, fearing for 
his life, tried to back out of the dispute and hid in a hospital. Chiang, how-
ever, iden ti fied the address and Chen dispatched assassins, who on January 
12 sneaked into Tao’s room and killed him. Chiang implied that he was not 
the person who orchestrated the assassination but “took responsibility in or-
der not to get Chen Qimei in trouble.” Gazetteers and newspapers of the day 
did not mention Chiang in connection with the murder, which suggests he 
was probably not present when the event occurred.47

On January 6 the new National Assembly in Nanking inaugurated Sun Yat- 
sen as the provisional President of China. At this point, a prolonged political 
standoff seemed likely between Sun and Yuan Shikai, the Manchu- appointed 
prime minister and former army grand marshal who controlled North China. 
All the foreign powers except Japan were pushing for Sun to step down. Then 
in a surprise development, Sun, only sixteen days after achieving his lifelong 
ambition of becoming President of a republican China, suddenly offered to 
resign in favor of Yuan. Sun was willing to make this painful concession in 
order to achieve national unity under a coalition government, a grand and 
selfless gesture that re flected both high idealism and naiveté. While Chiang 
Kai- shek, like Chen Qimei, strongly disagreed with Sun’s decision to give up 
his position, the resignation of a leader who put the cause ahead of himself 
and the acclaim he received as a result impressed Chiang mightily; he would 
resort to this technique several times in his long career. On March 12, Yuan 
Shikai of fi cially became President but exercised clear authority over only half 
of the old Manchu Army. In what would in retrospect be a major mistake, 
Sun agreed that the cap ital should be in Peking and the provisional govern-
ment should move there.
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 Chen Qimei stayed on as military governor of Shanghai—one of the most 
important provincial- level positions—and Chiang continued to drill his 
troops in the city while seeking funds to keep them fed. But the revolution-
ary excitement had ended and the young of fi cer spent much of his time  
discussing politics with Qimei, Dai Jitao, and a few other colleagues from  
his Japanese days. Chiang’s quick temper was a matter of growing legend. 
Qimei’s home was on Mohawk Road near the race course in the International 
Settlement (essentially the British sector, where Americans and Japanese also 
lived and did business). One day, Chiang went to visit Qimei and when a 
sentry would not let him in, he hit the fellow. Qimei strongly admonished 
his young protégé about this bullying behavior and “some people” urged him 
to get rid of the young man. But Chen Qimei apparently believed that such 
bellicosity had its usefulness in a military leader. Chiang himself saw his quick 
temper as a problem: he continued to chastise himself for displaying anger 
toward ordinary people like rickshaw pullers.48

 There were several important developments in Chiang’s personal life dur-
ing this period. One night at a brothel, Chiang met a strikingly attractive 
young woman named Yao Yicheng, a native of Suzhou, a town renowned for 
its ancient canals and its beautiful  women. He fell in love with her and took 
her to live with him in his small flat in the French Quarter.49 And around this 
time, Chiang became friends with Qimei’s nephew and aide, a frail eigh teen- 
year- old named Chen Guofu, as well as Guofu’s twelve- year- old brother, Lifu, 
both of whom were staying at the house on Mohawk Road. Years later, the 
two Chen brothers would constitute the famous (or infamous) “C- C Clique” 
in the KMT. Through Qimei, Chiang also got to know the antique dealer 
Zhang Renjie, a fellow Zhejiangese and stalwart Sun supporter. Zhang was a 
diminutive man with a deformed foot, the scion of a wealthy silk merchant, 
but an intellectual anarchist rather than a right- wing conservative. This con-
nection brought Chiang closer into the inner circle, but still he had not come 
to the personal attention of Sun himself.

Meanwhile, the most intellectual of Chiang’s friends from his Japanese days, 
Dai Jitao, had become the Tom Paine of the post revolution period, produc-
ing a newspaper called Min Quan Li (People’s Rights) that became “the 
 conscience of China’s new republican politics.”50 After Sun’s withdrawal from 
of fice, Dai continued attacking Yuan Shikai, as well as the emerging de facto 
political order in which self- interest and provincialism seemed quickly to be 
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overriding the national cause. Dai leaned distinctly to the left, stressing not 
only economic development but also anti- imperialism and evolutionary so-
cialism. Chiang was an avid reader of Min Quan Li.
 Sun’s Alliance Party now amalgamated with four others to form the Kuo-
mintang (Nationalist Party) or KMT. Under the leadership of Song Jiaoren, a 
close comrade of Sun and a hero of the struggle both in Canton and Wuhan, 
the new KMT enjoyed a majority in the National Assembly. Nonetheless, in 
August, after four weeks of talks in Peking, Sun declared that Yuan should be 
President for ten years and promptly accepted a position in his government as 
head of railway affairs.51

 At this point, Chen Qimei gave up his powerful position as civil and mili-
tary chief of Chinese Shanghai and together with Chiang sailed off to Japan. 
The two men may have feared assassination.52 While they strongly disagreed 
with Sun’s cooperation with Yuan Shikai, they had asked for and received 
Sun’s permission to leave the country. Chen and Chiang were already think-
ing of the need for a second revolution, but it seemed that the political ar-
rangement between Yuan and Sun might hold for several years. Chiang re-
turned briefly and secretly to Shanghai, found Miss Yao, and brought her 
back with him to Japan.53

IV

In March 1913, the KMT in general elections won control of the National 
Assembly and tensions with Yuan Shikai increased, ending in the assassina-
tion of the acting President of the KMT, the energetic Song Jiaoren, appar-
ently by agents of the Yuan government. The fragile coalition quickly col-
lapsed and Sun Yat- sen’s “second revolution” now began. Chen Qimei and 
Chiang returned secretly to Shanghai and pulled together as many fighters as 
possible, including Chiang’s old “regiment.” The Green Gang, bought off by 
Yuan’s side and perhaps the European authorities in Shanghai as well, this 
time declined to join in the revolution. After all, its members were anti- 
Manchu, not pro- democratic, and the Manchus were gone. Attacks by the 
rebels on the arsenal and the Woosung forts failed and, according to heroic 
accounts by friendly biographers, Chiang was almost captured, but he and 
his men escaped and in disguise fled down the river. Yuan then began a ter-
ror campaign in which he executed thousands of KMT supporters, including 
KMT members of the National Assembly. He ordered the complete disso-
lution of the KMT and the arrest of Chen Qimei and other KMT leaders. 
Chiang Kai- shek was still too little known to make the list.54
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 Chiang and Chen fled back to Japan and in August 1913, with his once 
high- fly ing optimism in tatters, Sun himself escaped to Yokohama. He as-
sumed his old Japanese name, Nakayama, and established himself in secret 
quarters provided by Toyama Mitsuru, the head of Japan’s ultra nationalist 
Black Dragon Society. Sun immediately began to draw up plans for a re-
juvenated, disciplined, and clandestine movement to be called the Chinese 
Revolutionary Party. Members were to swear an oath of loyalty to Sun as the 
undisputed director- general of the party and commander in chief of the revo-
lutionary army. Wang Jingwei and others refused to accept this condition and 
left Japan, but Chen Qimei and Chiang Kai- shek agreed on the need for total 
commitment and took the oath. The new platform  adopted Sun’s original 
idea that, after the revolutionary movement attained power, democracy could 
be introduced in China only after an indefi nite period of “tutelage” under the 
Revolutionary Party and military rule. In other words there would be an au-
thoritarian, military regime of some indefi nite tenure.55

 Among Sun’s supporters who fled to Japan was the remarkable Charles 
Jones Soong. Soong had spent eight years working and studying in America, 
earning a degree in divinity at Vanderbilt University. Back in China, he 
worked for several years as a Methodist missionary, then went into Bible pub-
lishing, and fi nally mass- produced and marketed dried noodles. The noodle 
business made him a fortune, and he soon became a key fi nan cial backer of 
Sun Yat- sen. After Soong and his family arrived in Japan, his eldest daughter, 
Ai- ling, a graduate of Wesleyan College in Macon, Georgia, who had become 
Sun Yat- sen’s secretary in Shanghai shortly after the formation of the Repub-
lic, resumed this role.
 In December, Chiang Kai- shek had his first meeting with Sun, who was 
impressed with his dedication and soon sent him on a dangerous mission 
back in China.56 Soong Ai- ling noticed the slim of fi cer with the thin mus-
tache, high forehead, and thick Ningbo accent. She asked her sister, Ching- 
ling, who had just returned from America as another Wesleyan graduate, if 
she would be interested in a match with Kai- shek. Ching ling said no.57 Un-
known to Ai- ling, Sun had developed a deep attachment to her and one day 
declared his feelings to Ai- ling’s father and asked for her hand. Like Chiang 
Kai- shek, Sun had been married as a youth to a simple farm woman and she 
was with him in Tokyo. They had two grown children. For a Chinese man, a 
divorce was as easy as snapping one’s fingers, but Sun and the Soongs were 
Christians—Ai- ling’s father, aghast at the proposal, adamantly refused.
 Some months later, Ai- ling married H. H. Kung, the head of the Tokyo 
Chinese YMCA. He came from a distinguished family of merchants and 
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bankers in the Northwestern province of Shanxi, held degrees in economics 
from Oberlin and Yale, and like all Chinese named Kung was supposedly a 
direct descendent of Confucius.58 As a youth, Kung had become a Christian, 
and a few years later, relatives hid him when Boxers descended on his home-
town of Taigu and slaughtered his friends—Chinese converts as well as mis-
sionaries and their families. After returning from America, Kung did not take 
up one of the lucrative family businesses but instead accepted a job as head of 
a mission school. Following the revolution of 1911, Kung became an adviser 
to the twenty- eight- year- old Shanxi military governor, Yan Xishan. Then, ap-
parently unhappy with Yan’s cooperation with Yuan, he resigned his position 
and took the YMCA job in Tokyo—con firming that money and power were 
not his preoccupation in his early manhood.59

 The twenty- one- year- old Ch’ing- ling, more slim and alluring than her sis-
ter, eagerly took over her job serving the revolutionary hero, and he promptly 
lusted after her.60 Sun Yat- sen did not declare himself either to Ch’ing- ling 
(who was twenty- six years youn ger than he) or, knowing his attitude, to her 
father. Ch’ing- ling’s affection for her boss remained purely political and pla-
tonic.61

 At this point, Charlie Soong, possibly sensing Sun’s affection for his sec-
ond daughter, decided to take his family back to Shanghai. Ch’ing- ling re-
sisted going, but her father insisted. Shortly after they arrived home, she 
smuggled out a letter to Sun, who wrote back saying he needed her help ur-
gently in Tokyo. With the aid of a maidservant, who put up a ladder against 
her window, she escaped one night and was soon on a Japanese ship headed 
to Yokohama.62 When Sun Yat- sen greeted her in Tokyo, he had already gone 
through simple divorce proceedings and he proposed to her. Startled, she 
nevertheless agreed and they were married the next day. She was barely twenty 
and he was forty- eight. She resumed her work as his En glish- language secre-
tary and also began doing his secret coding and decoding. Charlie Soong 
disowned his daughter and swore he would have nothing ever to do with Sun 
Yat- sen again.63

In the spring of 1914, Sun sent Chiang to Shanghai to try to pull together 
the scattered and demoralized revolutionary underground. Several of Chiang’s 
men were arrested, and after another narrow escape he returned to Japan.64 
The very next month, Sun dispatched him to explore the possibilities of ties 
with one or more of the warlords in Manchuria.65 The Chinese generals in 



A Neo- Confucian Youth 29

that region, nominally under Yuan Shikai, were cool to Chiang’s suggestions 
of a third revolution, and he prepared to sail back to Tokyo. But before he did 
so, he wrote a letter to Sun predicting that with the outbreak of the new in-
ternecine European war of unprecedented scale, Japan would exploit the situ-
ation to advance its position in East Asia.66

 On January 18, 1915, Tokyo secretly delivered the Twenty- one Demands 
to Yuan Shikai, which included de facto Japanese economic control of Man-
churia and cession to Japan of the previous German rights in Shandong and 
Fujian, the province opposite Taiwan. Other demands would have made 
China effectively a semi- colony of Japan.67 Outrage spread across China and 
among Chinese overseas, but Sun Yat- sen, oblivious to this sentiment and 
still hoping for large- scale Japanese aid, submitted to Tokyo a series of pro-
posals that seemed to surrender even more Chinese sovereignty than Japan 
had asked for. The Peking government accused Sun and his revolutionaries of 
selling out the country, and again many Sun supporters left Japan.68 When 
Yuan Shikai continued to stall on the Twenty- one Demands, Japan mobilized 
its troops. Yuan then yielded, authorizing a treaty incorporating most of the 
twenty- one requirements.69

 Again deserted by many of his close followers, Sun was at the lowest point 
in his career, and he valued more deeply than ever the loyalty of the few who 
stuck with him. Chiang understood and supported Sun’s view that the ouster 
of Yuan Shikai and the creation of a uni fied and modernizing government 
took precedence over Japan’s transgressions. This was another lesson that 
Chiang would remember: “First pacify the interior then resist the external 
[threat]” (Rang wai bi xian an nei).
 Despite Sun Yat- sen’s loss of much support, Chiang and Chen Qimei were 
soon once again in Shanghai hiding out in the hutongs of the French Con-
cession, plotting new ways to promote the revolution. As a first step, they 
planned the assassination of the hated defense commissioner in Chinese 
Shanghai, Zheng Ruzheng. On November 10, two gunmen intercepted 
Zheng’s car on Garden Bridge and killed him with a fusillade of shots. Next, 
an attack on police headquarters by “dare to die” teams led by Chiang and 
Chen Qimei went badly, and Chen and Chiang barely managed to escape.70 
The attempted putsch was widely considered a debacle and Sun Yat- sen’s rep-
utation sank further. Exhausted, Chiang fell ill. His mother came to Shang-
hai to be with him, and under her care he recovered.71

 In February, Chen Qimei and Chiang Kai- shek—with a Japanese loan to 
Sun of US$700,000 and again protected by the Green Gang leader in the 
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French Concession, Huang Jinrong (also known as Pock- marked Huang)—
tried once more to rebuild the Chinese Revolutionary Army in Shanghai.72 
But a group of assassins, probably paid by the Northern warlords, gained ac-
cess to Chen’s of fice on a ruse and shot and killed him and his bodyguards. 
Two days later, Chiang, dressed in a white mourning robe, gave a eulogy that 
was as much about himself as his fallen leader. “Who is there beside myself,” 
he asked rhetorically, “to continue your work?”73 In another telling comment, 
he noted that some people had tried to “persuade you [Chen] to get rid of 
me” and “you believed lies about me.” But Chiang declared he did not care 
about this betrayal and just wanted to have a clear conscience “after you are 
dead.”74

 The graveside speech revealed that the twenty- eight- year- old revolutionary 
was already entertaining high ambitions, a side to his character he had until 
then kept in check, at least in public. Chiang, however, was well aware of his 
flaws and in the diary that he began keeping in 1918 he listed a plethora of 
traits he hoped to eliminate from his personality. These included being “ruth-
less and tyrannical; irritable; conceited; stubborn; wicked; . . . extravagant; 
jealous; stingy; lascivious; arrogant; full of sorrow and indignation,” and fi-
nally, given to “public spectacles, and boasting of wealth.”75

Yuan Shikai ended the political crisis on June 6, 1916, by suddenly dying. 
The Vice President, Li Yuanhong, who had been a mere fig urehead, recalled 
the elected National Assembly with its KMT majority, and Sun Yat- sen and 
his wife returned to Shanghai and settled down at 26 rue Molière in the 
French Concession.76 During the next two years, Sun’s circle of hardcore sup-
porters stayed near each other in the relative haven of the French Concession. 
When he was in Shanghai, Chiang Kai- shek now stayed sometimes with the 
wealthy once- anarchist antique merchant Zhang Renjie, who had replaced 
Chen Qimei as his principal patron and “teacher.”77 Chiang’s concubine, Yao 
Yicheng, had returned from Japan with him and he set her up in a house 
in Ningbo, where he also spent some of his time. In September 1917, he 
 submitted to Sun a then seemingly far- fetched military blueprint for taking 
Peking and uniting the country—a plan he called the Northern Punitive 
Expe dition.78

 After Chiang’s hectic involvement over four years in one adventure after 
another for the party, little is known about his activities during the years 
1916–1917. In his diaries, which begin in 1918, Chiang added brief recollec-
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tions some time later for those years. In one entry for the spring of 1917, 
Chiang reports that Sun Yat- sen, who had left town for Guangdong, ordered 
him to collect—presumably from the German consulate—one million yuan 
that the German government had agreed to lend the movement.79

 In copies of the original diaries for the years 1918–1922 and released by 
the Chiang family in 2006 to the Hoover Institution Archives, more than a 
hundred passages have been redacted—some by family editors but others de-
cades ago by Chiang Kai- shek or his son. Given the ninety- year age of some 
of the deleted passages, they most likely related to behavior or opinions con-
sidered by the Chiangs to be embarrassing or incriminating, and as such they 
virtually demand speculation.80

 It is conceivable that Chiang during this time was engaged in criminal ac-
tivities with the Green Gang. In 1914, the British defense commissioner of 
Shanghai issued a warrant for Chiang’s arrest in connection with an unspeci-
fied “crime in the Xiao sudo District.” This charge probably related to the 
failed underground activity in Shanghai by Chiang and Chen Qimei about 
that time. In October 1917, the northern regime’s military governor of Chi-
nese Shanghai submitted a warrant to the British Settlement police charging 
that Chiang had been involved in the murder of a “prominent Chinese resi-
dent of the Settlement in 1910,” that is, seven years earlier. This was possibly 
a mistaken reference to the murder of Tao Chengzhang in January 1913. In 
1910, Chiang was spending only his summer months in Shanghai and there 
are no other reports of such a crime. Then in July 1918 the same Chinese 
military governor alleged that Chiang was “concerned in [an] armed robbery 
on Seward Road [in the Settlement] on October 18, 1917.” The British au-
thorities, perhaps believing the alleged events were part of the ongoing civil 
war between the Chinese parties and suspecting political motives on the part 
of the Chinese military governor, never arrested Chiang on these charges.81

 A member of the family in 2008 stated categorically that no redactions 
made by the family refer to the Green Gang, criminal activity, or political 
matters but related to “personal,” nonpolitical issues. References in the first 
category, however, could have been deleted by Chiang himself or his son, 
Ching- kuo.82

 Beginning in 1918, Chiang began writing at least one diary page ev ery day 
in classical Chinese rather than the vernacular. He continued the practice 
until 1972 when bad health fi nally put an end to it. As well as the main 
events of the previous twenty- four hours and his ruminations on them, he 
recorded the time he rose and went to bed, the temperature, and the weather. 
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The daily list of his own flaws, which continued well into the 1920s, was in 
part for Confucian effect, but they also seemed to re flect Chiang’s recogni-
tion of the imma tu ri ty in his personal behavior. Yet he still did little to re-
form. Sun Yat- sen, for one, saw Chiang’s serious shortcomings but also his 
valuable qualities as a tenacious activist and loyalist who had the dare- to- die 
spirit—a spirit undampened by the defeats and narrow escapes in which he 
had been involved.83 The setbacks and dangerous escapades simply added to 
his sense of personal destiny.

After Yuan Shikai’s death, political confusion reigned again in China, with 
one warlord coup in Peking following another. In 1918, KMT members  
of the National Assembly fled to Canton and together with Sun Yat- sen 
launched a “constitution protection movement,” which entailed, in part, or-
ganizing a provisional military government with Sun as da yuan shuai or 
grand marshal of the Chinese Army and Navy.84 The southern military rulers 
of Guangdong and Yunnan pledged their support, including a key Cantonese 
leader, Chen Jiongming, who commanded the loyalty of a major fight ing 
force in the south, the Guangdong Army.85 Despite his august titles, Sun Yat-
 sen did not have unchallenged authority even over the new Canton political 
establishment, which was split into factions.86

 In March, on Sun’s orders, Chiang Kai- shek joined Chen Jiongming’s army 
as senior operations of fi cer for an attack on the warlord of Fujian province.87 
Sun’s fragile coalition in Canton, however, once again quickly unraveled as 
some of the southern warlords demanded more authority in the new govern-
ment. Sun resigned as leader and went back to Shanghai.88 Chen Jiongming 
and his 30,000- man Guangdong Army remained solidly behind Sun, and in 
July, Chiang Kai- shek successfully rallied units to recover a key town in Fu-
jian. Soon afterward, his sharp temper and rigid personality created resent-
ment among the Cantonese of fi cers, and he briefly resigned, but Chen asked 
him to return and take up command of the Second Detachment, a force of 
some one thousand men.89 Chiang trained the unit of raw recruits as best he 
could and led them over perilous mountains deep into enemy- controlled ter-
ritory.90

A momentous event affecting China’s and the world’s future took place in 
November 1917 when the Bolshevik forces led by Vladimir Ilyich Lenin 
seized power in Petrograd and much of Russia. The next year, also in Novem-
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ber, World War I ended and at the Paris Peace Conference the Chinese dele-
gation, composed of representatives from both the Peking and the Canton 
governments, sought to recover all of Germany’s ill- gotten rights in China 
now in the hands of the Japanese. President Woodrow Wilson supported the 
Chinese position, but, outvoted by the Europeans, settled for a compromise 
in which about half of the former German territorial rights in China were 
formally given to Japan.91 When the provisions of the Treaty of Versailles be-
came known in China on May 4, 1919, students, intellectuals, and most  
informed Chinese were furious. Mass demonstrations started at Peking Uni-
versity and spread to other universities, high schools, and factories. The “agi-
tation against Japan,” Chiang wrote, was “unprecedented,” and demonstrated 
“the Chinese people’s fight ing spirit and patriotism.” At last, he thought, the 
“revival of China” seemed certain.92

 Before 1911, the focus of revolutionaries in China had centered on put-
ting an end to China’s backwardness and humiliation—conditions blamed 
on the alien Manchu dynasty. Now, as a Chinese- run republic, the nation 
had splintered into warring fiefdoms, was weaker than under the Qing, was 
raked over by internal wars, and continued to be exploited by the foreign 
powers. Reform- minded Chinese condemned the foreign imperialists for 
many of China’s ills but also demanded a profound change in Chinese cul-
ture and national character that would enable their nation fi nally to stand up 
in the world. Dai Jitao was one of those who harped on this theme. The most 
famous, however, was the writer Lu Xun, who charged that Chinese tradition 
bred a regressive, stultifying culture and moral cowardice. Sun Yat- sen also 
had long been calling for a new breed of unselfish, patriotic, and heroic Chi-
nese, a kind of a people, he believed, they had never been before. Chiang 
agreed, but his optimism about this transformation happening anytime soon 
was short- lived. He noticed that while the spirit of the people seemed on the 
upsurge, most Chinese were illiterate, and he feared it would be dif fi cult to 
carry out a revolution in the character of the country within ten years. In 
terms of national fortitude, Japan was “way ahead.”93 Chiang would remain 
pessimistic on this score for the next twenty- six years.
 While the May Fourth or New Culture Movement of 1919 gave yet  
another breath of life to the followers of Sun Yat- sen, it also provided a dra-
matic boost to the infant Marxist movement in China and its academic lead-
ers, Chen Duxiu and Li Dazhao. An intellectual but politically ineffectual 
“third force” was also emerging, inspired by the writings of John Dewey–
pragmatists like Peking University’s Hu Shi, a Columbia University philoso-
phy Ph.D. Virtually all Chinese, including the warlords, endorsed the goals 
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of the May Fourth movement. The question was which party or faction or 
warlord would lead China as it sought to realize the common dream of na-
tional restoration and modernization.
 Although Sun Yat- sen believed that Marxist class struggle was not relevant 
to China, he was increasingly inspired by news of the Russian Revolution and 
its ideals of a classless society and a worldwide end to imperialism. So was his 
of fi cer from Xikou, Chiang Kai- shek, who had begun reading “A Chronicle 
of the Russian Revolution.” He wrote in his diary that he would forever “ad-
mire” this great event in history, a “new epoch” in human affairs. Short en-
tries like “reading Russian” and “studying Russian” repeatedly appeared in his 
diary, and he became a fan of the Communist New Youth magazine, reading 
it sometimes in the morning and then again in the afternoon.94 These read-
ings further stirred up Chiang’s strong anti- imperialist sentiments directed  
at the West. The appeal of the Russian Revolution in China soared when 
Moscow announced it would relinquish its special rights in Manchuria and 
would cancel all the “unequal” tsarist treaties with China. To the long- 
suffering Chinese, this was a thunderbolt of goodwill.

At this time, Chiang was still in the field leading his detachment of the 
Guangdong Army. He was not attracted to the girls of Fujian, he wrote, but 
he could not get sex off his mind: “If I  don’t stop my desire, there will be no 
prog ress in my lifetime.”95 In March 1919, he took a break from the front 
lines and returned to Shanghai. There he stayed with a new lover he called 
“Jiemei.” Judging by his passion for her, she was another beautiful woman. 
He had become estranged from his concubine Yao Yicheng because of her 
frequent gambling, and now was desperately in love with Jiemei. According 
to his diary, at one point he was at the dock, ready to return to his post in 
Fujian, but could not bear to leave her and so stayed behind several more 
days. He even wanted to marry her, but according to a letter she wrote him, 
even though she wanted to stay with him forever, she did not want to be 
bound by a formal marriage contract.96 During this time, despite their es-
trangement, Chiang continued to stay off and on with Yao Yicheng in 
Ningbo.97

 One consequence of Chiang’s promiscuous lifestyle was that he believed 
he had become sterile because of diseases passed on to him by one or more 
sexual partners over the years. As a result, he became more attentive to his 
only biological child. On his way back to the front in Fujian, he stopped  
in Fenghua and asked his old Confucian tutor, Gu Qinglian, to spend time 
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with Ching- kuo, now nine, and assess the boy’s potential. In Chiang’s first 
letter to Ching- kuo, he reported that Gu had said the boy was “not brilliant” 
but “liked to study very much.” Chiang then sent his son off to Fenghua to 
attend his old school, the Phoenix Mountain Academy.98

 At the same time, Chiang informed his mother and Fumei that his concu-
bine, Yao Yicheng, would be arriving in Xikou with a handsome three- year- 
old boy he had  adopted. The boy, whom Chiang had named Wei- kuo, was 
the son of Chiang’s friend Dai Jitao and Dai’s former Japanese mistress. 
Yicheng and Wei- kuo took up residence in the Chiang home, but Fumei and 
Yicheng did not get along, and eventually Chiang Kai- shek’s uncle took in 
the boy and his foster mother.99 Judging by the letters he sent the two boys, 
Kai- shek felt more affection for his fine- featured  adopted son than his bio-
logical heir, who was less handsome. In the spring of 1920, Chiang brought 
his mother to the city for medical treatment, but shortly thereafter he himself 
came down with a bout of typhoid. Recuperating, he had more time to la-
ment at length in his diary about his need for self- improvement.100

 Inspired by his increasingly leftist thinking, Chiang’s writings during this 
period turned to the “cunning and snobbery” of businessmen and cap italists. 
“If we  don’t restrict private cap ital,” he wrote, “laborers will never have the 
chance to enjoy plea sure and freedom.” After a landlord tried to cheat Yao 
Yicheng, he remarked, “The rich do nothing but embezzle others.”101 But 
when on July 1, 1920, the new Shanghai Securities and Commodities Ex-
change, set up by party supporters to provide funds to the KMT, of fi cially 
began, he leaped into investment as a sideline. With various loans, Chiang 
and Chen Guofu formed an investment firm “to speculate in stocks.” After 
an initial drop, the original cap ital of 3,000 silver dollars (probably Mexican) 
soon soared to 30,000, and in early December his rich patron, Zhang Renjie, 
purchased shares for him worth 3,500 silver dollars in another investment 
company. The market, however, quickly started to slide downward and by 
the end of the year, Chiang confessed to his diary that he had lost seven or 
eight thousand dollars, an amount he apparently owed.102

 But Chiang had little time to devote to following the market. On Septem-
ber 30, 1920, Sun appointed him chief of staff of the Second Guangdong 
Army, the highest position Chiang had held. In his diary Chiang promised 
that “in order to diminish people’s doubts about me, I am not going to take 
any [political] position,” implying that he would stick to military matters 
and not cause resentment by his outspoken criticism of others and his volatile 
temper. By the time Chiang reported for duty as chief of staff, Sun Yat- sen’s 
Guangdong Army, supported by sympathetic bandit gangs, river pirates, and 
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10,000 coolies, was gradually gaining ground against the southern warlords 
who had forced Sun’s resignation back in 1918. Throughout October, Chiang 
was almost constantly on the move with his battalions, “winning one vic-
tory after another.”103 But the pressure of combat frayed his temper and again 
he frequently lashed out at his fellow of fi cers, who nicknamed him “Big 
Gun.”104

 In a letter that fall, Sun sternly upbraided him for his provocative tempera-
ment:

There are but few in our party today who have the dual qualities of 
military expertise and political dedication. Only you, my elder brother, 
are with us, you whose courage and sincerity are equal to those of Zhu 
Zhixin [a heroic of fi cer who was killed in battle in August] and whose 
knowledge of war is even better than his. But you have a fiery temper, 
and your hatred of mediocrity is too excessive. Thus it often leads to 
quarrels and renders cooperation dif fi cult. As you are shouldering the 
great and heavy responsibility of our party, you should sac ri fice your 
ideals a little and try to compromise. This is merely for the sake of our 
party and has nothing to do with your personal principles. Would you, 
my elder brother, agree with this? Or would you not?105

 Chiang did agree, but he still seemed unable to change. After he and Dai 
got into a fierce argument, he wrote an apologetic but defensive note to his 
“Elder Brother”: “When a man has been so lacking in self control and so 
rude, how can he have the face to see his beneficent teacher and helpful friend 
again?”106 In his reply, Dai reiterated his deep affection and admiration for 
Chiang but then described him as “extremely self- willed to an almost incor-
rigible extent.” Chiang wrote back accusing his friend of sharp words, preju-
dice, and sentimentality, and in a revealing passage, complained: “The trou-
ble with me in society is that I go to ex tremes. Therefore, I have [a few] 
lifelong sworn, intimate friends but no ordinary boon companions or social 
acquaintances.”107 Chiang’s strong points—the intensity of his commitment 
to the cause and doing the job right, and not suffering fools lightly—were 
also his weaknesses.

In late October, Chen Jiongming and the Second Guangdong Army entered 
Canton, where a “huge welcoming crowd greeted him.”108 Chiang was still in 
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the field fight ing remnants of the Guangxi forces, but he returned to Shang-
hai on November 12 to brief Sun Yat- sen, then left the next day for Zhejiang 
and home because of his mother’s poor health.109 The following month, Sun 
Yat- sen, supported by the Chinese Navy’s First Fleet, arrived in Canton from 
Shanghai, and almost immediately he and Chen Jiongming disagreed about 
the direction of the new Canton government. Sun favored a strong central 
government and plans for an early launching of the military expedition to 
overthrow the Northern warlords, while Chen wished to concentrate on 
making Guangdong a model province and seeking a peaceful agreement on a 
federal framework for all of China.110

 Chiang, in his dispatches from Xikou to Sun Yat-sen, pushed for an early 
military campaign to capture all of Guangxi province as the first stage in pre-
paring for the Northern Expedition. When Sun again urged him to report for 
duty, he replied with some impudence, “Sir, you have been in Guangdong for 
fifty days, but not a single order has been issued for mobilization. That is 
what I am waiting for. As soon as the date for the start of the campaign is 
decided, I will come to serve you without waiting for your call.”111 In late 
April 1921, with the support of the Peking government, a Guangxi warlord 
army again invaded Guangdong. On May 10, Chiang belatedly arrived in 
Canton to join Sun Yat- sen and the Second Army, but on the night of May 
24, he dreamed of a landscape of “white and boundless” snow. He felt this 
portended ill for his mother and hastened back home.112 His foreboding 
proved correct and his mother died on June 4.
 General Xu Chongzhi led the Second Army against the Guangxi interlop-
ers, who panicked and whose commanders deserted. A few wobbly biplanes 
of the Cantonese air force had no bombs but instead dropped logs on the 
fleeing enemy soldiers.113 General Xu pursued the invaders deep into their 
home province and soon, to the surprise of many, the Guangdong Army and 
of fi cially the Canton government controlled all of Guangxi’s major cities. 
Sun, who had been made President again on May 4, believed it was now time 
to launch the long- promised Northern Expedition to unify the country. He 
moved his headquarters to exotic Guilin, the Guangxi cap ital city surrounded 
by gorgeous peaks made famous by Chinese artists over the centuries.

V

Despite the victory in the south, Chiang remained in Xikou, enacting all the 
traditional rituals of a Chinese son mourning the death of a parent. He 
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planned the funeral and selected the burial site. Halfway up the winding path 
to Hole in the Snow Monastery, he built a small cabin for himself with a 
stunning view. There he spent many days in meditation, ignoring pleas from 
Sun to join him in Guilin. It was during this time that Chiang came to a 
“more mature understanding of his personal strengths and flaws.”114 As he 
frequently detailed in his diary, his personality and behavior were deeply 
flawed. Although often introverted, he could be a bully, self- righteous, and 
arrogant. His demanding leadership style and short temper alienated his peers 
as well as his subordinates. His superiors saw the steel will of a commanding 
personality but they could also be irritated by his abrasive manner. In addi-
tion, he lusted after prostitutes even after he had taken a concubine. While 
this was not unusual behavior for a young military of fi cer, it was not what a 
Confucian scholar- soldier would do.
 Walking in the mountains, Chiang drew up a new life plan, promising to 
adhere in practice and not just in theory to the ideals of neo- Confucianism—
sincerity, rectitude, serenity, constancy, and determined action. In his mind, 
morally rearmed, it was “evident what will ensue.”115 Though only thirty- four 
years old and a mid- ranking of fi cer in Sun Yat- sen’s forces, he now had no 
doubt as to his mission—he would be one of modern China’s great men of 
destiny. At this point he probably saw his sacred mission as eventual com-
mander of the military forces under Sun, leading the Northern Expedition to 
victory and unifying the nation. The idea that he could also be the successor 
to the fifty- eight- year- old, apparently healthy Sun also lurked in the back of 
his mind, but the prospect must have seemed far in the future. To prepare for 
this leadership role, he would need to rein in his temperamental, impetuous, 
and judgmental nature through self- criticism, self- discipline, and conscious 
character development.
 During this time Chiang drew closer to his two sons than ever before. Wei-
 kuo was now five years old and thus still at an age when parental indulgence 
was in order, but Ching- kuo, at eleven, was the object of strict discipline. Still 
there were moments for father- son bonding. The young of fi cer and his elder 
son visited the Hole in the Snow Monastery and hiked around the Thousand 
League Falls. Chiang found Ching- kuo to be a “very teachable boy” and the 
 adopted Wei- kuo “lovable.”116

In early September, Chiang fi nally started back south to join Sun in Guilin. 
Along the way he stopped in Shanghai to review with Chen Guofu a recent 
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downward plunge in their investments. Only a few months before, Chiang 
had felt “ter rific” about the way the market had recovered since the previous 
December. But brokerage firms in Shanghai were now closing their doors ev-
ery day, brokers were going bankrupt, and some, including one of Chiang’s 
friends and co- investors, were committing suicide.117 He himself seems to 
have made and then lost 200,000 (possibly Mexican) silver dollars between 
his initial investment in 1920 and the end of the collapse in 1922.118 Chiang’s 
creditors were soon harassing him for the 2,500 silver dollars that he still 
owed. Sun sent a certain amount to help and the rest was written off through 
a friendly intervention.119 The gang leader, Huang Jinrong, invited Chiang’s 
“fifty or so creditors” to dinner and told them to consider the young of fi-
cer’s debts to be his (Huang’s). The guests were impressed and, according to 
Huang, quickly forgave the arrears, and as a result Chiang became his “disci-
ple.”120 Chiang blamed his fi nan cial losses on his own lack of attention and 
experience, but concluded there was “nothing regrettable” about the matter. 
As with military and political defeats, he could accept the blame for this large 
personal loss and then completely put it out of his mind.
 But the experience in business made Chiang even more leftist in his think-
ing than before—as well as more committed to the revolution and his mili-
tary career. Soon thereafter he tried to set up some sort of a school at Xikou 
for local children but, according to his diary, the gentry for some unexplained 
reason thwarted the effort. He swore he would never return home until this 
rural elite had died.121 Another time, he observed that the reform of the na-
tion required an end to a government of gentry and merchants. In fact, 
throughout his long career, Chiang would have no special affinity for cap-
italists and cap italism. Still, he consistently believed that Communism could 
not be carried out in China and that class struggle was a disastrous concept; 
like warlords and secret so ci e ties, the moneyed elite and the wealthy gentry 
were realities of power that had to be dealt with and utilized.122 As for his own 
revolutionary career, he now believed it was “enormous and bright.”123

While in Shanghai, Chiang ran across a young girl, Chen Jieru, with whom 
he had become infatuated two years earlier when she was thirteen. According 
to her account, Chiang met her while attending a meeting at the house of her 
father, a paper merchant who supported the KMT. A few days later, Chiang 
managed to arrange a lunch with her. Afterward he lured the teen to a hotel 
room but she ran away. He then tried to persuade her mother to let Jieru be-
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come his concubine or—as she would insist in her memoirs—his wife.124 Be-
fore receiving an answer, Chiang returned to Xikou for the final burial of his 
mother.
 Chiang had waited until his mother’s death to divorce Mao Fumei, his 
wife of twenty years. “For the past ten years,” Chiang wrote his brother- in- 
law, Mao Maoqing, “I have not been able to bear hearing the sound of her 
footsteps or seeing her shadow . . . Enlightened and wise as you are, I think 
you may be able to plan for my happiness, freeing me from a life- long suf-
fering.”125 After divorcing Fumei, Chiang also made a continuing monetary 
commitment to Miss Yao. He could have simply abandoned her, but he was 
grateful that she wanted to raise young Wei- kuo, and she and the boy went to 
live in Suzhou, her hometown on China’s ancient Grand Canal. Meanwhile, 
Chen Jieru’s mother reputedly agreed to her daughter’s marriage (or more 
likely, concubinage) to Chiang Kai- shek. The wedding, Jieru claims, was on 
December 5, 1921.126 Six years later, when Chiang was leader of the KMT 
and wanted to marry Soong Mayling, he would publicly assert that Jieru had 
been his concubine and not his wife.127

 Whenever and how it began, by Jieru’s account it was an unusual  union. 
She asserts that she contracted a venereal disease on their honeymoon, not an 
experience she would likely invent. Chiang, she declares, in repentance swore 
never to drink alcohol, coffee, or tea again. From this time on, but not reli-
giously, he usually drank boiled water rather than either wine or tea. Other 
aspects of his new austere lifestyle probably began about this time, including 
apparent faithfulness to Jieru; simple meals of ev eryday Ningbo food; a daily 
habit of early to bed, early to rise; and with notable ceremonial exceptions, 
usually dressing in a basic of fi cer’s uniform without insignia or ribbons—just 
a Pershing- like belt across the chest—or else in a traditional gown and a Sun 
Yat- sen jacket. These habits left a strong but always neat if severe ascetic im-
pression and were meant as symbols of a new ma tu ri ty, self- control, and seri-
ousness—traits that did become more evident in his behavior.

Chiang was soon back as chief of staff to the Second Guangdong Army, busy 
with preparations for the planned advance north into Hunan and Jiangxi. 
But tensions increased between Sun and Chen Jiongming, and when Sun re-
moved him as Guangdong governor and commander of the Guangdong 
Army, Chen’s forces in Canton tried to seize power, forcing Sun to flee Can-
ton in the dead of night. He escaped to the gunboat Yong Feng, which steamed 
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down to the island of Whampoa. From there he dispatched a radiogram to 
Chiang Kai- shek, who was back in Xikou, addressed as a cover to Chiang’s 
 adopted son Wei- kuo. It simply said, “Emergency! Hope you come quickly.”128 
In this crisis, Sun turned to the most determined man of action available.
 Chiang hurried to Shanghai where he contacted Yu Xiaqing, president of 
the Shanghai general chamber of commerce and a longtime Sun supporter. 
Yu advanced Chiang 60,000 silver dollars (of unspeci fied type) for the cause. 
Carrying a huge trunk of silver, Chiang then sailed to Hong Kong where he 
rented a launch to take him up the Pearl River. On June 29, 1922, he joined 
Sun on the Yong Feng, which lay at anchor off Whampoa.129 Chiang assumed 
tactical command of the gunboat, and under his direction it proceeded down 
the river. For five weeks, as the fight ing raged between the Second Guang-
dong Army and Chen’s troops, the Yong Feng anchored off a sweltering river 
port called Bai- e- tan. But then those on the ship learned that Chen Jiong-
ming had defeated Xu Chongzhi as well as Sun’s Yunnan and Guizhou al-
lies.130 On August 9, a British warship agreed to take Sun and his party to 
Hong Kong from whence they sailed on to Shanghai.
 Chiang’s time alone with Sun aboard the Yong Feng was the turning point 
in his career. Clearly, Sun was more impressed than ever. Chiang had per-
formed well as a tactical military of fi cer in the field, chief of staff in a multidi-
vision unit, urban guerrilla, and clandestine operative involved in two assas-
sinations and other covert assignments. He seemed the quin tes sen tial loyalist, 
but one not afraid to disagree strongly with the supreme leader. Moreover, 
despite Chiang’s limited education, he was a thinker who kept abreast of 
world affairs, talking knowingly, for example, about the new society in Rus-
sia, and early on submitting a blueprint for the Northern Expedition. He was 
courageous and apparently honest. It was a great advantage that Chiang had 
no base of support except one wealthy patron, the diminutive Zhang Renjie. 
He had a few interesting friends like Dai Jitao and Zhang Qun, but no net-
work of in flu ence or, in the Chinese phrase, guanxi—no con flict of interest 
or personal source of power that could compromise his total devotion to Sun 
and the movement. This asset was to be key to his rise.

Seemingly defeated again, Sun was optimistic—he had a new promising 
source of support, the most important ever. The previous year, a Comintern 
agent with the code name Maring had met with Sun and suggested Soviet 
cooperation with the newly renamed Kuomintang (KMT) or Nationalist 
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Party in a united front with the new Chinese Communist Party (CCP), a 
small group that had formed earlier that year in Shanghai.131 When Maring 
promised the KMT large- scale Soviet assistance in the form of military arms 
and supplies, Sun, who had long sought such aid from Japan and the Western 
powers, was delighted.132

 Although Sun refused to form a united front with the Communist Party, 
he would permit CCP and Socialist Youth Corps members to join the KMT. 
For its part, the CCP, at the Comintern’s insistence, reversed itself and agreed 
to accept a united front as a “bloc within the KMT.”133 The Soviet decision 
re flected the hope that with socialist- minded leaders like Sun Yat- sen, the 
KMT could be open to Communist in flu ence. The Russians also felt they 
needed a strong, united, and friendly China serving as a bulwark against both 
Britain and Japan, and the KMT clearly was the more likely party to bring 
this about. At that point, the CCP had only 123 members and Maring did 
not consider it a serious or ga ni za tion. The KMT itself had only a few thou-
sand members, but they included career military men, writers, teachers, and 
scholars, as well as the new and growing class of patriotic Chinese merchants 
and bankers. Most importantly, the KMT had an army.134 Dual membership 
in the KMT, the Soviets argued, would provide the small group of Commu-
nists with respect and credibility.135

 On January 17, 1923, Adolph A. Joffe, a ranking Soviet diplomat, visited 
Sun in Shanghai and set out a detailed plan of cooperation that covered the 
quantity of Soviet weapons, ammunition, and cash that Moscow would pro-
vide, the admission of Chinese Communists to the Kuomintang, and the 
radical reor ga ni za tion of the KMT along Marxist- Leninist lines.136 At this 
time, Chiang wrote a long letter to Sun setting out his views on political 
strategy. During the fight for unity and national leadership, he said, the KMT 
should emphasize power over principle, that is, it should be prepared to make 
unsavory but temporary allegiances, meaning with patriotic warlords willing 
to cooperate.137 Sun agreed. When he returned to Canton, which Chen Jiong-
ming had abandoned, Sun resumed the title of grand marshal or genera-
lissimo instead of President. Military methods, he believed, were now to be 
paramount in the struggle.138

 Sun appointed Chiang as Xu Chongzhi’s chief of staff, and after Chiang 
arrived in Fujian in October, one of his first recommendations was to send 
more secret agents to bribe Chen Jiongming’s senior of fi cers. Chiang had 
long been involved in covert operations for the party and this was another 
example of the importance he gave this branch of ser vice.139 But the chief of 
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staff position was a short assignment for Chiang to raise his sta tus; Sun soon 
named him to lead a KMT mission to Russia to study its military and party 
systems. This was a plum assignment given the high priority Sun was now 
giving his relations with the revolutionary Soviet  Union. Sun wrote Lenin 
and Trotsky introducing Chiang as his “most trusted deputy,” and in mid- 
August Chiang and three other Chinese delegates, including two CCP mem-
bers, departed on a steamer headed to Manchuria.140 Taking a train from Da-
lian, the group crossed the Sino- Soviet border at Manzhouli and transferred 
to the Trans- Siberian Railway.141

 With his three companions, Chiang spent almost three months in the 
USSR, inspecting units of the Red Army as well as naval and air bases. He 
also visited various organs of the Communist Party of the Soviet  Union (then 
called the All  Union Communist Party), military schools and academies, and 
even a chemical weapons factory. Chiang’s main mission, however, was to 
seek Soviet support for a new Northwest military strategy he himself had de-
vised and Sun had approved. This strategy called for a Soviet- supported KMT 
military base in the far Northwest region of China from which the KMT 
could attack the Peking government.142 In a meeting with E. M. Sklyansky, 
deputy chairman of the Revolutionary War Council, and L. B. Kamenev, 
chief of staff, Chiang stressed that whichever plan was followed, the KMT 
was bent on early military action to eradicate the warlords and unite China. 
But the Russians were not happy. They did not want a Soviet- supported revo-
lution to provoke the Japanese; moreover, early military action would not 
give the small Chinese Communist Party time to gain strength. Sklyansky 
told Chiang that military operations in China would only be possible after a 
great deal of political work; otherwise it would be an adventure “doomed to 
failure.”143

 Leon Trotsky also explained to Chiang that while the Soviet  Union would 
provide the national revolution in China all the help that it could in the form 
of weapons, advisers, and economic aid, it would not send troops.144 After 
these meetings, Chiang wrote that the Russian Revolution had succeeded be-
cause the workers knew it was necessary, the farmers desired a socialist sys-
tem, and its leaders had allowed the nation’s 150 ethnic groups to form a 
federal system to govern themselves. On November 25, the Comintern in-
vited Chiang to address its Executive Committee. In his remarks, he implied 
that Communism was a possible goal for the next stage in China’s revolution, 
but an open embrace of Communism by the KMT would undermine its pri-
mary objective—uniting all Chinese in the struggle to expel the imperialists. 
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At first, this seemed to imply that the KMT, as a matter of tactics only, could 
not for the moment embrace Communism, but then he told the committee 
directly that “proletarian revolution was not appropriate” for China.145 After 
hearing Chiang, the Comintern’s Executive Committee passed a resolution 
on the national liberation movement in China, stressing the role of the prole-
tariat and the peasantry.
 Chiang was upset by this direct contradiction of his explanation of the 
unity line and of Sun Yat- sen’s rejection of class struggle.146 In his diary, he 
called the Soviet government “conceited and autocratic” as well as “credulous, 
and hesitating.” During a visit to Petrograd, he found the city “desolate,” the 
citizens depressed, and their morale low.147 He also noted that nationaliza-
tion resulted in excessive centralization and a lack of quali fied managers. In 
addition, “the equitable distribution of bene fits” in socialist Russia was “dif fi-
cult.”148

 But after requesting an opportunity to address a Red Army group, he spoke 
to four hundred soldiers, saying he was a revolutionary like them and his pur-
pose was to learn from and unite with the Soviet  Union in the struggle to 
defeat imperialism and cap italism. As he spoke, “his voice rose and his hands 
trembled.” In mid- October, Chiang’s delegation submitted a written report 
to the Comintern on the revolution in China. “Unless we [the world’s peo-
ple] overthrow world cap italism and imperialism,” it stated, “it will be im-
possible for China to have real in de pen dence.”149 Although the concept of a 
world revolution against the hated imperialists appealed to him, for Chiang 
this statement was largely rhetoric. Nevertheless, he was sold on the Red Ar-
my’s corps of political commissars, a system he would incorporate into the 
KMT armies, and on Komsomol, the youth or ga ni za tion of the Communist 
Party. “This [the Komsomol] is the best policy of the CPSU,” he wrote.150

 The trip to Russia played another critical role in Chiang’s career, suddenly 
making him the party’s principal expert on the powerful and still mysterious 
country to the north that was now seen as the key to the Kuomintang’s suc-
cess. When Chiang got off a Russian freighter in Shanghai on December 15, 
he was met by Liao Zhongkai, the KMT’s fi nan cial chief, and the man se-
lected by Sun to reor ga nize the party along Marxist- Leninist lines. Some 
KMT of fi cials were deeply worried about Moscow’s intentions, and Chiang 
assured them that the Soviet  Union was sincere in its offer to help the KMT 
(although years later he was at pains to assert that he had returned home  
extremely alarmed about Soviet intentions, that was clearly not the case).151 
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Chiang fi nally arrived in Canton on January 12 and gave a written report 
to Sun.152

By this time, the Comintern’s new resident political adviser to the Kuomin-
tang, Mikhail Borodin, was in Canton reorganizing the KMT along Leninist 
lines. Under Sun’s orders, KMT members now called their new CCP and 
Soviet allies “comrade.” Nonetheless, Sun told the January 1924 KMT Con-
gress that there were no marked class distinctions in China. Everyone was 
very poor or slightly poor, he said, which contradicted the Communist view 
of the need for a drastic social revolution. Sun was more susceptible to Soviet 
in flu ence when it came to the military. He knew they would be pleased when 
he appointed Chiang Kai- shek to the Military Council and then to head the 
new school for training military of fi cers. In June 1924, with Chiang on the 
platform beside him, Sun presided over the opening of the Whampoa Mili-
tary Academy, made possible by a Russian gift of 2.7 million Chinese yuan 
plus a monthly stipend of 100,000 yuan. In his address on the occasion, Sun 
declared that the goal was to create “a new revolutionary army” modeled after 
the Soviet Red Army.153

 At Chiang’s request, General Vasiley K. Blucher, commander of Soviet Far 
Eastern forces, whom he had met in Siberia and immediately liked, arrived  
to serve as his chief of staff.154 A few other Russian of fi cers also joined the 
academy.155 Instituting what he had learned in Moscow, Chiang appointed 
Dai Jitao as head of the political or commissar department, and under Dai  
as deputy director the CCP nominated a twenty- seven- year- old member 
named Zhou Enlai, who had just returned from two years of study in Japan 
and almost four years in France. Zhou was a Zhejiangese and he and Chiang 
easily conversed. As good- looking as a silent film star, Zhou was also good- 
humored, dig ni fied, and polite, erudite and self- con fi dent but modest and 
respectful. He was, in Chiang’s eyes, a sincere man. Over forty- seven years of 
competition, struggle, and violent con flict between the KMT and the CCP, 
an unusual relationship would develop between the two men, including a 
mutual respect that during times of bitter interparty con flict would sporadi-
cally manifest itself.
 The academy inculcated the bushido spirit, including the slogan “Love 
your comrades” (ch’in ai ching- cheng), as well as a code of honor that meant 
never retreat and death before surrender. These values could justify “defense 
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to the last man of untenable positions, attacking regardless of losses, and 
obeying orders without question.” The ethos also incorporated the idea of 
collective security (lien tso fa). All members of a unit accepted punishment 
for the failure or misdeed of one of them.156 Classes on military tactics and 
weaponry comprised only a quarter of total class time. Most of the lectures 
consisted of political indoctrination, which at Whampoa meant focusing on 
the Three People’s Principles but also driving home a Marxist- Leninist view 

Chiang and Sun Yat-sen at the time of the June 1924 opening of the Whampoa Military 
Academy, which Chiang commanded and which would provide him a minority coterie of 
loyal of fi cers for the next twenty-five years. Central News Agency, Taipei.
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of imperialism and an image of China as a splintered and exploited semi- 
colony. Despite the long classroom hours, the training was demanding and 
rigorous, requiring total and unquestioning commitment.
 The CCP was given the right to nominate a certain number of candidates 
for each class, but the KMT recruiters signed up the majority—7,000 pro-
spective cadets, mainly sons of middle-  and upper- middle- class urban fami-
lies or landed gentry.157 From these lists, Chiang personally selected the first 
classes of about five hundred each.158 It was an intensive three- month pro-
gram—similar in length to a U.S. Army of fi cers’ candidate school for college 
graduates—turning out some 2,000 new of fi cers in one year. This “Wham-
poa clique” would provide Chiang with his core supporters over the next 
twenty-five years.

The previous year, a prestigious group of eleven party veterans for the first 
time had warned Sun of growing Communist in flu ence, including secret cells 
at all levels. Now, in June 1924, some of the same members submitted a peti-
tion for an order of censure against the CCP. The group confronted Borodin 
with CCP documents showing how the Communists secretly intended to use 
the KMT to achieve their revolutionary purposes, either by taking over the 
senior party or abolishing it. But the top KMT leaders in Canton, including 
Chiang Kai- shek, were not concerned. Chiang believed that “at this critical 
moment . . . ranks must be closed and members of the KMT must fight 
hand- in- hand with the Communists against the common enemy.”159 In one 
speech, Chiang praised the Russian Bolsheviks, who, he said, “work for the 
welfare of their country and the common people, not solely for their private 
interest.”160 Meanwhile, on October 7, 1924, the first shipment of 8,000 So-
viet rifles arrived, soon followed by another shipment of 15,000 rifles, along 
with machine guns and artillery pieces.161 By the end of the year, Moscow had 
about 1,000 military and political personnel working in China, and was pro-
viding the KMT 35,000 Chinese yuan a month, plus other subsidies.162 From 
this point until 1960 the Soviet  Union would—except for Japan’s role as an 
invader and occupier and America’s role as an ally during the war years of 
1941 to 1945—be the decisive foreign in flu ence in China.

As Soviet weapons were being stacked on the Canton docks, the Canton 
Merchant’s Association and the KMT right wing formed a volunteer militia 
of 9,000, and, with the connivance of the British, Chinese conservatives in 
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Hong Kong sent a shipload of arms for this group. Hearing of this activity, 
Chiang assembled his cadets into a fight ing corps, marched into town, and 
seized the arms. When the merchants threatened a general strike and the Brit-
ish in Hong Kong stoked up the engines of their gunboats, Sun ordered the 
weapons returned, but then fight ing broke out between the militia and KMT 
forces. Sun fi nally authorized Chiang to suppress the militia, and Chiang 
completed the task within a few days.
 Meanwhile, a new ruling coalition of the Northern warlords had invited 
Sun Yat- sen to Peking to talk about the future of the nation. Sun, whose 
health was slipping fast, felt this was his last opportunity for peaceful uni fi ca-
tion. But after his arrival in Peking, he became terribly ill and doctors diag-
nosed advanced and incurable cancer. He died on March 12, 1925, only 
fifty- eight years old.163 Until that moment, Chiang had not been thinking in 
terms of political leadership as a near- term goal, but he had certainly consid-
ered the eventual possibility. Two years before, he quoted in his diary the 
words of the nineteenth- century scholar- general Zeng Guofan: “Profound 
change first of all depends on one or two persons who manage deeply, deli-
cately, and silently, then their successors join in and God responds to their 
call.” Rhetorically he asked, “Can you believe that I regard myself as one of 
those one or two persons?”164

 At the time of Sun’s passing, Chiang was still not in the KMT Central 
Standing Committee—the equivalent of the Soviet Politburo—and most in-
siders did not consider him among the contenders for leadership. Chiang also 
had enemies (during this period, he always carried a pistol).165 But his image 
as a forceful military commander was spreading rapidly. His following among 
junior military of fi cers and among the majority of ordinary party members 
was probably greater at this stage than that of any of the top post- Sun politi-
cal leaders. To them, Chiang was not only an impressive soldier, he was also 
second to none as a disciple of Sun Yat- sen, a strong but in de pen dent leftist 
who seemed personally incorruptible, and one who had pursued his aims 
with “fortitude, con fi dence, and complete singleness of purpose.”166 Chiang 
was also thought of as an of fi cer who knew the Soviet  Union and was trusted 
by the Soviets. The burgeoning Soviet role in China had played a major part 
in Chiang’s sudden rise in the KMT, and he knew it would play an even 
greater role over the next few years.
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The Northern Expedition and Civil War

During the spring of 1925, foreign powers continued to act with impunity in 
China, but the Chinese people were increasingly unwilling to tolerate these 
affronts. In May, two months after the death of Sun Yat- sen, guards shot and 
killed striking workers at a Japanese- owned textile mill in Shanghai—and 
when student demonstrations broke out, British- led police killed eleven dem-
onstrators. In Wuhan, British volunteers turned a machine gun on “thou-
sands of rioting coolies” and when rioters burned down the Japanese and 
British consulates in Guijiang, British and French marines rushed in rein-
forcements.1

 The police at tri buted the disorders in Shanghai to “Chinese Bolshevik” 
activities, particularly “the radical branch of the Kuomintang.”2 A New York 
Times correspondent warned that “the radical party” (KMT) was determined 
to terminate “all special foreign positions, privileges and extraterritorial trea-
ties” and lamented that unlike the powers’ response to the Boxer Rebellion, 
now there was no consensus over how to deal with the challenge. Even Japan, 
the Times reporter warned, might “side with the position of the yellow world 
against the West.”3

 As spring turned to summer, the rioting grew worse. On June 23, 1924, a 
huge parade of anti- imperialist protesters, including boy scouts and Wham-
poa cadets, passed by the foreign enclave of Shamen Island. Someone fired a 
shot, and British troops on the island opened up, killing fifty- two people and 
wounding more than a hundred.4 When Chiang learned that the dead in-
cluded twenty of his Whampoa cadets, his hatred of the British surged to a 
new level. “The stupid British,” he wrote, “regard Chinese lives as dirt.” He 
took to writing daily some new anti- British dictum, such as “How can we 
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emancipate mankind if we cannot annihilate the En glish?” At one point,  
he added, “The United States and France should also not be neglected.”5 
Chiang’s anti- imperialism was as strong as his Chinese patriotism, because he 
saw the two causes as symbiotic.

On July 1, the KMT proclaimed a National government at Canton and 
elected Wang Jingwei chairman of a new ruling political council. The two 
other key members of the council were Liao Zhongkai, the most leftist of the 
ranking seniors, and Xu Chongzhi, the top KMT general. Reinforcing his 
image as a noble, selfless of fi cer, Chiang declined to be a member of the po-
litical council because he felt it was improper for a soldier to take part in the 
operations of a government.6 Instead, he was again appointed to the new 
Military Council and at his suggestion, all military units, including those of 
the allied warlords, were now simply to be called the National Revolutionary 
Army. In addition he put himself in the forefront of those KMT leaders in-
sisting on an early launching of the military campaign to unite the country, 
calling for the creation of seven armies or corps, the construction in Guang-
dong of several arsenals, and the incorporation of Guangxi into the revolu-
tionary movement. This last goal meant integration into the Revolutionary 
Army of the new dominant force in Guangxi, the First Guangxi Army. This 
army, led by thirty- four- year- old Li Zongren, had by the end of 1925 impres-
sively suppressed all rival warlord armies in the province. After prolonged 
negotiations, Li and his two close colleagues, Huang Shaohong and Bai 
Chongxi, formally agreed to join the National Revolutionary Army, but in 
fact they retained effective control over both the Guangxi Army and their 
entire province.7

 Li, Huang, and Bai were not only warlords, but also unusually effective 
military leaders for their day, strongly committed to the restoration of China’s 
unity and strength. Their Guangxi Clique, as it came to be called, would pos-
sess one of the best- led, most ef fi cient, and—via taxes on opium passing 
through the province—well- fed and funded of all Chinese armies. The 
Guangxi Clique had no special interest in social or economic reform and 
would always seek to retain its in de pen dence.8

 Chiang declared that a major goal in preparing for the Northern Expedi-
tion was to deal with corruption in the military. “From now on,” he ordered, 
“the military supply bureau will directly provide funds to the divisions and 
no military unit can manage its money.”9 He intended to make his Revolu-
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tionary Army not only highly disciplined but also a modern institution run 
honestly and ef fi ciently like the Japanese Imperial Army and the Soviet Red 
Army.10 This was one of the reasons he gave high priority to the role of politi-
cal commissars, and was willing to accept that they would be mostly Com-
munists, an early sign that even at this stage he recognized that CCP mem-
bers were generally more disciplined, dedicated, and honest than their average 
KMT counterparts. The other functions of the commissars would be to as-
sure the loyalty as well as the honesty of the commanders and other line of fi-
cers, as well as guarantee the relatively humane treatment of the enlisted ranks 
and civilians.
 Unfortunately, the majority of Chiang’s army commanders simply rejected 
his proposal to centralize military fi nan cial matters—and Chiang soon real-
ized that he had to give the fight against corruption much lower priority than 
that of retaining cohesion and loyalty among his disparate supporters and  
allies, both civilian and military. He had no choice. Significantly, however, 
his aborted effort to implement this basic fi nan cial reform as soon as he had 
obtained command of the Revolutionary Army in 1925 does suggest that  
he was aware of endemic corruption on the mainland (and its dire conse-
quences), even if he did not succeed in combating this vice until after he re-
treated to Taiwan in 1949.

On August 20, 1925, when Liao Zhongkai stepped out of his car on his way 
to a meeting of the KMT Central Executive Committee in Canton, several 
men leaped out from hiding and killed him with a volley of pistol bullets. 
Chiang received a call telling him of the event, and in his diary that night,  
he wrote that the British must have been behind the murder.11 At Borodin’s 
suggestion, the National government or ga nized a special committee to han-
dle the investigation, consisting of Wang Jingwei, Xu Chongzhi, and Chiang 
Kai- shek. Chiang was suddenly in the KMT’s top triumvirate, although the 
junior member—while Hu Hanmin, considered the most conservative of all 
the top leaders, was excluded. In fact, it soon turned out that a prime suspect 
in the murder was a cousin of Hu, who fled Canton before he could be ques-
tioned.
 The investigation also discovered an alleged plot by a group of conserva-
tives in the KMT and the Guangdong Army to liquidate the leftists in Can-
ton. The Political Council ordered the execution of several senior of fi cers un-
der General Xu Chongzhi, one of the investigating threesome. Xu was not 
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directly implicated in Liao’s death, but soon another charge emerged—he 
was suspected of secret contact with Chen Jiongming. On the morning of 
September 20, Chiang and a handful of soldiers surrounded the residence of 
General Xu. Chiang demanded that the general, nominally still his superior, 
leave Canton for three months.12 Xu was known to be corrupt, and the Po-
litical Council agreed on his immediate departure for Shanghai. With the 
council’s approval, Wang and Chiang then dispatched the anti- Communist 
Hu Hanmin to Moscow where he was soon ironically named the of fi cial 
KMT representative to the Comintern.13

 Authority for the direction of the KMT now lay with two men. Wang 
 Jingwei was the government leader, the chief party representative in the Rev-
olutionary Army, and the most prestigious of the old anti- Manchu KMT 
revolutionaries. Chiang was the subordinate military chief and concurrent 
Whampoa and Canton garrison commander. Both men seemed to stand 
firmly on the left flank of the KMT. Wang was outgoing and expansive, while 
Chiang was introspective and formal. According to Borodin, Wang could un-
derstand people and “the trend of things once informed of the facts.” But 
when asked “to shoulder responsibilities, he would often retreat.”14

 Wang had a very persuasive manner but also “an irrepressible desire for 
power and personal fame.” Borodin, Li Zongren, and others believed that 
Wang was untrustworthy and lacked firmness. By contrast, Borodin said 
Chiang had limited knowledge but was “brave about shouldering responsi-
bility.” Li, writing de cades later after their fourth and final breakup, described 
Chiang as “narrow, partial, stubborn, crafty, suspicious, and jealous,” but ac-
knowledged, “He loved to make decisions.”15

 Stubbornness (or firmness) and decisiveness were in fact widely assumed 
to be Chiang’s principal at tri butes. He deliberately cultivated, practiced, and 
pro jected these traits to the world, even as over the years he also proved to  
be a pragmatic compromiser, backing down and making concessions to war-
lords, Japanese, Communists, and Americans in negotiated settlements that 
he considered tactically wise. Craftiness and suspicion are the usual mark of 
successful political leaders in Chiang’s circumstances, and he had his share  
of such characteristics and developed them further as he went along. None-
theless, his strong belief in his own sincerity as well as shrewdness made  
him susceptible not only to flattery and praise, but also to gestures of respect 
and goodwill—as well as offers of compromise. He was not at heart a cyni-
cal man.
 Until the ouster of General Xu, Chiang had risen steadily without any real 
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or suspected political machinations on his part. He had not up to this point 
tried to create a faction (except for the very young Whampoa graduates) to 
accumulate political allies, or to lobby for political position. In addition, 
Chiang seemed to be a powerful man with unusual restraints on his ambi-
tions. Among his political handicaps was the fact that he was a Zhejiang man, 
while the vast majority of the men and of fi cers of the Revolutionary Army, 
except for the First Corps with its many Whampoa graduates and cadets, 
were from Guangdong, Guangxi, Yunnan, and Hunan.
 The removal from the scene of the senior veterans Liao Zhongkai, Hu 
Hanmin, and General Xu Chongzhi, as well as the continued rise of the 
Communists, opened a breach in the KMT. In the summer of 1925, Dai Ji-
tao published two pamphlets charging that the Communists represented an 
alien radicalism that “mocked Chinese values and threatened its social or-
der.”16 Dai also wrote Chiang a long letter reiterating his fear of the conse-
quences of Communist penetration of the KMT. Chiang was outraged. He 
lamented that Dai and other old friends had become “decrepit and behind 
the times.”17

 Chiang was increasingly enthusiastic about the mobilization work of his 
mostly Communist political of fi cers, now led by Zhou Enlai. Chiang even 
appointed Zhou as chief commissar in the First Division of the most loyal 
First Corps. Like his diary entries of the time, this appointment suggests that 
Chiang was in fact still very much leftist in his thinking, believing in a com-
radely relationship with the Soviet  Union in pursuit of their common inter-
ests—the destruction of global imperialism and the unity of China—but un-
willing to accept any role for the Comintern in Chinese domestic matters. 
This attitude was underscored when, in October, he quickly approved the 
request of his fif teen- year- old son Ching- kuo to study at the University of the 
Toilers of the East in Moscow. That same month, after a final victory over 
Chen Jiongming at a celebration party with Chinese and Russian of fi cers, 
Chiang praised the Russian national spirit and the strength of the Comintern 
and its mission of revolution against imperialism. The Chinese revolution 
would fail, he said, if it did not unite with all the revolutionaries of the 
world.18

 But the breach within the KMT was widening. In November, a number of 
the disaffected KMT veterans, including Dai Jitao, met in the Western Hills 
near Peking in a rump plenum of the Central Executive Committee. They 
voted to expel the Communists from the Kuomintang, fire Borodin, and dis-
solve the Political Council. In a private letter, Chiang blamed the failure of 
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the revolution to date on just such “arrogance and corrosive jealousies” as 
demonstrated by the Western Hills group. The same month he told the 
Whampoa cadets, “I will die for the Three People’s Principles, namely for 
Communism.”19 Meanwhile, among young Chinese, Chiang’s charisma was 
becoming apparent. In January 1926, when the KMT convened its Second 
National Congress in Canton, he appeared before the delegates wearing a 
debonair cloak over his shoulders that “attracted great attention.” To one of 
the Communist leaders, Zhang Guotao, Chiang conveyed the picture of “an 
important military bulwark,” and cast a fig ure that was in “a class by itself.”20

 For the first time, the Congress, which was one- third Communist, elected 
Chiang a member of the Central Executive Committee.21 Of the KMT party 
workers, 70 percent were Communists, with 75 percent of the 876 commis-
sars in the Revolutionary Army members of the CCP as well.22 According to 
Comintern documents, when Whampoa was selecting its first classes, Chiang 
even suggested to the Russian advisers that all the slots for political commis-
sars be given to Communists even though they represented only a fraction  
of the rest of the Revolutionary Army, including line of fi cers and enlisted 
ranks.23 One Russian adviser warned his superiors that Chiang’s favoritism 
toward the CCP aroused the “indignation of the KMT commanding of fi cers 
of all ranks” and might back fire.24

 At the same time, the of fi cial Russian advisory group’s own presence in 
Canton was rapidly expanding. Six Soviet ships were regularly bringing oil, 
weapons, and even disassembled aircraft to Canton.25 The Russian South 
China mission boasted in its report to the Soviet embassy in Peking that it 
ac tually acted as chief of the General Staff of the Revolutionary Army. “The 
Kuomintang as it now exists,” the report said, “was created by us . . . and 
there has not been a case yet when a mea sure we proposed was not accepted 
. . . by the Government.” A general named N. V. Kuibyshev, known as 
Kisanka, replaced Blucher in November as head of the Soviet military advis-
ers. Kisanka hinted at the ultimate goal when he reported to Moscow in Jan-
uary that it was not yet possible “to obtain complete control” of the Revolu-
tionary Army.26

 One Russian adviser characterized Chiang as “conceited, reserved, and am-
bitious” but concluded that much could be obtained from him if he were 
“praised in a delicate manner” and dealt with “on the basis of equality and 
never showing that one wants to usurp even a particle of his power.” None-
theless, Kisanka was openly disdainful of his Chinese military colleagues, 
writing that they were “completely ignorant of the arts of war.”27 Conflict was 
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inevitable. As early as January 1926, Chiang began to record his resentment 
of the new chief Russian adviser and his deputies: “I treat them with sincerity 
but they reciprocate with deceit.” After Kisanka had “ridiculed” him, Chiang 
again complained that the Russians were deceitful, suspicious, and envious.28

 One matter of discord was Chiang’s all- out planning for an early launch  
of the Northern Expedition. While the National Revolutionary Army had 
85,000 soldiers with about 60,000 rifles, the warlord adversaries could claim 
ten times as many troops. Chiang was con fi dent that spirit and commitment 
would still win the day. Sta lin, however, opposed the early start to the cam-
paign: he still feared the Japanese reaction and knew the Chinese Commu-
nists needed to gain time.29

 Meanwhile, members of the Western Hills faction in Shanghai were 
spreading rumors trying to fuel suspicions in Canton of a plot by the CCP, 
Wang Jingwei, and the Russians to get rid of Chiang.30 Members of Chiang’s 
staff informed him that leaflets denouncing him, evidently written by the 
Communists, were appearing in Canton. Chiang himself now began to write 
critically of the Communists in his diary, noting on one day, for example, 
that the Communist members within the Kuomintang “are not open and 
they do not deal honestly with us.” Soon Chiang began to feel that he “was 
single- handedly fight ing tigers in front and wolves behind.” Political life, he 
wrote, “is Hell.”31

 It was at this point that Wang Jingwei directed him to travel to Moscow 
and discuss with the Soviets his plans for the Northern Expedition as well as 
his problems with Kisanka. Chen Lifu, brother of Guofu, a recent U.S. grad-
uate, and now a new con fi den tial secretary to Chiang, later wrote that Chiang 
did not want to go to Moscow but felt he had to accept the KMT’s and Sun’s 
principle that the party (meaning Wang) controlled the military (himself ).32 
Then, as Chen Lifu tells the story, after midnight on March 18 a Zhejiang 
member of the CCP Central Executive Committee passed a secret warning  
to Chiang that the Communists and the Russians were conspiring to oust 
him.33

The next day, a gunboat of the Revolutionary Navy called the Zhongshan, 
captained by a CCP member, made movements reported to Chiang that he 
thought suspicious, and Wang Jingwei twice called asking about Chiang’s 
schedule that day.34 According to Chen Lifu, Chiang became worried about a 
“trap” and decided to go by car to a site outside of Canton where elements of 
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the loyal First Corps were camped. On the way he resolved to fight the Com-
munist threat against him.35 He and senior of fi cers in the First Corps dis-
cussed the matter all night and at 4:00 a.m. on March 20 he placed all of 
Canton under martial law and arrested both the captain of the Zhongshan 
and about fifty other Communists, including Zhou Enlai. His First Corps 
troops, for their part, disarmed the Communist worker pickets in Canton 
and took the weapons of the guards at the compound of the Russian advis-
ers.36 In the afternoon, the widow of the murdered Liao Zhongkai, He Xiang-
ning, burst into Chiang’s headquarters. “Have you gone mad?” she asked. 
“Or do you want to capitulate to imperialism?” Knowing that Sun Yat- sen 
had been con fi dent in his acceptance of civilian rule, Chiang “bent across the 
desk and wept like a child.”37

 Subsequent Soviet reports on the affair seem to con firm that Chiang had 
reason to be suspicious about Wang. Moscow itself at that stage would not 
likely have been trying to topple Chiang. Every indication was that Sta lin 
and Borodin saw him as a sort of Jacobin, a near- Communist who accepted 
the authority of the Comintern on international matters but not domestic 
ones, and who might someday go the last mile. When the Manchurian mar-
shal Zhang Zuolin seized the Soviet embassy in Peking in early April 1927, 
there would be no indication among the documents seized of a Soviet plot 
against Chiang in March of 1926. An internal Russian report concluded that 
the Soviet advisers had moved too quickly in asserting authority and had in-
cited resentment, but also noted suggestively that Wang Jingwei had been “a 
member of the anti- Chiang Alliance in and after the March 20th incident.”38

 Despite the uncertainty, and his later belief that the gunboat captain was 
not involved, Chiang had seized the opportunity not only to assert the KMT’s 
full authority in China over the Soviet advisers and to put a stop to Commu-
nist infiltration of the KMT, but also to secure his own leadership of the 
Kuomintang and thus of the revolutionary movement. He hoped to avoid 
being seen as having achieved these goals through a coup, however, since this 
would violate Sun Yat- sen’s principles as well as his own vows of sincerity and 
honor—and threaten future Soviet aid. Thus he immediately acted to assure 
the Russians that nothing had changed. In the afternoon of the very day of 
the “incident” he withdrew his troops from the Soviet compound and sent an 
apology. He also pulled back his soldiers from the of fices of labor or ga ni za-
tions and released most of the other detained Communists, including Zhou 
Enlai. Wang Jingwei was furious and thought he could rally all but the First 
Corps to oppose Chiang, but to his dismay, the corps commanders, with one 
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or possibly two exceptions, were strongly anti- Communist; they welcomed 
Chiang’s restrictions on the CCP and the Russians.39

 In short order, the KMT Executive Committee approved Chiang’s actions, 
including his takeover of the chairmanship of the Military Council from 
Wang. Moreover, the committee formally proposed that “in view of the pres-
ent situation, the comrades of the left should temporarily retreat.” Wang, 
pleading sudden illness, quickly departed for Shanghai and then France.40 
Chiang assured Solovyev, the senior Soviet diplomat in Canton, that his ef-
forts were not aimed at halting KMT cooperation with Moscow or with the 
Communists. He asked for the early return of both Borodin, who had tem-
porarily returned to Moscow, and Blucher. Solovyev agreed and said he would 
dismiss Kisanka.41

 Chiang also arrested some conservative KMT of fi cers, and sent the Wham-
poa cadets an open letter stating that, like Sun Yat- sen, he believed the revo-
lutionary front would not be united without an accommodation with the 
Communists.42 The leader of a Soviet study commission who happened to be 
in Canton, A. S. Bubnov, concluded that Chiang was willing and able “to 
work with us.”43 Although the CCP now had 30,000 members, it still had no 
prospects of seizing power in the short term, and Sta lin and the Comintern 
agreed it should continue its united front with the Kuomintang.
 Chiang dutifully requested that the KMT Executive Committee punish 
him for the events of March 20, but to no one’s surprise the committee re-
fused to oblige and instead resolved to entrust the revolution to him.44 On 
June 5, Chiang was named commander in chief (zong si ling) of the National 
Revolutionary Army and the Northern Expedition, and one month later he 
assumed of fice as Supreme Commander. As it had with Sun Yat- sen, the 
Western media referred to him as “Generalissimo.”45 Working closely with 
his brother, Lifu, and Chiang’s patron, Zhang Renjie, Chen Guofu, who was 
then director of the KMT’s Organizational Department, set off to purge 
most CCP members from all positions of leadership in the party. Chen also 
began to infiltrate his own clandestine “political units” into labor  unions, 
farmer associations, and even the army commissar corps.46

 Chiang was now even more determined to launch the Northern Expedi-
tion at an early date, calculating that a series of early victories would unite the 
Chinese political, intellectual, and business worlds behind him. He also knew 
that although the Russians and the Chinese Communists considered him a 
man who had “just emerged from obscurity” and a “self- crowned Napoléon,” 
they would have no choice but to support him once he launched the cam-
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paign. Chiang had three corps—the First, the Seventh, and Fourth—that 
would do most of the serious fight ing on the long and dif fi cult road north. 
All except for the First Corps had their origins as traditional warlord forces. 
An Eighth Corps was suddenly added in June when Tang Shengzhi, the com-
mander of the largest division in the army of the anti- KMT Hunan warlord, 
defected to the Revolutionary Army with his troops.
 Chiang’s strategy was to take Hunan, capture the Wuhan cities three hun-
dred miles to the north on the Yangtze, link up with the Christian and now 
leftist warlord Feng Yuxiang (famous for baptizing his troops by water hose), 
and then advance on Peking. An American missionary doctor in Changsha, 
Phil Greene, reported in his letters home that Hunan was divided into many 
“little kingdoms,” each with its own military chief and hordes of loafing sol-
diers.47 There were in fact twenty- three separate warlord units in the province 
and as the Revolutionary Army advanced, they all withdrew or joined the 
Kuomintang. Chiang’s of fi cers reported there was “no one to fight.”48

 On July 11, the Revolutionary Army marched into Changsha followed  
by a long pro cession of students. One day the following month, the Yale- in- 
China Xiang Ya Hospital, where Greene worked as a surgeon, received a sum-
mons from army headquarters: “Send dentist at once to attend the Generalis-
simo.” The hospital’s Western- trained Chinese dentist had long since fled to 
Shanghai, so Greene answered the call. After the American had waited several 
hours, “in came a man . . . dressed in an ordinary white shirt, gray pants, and 
Chinese shoes.” Greene thought he was an orderly and when he asked his 
name the patient answered simply, “Chiang.” Greene explained that while he 
was not a dentist he could take out the offending tooth. “Then take it out,” 
Chiang said. Chiang did not engage in what Greene called “the usual Chi-
nese custom of discussing and re- discussing a matter before acting.” All the 
Americans were impressed when three days later the Generalissimo opened  
a new, well- equipped two- hundred- bed army hospital across the street from 
Xiang Ya. It was a hopeful sign. Maybe the dream was coming true, Greene 
thought—a fully sovereign China, its self- respect and dignity restored, wel-
coming foreigners who wanted to help.49

 Chiang ordered the Revolutionary Army to press ahead immediately into 
Hubei province. In the several battles for Wuhan that followed, Li Zongren, 
no admirer of Chiang, marveled that the commander in chief “calmly” stood 
out in exposed areas “as bullets screamed by us . . . in the darkness.”50 By the 
end of October, the Revolutionary Army had destroyed the warlord forces in 
Hubei and occupied Wuhan. Meanwhile, He Yingqin’s First Corps captured 
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Fujian and moved into Zhejiang. In both provinces local warlords quickly 
declared allegiance to the KMT and Chiang dutifully appointed them new 
commanders in the Revolutionary Army.51 As he would time and again, 
Chiang sought to achieve military victory by embracing allies of con ve nience, 
leaving for later the task of dealing with any consequent political problems. It 
was a policy that Sun Yat- sen had followed and it would come back to haunt 
Chiang, but at this juncture he again felt he had no option.
 During the advance, Chiang and his headquarters staff accompanied the 
main force of the army, often traveling by horseback or sedan chairs carried 
by coolies because there were virtually no trucks. Wherever he was, Chiang 

Seeing Chiang and General V. K. Blucher (chief Soviet adviser) off to Changsha on the 
Northern Expedition, 1926. Left to right: Mikhail Borodin; uniden ti fied man; Fanny 
Borodin; widow of Liao Zhongkai; Chen Jieru, Chiang’s concubine; Blucher; Chiang; 
Chiang’s son Wei-kuo; the writer Dai Jitao; sitting, Zhang Renjie, Chiang’s longtime patron. 
Courtesy KMT Party History Institute.
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continued his morning meditations and exercise. Rising at 5:00 a.m., he first 
would shadowbox, slowly stretching, tensing, and relaxing his muscles in the 
traditional dreamlike motion, then he would breathe in deeply and exhale 
slowly. Facing each day’s challenges he asked himself what course would have 
been taken by his neo- Confucian models Zeng Guofan and Wang Yangming, 
and the ancient strategist Sun Tzu.52

 The challenges were enormous and Chiang added to them by microman-
aging. Because he did not have con fi dence in the competence of most of his 
generals—or trust them—he sometimes communicated directly with regi-
mental commanders.53 The collection of his military directives and corre-
spondence in the archives in Taipei consists of an astonishing seventy- eight 
volumes.54 He often personally allocated to individual units ammunition and 
equipment, at one time doling out four trench mortars, one hundred artil-
lery shells, and four hundred hand grenades. Given the desperate shortage of 
equipment, ammunition, blankets, food, and of course money, sometimes 
the question of where to send four trench mortars was a political as well as a 
military issue. Every allocation by Chiang of scarce supplies, ev ery tactical 
deployment of units, affected other units and created resentment or jealousy. 
World War I artillery batteries were an especially precious and scarce asset, 
and sometimes Chiang personally decided where to deploy the few cannon 
the army had.
 Clearly, Chiang commanded a complex array of military forces with an 
extremely wide range of training, experience, dedication, dependability, and 
loyalty.55 He often listened to General Blucher and Bai Chongxi, but he felt 
that in the end he could only trust himself and a few classmates from his Ja-
pan days like He Yingqin and Zhang Qun. While the Communist commis-
sars at first had helped reduce vice and abuse in the army, after the gunboat 
incident of March 20, Chiang removed Communist political of fi cers from 
his most reliable unit, the First Corps. (Li Zongren had never permitted them 
in the Seventh Corps.)

Chiang’s life with Chen Jieru during this time was tempestuous. He missed 
her when they were apart, sent for her from various locations during the cam-
paign, and became angry when she did not appear as scheduled. They had 
frequent fights, which he usually regretted. Back in June 1926 when Chiang 
was in Canton, he had gone to pay his respects to the three Soong sisters  
at the house of H. H. and Ai- ling Kung. Three days later he returned to call 
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on Mayling alone. The differences between the youngest Soong woman and 
Jieru—not to mention Chiang’s other previous female companions—were 
striking, and he began to complain about Jieru’s “bad housekeeping” and 
poor education.56

 Chiang had first met Soong Mayling in December 1921 at a Christmas 
party at Sun Yat- sen’s home in Shanghai. He was reputedly so taken with her 
(and no doubt also her connections) that at the time—despite his then quite 
recent arrangement with Chen Jieru—he asked Sun and Chingling if they 
thought Mayling could be persuaded to accept him. They reportedly said 
“no” in no uncertain terms.57 Mayling herself sent back word she was not in-
terested.58 Five years later, in August 1926, when Chiang returned briefly to 
Canton on business, the Kungs invited Chen Jieru and Chiang to dinner. 
The Kungs, Jieru believed, clearly had their eye on the suddenly preeminent 
Kai- shek as a marriage partner for Mayling. With the men out of the room, 
the two sisters questioned Jieru about life with Chiang, and the subject of his 
notorious temper came up. “But a man with a bad temper,” Mayling said, “is 
better than a man without a temper.”59 Chiang’s prospects as a suitor had 
dramatically improved and after that meeting he and Mayling began to ex-
change the occasional letter. She also sent him a message of congratulations 
on the capture of Wuhan.60

As units of the Revolutionary Army moved through the countryside, they 
often took with them the local militia, normally paid and controlled by the 
gentry and other landowners. Consequently, in many areas, local of fi cials lost 
control to the new CCP- created farmer associations that followed behind the 
army. As described by Mao, the young CCP cadre usually turned over leader-
ship of the new associations to the dispossessed of the village—the unem-
ployed, dropouts, beggars, and mercenaries. The “so- called ‘riff raff,’” as Mao 
approvingly described them, led bands of the poorest farmers in killing land-
lords and other class enemies. Trials of “local bullies and evil gentry” were 
carried out at mass rallies.61 In his “Report on the Farmer Movement in Hu-
nan,” Mao wrote, “A revolution is not a dinner party, but an act of violence 
by which one class overthrows another.” “To put it bluntly,” he said, “it was 
necessary to bring about a brief period of terror in ev ery rural area.”62

 Christian missions were also attacked and looted. Several missionary 
friends of Phil Greene and his wife, Ruth, escaped into Changsha “with their 
clothes, their skins, and little else.” On January 26, the American consul in 
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Changsha, John Carter Vincent, urged the Greenes and their four children to 
make their way secretly at night to a tugboat that would take them down the 
river to a British steamer. Aided by the school’s medical students, the Ameri-
can family completed a midnight escape, but vowed to return.63

 The CCP Central Committee tried to stop the premature excesses in the 
countryside but had no real success.64 Soviet of fi cers in Hunan expressed 
alarm at the outbreak of attacks by destitute farmers against the landed gen-
try and against the Revolutionary Army. Many corps commanders in fact  
replaced Communist commissars with non- Communists, suppressed poor 
farmer uprisings, and reversed land seizures.65

By the end of 1926, Chiang Kai- shek had taken control of the vast region of 
China from Guangxi province on the Vietnam border, westward to Sichuan 
where the ruling warlords had of fi cially joined the Revolution, north to the 
Yangtze River at Wuhan, and eastward to northern Fujian. Chiang’s surpris-
ing defeat of the warlords during this period has been at tri buted to the “spon-
taneous rising of the people that gave the Kuomintang armies little more to 

Chiang with General Blucher and other senior Soviet military advisers during a pause in the 
Northern Expedition, November 1926. Courtesy KMT Party History Institute.
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do than occupy” already seized territory.66 But the press in China at the time, 
both Chinese language and Western, described civilian support for the Revo-
lutionary forces as being “unor ga nized, mainly spontaneous, and passive in 
nature.” The success of the expedition against ten to one odds was primarily a 
military victory made possible by the far better discipline of the Revolution-
ary Army.67 Chiang moved his military headquarters to Nanchang.
 Meanwhile in Canton, KMT liberals on the party’s Central Executive 
Committee, including Soong Chingling and her brother T.V., feared that 
with Chiang’s growing military success and prestige, he would inevitably es-
tablish a military dictatorship. What upset them were the moves Chiang had 
made immediately after the Zhongshan gunboat incident, including his elec-
tion as chairman of the Central Executive Committee and the continuing 
removal of CCP members from KMT departments and organs. Otherwise 
Chiang, who understood that the anti- Communist commanders were also 
leery of his taking dictatorial control, had taken no additional steps to 
strengthen his power. Together with its CCP members, the left faction now 
controlled the committee and in October, it passed resolutions implicitly 
critical of Chiang’s concentration of personal political power immediately af-
ter the gunboat incident. Moreover, in November it voted to move the com-
mittee and KMT headquarters to Wuhan, where they would be closer to the 
action and in a pro- union environment. In his diary, Chiang at first wel-
comed the move, presumably not wanting to aggravate the situation fur-
ther.68

 Two months later, the pro- Chiang and non- Communist wings of the 
KMT met at Lushan, a mountain resort towering over the southern bank of 
the Yangtze River in Jiangxi province. With its dramatic peaks, cragged cliffs, 
and cascading waterfalls, Lushan would be Chiang Kai- shek’s favorite confer-
ence site. Again apparently to dispel concern about his possible ambitions, 
Chiang seconded a proposal at the meeting to eliminate his key position as 
chairman of the Central Executive Committee and, as he had earlier, called 
for Wang Jingwei to return and resume leadership of the party. Perhaps he 
was being totally cynical in these gestures, but judging by his diary and his 
earnest temperament he probably hoped a compromise could unite the non- 
Communist elements in the KMT, including Wang—a necessary step before 
bringing the Communists into line one way or the other. He wrote that he 
was anxious to unite “the downstream area of the Yangtze” so as to stabilize 
Wuhan and develop the economy.69

 Then, on January 11, in a bold move that again implied his good faith, he 
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put himself in the hands of the KMT leftists and the CCP by visiting Wuhan 
and trying to persuade the Central Executive Committee to move to Nan-
chang. At a banquet for Chiang given by the committee, Borodin made sev-
eral biting allusions to dictators and power- seeking militarists.70 “Almost im-
mediately” Borodin feared he had gone too far.71 Soon afterward, the Soviet 
agent sent a message to Li Zongren suggesting that he replace Chiang as com-
mander in chief. Li, fearing the ouster of the new KMT leader would result 
in a takeover by the CCP, declined. Because he abhorred the Communists 
and to cover himself in case Borodin’s message had been intercepted, he most 
likely informed Chiang.72 Chiang now became so worried he could not sleep 
and over the next few days, four times he wrote that he had thought of sui-
cide as a way to “arouse the whole country to realize the dangerous situation.” 
On February 1 he wrote that he had “made up [his] mind to move the Gov-
ernment to Wuhan,” but he seemed unlikely to do so as long as Borodin—
whose “iniquity” was “beyond description”—was in the country.73

At this point, the road to Shanghai lay open to the Revolutionary Army. The 
Wuhan KMT, the Communists, and the Soviet advisers wanted the army in-
stead to advance north to link up with Feng Yuxiang, who, judging by his 
recent behavior and statements made on a visit to Moscow, was believed to  
be firmly in the left camp of the Kuomintang. Chiang, however, insisted  
on taking Shanghai and Nanking first, because this would give the new Na-
tional government a cap ital in Nanking, direct access to Shanghai’s large fi-
nan cial resources, and probably foreign recognition. The Lushan conference 
approved Chiang’s strategy. But on March 1, 1927, the Wuhan Central Ex-
ecutive Committee formally placed Chiang under the authority of a new 
military council it had named. The meeting also transferred Chiang’s key 
party posts to the absent Wang Jingwei and issued a secret order for Chiang’s 
arrest. Chen Guofu probably learned of this secret edict, and it is likely that 
at this time Chiang made up his mind that a purge of the Communists was 
necessary.74

The Revolutionary Army marched on toward Shanghai, and Communist and 
KMT  unions in the city staged joint strikes as part of the revolutionary surge. 
Two hundred workers died in the ensuing violence, but on March 22, the 
warlord garrison commander defected to the KMT as did the Fujian Na-
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val Fleet, giving Chiang control of the “Long River” (the Yangtze).75 Bai 
Chongxi’s forces entered Shanghai on March 22. General Zheng Qian, who 
had moved his forces into Nanking, received Wuhan’s order for the arrest of 
Chiang but ignored it; in fact, to protect himself he almost certainly told 
Chiang about the order when, on March 24, the Generalissimo reached Nan-
king on one of his newly acquired warships, the Zhi Dun.76 Upon his return 
to Shanghai two days later, he found that workers and students were holding 
daily rallies demanding that the foreign concessions be seized. Many West-
erners doubted that Chiang Kai- shek had either the will or the power to con-
trol the situation.77 Zhou Enlai was the leader of the Communist elements in 
the city.
 Then, on April 6, Wang Jingwei arrived on a Soviet ship. Most of the KMT 
leaders in the city, including Chiang Kai- shek, requested that Wang stay in 
Shanghai, assume leadership of a united Kuomintang, expel Borodin, and 
“restrain” the Communists. Given the strong majority in favor of Wang’s re-
turn, including all the corps commanders except He Yingqin, Chiang must 
have felt he had to accept Wang’s return to the political leadership. If Wang 
had agreed and acted against the Communists, there is no telling what would 
have happened, but he could well have consolidated his control, bringing 
most of the left KMT back into the fold. If so, this could have put off indefi-
nitely or perhaps permanently Chiang Kai- shek’s rise to political leadership 
of the KMT. But Wang declined, insisting that there had to be a plenary 
meeting of the Central Executive Committee in Wuhan to decide such a seri-
ous matter.78

 The next day, Chiang sent a telegram to all commanders announcing 
“Chairman” Wang’s return in flattering terms and stating that all military, 
civil, fi nan cial, and foreign matters should be centralized under Wang’s direc-
tion. Chiang then met privately with Wang and personally stressed the neces-
sity of sending the meddlesome Borodin home and purifying the party of 
its Communist members. Chiang thought that Wang reacted positively. But 
that same day, the CCP leader Chen Duxiu unexpectedly arrived in Shang-
hai, and he and Wang quickly published a joint statement denying that the 
Communists intended to subvert the Revolutionary Army or overthrow the 
KMT—albeit ending with a Marxist injunction that what was needed was a 
democratic dictatorship of all oppressed people’s to deal with the counter- 
revolutionaries of the world. Wang and Chen then secretly boarded a steamer 
and sailed for Wuhan, leaving Chiang leader of all the anti- Communist forces 
in the Revolutionary Army and the Kuomintang.79 Chiang instituted martial 
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law, ordered the disarming of all civilians bearing arms, then steamed off in 
his warship back to Nanking.80

On April 6, the Supervisory Committee of the KMT—a mostly honorary 
body that did not have executive authority and included Chiang’s key backer 
Chang Jieru, as well as Dai Jitao and the Chen brothers—unanimously agreed 
to remove Communists from the party and established a coordinating group 
to do so: the “Shanghai Purge Committee.” The “most important objective,” 
Chen Lifu tells us in his memoirs, was to assure that the Green Gang did not 
ally with the CCP, which the KMT considered a real possibility.81

 The two principal leaders of the Green Gang, Du Yuesheng and Huang 
Jinrong, “for political reasons” had “stayed close to the Communist Party” as 
well as the Kuomintang. According to Chen Lifu, Du had direct contact with 
Wang Shouhua, a Green Gang and CCP member who was leader of the 
Communist- led Shanghai Federation of Trade  Unions. Because of these ties, 
the CCP Central Committee did not believe the powerful Green Gang was 
an imminent threat. But a ranking gang member named Yang Hu, who had 
worked with Chiang Kai- shek in the early years of the revolution, served as 
the KMT purge committee’s principal contact with Du Yuesheng, who was 
given 600,000 Chinese yuan by the committee to create a “Mutual Progress 
Society” of armed thugs to help carry out the gang’s assigned actions. Indeed, 
before leaving, Chiang appointed Yang commander of Shanghai’s garrisons.82

 That same day, Manchurian marshal Zhang Zuolin’s police stormed into 
the large Soviet embassy in Peking, arresting Russian diplomats and CCP 
members, and carrying off truckloads of documents that provided “persua-
sive evidence of the degree to which Moscow, through its agent, Borodin, 
controlled the CCP.” Marshal Zhang ordered the strangulation of Li Dazhao 
and nineteen other CCP members taken at the embassy. But ruthlessness and 
treachery were inherent on both sides. By coincidence, also on April 6, Sta lin, 
ignorant of events in Peking, told a meeting of three thousand party workers 
in Moscow that “When the [KMT] Right is of no more use, Chiang Kai- 
shek will be squeezed out like a lemon and flung far away.”83

 The twenty- two- year- long Chinese civil war began in Shanghai in the early 
morning hours of April 12, 1927. The previous evening, the Green Gang’s 
Du Yuesheng invited his friend Wang Shouhua, the Communist labor leader, 
to his home for a chat. While there, Du advised Wang to quit the Commu-
nist party and join the KMT. Wang declined and as he left the house, two 
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assassins gunned him down. Then, after midnight, Bai Chongxi’s Seventh 
Corps units in Shanghai took over the of fices of the pro- Communist Labor 
Federation and shot resisting workers, while armed bands or ga nized by the 
Green Gang as the Mutual Prosperity Society attacked workers’ inspection 
corps in several localities, killing several dozen resisters. Many more, in-
cluding Zhou Enlai, were arrested and sent to Bai’s headquarters. Zhou was 
the ranking CCP of fi cial in the city, but Bai released him, very likely with 
Chiang’s approval or on his orders.84

 Green Gang members rooted out other Communists in hiding, reportedly 
killing hundreds while thousands fled. When troops of the Seventh Corps 
fired on a demonstration, scores more lost their lives. Similar purges took 
place in Canton, Guilin, Ningbo, Amoy, and elsewhere. Decades later, Chen 

Green Gang leader Du Yuesheng, an important supporter of Chiang from about 1915 to 
1937 and a key par tic i pant in the 1927 purge of the Communists. Courtesy KMT Party 
History Institute.
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Lifu concluded, “It was a bloodthirsty way to eliminate the enemy within.  
I must admit that many innocent people were killed.” According to Chen, 
16,000 Communists “crossed over to our side.”85 Chiang did not mention 
the purge itself in his diary, but on April 14 wrote that for the time being he 
would “take advantage of the change in the political situation and take defen-
sive actions to solidify the southern regions of the Yangtze.”86 In retaliation, 
the Wuhan leaders ordered the execution of eight veteran  union leaders who 
had resisted Communist domination in that city. In Changsha, thirty to forty 
Chinese businessmen with foreign connections also fell before a Communist 
rifle squad.
 On April 18, Chiang proclaimed the formation of a rival KMT govern-
ment in Nanking chaired by Hu Hanmin, the KMT veteran who had been 
forced out of the top leadership after the assassination of Liao Zhongkai, and 
who had returned recently from Russia. Like Wang Jingwei, Hu considered 
himself superior to Chiang, whom he viewed as a provincial upstart. Never-
theless, in the name of the National government, Hu commended Chiang 
for his loyalty and courage—and ordered the arrest of Borodin and two hun-
dred CCP members, including Chen Duxiu, Mao Zedong, and Zhou Enlai. 
Meanwhile in Wuhan, the Central Executive Committee, with Wang Jingwei 
as chair, charged Chiang Kai- shek with twelve crimes, including “massacre  
of the people and oppression of the Party.” The committee expelled Chiang 
from all his posts, and offered 250,000 taels of silver for his capture and 
100,000 taels if he was killed.87

 There is no indication that prior to the purge Chiang gave any thought to 
the fate of his son, who had been a student in Moscow since November 1925. 
Ching- kuo, it turned out, had become a fervent supporter of Trotsky’s radical 
line on revolution and when news of the purge reached Moscow, he was 
shocked and outraged. The next day, he publicly denounced his father as a 
“traitor and murderer.” While the of fi cial KMT explanation was that Ching- 
kuo had been forced to make these statements, Chiang likely suspected the 
truth. His idealistic son would remain in the Soviet  Union another ten years, 
and during all that time he considered himself a true Marxist- Leninist and 
his father, because of the great purge, a traitor to the people of China.88

I

After the Shanghai purge, Chiang’s prestige rose among the warlords. He 
could now count on those who controlled the provinces of Zhejiang and Fu-
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jian, as well as Shanghai, Nanking, and parts of Anhui and Jiangsu. Most  
of Guangxi, Guangdong, and Sichuan seemed safely in the hands of war-
lords who were in the Kuomintang’s Revolutionary Army and were anti- 
Communist but had only a thin loyalty to Chiang. The shifty Tang Shengzhi 
dominated Hunan militarily, but the Communists controlled much of the 
province’s countryside. The Northern warlords held most of China north of 
the Yangtze. Feng Yuxiang, the Christian general who controlled Shaanxi, 
Gansu, and parts of Henan and Inner Mongolia, possessed a new arsenal of 
Soviet weapons and held the balance between Wuhan and Nanking.
 Chiang’s realm included the commercial and banking cities of Shanghai, 
Ningbo, and Nanking. His support from the fi nan cial leaders of these cities 
would not suffer from the factional rivalry and jealousy that afflicted his mili-
tary base. In fact, the cap italists were given no role in the KMT and the party 
remained anticap italist. Throughout his career, Chiang Kai- shek would 
tightly control the various or ga ni za tions of bankers and merchants in these 
cities, milking them of funds when necessary with the unacknowledged help 
of Du Yuesheng’s gang through such means as threats, destruction of prop-

Chiang (center) with Feng Yuxiang, on his right, and Yan Xishan, 1927. These warlords threw 
in their lot with Chiang, then later rebelled. Courtesy KMT Party History Institute.
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erty, and even kidnapping.89 For the next ten years Chiang would also obtain 
large funds from taxes on the growth and consumption of opium, part of a 
control system of fi cially intended to gradually reduce use of the drug—and a 
system in which Du Yuesheng would play an of fi cial part.90

 Having decided that maintaining the momentum of the campaign made 
sense both militarily and politically, Chiang sent his most reliable forces 
across the Yangtze to resume the Northern Expedition. The loyal First and 
dependable Seventh Corps again took the lead, and soon, Chiang’s three ad-
vancing columns had captured most of northern Jiangsu.
 After the purge in Shanghai, Chiang changed the daily mantra in his diary 
to read, “Still, the rebels and the Great World Powers are not eliminated.”91 
The Wang- led coalition of the CCP and the Left KMT exercised tenuous 
authority over three provinces—Hunan, Hubei, and Jiangxi. But support for 
the Wuhan government within these areas began to collapse almost immedi-
ately because of anger at the wanton Communist- led killings in the country-
side. The Hunan and left- leaning KMT general Tang Shengzhi turned his 
forces on the Communists in a bloody midnight attack on CCP personnel  
in Changsha. The anti- CCP slaughter quickly spread to other counties in 
Hunan and then in Hubei and Jiangxi. Chiang watched these developments 
with satisfaction. Very likely he had a hidden hand in them.
 The grave setback for the CCP embarrassed and provoked Sta lin, who 
fired off a radiogram to Borodin and M. N. Roy, a newly arrived Comintern 
representative in Wuhan. Sta lin ordered the seizure by Communists of land 
in the Chinese countryside, as well as “the replacement of vacillating leaders” 
of the KMT, the elimination of “unreliable generals,” and the creation of a 
new army of 70,000 revolutionary workers and peasants.92 The assigned tasks 
were completely unrealistic, and when the CCP leaders read the message, 
they did not know “whether to laugh or cry.”93 Roy inexplicably showed the 
message to Wang Jingwei, who understood it as a Soviet plan to purge the 
Wuhan government of its non- Communist leaders. He informed Feng Yu-
xiang, who was so alarmed he immediately sought a meeting with Chiang 
Kai- shek.
 On June 19, Chiang and several KMT commanders waited for Feng Yu-
xiang at the Xuzhou railway station, about 260 miles northwest of Shanghai. 
They wore their dress uniforms with ungainly ceremonial swords dangling 
from their waists. A military band added to the importance of the expected 
guest. Feng’s special “Flowery Train” pulled slowly alongside the platform, 
and the greeting party peered in the windows but saw only a few uniformed 
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waiters. The waiters pointed to boxcars at the rear of the train. Finally, 
through the open door of a boxcar, Chiang saw a very tall, husky soldier, 
dressed in a shabby uniform, sitting on the floor. As the train stopped, the 
soldier stood and walked out. “Where is Commander Feng?” Chiang asked. 
The soldier replied with a smile, “I am Feng Yuxiang.” The band played and 
Feng shook hands all around.94

 The two men had a lot in common, with each espousing leftist views and 
each receiving large amounts of military aid from the Soviet  Union. Each had 
a child in Moscow—Feng in fact had two. Feng was a Christian and Chiang 
would become one. More important, both now saw the CCP and the Soviet 
 Union as grave enemies, and by the end of their meeting, they had reached 
complete agreement. Since Chiang now had access to loans and “contribu-
tions” from the principal banks of China and the opium tax, he was able to 
promise Feng a subsidy of 2 million Chinese dollars a month, far more than 
Wuhan had been sending him.95

 Feng returned to his headquarters at Zhengzhou (the cap ital of Henan, 
about 225 miles north of Wuhan) and immediately ordered the expulsion—
and in some cases execution—of the Communists in his ranks. Deng Xiao-
ping, a twenty- five- year- old Communist who had studied in Paris and Mos-
cow and had been with Feng as a political commissar, barely escaped. When 
he heard of Feng’s actions, the Shanxi warlord Yan Xishan, who had been  
dallying with Nanking, Wuhan, and Peking about taking sides, quickly sup-
ported Chiang and hunted down what few Communists he could find in the 
major cities of his province.
 The Northern warlord Sun Chuanfang, by contrast, in flicted a major de-
feat on the Revolutionary Army at Xuzhou. Chiang insisted on personally 
leading a counterattack, which failed miserably, and the entire force of several 
corps retreated all the way back to the north bank of the Yangtze.96 Unshaven 
and unbathed, Chiang returned to Nanking on August 5, furious at the  
defeat. He ordered the advance commander, General Wang Tianpei, exe-
cuted—a punishment he usually commanded only if the of fi cer had retreated 
without orders. Privately he wrote that one of the reasons for the failure was 
his own “underestimation of the enemy.”97

 Meanwhile, Wang Jingwei also moved against the Communists, expelling 
them from Wuhan and disarming the worker pickets. Some Communists 
caught in Wuhan were executed, but Wang carefully protected the Russian 
advisers, pretending that the recent turn of events should not disturb rela-
tions with the Soviet  Union. The Soviets, however, decided to pull out, rec-
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ognizing that their China strategy was in shambles. M. N. Roy took off across 
the Gobi desert in a dusty convoy of three large touring cars with gasoline 
cans lashed to the running boards. Borodin did not leave until late July be-
cause Northern warlord forces had captured his wife and imprisoned her in 
Peking. But dressed as a nun she escaped, and she and Borodin sped away on 
the long trip across the Gobi to the safety of Mongolia.98

 But the Soviets were not about to give up the fight in other areas of China. 
The CCP Politburo, in hiding in Shanghai, followed instructions from Mos-
cow and declared a policy of insurrection wherever possible. In August 1927 
the Comintern sent an agent to Shanghai with US$300,000 for the CCP and 
Sta lin approved the shipment of 15,000 guns, 10 million cartridges, and 30 
machine guns.99 Mao Zedong, too, returned to Hunan to revive the revolu-
tionary farmers’ movement there. In early September, Mao’s military units, 
consisting of army deserters, village defense corps members, bandits, and the 
unemployed, killed local of fi cials and landlords and attacked some towns, 
including Changsha. By the middle of September, however, provincial mili-
tary troops had virtually destroyed the ragtag Communist forces and Mao 
was forced to retreat with the survivors to the famous bandit bastion in the 
Jinggang Mountains on the Hunan- Jiangxi border.100

Back in Nanking, Chiang sent emissaries to Wang Jingwei once again pro-
posing reconciliation. Wang, however, refused any settlement until Chiang 
resigned. Chiang sent for Li Zongren and told him that he had decided to 
step down because Wang Jingwei had refused peace talks unless he did so.101 
It was evident to Li that without Chiang, it was entirely possible that the 
Nanking alliance would break up into warring factions, Wang Jingwei would 
be unable to keep the KMT united, and the Northern Expedition would 
sputter out. For all his faults, including his domineering and cold personality, 
Chiang’s dedication to put ting the country back together, his continuing rep-
utation as an uncorrupt leader, and his astonishing success to date in leading 
the Northern Expedition still made him a unifying fig ure. Li also recognized 
that Chiang’s departure would seriously curtail Nanking’s ability to raise 
funds in Shanghai. Li “begged” him to reconsider.102

 But Chiang believed that it was a good time to resign, and on August 12, 
1927, he handed in his resignation, calling on the KMT to unite and com-
plete the capture of North China and Peking. “Comrades in Wuhan,” he 
implored, “Why do you hesitate?”103 He then cleaned out his desk in Nan-
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king and took a warship down the Yangtze to Shanghai. From there, accom-
panied by a bodyguard of two hundred men, he traveled on to Xikou and 
then walked up the steep trail to Hole in the Snow Monastery. After rising at 
5:00 a.m. to the chanting of the monks and the beating of the temple drums, 
Chiang read and meditated. Dressed in a traditional long gray gown, he told 
two American reporters that he planned to spend the next five years abroad 
observing the customs of the other great nations of the world, among which 
China might soon take its rightful place.104 Chinese reporters, meanwhile, 
conveyed to all the major cities of China the image of the benevolent and 
principled general in self- exile sitting among pious monks on a mountaintop. 
Chiang expected to be called back, but to gain the moral high ground he had 
put himself in a somewhat unpredictable situation.

II

The forty- year- old leader was contemplating more than philosophical and 
political issues. He and Soong Mayling had been corresponding for a year.105 
In May of 1927, nine months after his resignation, apparently by correspon-
dence, he asked her to marry him. Having reportedly refused in 1922, this 
time she was pleased to accept. He was now famous and she was twenty- nine, 
a worrisome age for any unmarried Chinese female of the day. But Mayling’s 
mother was opposed—after all, one of her daughters had, in an unfilial man-
ner, rushed off without permission to marry a divorced KMT leader three 
de cades older than she, and the  union had produced no children. But at least 
Sun Yat- sen had been highly educated and a Christian, while Chiang was 
neither Christian nor college educated. Most troubling of all, he had been 
married at least once, had had several concubines, and had sired only one 
child. Interestingly, there were few references to Mayling in his diaries during 
the summer of 1927. But on October 1, 1927, he wrote, “Recently, night 
and day, there is nothing in my heart but San Mei [Soong Mayling].”106

 In late September, after several weeks at the monastery, Chiang put aside 
his gown, came down from the mountain, and sailed to Shanghai. Upon his 
arrival, he explained to reporters that his only purpose was to obtain the 
 consent of Mayling’s family to their marriage. Madame Soong, however, was 
staying at a health resort in Japan with Mayling and Ai- ling. Chiang caught 
up with her in the city of Kamakura, declared his intentions, and presented 
papers showing his divorce from Mao Fumei. He also promised to read the 
Bible and study Christianity, but said he could not give a guarantee of con-
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version. Madame Soong fi nally agreed to the marriage. Chiang told the press 
that he had “paid off ” Chen Jieru as he had a previous “concubine [Miss 
Yao].”107

 On December 1, 1927, Chiang Kai- shek and Soong Mayling were mar-
ried in what was Shanghai’s social event of the year. A small Christian cere-
mony was held in the Soong home in the French Concession followed by  
a Chinese ceremony in the grand ballroom of the Majestic Hotel. Mayling 
wore a beaded gown of silver and white and Chiang a morning coat and tails, 
striped pants, and a wing collar.108 The couple bowed three times to Sun  
Yat- sen’s portrait draped in Kuomintang flags, then Chiang read a statement 
grandiosely declaring that the wedding was “a symbol of the reconstruction 
of Chinese society . . . [and] the foundation of the Revolution.”109 The mar-
riage certificate was read aloud and sealed, and the bride and groom bowed to 
each other and then to the of fi cial witnesses. A “tea party” for several thou-
sand guests followed, after which the couple set out for their honeymoon at a 
borrowed villa on Mokan Mountain in Zhejiang.110

 Chiang’s marriage promised to be an excellent one in ev ery respect. His 
wife was an attractive, even beautiful, woman who had been educated in  
the United States; she was cosmopolitan, articulate, intelligent, and wealthy. 
During the long, terrible years of resistance against the Japanese, she would 
convey to the world and to her own people an image of Chinese dignity and 
bravery. She knew her role and how to play it, including at least superficial 
and perhaps serious engagement in good works such as the YWCA and ef-
forts to protect child workers. Completely unlike her husband, she did not 
have an austere, private lifestyle; rather she strove to appear moderately glam-
orous. She always wore makeup and a traditional qi pao dress with the slit 
stopping at the knee (albeit without expensive jewelry). Throughout her life, 
she enjoyed her wealth, about which she had no embarrassment. She had a 
full- time tailor, who made her a new qi pao ev ery three or four days.111 She 
took numerous servants for granted and sometimes traveled with an entou-
rage of sixty or more. Luxury and constant attendance by personal servants, 
however, do not necessarily ruin prospects for a serious life. Churchill all his 
life was dressed and undressed by someone else.112

 Mayling liked Western music and cigarettes, and before her marriage, par-
ties and dancing. She was always a night person, reading and writing until 
midnight, even as Chiang went to bed early and rose before dawn. She was an 
avid reader; a student of Chinese—and world—history and politics; and by 
all accounts, a truly devout Methodist. She was politically determined and 
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often a shrewd behind- the- scenes manipulator, and she passed the test for 
personal courage on numerous occasions, often joining her husband in camp 
during his war campaigns, living in tents or railway cars. She was talkative 
and easygoing, in stark contrast to the stuffy and humorless Chiang, who was 
shy but emotional, and for a Chinese male wept easily. He tried to change his 
taciturn image. For some while, perhaps since his mother’s death and as part 
of his conscious effort to soften his public persona, he had begun to show a 
more benign public face, often smiling gently throughout interviews and of-
ten in photos.
 Chiang and Mayling’s life as a couple was an interweaving of profound dif-

Wedding photo of the Chiangs, December 1927. Chiang, having of fi cially resigned, was 
urgently called back from the couple’s honeymoon. Courtesy KMT Party History Institute.
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ferences, mutual irritations, a common grand cause, genuine affection, and 
perhaps passion. When Mayling was twenty- one she wrote to an American 
woman friend, “There is nothing disgusting about it [sex] if you consider it 
in conjunction with the other elements that make up love.”113 This obscure 
comment on the subject may not re flect an enthusiastic view of sex, but sto-
ries that the marriage was purely political and even unconjugal are not believ-
able. Chiang possessed a high libido, but he had always been involved with 
 women intellectually and socially beneath him. The new object of his desire 
had at tri butes that he had never encountered in a woman—in de pen dence, 
intellect, and power—and they must have been exhilarating. Mayling called 
him “Darling,” and, abbreviating the En glish word, he called her “Da.” He 
picked flowers for her and held her hand in public, a shocking gesture to 
most Chinese.
 Soong Ching ling, who disliked Chiang but was close to her sister Mayling, 
said it became a “love match.”114 He had a bad temper but so did his wife. 
She thought she was much smarter than he and certainly more sophisticated, 
and his stubbornness and faithfulness to those loyal to him frustrated her. 
But still she thought he was a great man.
 Mayling and Kai- shek became the symbol of China, and they came to 
think of their own destiny as inherently linked with that of their county—a 
tendency shared to varying extent by democratic wartime leaders and eventu-
ally to a pathological degree by Mao and his wife, Jiang Qing. Until Chiang 
Kai- shek’s son returned from Russia and won his father’s con fi dence, Mayling 
would be the Generalissimo’s confidante, exerting a liberalizing in flu ence and 
acting as his interpreter of both the En glish language and the ways of the 
West. That she was wealthy, Christian, and in many ways highly Westernized 
did not seem to bother most Chinese. In a biographical note for the Comin-
tern files written in May 1941, Zhou Enlai commented that Mayling could 
in flu ence her husband on international and fi nan cial matters, was more dem-
ocratic than Chiang, and supported the war of resistance as well as the united 
front with the CCP.115 She probably contributed positively to Chiang’s image 
in China, at least until the collapse of the economy—and morale—in the 
postwar period.

Chiang now believed that the imperial ambitions of Japan, not Great Britain, 
posed by far the greatest peril to the new China. In June, while still in of-
fice, he had responded to new Japanese pressures in Shandong by launching 
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the League for the Rupture of Economic Relations with Japan. This boycott 
movement, supported by the Green Gang, enlisted an army of beggars acting 
as spotters to threaten targeted merchants selling Japanese goods and to ex-
tract large “fines.” During his visit to Japan to pursue his courtship of May-
ling, Chiang had abandoned Sun Yat- sen’s position on Manchuria and told 
Prime Minister Tanaka Giichi that his intention was to reassert China’s sov-
ereignty, including over Manchuria. Tanaka urged Chiang to stay south of 
the Yangtze and not to become entangled with the warlords of the north—
Japan’s sphere. Undaunted, Chiang asked that the Japanese government not 
interfere but rather aid the Northern Expedition so as to dispel the notion 
that it was on the side of the Manchurian, Marshal Zhang Zuolin.116

 Chiang greatly admired aspects of Japanese society, but he also was aware 
of the cruelty and the will to dominance that lay at the samurai heart. At this 
early date, he feared Japan would do ev ery thing it could to prevent China 
from becoming uni fied.117 There was, however, at this time only one country 
that for a price was willing to help out. While still “out of of fice,” Chiang 
welcomed the foreign military adviser he had sought from Germany, Max 
Bauer, a one- time chief of operations for Field Marshal Erich Ludendorff. 
Over the next ten years, Bauer and forty- six other German of fi cers would 
draw up extensive plans for modernizing China’s Central Army in a thirty- 
year program and begin to implement it. The Germans also would institute  
a general staff that would put ev ery phase of military operations and policy  
in the hands of Chiang Kai- shek when and if he returned as commander in 
chief.118

 Without Chiang Kai- shek, the Nanking government encountered numer-
ous dif fi culties, particularly fi nan cial ones, since the bankers and other 
wealthy cap italists of Shanghai were no  longer under pressure from the Green 
Gang to lend and contribute funds. Not surprisingly then, shortly after 
Chiang’s return from his courtship trip to Japan, KMT of fi cials had prelimi-
nary conversations with him in Shanghai about rejoining the government. 
After the first day’s meeting, Chiang stopped off at the residence of Huang 
Qinzhong to pay his respects on the sixtieth birthday of the éminence grise of 
the Shanghai gangs, the man who had solved Chiang’s debt problems six 
years before.119

While Mayling and Kai- shek were getting to know each other in the moun-
tains of Zhejiang, a flurry of cables from warlord and Whampoa of fi cers 
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called on him to resume his of fice. Wang Jingwei fi nally proposed that Chiang 
pick up where he left off with his former duties, and the Central Executive 
Committee unanimously agreed. The next month, traveling in an armored 
train, Chiang returned to Nanking with his new bride and five days later re-
sumed his duties as chairman of the Military Council and commander in 
chief of the Northern Expedition. Wang Jingwei, acknowledging that he had 
lost face, abruptly returned to France, leaving Chiang more or less in charge 
of the government and the military.120 The Revolutionary Army’s Soviet 
weapons and supplies were depleted, but Chiang was determined to keep up 
the momentum and to launch the next stage of the Northern Expedition 
without waiting for further resupply. With new prestige and power in hand, 
he admonished himself to be “tolerant and magnanimous.”121

 As part of this newly tolerant outlook, Chiang forgave his Harvard- 
educated, thirty- three- year- old brother- in- law T. V. Soong his previous asso-
ciation with the leftist KMT, and named him minister of fi nance. Like his 
youngest sister, Mayling, T.V. was a Westernized Chinese, straightforward 
and gregarious, but like his sister also prone to deep spells of moodiness. He 
was a Harvard man, a liberal and a reformer like his other sister, Ch’ing- ling, 
whom he favored, but a conservative in fiscal matters. He was relatively tall 
for the times, slicked down his black hair in pompadour style, had a rather 
imperious walk, and usually wore a Western suit, which Chiang Kai- shek 
(with maybe two exceptions in his life) never did. Whenever T.V. removed 
his jacket, his holstered pistol was on display. He would develop a conde-
scending attitude toward his boss and future brother- in- law and, with for-
eigners, refer to him as “Gissimo.” But he was also somewhat in awe of 
Chiang.122

 The bankers trusted T.V. and very soon the flow of revenue exceeded what 
it had been the previous summer. As an emergency mea sure, merchants and 
factory owners were expected to purchase notes or bonds equal to one  
month’s payroll. A wave of kidnappings of Shanghai businessmen, probably 
orchestrated by the Green Gang, was believed to be related to victims’ failure 
to contribute suf fi ciently to the government. But for all the largesse they pro-
vided the new regime and the critical role of these funds in the coming mili-
tary campaign, the Shanghai cap italists once again gained little or no in flu-
ence over Chiang’s political decisions.123

 Chiang now turned his attention to the battlefield, launching his offen-
sive against the combined force of the Northern warlords, which still num-
bered 600,000 men. The remnant troops of warlord Sun Chuanfang briefly 
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put up stiff resistance in Shandong, then fled across the Yellow River. The 
way lay open to the provincial cap ital of Jinan. Some 2,000 Japanese civilians 
lived in Jinan, and Prime Minister Tanaka had asked that the Revolutionary 
Army avoid the city, but Chiang needed control of the north- south rail lines 
through the town. The cabinet in Tokyo, sensing danger to their compatri-
ots, approved the dispatch of 5,000 soldiers under General Fukuda Hikosuku 
“to protect Japanese nationals and their property.”124

 Chiang was so anxious about the risks involved in occupying Jinan that as 
the Revolutionary Army approached the city in April 1928, he tossed and 
turned in bed, unable to sleep.125 On the evening of May 1, dressed in his 
simple field uniform, Chiang rode into the city in a staff car to discover Fu-
kuda’s 5,000 soldiers camped both inside and outside the city walls.126 He 
had a reassuring meeting with General Fukuda, but in parts of the city sol-
diers of the new Chinese Fortieth Corps were tearing down Japanese flags 
and inevitably confrontations occurred. The next morning, the Japanese fired 
artillery shells into parts of the city, killing hundreds of civilians. On May 5, 
Chiang informed Fukuda that he would take all his military personnel across 
the river and leave only a few in the city to keep order.127 But the Japanese ar-
rested the head of Nanking’s foreign affairs of fice in Jinan, claiming shots had 
been fired at them from his of fice. When the man refused to kneel or identify 
the alleged shooter, the Japanese cut out his tongue, gouged out his eyes, and 
then fatally shot him and more than ten of his staff members. That night, in 
his diary, Chiang for the first time used the old Chinese pejorative expression 
for Japanese: “dwarf pirates.”128

 Chiang’s staff, including Feng Yuxiang’s liaison of fi cers, pressed him to 
bring up his old artillery and take on the Japanese. The Revolutionary Army 
with 100,000 men in the area far outnumbered the Japanese, but Chiang 
knew that Japan’s armed forces with their warplanes, tanks, heavy artillery, 
and heavy machine guns were far superior to his and that Tokyo would send 
however many armies it took to wreak revenge. “The dwarf pirates are dis-
playing this kind of perverse tyranny,” he wrote. “To my loyal and faithful 
soldiers and civilians, who are extremely angry, I can only, with a mind of 
great sincerity, exhort them to calm down . . . If one does not bend, how can 
one extend?”129

 When news of the fight ing reached Japan, Prime Minister Tanaka ordered 
16,000 reinforcements from Manchuria and Korea to Jinan. Japanese war-
ships steamed up the Yangtze and Japanese marines landed at Wenzhou in 
Zhejiang province. Meanwhile, Chinese around the country protested, call-
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ing on the Nanking government to break diplomatic ties with Japan and in-
stitute a boycott of Japanese goods. “The people are in high spirits,” Chiang 
remarked in his journal, “But . . . it is not easy to maintain [this spirit] over 
the long term and in a deep and thorough manner.”130 He ordered most of 
his troops to evacuate Jinan and proceed north across the Yellow River well 
west of the city, leaving behind two regiments totaling 5,000 men. But Fu-
kuda demanded that the Chinese withdraw completely from the city, and the 
next day, asserting that his demands had not been met, the Japanese attacked 
the remaining Chinese soldiers. Chiang ordered his two regimental com-
manders left inside Jinan to break through the Japanese lines and retreat. 
With heavy losses, they did so. According to various estimates, the Japanese 
killed 2,000 to 11,000 Chinese civilians and soldiers, while, by their own ac-
count, losing only thirty- eight men.131 On May 10, Chiang apologized to the 
Japanese and removed the Chinese commander, but he determined that in 
his diary he would now write down each day “a way to kill the Japanese.”132

 The world was outraged by the arrogance and savagery of the Japanese ac-
tions. Prime Minister Tanaka worried that things had gone too far, and agreed 
to negotiations. Almost a year later, on March 28, 1929, an accord was 
reached in which both sides accepted responsibility for the incident and the 
Japanese Army was given two months to withdraw from all of Shandong 
province, which it did.

Had Chiang anticipated the course of events in Jinan, he would probably 
have avoided confronting Japan at that time and place, but once the confron-
tation began, his decision to back down was probably the wisest course; the 
Japanese could have obliterated the young, poorly equipped Chinese Army. 
Further, in 1928, China would have found no meaningful support in the 
isolationist United States or elsewhere. Only when the threat of imperial Ja-
pan was linked to the profound peril to world order posed by the rise of Nazi 
Germany—ten years or more down the road—would the Western countries 
come seriously to care about Japanese armed expansion into China. But for 
the Japanese militarists the Jinan incident seemed to prove that China could 
be treated shamelessly without fear of consequence. In China, too, the hu-
miliation sparked a new high priority in the Chinese Communist Party’s pro-
pa gan da—relentless attacks against Chiang Kai- shek for his appeasement of 
the Japanese.
 In his daily journal, Chiang now wrote and rewrote the characters “re-
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venge” but also “patience.” Before “one can settle scores,” he noted, “one 
must be strong. Ordinary people cannot easily endure great humiliation with 
patience. Thus in the end they have not the strength to take revenge.”133  
Jinan had con firmed Chiang’s rather new belief that Japan was China’s great-
est enemy, a more serious threat for the indefi nite future than the European 
powers, the Communists, or the rebellious warlords. He gave a lecture to 
military students and urged them to help him wash away the shame of Jinan, 
but he also reminded them to conceal their hatred until the last moment, 
otherwise they would alert the Japanese. He believed his only course was to 
appease the Japanese but never of fi cially to sign away Chinese sovereignty 
while uniting the country under a strong government and modernizing the 
Chinese military with German weapons and training.134

In May, as Chiang Kai- shek advanced on Peking, which was held by the Old 
Marshal of Manchuria, the ex- bandit Zhang Zuolin, the Japanese prime min-
ister surprised Chiang—and the world at large—by announcing that Japan 
would accept the Kuomintang’s takeover of China except for Manchuria.135 
Zhang knew that without Japanese help there was no hope of resistance in 
North China and he ordered his troops to withdraw to Manchuria. On the 
evening of June 2, dressed in their finest regalia, Zhang and his senior Man-
churian of fi cers steamed off in a special train bound for home. Two days later, 
as the train approached Mukden and passed under a bridge, a bomb ex-
ploded, sending the overpass hurtling down on the marshal’s special car. 
Zhang was badly injured and died a few days later.136

 The Japanese government in Tokyo did not know anything about the as-
sassination, but Zhang Zuolin’s twenty- eight- year- old son Zhang Xueliang—
known as “the Young Marshal”—immediately suspected that the Japanese 
military in Manchuria was behind the killing. (Indeed, a group of Japa-
nese of fi cers in the imperial Guandong Army, unhappy with Tanaka’s poli-
cies and feeling they could control the Young Marshal, had arranged the as-
sassination.) The son secretly made his way to Mukden and after some 
political uncertainty assumed the title of commander in chief of the Man-
churian (or Northeastern) Army. Zhang, it turned out, was a fervent Chinese 
patriot, determined never to sell out to Japan.137 On June 19, he cabled 
Chiang Kai- shek and expressed his loyalty to the Chinese nation and Man-
churia’s determination to join the central government. The Generalissimo, 
however, was skeptical about the young warlord’s prospects. “Han Qing 
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[Zhang Xueliang] seems to be sincere and honest,” Chiang wrote in his diary, 
“but he has never experienced hardship . . . and he lacks an iron will and per-
severance.”138

After taking Peking, on July 6 Chiang met with his key military allies in the 
Western Hills outside Peking. Feng Yuxiang was his boisterous and cheerful 
self. Yan Xishan, by contrast, rarely laughed and maintained an attitude of 
great reserve. The Muslim Bai Chongxi was also an astringent and distant 
character not given to flattery or small talk. And Li Zongren, who was gener-
ally more outgoing, at such gatherings usually retained the posture of a de-
tached observer.139 The group of senior of fi cers went together into the Temple 
of the Azure Cloud, where they gathered around the coffin of Sun Yat- sen. 
Although no foreign and few Chinese observers would have predicted it, 
three and a half years after Sun’s death, the KMT flag flew from Peking to 
Canton. Chiang put his hand on the casket and wept openly. Feng and Yen 
also wiped their eyes.140 The five generals each proclaimed undying loyalty  
to the founder and to the Chinese nation. But Chiang was the only one of 
the four who also adhered to Sun’s fundamental tenet that to become a great 
nation again China had to become a highly centralized as well as a united 
country.
 Chiang soon reached an agreement with Zhang Xueliang to raise the Na-
tionalist flag—with its large, twelve- pointed, white star—over Manchuria. 
Prime Minister Tanaka sent a stern warning to Zhang not to align with the 
Nanking government, but the Young Marshal coolly replied that the decision 
had been based on the will of the people.141 These were bold postures for the 
Chinese to take. On October 10, Chiang Kai- shek became the new direc-
tor of the State Council (Wei yuan zhang)—in effect, president. He also re-
mained Zong Cai of the KMT and commander in chief of the armed forces. 
Zhang Xueliang was made a member of the State Council as well as chairman 
of the Manchurian Political Council, and on December 29, he pledged alle-
giance to the National government and raised the Kuomintang flag, now the 
national flag, at Mukden.142

 By then the Young Marshal had come to fear that his late father’s chief  
of staff, Yang Yuting, was plotting with the Japanese. On January 10, 1929, 
Zhang invited Yang and a close associate of the chief of staff to dinner. At 
some point, Zhang excused himself for a smoke of opium (or, depending on 
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the story, a shot of morphine); guards then entered the room and killed Yang 
and his colleague. According to one account, Zhang had flipped a coin to 
decide whether he himself should kill Yang.143

 This newest ally for Chiang Kai- shek was yet another warlord, but the 
wealthiest of them all as well as a playboy and an opium addict. Even more 
than the other regional militarists, however, the Young Marshal was a fervent 
Chinese partisan who nevertheless sought to hold on to a high degree of au-
tonomy not only for his regional “kingdom,” but also for himself, his big 
family, and his inner circle of senior of fi cers. Yet Zhang was also a relatively 
liberal and modern person, an idealist willing, if necessary, to risk his leg-
acy, fiefdom, and career in pursuit of his dreams of a great, united China. 
While many of the warlords still resented the baffling succession to the KMT 
leadership of the upstart Chiang Kai- shek, Zhang Xueliang was of a new  
generation. He looked up to the commander in chief, whose taciturnity and 
rigid personality seemed to re flect the same toughness and determination of 
Zhang’s father. Decades later, Zhang told an interviewer, “At first I gave all 
my heart and soul to help [Chiang Kai- shek].”144

 To the chagrin of the Japanese Army, Prime Minister Tanaka, despite his 
previous threats, tacitly accepted Manchuria’s reaf fir ma tion of its sta tus as a 
sovereign part of Chinese territory. Now at last, from the Ussuri River in the 
far north to the border with Southeast Asia, China seemed to be fully joined, 
although the central government’s real authority was limited to a few prov-
inces. Against all odds and expectations, Chiang Kai- shek had defeated the 
warlords or brought them under the umbrella of a republican government 
and a single party—the Kuomintang. It was a historic and impressive achieve-
ment.
 At an important military demobilization conference in January 1929, 
Chiang cited Germany and Japan as the models for China’s armed forces 
reor ga ni za tion, and underscored that this effort required returning military 
control to the National government.145 But neither the warlords nor their ex-
tended entourages and families were interested in trading away control over 
millions of Chinese people and enormous pools of resources in exchange for 
key roles in the National government. In their minds, Chiang simply wanted 
to concentrate all military power in his hands at their expense. The regional 
lords all pretended to agree on demobilization, but when vice  chairman of 
the Military Council Yan Xishan and minister of war Feng Yuxiang aban-
doned their central government positions in Nanking and fled back to their 
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domains, Chiang realized his only option was to play the militarists off 
against each other, bribe them, buy out their supporters, and if necessary, 
defeat them on the battlefield.
 Consequently there followed over the next two years a prolonged drama 
involving maneuverings, intrigue, and sometimes large military battles be-
tween Chiang and the various warlords looking to expand their sway or com-
bine against him. Hundreds of thousands of troops were involved—and tens 
of thousands died. Most importantly, through all the intrigue Zhang Xue-
liang remained loyal to the Generalissimo. Espionage and covert activity, es-
pecially large bribes to various warlords, played an important part in Chiang’s 
successes. By this time Chen Lifu, on Chiang’s orders, had established an in-
telligence group called the Investigation Section of the (KMT) Organization 
Department. Later, demonstrating his style of creating overlapping and com-
peting factions and bureaucracies, Chiang asked a Whampoa graduate named 
Dai Li to lead a new Bureau of Investigation and Statistics in the Military 
Council. The two intelligence units both engaged in covert operations, which 
included buying off enemies, occasional assassinations, and black pro pa-
gan da, as well as the clandestine collection of information through infiltra-
tion, threats, and bribery.146

In the midst of Chiang’s struggle with the warlords, a crisis erupted with the 
Soviet  Union when in April 1929, the Manchurian leader, Zhang Xueliang, 
acting on his own he later said, seized the Soviet consulate in Harbin and 
its incriminating documents. Three months later, with Chiang’s promise of 
troop support if necessary, he took over the Chinese Eastern Railway, which 
had been under joint administration by the two nations since 1896. The 
Young Marshal and Chiang naively thought that Sta lin would not dare in-
vade China because of the international repercussions, including from the 
Japanese—or that if he did, the Manchurian forces would be a match for the 
Red Army’s Far Eastern divisions.147

 Zhang and Chiang were wrong. On October 12, 1929, Soviet troops un-
der Chiang’s erstwhile friend and adviser, General Blucher, crossed the border 
into Manchuria and quickly routed Zhang Xueliang’s best troops, capturing 
8,000 men. The Young Marshal fell back to a new line of defense and cabled 
Nanking for assistance, but Chiang quickly backed off his earlier bold stance 
and proposed that Zhang Xueliang retreat. In December, Nanking and the 
Mukden governments negotiated the Khabarovsk Protocol in which Sta lin, 
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not wanting to provoke the Japanese, settled for simple restoration of the So-
viet position in the Chinese Eastern Railway and an additional seat on the 
railway company’s board. The Japanese, however, took note of Chiang’s re-
newed readiness to retreat politically and militarily in the face of superior 
force as well as the failure of the international community to respond to his 
pleas for support.148
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III

The unprecedented world recession that began in October 1929 had a pro-
found effect on China. As a result of the collapse of international trade, Chi-
na’s budding exports in silk, tobacco, cotton, and soybeans sharply declined. 
In some rural areas, tens of thousands died of malnutrition. The hard times 
made it more dif fi cult for the government in Nanking—a shaky, besieged 
political coalition—to institute fi nan cial and rural reforms. They also created 
fertile conditions for the radicalization of youth and intellectuals, boosting 
the idea that a property- free Communist society represented the wave of the 
future. In addition, the circumstances convinced Sta lin that an uneven but 
global revolutionary upsurge was under way and China was one of its key ar-
eas. In a Comintern review of the CCP fi nan cial situation sent to Sta lin on 
June 11, 1928, it was reported that from August 1927 to the end of 1928 the 
Soviets had provided about 1.8 million Chinese dollars to the Chinese Com-
munists.149

 Chiang Kai- shek often warned publicly of the Communist threat, but he 
wanted first to triumph over the warlords before dealing with the guerrilla 
bases. He thus delayed a major expedition to crush Mao Zedong and the 
other CCP guerrilla leaders, leaving “bandit suppression” efforts up to local 
and provincial military commanders.150 Given three years to build up, how-
ever, some of the peoples’ enclaves or “soviets” had grown into substantial 
forces. As one CCP leader, Zhang Guotao, concluded, “the main reason” for 
the growth of the CCP enclaves was Chiang’s concentration on the second 
phase of the Northern Expedition and then the con flicts with the warlords. 
These wars had raged up and down the country, worsening already desperate 
conditions, alienating country folk, and creating wandering bands of desert-
ers and defeated soldiers, who were easily recruited into the CCP. Most im-
portant of all, the wars between the KMT factions preoccupied the central 
government and gave the CCP soviets, aided by Russian money and some-
times weapons, time to expand.151

 The growth of the CCP guerrilla bases from 1927 to 1930 also re flected 
the impressive dedication, leadership, and or ga ni za tional skills of the young 
Communist leaders who had taken to the hills in mid- 1927. Chiang still 
longed to imbue his party and army with the same spirit. In the Jinggang 
Mountains, a young military leader named Zhu De, whom Zhou Enlai had 
recruited into the Communist Party when both were in France, joined forces 
with Mao’s small company. Together they created the Red Army’s Fourth 
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Route Army, “a band of soldiers, bandits, robbers, beggars, and prostitutes,” 
the dispossessed of society who led “the most precarious existence.” At this 
time the three CCP soviets combined had only 15,000 rifles.152 Mao’s legend-
ary tactical slogan was key to the group’s survival: “The enemy advances, we 
retreat; the enemy camps, we harass; the enemy tires, we attack; the enemy 
retreats, we pursue.”

In June 1930, con flict broke out once again in China when four of the usual 
warlords, Li, Bai, Feng, and “Ironsides” Zhang Fakui, as well as this time Yan 
Xishan, all joined the returned Wang Jingwei in a new coalition: the “Move-
ment to save China from Chiang’s dictatorship.”153 The warlords were wor-
ried by Chiang’s continuing efforts to create a strong central government, 
 including his attempt to build a powerful central army with German weap-
ons and training, and to eliminate provincial and regional currencies—all 
of which were essential to the emergence of a China that could stand up to 
Japan.
 Nationwide, the anti- Chiang coalition comprised an impressive 600,000 
armed men. Chiang had one million troops but a good number of these were 
on garrison and security duty. Zhang Xueliang in Manchuria held the bal-
ance of power. A series of bloody clashes during the summer and into the fall 
of 1930 laid waste once again to vast areas of Henan, Hunan, and Shandong. 
But Chiang’s Central Army, including for the first time German- trained 
troops who in the end were joined by Zhang Xueliang’s fur- hatted Man-
churians, prevailed.154 It was a costly war—in total 240,000 were killed or 
wounded.155 Chiang did not pursue the defeated warlords into their respec-
tive home provinces and he even dropped the idea of trying to persuade or 
compel them to implement large reductions in their armies. Perhaps this 
 restraint resulted from a naïve hope that his assumed sincerity and new pres-
tige would bring them around; more likely he knew Zhang Xueliang would 
strongly oppose such a policy.156 But the survival of the warlords would leave 
Chiang again with a giant but splintered coalition army of mixed quality and 
loyalty.157

 Nonetheless, four years of warfare had established him as an accomplished 
military leader. With no tanks, one artillery unit with World War I cannon, 
frequently no maps, virtually no trucks, and only a few main rail lines, he had 
successfully maneuvered multiple army corps over fronts that could stretch 
as long as a thousand miles.158 Foreign correspondents joined the Chinese in 
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reporting episodes of Chiang’s personal bravery.159 He concentrated his forces 
in some areas,  adopted defensive mea sures in others, and executed effective 
flanking moves. Against the warlords he had also continued to use divide- 
and- rule tactics as well as the promise of large subsidies or personal bribes—
strategies that would be of no use against the Communists or the Japanese. 
His armies, however, were much more motivated than those of the Chinese 
militarists, and in his own mind and that of many Chinese his triumphs over 
the repeated rebellions gave evidence of a powerful destiny. He still com-
plained in his diary of his own shortcomings—in part as an expression of rote 
neo- Confucian self- cultivation and ever- higher standards of behavior—but 
the lamentations also seemed to re flect a lack of extravagant self- delusion and 
a usually realistic grasp of his own and his army’s weaknesses.

At the end of 1930, Chiang issued a public proclamation that the central 
government would now focus on reform, political rebuilding, and the recon-
struction of “all business from agriculture to commerce.” He admitted that 
during the military campaigns fi nan cial controls and economic management 
had been “chaotic” and pledged extensive fi nan cial reform—including a sys-
tem of annual open budgets, tough accounting and monitoring procedures, a 
centralization of all the various currencies then in existence, and most impor-
tantly, a strong, effective, and honest central government. He was no doubt 
serious, for in ev ery respect such a government was in his as well as China’s 
interest. The so- called Nanking Decade (1927–1937) would in fact suggest 
to the world, and to the Chinese people, what a modern Chinese state might 
begin to achieve. This embryonic and mixed beginning would be accom-
plished despite terrible conditions created by the world depression, a collapse 
in exports, no foreign aid, record droughts and floods, continuing clashes 
with Japan and domestic rebels, enormous military budgets, traditional ram-
pant corruption, a lack of central control over most provinces and their fi-
nances and revenues, and unending factional maneuvering within the hydra- 
headed KMT.

Nanking, which sits on the northern bank of the sometimes four- mile- wide 
Yangtze River, is a city that has been inhabited continuously for four thou-
sand years, even if under different names. In 1931 it was still an active center 
of art and culture as well as industry.160 The KMT government had taken 
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over the old palace in the city built by the “Heavenly Emperor” of the Taip-
ings, and the pro cess of cutting through the city’s narrow, winding hutongs 
with new wide boulevards was already well under way. With a population of 
only about 340,000, it was a smaller city than Shanghai and lacked big de-
partment stores, a racetrack, and other Western diversions. It was even sweat-
ier in the summer than Shanghai, but Mayling, unlike the wives of some 
KMT of fi cials, moved there, and in the Purple Mountains outside of the city 
she built a small mansion known as “Mayling Palace” not too far from the 
elaborate new mausoleum of Sun Yat- sen. She was frequently at her husband’s 
of fice or out in the town making appearances with groups that were helping 
orphans, the wounded, and the families of dead soldiers. And she still some-
times traveled with Chiang on his military campaigns.
 But Mayling was also troubled. She had suffered a miscarriage in August 
the previous year and afterward endured bouts of severe depression. The mis-
carriage, mentioned by the Generalissimo in his diary, seemed to refute the 
widespread assumption, including apparently his own, that he was infertile 
due to his past relationships with prostitutes.161 Many years later, Madame 
would tell her nephews and nieces that she had wanted children but because 
an incompetent doctor in Nanking had bungled a procedure, she could not 
conceive.162 Clearly, she had wanted a child for ordinary human reasons but 
also as an heir to the man who seemed destined to be considered the father  
of modern China. When her mother died in July 1931 another “terrible de-
pression” settled on Mayling and she felt “spiritual despair, bleakness, desola-
tion.”163

 Since his wedding day, Chiang had regularly read the Bible that Mayling 
had given him. He made up his mind to go through it twice before deciding 
whether to become a Christian. When he was in town, Mayling and her mis-
sionary friends sometimes conducted Bible- reading sessions with the Genera-
lissimo, and he usually carried a Bible while traveling.164 After three years of 
study he agreed to be baptized in the Soong family’s church in Shanghai. Like 
most ev ery thing else he professed to believe in, Chiang took his Christianity 
seriously. According to his later pastor on Taiwan, Chiang found Christianity 
appealing because it stressed the conversion of moral thought to action and 
was consistent with the moral teachings of Confucius.165 Chiang’s philosoph-
ical and emotional preoccupation with the concept of shame also fit with his 
new religion’s emphasis on sin and atonement. In addition, the practice of 
Job- like perseverance in the face of suffering, dif fi culty, and death was consis-
tent with his ascetic, neo- Confucian outlook. Some of Chiang’s critics at-
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tacked his adoption of a foreign religion, but there is no evidence that it cre-
ated any more of a problem for the eclectic Chinese people than did Mao’s 
embrace of a foreign ideology.

Chiang appointed the governor of Jiangxi, Lu Diping, commander in chief 
of the twelve divisions that he had assigned to the first “suppression” cam-
paign against Mao’s soviet in Lu’s province. The campaign began in the au-
tumn of 1930, but about half of the Nationalist troops who trudged into the 
Jinggang Mountains were killed or captured. In addition, a division com-
mander, Zhang Huican, was taken prisoner and beheaded, a sign that, unlike 
Chiang’s con flicts with the warlords, this was to be a ruthless struggle to the 
death.166 In April 1931 Chiang sent He Yingqin and 200,000 Feng Yuxiang 
veterans to Jiangxi on the second suppression campaign, but the soldiers were 
not used to either the climate or the food and they suffered another deba-
cle.167 At the same time, Wang Jingwei and the southern warlords established 
yet another rival national government, this time in Canton. The southerners, 
however, did not immediately pose a military threat and Chiang hastened off 
to Nanchang personally to command the third suppression campaign. This 
was “the toughest time” the republic had faced, he confided to his diary.168

 On July 1, with 130,000 of his best troops, including several of his own 
loyal divisions from the First Army Group (an expansion of the First Corps), 
Chiang sent two columns deep into the guerrilla area.169 After fierce fight ing 
and heavy losses on both sides, in the last battle of this campaign the CCP’s 
Red Army lost one- fifth of the 20,000 men it had committed. Chiang seemed 
on the “verge of success when the campaign was derailed by the outbreak of 
the Manchurian or Mukden Incident.”170

 This new crisis began during the summer of 1931 when the Young Mar-
shal’s soldiers in Manchuria captured a Japanese of fi cer out of uniform on an 
intelligence mission and killed him when he supposedly tried to escape. The 
Japanese ultranationalists seized on the incident, and under popular pressure, 
the relatively moderate Tokyo cabinet publicly demanded a “final resolution” 
of the China problem. Meanwhile, Japanese of fi cers in the politically radical 
Imperial Guandong Army stationed at Port Arthur and along the South 
Manchurian Railway decided to act on their own. On the night of September 
18, 1931, they set off an explosion on the rail line outside of Mukden and 
fired artillery into the nearby Chinese garrison. Fighting broke out and the 
Japanese commander ordered a full- scale attack. As Japanese troops overran 
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Mukden, Marshal Zhang asked Nanking what he should do. At that mo-
ment, Chiang was on a ship on his way back to Nanking, and the answer 
from the Executive Yuan was “Do what you think appropriate.” The Young 
Marshal gathered that Nanking had no idea how to deal with the crisis and 
he ordered the Manchurian troops to withdraw.171

 At this time, Japanese forces in Manchuria numbered only about 10,000, 
while Zhang Xueliang had 200,000.172 In interviews long after the death of 
Chiang Kai- shek, Zhang took the blame for having miscalculated Japanese 
intentions and for having retreated once the attack had begun.173 But the 
Japanese had large reserves a short train ride away in Korea and most of the 
Manchurian troops were ac tually in Hebei province. And even after Chiang 
Kai- shek arrived in Nanking and began communicating with Zhang Xue-
liang he did not command the Manchurian to counterattack nor did he send 
Central Army divisions to his aid. Chiang had earlier gambled that if China 
strongly asserted its sovereign rights in Manchuria, the Japanese would not 

The “Young Marshal” of Manchuria, Zhang Xueliang (second from left), with Chiang 
Kai-shek (second from right) at a national leadership conference in Nanking, April 1931. The 
two men’s bold reassertion of China’s sovereignty over Manchuria would in five months lead 
to Japanese occupation of the entire region. On the far left is the Muslim leader Ma Fuxiang. 
Central News Agency, Taipei.
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pursue hegemony in the region. But still, in his first military meeting after 
the “Mukden Incident,” he emphasized that at a time of domestic turmoil 
and inadequate preparation China must avoid an all- out war with Japan. 
Thus in practice he reverted to his 1928 post- Jinan strategy of “eating gall” 
and appeasing Japan while struggling for real national unity and over time 
suf fi cient strength to confront the Imperial Army. This policy of temporary 
appeasement was to last six years.174

 The Japanese quickly moved on from Mukden and without resistance oc-
cupied Changchun and other Manchurian cities. Meanwhile, Chiang still 
tried to make Japan and the world believe he was truly prepared to go to war. 
He promoted a national boycott of Japanese goods, publicly pledged to send 
Central Army troops to Manchuria, discussed war mobilization with his staff, 
and talked about moving the cap ital and China’s principal armies to the 
Northwest. He thought all this might alarm the international community 
into pressuring Japan. He met several times with senior Western diplomats in 
Nanking and in cogent presentations candidly admitted that the crisis was 
due indirectly to the weak attitude that the Chinese side—or in fact, he him-
self—had taken, but emphasized that it was now essential to deal firmly with 
Japan in the current crisis. “Under no circumstance,” he said, would “China 
yield to threats of force nor negotiate in any shape or form until the Japa-
nese troops have been withdrawn and the sta tus quo ante September 18 re-
stored.”175 In fact, Nanking would negotiate, but the accords would never be 
ratified at the highest level of the Chinese government. For their part, the 
United States and the other Western powers responded with rhetorical sup-
port but refused to send observers or aid; similarly, the League of Nations 
sent a powerless commission of in quiry.
 Hardly deterred by verbal criticism, Tokyo signaled its readiness—even 
eagerness—for a wider war, sending its warships up the Whangpoo River and 
holding naval exercises in the Yangtze. In early October Chiang lamented, 
“The Japanese threat is still there but I have done nothing. How ridiculous I 
am.”176 At one point he told Zhang Qun and Mayling separately that he was 
determined to go to war, and she said she would live or die with him. But  
he also believed that China was so feeble it was “impossible for it to be 
weaker.”177

 To politically active Chinese, the refusal to fight seemed a craven perfor-
mance. From the beginning of the Mukden Incident, student demonstrators 
poured into the streets demanding armed resistance. Twenty thousand stu-
dents gathered in the cap ital. Of these, one thousand from Central Univer-
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sity in Nanking broke into the of fice of Chiang’s foreign minister, Wang 
Zhengting, and beat him up. Wang Jingwei’s rebel opposition group in Can-
ton, which had been on the verge of war with Nanking, called for national 
unity but also for Chiang’s resignation.
 With most of Manchuria under Japanese control, the odds of the invaders 
leaving peacefully seemed increasingly remote. In fact, Chiang believed that 
the Japanese “would rather give up the three main islands of Japan than aban-
don Manchuria.” But in his diary he again warned that rushing into war 
could “cause our nation to perish instead of helping it.”178 On October 15, he 
wrote that he would quit, then he changed his mind. In the middle of the 
month, he and Mayling flew to Shanghai and met with Wang Jingwei and 
Hu Hanmin. The two Sun Yat- sen stalwarts, who had long been determined 
to oust the upstart Chiang and were now supported by warlords who wanted 
a weak Chinese central government, accused Chiang of not resisting the Jap-
anese and of acting like a dictator. “They slandered and laughed at me as 
usual,” Chiang wrote.179 As the Chinese government evacuated the last towns 
in Manchuria and anti- Chiang demonstrations continued to grow, Chiang 
changed his mind again and informed the Canton group that if necessary to 
unite the country, his retirement “would not be a problem.”180

 At one point, Chiang wrote that he “hated” the students, but he continued 
to go forth and address them, including in freezing weather, telling them ei-
ther to return to their classes or join the army to fight the Japanese. Still, the 
violence continued.181 The government banned all demonstrations, but thou-
sands of students, demanding war with Japan, flowed into the cap ital, again 
assaulting high- ranking of fi cials.182 The police rushed hither and yon to put 
down the unrest. With the situation spiraling out of control, and the criti-
cism focusing on Chiang, he again discussed the option of retirement with 
his associates. Chiang confided to one of fi cial that if he did not resign, he 
would have to bring the country under military rule with himself as the para-
mount leader, that is, dictator.183 He would not consider the option de-
manded by his critics of war with Japan because he believed at this time this 
would be disastrous.
 In the midst of the ongoing turmoil, Chiang wrote probably the first af-
fectionate thoughts he had ever expressed about his son, Ching- kuo. “I miss 
Ching- kuo very much,” he said. “I am bad because I am not taking good care 
of him. I am sorry about that . . . Alas! I am neither loyal to the nation and 
the party nor filial to my mother nor kind to my children. I feel ashamed.”184 
These sentiments may well have been inspired by a visit earlier in December 
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by his estranged sister- in- law, the leftist Soong Chingling, who had lived in 
Moscow for two years after the 1927 purge. Obviously speaking with author-
ity, she told Chiang that if he would free an imprisoned Comintern agent 
named Hilarie Naulen and his wife, Moscow would arrange the repatriation 
of Chiang Ching- kuo.185

 From Chiang’s diary entries, it appears that Mayling, hearing of Ching-
ling’s proposal, urged her husband to accept the trade. Chiang, however, 
wrote in his diary that over 300,000 of his men and of fi cers, who were all 
“like his sons,” had died in the cause; thus he could not put a personal need 
above the nation’s interest. Releasing an enemy of the people in order to free 
his son was simply not an option.186

 Chiang’s decision not to intervene on his son’s behalf even with a relatively 
minor concession added to his sense of martyrdom, which had emerged with 
the rising tide of criticism. He probably felt that another resignation, like 
that in 1927, would regain for him his lost moral authority, while probably 
leading eventually to a full recovery of his positions—although there were  
no guarantees. So on December 15, 1931, Chiang Kai- shek resigned all his 
posts, and the following week he and Madame Chiang left Nanking by air. 
They first landed on a grass field near Fenghua and from there traveled by car 
along a new dirt road that wound up the old sedan chair route to Xikou.
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3

The Nanking Decade

Just as with his previous resignation in 1927, Chiang, on hiatus in Xikou 
during the winter of 1931–1932, was soon receiving messages from Wham-
poa generals declaring they would take orders only from him and that since 
his departure, funds had not arrived to pay the troops. The loss of Manchu-
rian customs and tariffs had immediately reduced by 15 percent the govern-
ment’s total customs revenue—its main income source.1 In addition, prov-
inces withheld their salt tax revenue from the new central government headed 
by Sun Yat- sen’s son, Sun Fo.2 Business or ga ni za tions, civic groups, and even 
some student associations now clamored for the commander in chief ’s re-
turn. Chiang also learned that Moscow, following its ploy regarding Ching- 
kuo’s return, had proposed to Nanking a restoration of diplomatic relations. 
Chiang could assume that Sta lin wanted to boost the anti- Japanese faction in 
the KMT and was not sure where Chiang Kai- shek stood.3

 In a January 1932 speech at the Wu Ling School in Xikou, published in 
Shanghai and elsewhere, Chiang reiterated that the government should “never 
surrender and never sign unequal treaties with Japan.” But, he warned, given 
its present national strength and spirit, the nation must not act out of anger 
and emotion, otherwise “someday, defeated and kneeling down it will have to 
sign new, humiliating treaties.” The result would be to “give up . . . five thou-
sand years of civilization.”4 His words resonated with those in charge. While 
few of the men now running the Nanking government and none of those in 
opposition in Canton liked Chiang, they reluctantly accepted that in this 
crisis he was again indispensable, and within a month they capitulated. In 
January 1931, Chiang and Wang Jingwei met in Hangzhou and agreed that 
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Wang would become head of government, replacing Sun Fo, and Chiang 
would return as military commander.5

 By then the crisis with Japan had shifted to Shanghai, where violent anti- 
Japanese incidents were occurring daily.6 At the end of January, a contingent 
of Japanese marines landed in the city supposedly to protect Japanese citi-
zens. When soldiers of Cai Tingkai’s Cantonese 19th Group Army opened 
fire on the marines, Japanese planes bombed the Chinese city, killing many 
civilians. Chiang personally assumed overall direction of the military action 
and sent an open telegraph to the front saying that he would resist the inva-
sion until death.7 At the same time, he ordered the establishment of a tempo-
rary cap ital in Luoyang in Henan province to signal that the government was 
preparing for a long, drawn- out war. The Japanese rushed in more marines 
and warships, bringing the total number of Japanese troops in the city to 
50,000.8 In response, Du Yuesheng sent Green Gang sharpshooters to attack 
the Japanese behind the lines.9

 According to Chiang, he warned General Cai that the enemy might land 
behind Chinese lines at Liuhe, on the southern banks of the Yangtze. Cai 
failed or was unable to send troops to defend this site, and on March 1, Japa-
nese ships steamed up the Yangtze to Liuhe with 10,000 troops. In disor-
der—with 4,000 killed and 7,700 wounded since the fight ing began—the 
entire Chinese force fell back from Shanghai.10 Chinese newspapers, student 
groups, and clan, temple, and business associations demanded all- out war, 
but Chiang authorized a local armistice that de fined a neutral zone around 
the city where Chinese troops were prohibited. This truce, like all his govern-
ment’s agreements with the Japanese, was not signed by Wang Jingwei or 
himself; in their eyes, they thus made the accords nonof fi cial. In March, 
Chiang resumed his positions as chairman of the Military Council and chief 
of the General Staff.11

Helped again by the huge distraction for the government of the Japanese at-
tack on the Chinese- administered part of Shanghai, the scattered enclaves or 
“soviets” of the CCP had continued to grow rapidly. Mao’s Jiangxi commune 
was the largest, encompassing thirty counties and three million people; the 
second largest was Zhang Guotao’s Oyuwan outpost, covering areas in cen-
tral China of Hubei, Henan, and Anhui. Two campaigns by the Nationalists 
against the Oyuwan base failed miserably and after the fight ing with Japan 
calmed down, Chiang in April 1932 mustered some 400,000 troops for an-
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other effort, this time building concentric rings of for ti fi ca tions around the 
enemy. Realizing he was far outnumbered and almost surrounded, in August 
Zhang Guotao led most of the Communist forces in Oyuwan in a successful 
breakout and a march west into Sichuan on what would prove to be a four- 
year odyssey, one even more remarkable than Mao’s Long March.12

 In June 1932, Chiang told a military conference that “the roots of the 
CCP lie in the inef fi ciency and corruption of our government machine . . . If 
we  don’t win decisively this time [against the Communists], we will be in 
trouble because we cannot fight a resistance war [against Japan] while being 
attacked in the rear.”13 But two more suppression campaigns in 1932 and 
early 1933 against the Communist forces in Jiangxi failed with heavy losses 
and thousands of arms captured. In late May 1933, Chiang took command 
of his fifth “anti- bandit” campaign and, taking a lesson from the tactic used 
on the Oyuwan soviet, concentrated on the construction of a network of 
slowly advancing blockhouses.14 This time, he assembled an 800,000- man 
army, most of whom were employed in expanding, supplying, and maintain-
ing the ring of mud and brick outposts protected with interconnecting ma-
chine gun fire. Both sides suffered thousands of casualties, but by 1934, a  
total of 14,000 blockhouses and 1,500 miles of new roads had been con-
structed in the combat zone, providing an effective blockade of the Commu-
nist areas.15

 Meanwhile, the cease- fire with Japan had applied only to Shanghai and on 
the first day of 1933, Japanese troops advanced out of Manchuria and occu-
pied Shanhaiguan, the coastal gateway to Manchuria situated on the Yellow 
Sea at the eastern end of the Great Wall. The Manchurian troops defending 
the city put up a desultory resistance but were no match for the Japanese. In 
January, in explaining to a military conference his failure to commit Central 
Army troops to turn back the Japanese, Chiang used the hoary phrase “first 
pacify the interior then resist the external [threat]” (rang wai bi xian an nei).16 
He would repeat it frequently over the next four years.
 The Japanese pushed farther south, threatening Peking and Tianjin, and 
Chiang, supported by Wang Jingwei, abjectly agreed to a local armistice in 
the North—the Tanggu Truce—which declared the northern part of Hebei 
province a demilitarized zone, effectively ceding another huge chunk of Chi-
nese territory to Japanese de facto (but not de jure) control.17 Chiang told a 
Chinese of fi cers’ meeting that the goal of the truce was to “slow Japan down a 
little” and gain time “to regain North China, recuperate, and fig ure out what 
to do next.”18 Furthermore, over the next three to five years, he said, “changes 
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in Japan’s domestic policy as well as international changes” could relieve the 
situation and offer the opportunity “eventually to win.”19 Meanwhile, he for-
bade the building of new factories in the coastal areas, and ordered plans for 
moving heavy industries to the interior of the country.20

 In March 1934, Chiang told a group of senior political leaders that “fewer 
than 1,100 days remained” before the war with Japan would begin—an esti-
mate only about forty- three days too long.21 His prediction that the con flict 
would last ten years was also fairly accurate. During this period, he said, for-
eign powers would eventually intervene, a world war would erupt, and fi-
nally, revolution would break out in Japan.22

 When the Japanese overran Jehol, Zhang Xueliang resigned all his posts 
and entered a missionary hospital in Shanghai where a “cold turkey” treat-
ment cured him of his opium addiction. He emerged with a renewed appetite 
for society—if not politics and war—and the company of  women. In April, 
the Young Marshal and a large entourage, including both his wife and a 
young concubine, Alice Chao, sailed for Europe. Also among the passengers 
was yet another mistress, Countess Eddy Ciano, the daughter of Mussolini 
and wife of the Italian ambassador. She would later ask Zhang to return the 
letters she had written him.23

 The Generalissimo sent the 130,000 soldiers remaining in Zhang Xue-
liang’s Manchurian Army to Jiangxi to join the next “anti- bandit” campaign.24 
Chiang knew that military action had to be accompanied with “political mea-
sures to win over peoples’ minds, attitudes, and allegiances.” He told his of fi-
cers that the struggle against the Communists was “70 percent political and 
30 percent military.”25 Specific battles would be fruitless, he said, if “the 
CCP’s pro pa gan da wins the support of the people.”26 So in addition to press-
ing the military campaign, he would spend a great deal of time and resources 
on training civic action and pro pa gan da teams, even establishing a special 
training camp for them at the mountain resort of Lushan in northern Jiangxi. 
In several speeches at the school, Chiang said land reform was “the life and 
death issue for the country,” and the “fundamental problem of China” that 
would have to be carried out “under military order.”27 As with the issue of 
fight ing corruption, however, the main question was how to carry out land 
reform without upsetting stability within the military and the Kuomintang.
 As the ring was tightening around the Red Army, the Communist com-
mander in Jiangxi, Zhu De, and the chief political commissar, Zhou Enlai, 
with an inventory of 90,000 rifles and several hundred light and heavy ma-
chine guns, tried various ways to break the blockade. Sta lin was providing 
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what aid he could. On June 2, 1933, the Comintern agent in Shanghai re-
ported plans to purchase an airplane that “can easily reach our area” (appar-
ently Jiangxi) to be flown by an American pilot. On November 2, Moscow 
instructed Shanghai to buy “heavy airplanes, gas masks and medicines” and 
asked whether U.S. dollars or Mexican silver dollars were required for the 
purchase. On November 14, Shanghai reported 3 million Mexican silver dol-
lars received and asked for an additional US$250,000.28 But even with this 
aid, Communist soldiers began deserting in increasing numbers—slipping 
quietly through the blockade—and the prospects looked increasingly grim 
for the Chinese Red Army.
 Unlike Mao, Chiang was receiving no foreign military or economic aid, 
and was paying for weapons and training from Germany. But at this stage he 
could believe that his overall strategy to unify the country was working: he 
could appease the Japanese for the time being, while building the army and 
destroying the foreign- supported Communists.

The Prussian ideal intrigued Chiang; long before he ever heard of Hitler, he 
knew from his reading and his no- nonsense German advisers that Germany 
was disciplined and orderly. He especially admired the way that Germany, 
Japan, and Turkey had in recent years raised their respective “national spir-
its.” Before sending his  adopted son off to the Kriegsschule (military academy) 
in Munich, he told him, “Germany is the only country from which we can 
learn something. They can give us the base from which to develop our own 
style: firm and solid.”29

 But this affinity for German achievements was not a sign of craven Na-
zism. Unlike the Japanese, Chiang showed no interest in duplicating the key 
aspects of Nazi ideology: racial supremacy, territorial expansion, and hemi-
spheric if not world conquest. In his diary he never mentioned, much less 
welcomed, any of the milestones of the rise of fascism in Germany such as 
Hitler’s elevation to chancellor, the Reichstag Fire, Germany as a one- party 
state, or the naming of Hitler as Führer. Chiang was fascist in neither ends 
nor means.
 During the 1930s, a semi- secret political force, the Society for Persistent 
Conduct (Li xing she), which came to be called the “Blue Shirts,” did play a 
brief but infamous role in KMT China, and many writers have seen Chiang’s 
support for this or ga ni za tion as evidence of his fascist proclivities. The soci-
ety, like the storm troopers of the Nazi Party and their counterparts in Italy, 
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owed its origin to a small group of frustrated and idealistic army of fi cers ded-
icated to the cause of nationalism and the supreme leader Chiang. Like their 
Japanese fascist and Communist adversaries, the group’s zeal convinced its 
members that their ends jus ti fied extreme means, including assassination. 
But unlike the Brown Shirts, who numbered two million and functioned as 
Hitler’s private paramilitary, the exclusive Blue Shirts had only about three 
hundred members when it disbanded in 1938. Mass or ga ni za tions affiliated 
with the society supposedly numbered in the several hundred thousands, but 
they were not used as storm troopers in the streets.30

 The Chinese or ga ni za tion’s main emphasis was on instilling military disci-
pline and patriotism in the nation’s schools, including loyalty to “the leader.” 
Racism and conquest were not what they taught. Some Blue Shirts argued for 
a formal proclamation that Chiang Kai- shek was an infallible commander, 
but they did not succeed. Despite his frequent self- criticism, Chiang was cer-
tainly highly egotistical, but neither in his speeches nor in his diaries did he 
ever suggest that he supported adulation of himself in the manner of fascist 
and Communist rulers. He did not allow statues of himself. His immediate 
civilian staff on the mainland still called him “Wei yuan zhang” or simply 
“Yuan zhang,” that is, director or chairman (of the Military Council), not the 
honorific “Ling xiu,” and on Taiwan he was referred to as simply “Xian-
sheng” (sir) or “Zong tong” (president).31

 In a much- cited “secret speech” reputedly given in 1932, Chiang suppos-
edly praised foreign “fascists” spe cifi cally and declared that China “must cre-
ate a dictatorship,” by implication a fascist one. The quotation is purportedly 
documented in an undated, “specially bound” volume of 1930s Japanese gov-
ernment materials that cite anti- Japanese activities and covert mea sures 
against Manchuko, the Japanese puppet state of Manchuria, by the Blue 
Shirts.32 It seems likely that the quotation was fabricated by the Japanese pro-
pa gan da or ga ni za tion that printed and distributed the volume. Yet the quota-
tion has been cited by distinguished scholars to prove Chiang’s admiration of 
fascism.
 Another probably inaccurate quotation has Chiang saying that “the suc-
cess of the Japanese fascists and the Italian fascists is due” to the revival of 
their national spirit, and if China’s revolution is to succeed, “we must create  
a party dictatorship.” Even in this suspect quotation, after allegedly prais-
ing the two countries’ “fascism,” Chiang goes on to describe the national 
spirit that China must revive as one that embraces “loyalty, filial piety, vir-
tue, love, harmony, peace, propriety, righteousness, purity, and a sense of 
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shame.”33 These were not the sort of spiritual virtues that Hitler, Mussolini, 
the Japanese fascists—or for that matter, the Chinese Communists—sought 
to renew.
 Chiang could be heartless and sometimes ruthless, but he lacked the path-
ological megalomania and the absolutist ideology of a totalitarian dictator. 
He was more self- delusional than hypocritical about his benevolent objec-
tives, which he continually reaf firmed to himself, and (just as Mao and Zhou 
believed) he was not cynical about his claimed morality and ethics—he was 
an earnest man. Like Mao, however, Chiang was not a man of great human 
empathy. He occasionally expressed great personal anguish and responsibility 
for his soldiers who had died, but his diaries re flect little or no remorse over 
innocent lives lost by violent acts that he jus ti fied as vitally necessary. Such an 
absence of regret, however, is not unusual in the annals of war and politics 
even among democratic leaders who have felt it necessary to order horren-
dous military actions.
 During his mainland years, unlike his fascist and other totalitarian adver-
saries, Chiang was required to endure frequent criticism from the press and 
political rivals. The Blue Shirts were often condemned in the press and their 
misdeeds exposed. Chiang’s initial enthusiasm for the Blue Shirts re flected 
his recognition of the corruption, factionalism, and ineffectualness of the 
Kuomintang. Initially, he hoped that with the Blue Shirts he had fi nally 
found his loyal and idealistic followers, similar to those in Mao’s camp. 
Chiang only learned of the Blue Shirts’ existence in January 1932, and for 
several months he favored young members as assistants. But by July he was 
complaining of the “imma tu ri ty” of the Blue Shirts and in a letter to the 
newspaper Dagongbao asked, “How would I differ from the Communists . . . 
if I were to imitate the so- called fascists . . . of Italy?” By mid- 1934 he had 
become “thoroughly disillusioned with the or ga ni za tion.”34

 Unlike in Communist areas, censorship of journals and newspapers in 
KMT China was erratic. Closing down a Chinese paper or magazine in the 
foreign concessions or treaty ports was especially problematic. One striking 
example was the anti- Chiang weekly Life (Sheng huo), which consistently at-
tacked Chiang for his appeasement of Japan. It was shut down first in 1933, 
reemerged as New Life (Xin Sheng), was closed in July 1935, but resumed 
within months under another name that included the word “life.” Several 
other newspapers critical of the government, such as Dagongbao and Guang 
ming ri bao, were available in the KMT areas throughout the Nanking pe-
riod.35 According to Comintern documents, the CCP secretly used Moscow’s 
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money to fund newspapers in Shanghai, Tianjin, Hong Kong, and even an 
uniden ti fied city in Japanese- ruled Manchuria.36

 Antigovernment commentaries also continued to flow from the media in 
warlord- controlled areas; for example, the daily Guan cha ri bao in Yunnan. 
The sensational Chinese “mosquito” press was also impossible to keep in 
check. While these tabloids focused on social gossip and news about celebrity 
sing- song girls, they also occasionally featured stories of KMT corruption 
and misrule—some true, some not. Even more unregulated were the Chuan 
dan (literally, sheets passed along), which were full of political harangues.37 In 
most cities, Chinese readers never lacked for antigovernment and anti- Chiang 
material, a striking contrast to the total absence of anti- Communist writings 
in Communist areas.
 The student movements in China spawned by the Blue Shirts were not 
“ultra- nationalist,” a term that to most readers connotes an aggressive and 
malevolent temper toward other countries and peoples.38 The Blue Shirts 
hated the fascist Japanese and were fiercely anti- imperialist—as, understand-
ably, were most Chinese. They liked to claim that through intimidation they 
had contributed to the quieting in the 1933–1934 period of public—primar-
ily student—demonstrations against Chiang and his regime. But none of 
their activities stopped the protests and the heated criticisms of Chiang and 
the Blue Shirts themselves, which continued to appear in En glish-  and 
Chinese- language newspapers as well as in the informal press.39

Assassination was the most infamous activity of the Blue Shirts. Two known 
victims were warlord of fi cers, one of whom was suspected of dealing with the 
Japanese; two others were pro- Japanese editors in Tianjin. Reflecting the 
strong anti- Japanese element in the group’s mindset, a publication of the or-
ga ni za tion claimed that in the spring of 1933 its agents had killed forty “trai-
tors” in Wuhan who had been collaborating with the Japanese.40 Victims who 
were not pro- Japanese but liberal critics of Chiang included two members of 
the Chinese League for the Protection of Human Rights: Yang Xingfo, vice- 
chairman of the league, and Shi Liangcai, head of the Chinese Municipal 
Council and editor of Shanghai’s most prominent Chinese- language paper, 
Shen bao.41 Chiang may or may not have ordered these deaths, or Dai Li, as 
Chiang’s senior intelligence chief, may have done so without checking with 
his boss (that way, Chiang could deny involvement). In any event, they were 
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at tri buted in the press to the Blue Shirts and to Chiang himself. Significantly, 
even if Chiang did not know about the killings beforehand, he showed no 
concern over them in his diary nor mentioned that he tried to put a stop to 
such deeds and the bad publicity they caused.
 Other than these cases, the most dramatic evidence cited by some histori-
ans linking the Blue Shirts to extensive killings is a “mysterious document” 
published in the Shanghai Evening Post and Mercury on July 19, 1933. Reput-
edly issued by a “‘Chinese fascist or ga ni za tion’ of Chiang Kai- shek,” the doc-
ument showed the names of fifty- five “Chinese leaders” on a paper titled  
“a death list for assassination.” Harold Isaacs’s magazine China Forum had 
passed this damning document to the Post and Mercury.42 Isaacs, openly sym-
pathetic to the Communist side and later the Trotskyites, was not unbiased, 
but he did not hide from the Post Mercury that the “mysterious document” 
had come to him from the Communist central press agency.43 The most logi-
cal assumption, of course, is that the document was an invention of Zhou 
Enlai’s pro pa gan da of fice.
 Dai Li’s operatives reportedly conducted kidnappings in the international 
sections of Shanghai, with some charging that such crimes were committed 
on “a vast scale.” Most of the victims were said to be “anonymous” students 
and workers, thus leaving no good way to estimate the numbers. The two 
“celebrated cases” usually cited include the writer Ding Ling and a leftist 
gangster assassin named Wang Yaqiao. Ding, who had joined the CCP early 
in 1933, was ac tually arrested by the concession police, not by Dai, and 
turned over to Nanking. She lived in that city on parole for three years before 
escaping—hardly draconian treatment for a serious dissident.44 The known 
assassin Wang Yaqiao, for his part, was sentenced to ten years in jail.
 Chiang was capable of ordering hundreds of assassinations and kidnap-
pings if he thought such crimes were essential to the success of his regime or 
to China’s survival, and perhaps he did. But the evidence is not clear. What is 
obvious is that the killings that did take place were not vast enough to sig nifi-
cantly reduce public criticism of Chiang and his regime in the big cities of 
China, much less end it. Popular, pro- Communist writers like Mao Dun and 
Lu Xun continued to churn out literary works that excoriated the brutality 
and corruption of the Kuomintang as well as Chiang Kai- shek’s appeasement 
of the Japanese. Like the allegations of mammoth corruption, stories of KMT 
political murders, true or false, were good news for the CCP, which amplified 
them and invented new ones.45 Chiang’s anti- Communist enemies, the rebel-
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lious warlords and militarists as well as non- Communist liberals, also spread 
and elaborated on the recurrent charges of such killings, both fac tual and in-
vented.
 The effect was to further lower the opinion of Chiang and his regime held 
by the intellectual and cultural elite of China—most particularly that of 
Shanghai—and to feed the growing disdain for the regime by most Western 
journalists, diplomats, and military attachés. Other circumstances suggest 
that the Blue Shirts were hardly models of ruthless effectiveness. Comintern 
agents secretly operating in the International Settlement in Shanghai should 
have been prime targets for KMT kidnappings and assassinations. KMT in-
telligence and covert or ga ni za tions in the city, however, had limited success 
in ferreting out these mostly foreign agents. Archival documents of the 1930s 
in Moscow reveal a clandestine Comintern or ga ni za tion in Shanghai han-
dling large money transfers, funding Communist youth and labor move-
ments as well as journals and bookstores, manning radio transmitters in touch 
with Russia and the Jiangxi soviet (“six or eight transmitters” were in stock), 
running a radio operator’s school with eleven students, and, as noted, even 
buying an airplane. Despite all this activity, Chiang’s secret operatives, the 
British police, the French gendarme, and the Green Gang caught only a few 
Comintern operatives.
 In a rare breakthrough, Dai Li’s agents captured a man named Gu Shun-
zhang, who was head of the CCP’s “secret ser vice” (apparently different from 
the Special Department). Dai “persuaded” Gu to defect to the KMT, which 
led to “numerous arrests [in Shanghai] and the death of the CCP secretary- 
general, Xiang Zhongfa, among others.” In 1931, the Politburo, “in self 
 defense,” entrusted the task of retaliation to Zhou Enlai, who ordered the 
killing of Gu and his entire family.46 Zhang Guotao tells of another murder 
in Shanghai ordered by Zhou of a CCP Whampoa graduate suspected of wa-
vering.47

 From the outset, the Communists at least matched, and in some cases far 
exceeded, the Nationalists’ ruthlessness. CCP “protection bureaus” sought 
out and eliminated internal enemies. A CCP “Special Department” was re-
ported to have killed “hundreds of ‘renegades,’ mill foremen, detectives, guild 
of fi cials, gangsters, philanthropists, key industrialists, non cooperative labor 
leaders, and Nationalist agents over the course of the 1930s.” Zhang Guotao 
complained that executions of party members without approval violated 
party discipline, and there followed a brief respite in the “termination” of 
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anti party persons, but “a short time afterward the hand of the despot and 
the tactics of secret [CCP] agents knew no bounds.”48

I

As the battle for Jiangxi raged between the Communists and the Nationalists, 
Chiang began to promulgate a mass campaign to transform the political, in-
tellectual, and moral life of China. Some believed that this giant exercise was 
a ploy by Chiang as well as a debacle in terms of its goals of restoring eco-
nomic life, implementing equitable land reforms, and winning popular re-
spect.49 More recent assessments, however, believe the effort failed but was 
not a sham.50 As the Communists retreated in South Jiangxi, KMT civil ac-
tion teams were sent into counties, townships, and villages to establish law 
and order and then introduce major reforms in agriculture and education. At 
an earlier Lushan conference, some of fi cials had argued that the Communist 
redistribution of land provided the KMT the opportunity to reform land- 
holding and tenure patterns on a major scale. The best time to justify a fun-
damental reform that would disturb the social- economic order, they argued, 
was when the outcome of fight ing against the advocates of much more radi-
cal methods was still uncertain. But the KMT  adopted the more conservative 
policy of returning land to the original owners and put ting off redistribution 
until the utterly devastated local economy had recovered. As they put out the 
fires of violent agrarian revolution in the province, KMT of fi cials “had no 
intention of poking around in the embers any more than necessary.”51

 Still, Chiang’s teams did try various ways to implement a nonconfiscatory 
reform of land rights, including the government’s gradual purchase of land as 
it came on the market and the establishment of cooperatives in which the 
holdings of landlords could be rented out to the landless. There were enthusi-
astic and conscientious of fi cials in these elite civil action units who believed 
that in a paternalistic framework, and by building on existing traditions, they 
could prog ress toward a more just and prosperous society. Thus revival of the 
traditional Bao Jia system of group responsibility, a favorite idea of Chiang’s, 
was to be the key social institution not only for the promotion of law and 
order, but also for a new community ethos. It was hoped that along with ir-
rigation canals and health clinics, a renewed sense of civic pride and patriot-
ism would spring forth.
 But a year after the Red Army slipped out of Jiangxi in 1934, the grand 
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effort at grassroots reform by the Kuomintang fell apart. Or, to be more ex-
act, hopes for a political and economic “New Deal” in Jiangxi were squashed 
by the return of the avaricious local village elite. These village higher- ups 
were unlike the more educated absentee landlords and other more cultured 
elements of the privileged class, who generally remained in the cities where 
commercial, fi nan cial, and professional ways of making money were rapidly 
developing; they were instead a lower rank of petty notables and land owners 
who rented out some of their land to tenants.52 These petty landlords had 
nothing except their relatively small holdings of surplus land as a source  
of income, and years of violence before and during the Communist period 
had debased and brutalized them. As the Communists were driven out, these 
would- be gentry reemerged and with the help of local “bullies” reasserted 
their rights. Soon they dominated social, political, and economic life in the 
villages, exploiting and enhancing their power.53

Another Chiang Kai- shek campaign, the New Life Movement, began in Ji-
angxi as part of the fifth suppression campaign. For some time, Chiang had 
been thinking about how to develop a spiritual and cultural framework that 
would supplement and reinforce nationalism and modernization as the Kuo-
mintang’s grand causes. “Revolution,” Chiang said, “meant changing the ev-
eryday pattern of behavior of individuals and so ci e ties.” He believed that the 
basic reason for the KMT revolution’s failure until that point was that “the 
Chinese people’s habits of thinking and daily living had never fundamentally 
changed to adapt to the requirements of a modern state.” The New Life 
Movement was intended to change all that.54

 The values that the movement sought to inculcate were mostly simple neo-
 Confucian merits and traditional Japanese habits—frugality and conscience, 
simplicity, honesty, and even promptness, hygiene, and neatness. For critics, 
the disturbing aspect of the movement was its intention to “thoroughly mili-
tarize the lives of the citizens of the entire nation.” Yet the purpose of this 
“complete militarization” was not to conquer other people but to cultivate 
“courage and swiftness, the endurance of suffering, a tolerance of hard work, 
especially the habit and ability of uni fied action.” The aim was to say “fare-
well to yesterday’s barbarian way of life, its disorderliness, lethargy, and de-
pression.”55 These were hardly ob jec tionable goals, especially when framed in 
the innocent bromides of Confucius and Christ.
 And Jesus was increasingly in the Generalissimo’s thoughts. His diary en-
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tries often referred to the Bible, usually in the context of enduring suffering 
and humiliation. On May 4, 1934, for example, he wrote, “Believers in Jesus 
must control themselves, endure insults, and be patient in suffering. Every 
day [they] must bear the cross along with Jesus.”56 About this time Chiang 
also took to reading a collection of Christian testaments—one for each day of 
the year—called Streams in the Desert.57 The dominant theme was stoic perse-
verance and unwavering faith in the face of failure, di sas ter, and martyrdom. 
Chiang noted down his thoughts beside each of the inspirational messages or 
stories.
 Madame Chiang played a major role in the New Life Movement. Accord-
ing to one account, she, the Australian W. H. Donald, and Chen Lifu first 
came up with the idea when discussing her frustration with the abysmal lack 
of hygiene in China. Mayling was “miserable about the filth of the city streets, 
the happy- go- lucky dirtiness of Chinese kitchens, and the communal feed-
ing bowl into which ev ery one stuck his sucked chopsticks.” She even car-
ried sheets about with her to put down on chairs or floors, and in her own 
house she insisted on a set of serving chopsticks with each dish. But she had 
been “unable to do anything about the hacking and spitting” of the Chinese 
people.58

 It was Lifu who suggested that the campaign also emphasize the old Con-
fucian virtues Li, yi, lian, and zhi—propriety, justice, integrity, and conscien-
tiousness, respectively. Chiang and his staff added the themes of austerity, 
martial discipline, and patriotism. At Mayling’s initiative, American mission-
aries joined in the campaign to promote the ideals of the movement, which 
they believed were very much in keeping with Christian teachings. The em-
phasis on hygiene and manners also appealed to the Americans’ sense of pro-
priety and cleanliness, though the American minister in Nanking noted that 
there was greater stress on the evils of tobacco—an American scourge—than 
on opium.59

Early on, the Nanking government continued to try various ways to control 
and gradually end the use of opium, but during the chaotic years of internal 
con flict, taxes on its growth, distribution, and consumption continued as an 
important source of income for the central regime as well as the warlords, 
and little or no prog ress was made toward its elimination. In 1928, new laws 
sought to improve enforcement, treatment, and education, but prog ress was 
still limited because of the government’s “weak authority” over the provinces. 
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In 1932, the Military Council, obviously with Chiang’s approval, took re-
sponsibility and established a new drug control commission; applied  heavier 
penalties, including execution; and within two years, of fi cially banned opium 
entirely in seventeen provinces and municipalities. Du Yuesheng, the Green 
Gang leader, became a member of the commission—seemingly a bizarre  
appointment. But Du had accumulated more respectable sources of income 
and if he had really cooperated it obviously could have made a major dif-
ference.
 According to an unsourced statement in an article published in 2000 on 
mainland China, fees and taxes on the opium trade during this period had 
reached more than 2 billion Chinese yuan a year, a great deal of which was no 
doubt siphoned off. Still the article concludes that while prog ress was lim-
ited, the new heavy penalties and the authority of the Military Council had 
laid a “solid foundation” for the next stage, a stage that was interrupted by 
the war. In sum, the narcotic drug habit in China continued to produce in-
come for the government, corrupt of fi cials, and the warlords, but some seri-
ous efforts were being made to end or reduce it.60

 In contrast to the suppression of opium, by 1934, it was evident that 
Chiang Kai- shek was making sig nifi cant prog ress in “bandit (i.e., Commu-
nist) suppression,” not only in CCP enclaves like in Jiangxi but in the cities 
as well. According to Mao, the Chinese Red Army, which had grown to 
300,000 fighters in 1929, was reduced to 25,000 by 1934–1935. At one 
point, when the CCP, on behalf of the Jiangxi soviet, asked the Comintern 
for more money, Moscow suggested creating a special “station” in southern 
Jiangxi for delivering supplies to the besieged soviet and even proposed set-
ting up a firm “that could specialize in the sale of Sichuan opium.”61 Having 
lost all but six of its previous seventy counties in Jiangxi, the CCP leaders 
debated the option of breaking through the encirclement and making a long 
retreat to some remote area closer to the USSR.62 Finally by shortwave radio 
Sta lin instructed them to break out and seek a new enclave, possibly near 
Outer Mongolia.63

 On October 16, the 25,000 fighters of the CCP’s First Red Army tramped 
out of their camps in southern Jiangxi and began a long march north.64 Only 
a third of them had rifles. In this multitude were thirty- five wives of the lead-
ers, including Mao’s spouse, He Zhizhen. Mao himself rode out with an um-
brella and a bag of books on a dun- colored horse. Like ev ery one else, he had 
a blanket and a three- day supply of rice.65 They all survived on day four and 
thereafter because the group carried trunks full of Mexican silver dollars, 
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which they used both to pay for food and other goods along the way and to 
provide large bribes to warlords to let them pass unobstructed. Well before 
the breakout, the CCP Shanghai bureau had notified the Comintern that it 
had sent 50,000 Mexican silver dollars to the Jiangxi soviet; before the middle 
of October, it indicated that 400,000 more would be needed as “later there 
will be no opportunity” to send such funds.66 This would have been in addi-
tion to the three million Mexican dollars received the previous November 
that apparently went to the Jiangxi base.67 Without these funds the famous 
Long March may not have gotten very far.68

 Escaping the encirclement proved relatively easy. Earlier in the year, Chiang 
Kai- shek had pressed Li Zongren, Bai Chongxi, and Chen Jidang (the power 
holder in Guangdong) to take part in the fifth suppression campaign. The 
warlords, however, feared that Chiang wanted to force the Red Army into 
their provinces in order to open the way for his Central Army to move in and 
occupy them. Years later in an interview, Bai Chongxi said he suggested to 
the southerners that they make a pretense of joining in the effort to surround 
the Communists but essentially retain their forces in their respective strong-
holds.69

 The leaders had reason to hold back. Chiang’s priority objective at this 
time was to fin ish off the Communists, but like virtually all Chinese modern-
izers his long- term goal was to get rid of the in de pen dent armies and fief-
doms. When the Communists crossed into Guizhou, Chiang wrote in his 
diary that this development provided an opportunity to take over the prov-
ince from warlord governor Wang Jialie.70

 Unopposed, the Communist soldiers slipped out of Jiangxi between the 
staggered positions of the Guangdong Army, which was supposedly contain-
ing the Communists along the southern Hunan- Jiangxi border. In late No-
vember when Mao reached the Xiang River, Chiang himself rushed to Hu-
nan to direct the fight ing. After a week of heavy losses on both sides, the Red 
Army crossed the river under withering fire, then moved into Guizhou.71 The 
Central Army followed the Communists there, and Chiang flew to the cap-
ital Guiyang, where he replaced the governor with the loyalist general Gu 
Zhutong.72

 In January 1935, the First Red Army reached the town of Zunyi in Gui-
zhou, where it joined up with Zhang Guotao and his Fourth Red Army, 
which had fled Oyuwan in 1933. A party conference elected Mao as the 
CCP’s senior military as well as political authority. Leaving Zunyi in mid- 
January, Zhang led his forces west while Mao took the First Red Army on a 
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long trek south and then west through Yunnan province. The warlord Long 
Yun, probably after receiving a donation of Mexican dollars, allowed the 
“bandits” to pass through peacefully. Although Chiang, who had flown to 
Sichuan’s provincial cap ital Chengdu again to take personal command, failed 
to catch up with either Zhang Guotao or Mao, the pursuit was once more 
politically useful as he established central control over the cap ital of Sichuan 
as well as Guizhou (although not much else). The experience also led Chiang 
to begin to think seriously of Sichuan as the redoubt far above the great gorges 
of the Yangtze to which his government and army could withdraw in a future 
war with Japan.
 Despite the Communist retreat, China remained politically unstable, as 
was underscored by an incident in Nanking. On a cool autumn morning, 
members of the KMT Central Executive Committee lined up for a group 
photo at party headquarters. A news agency reporter pulled out a gun and 
took several shots at Wang Jingwei, seriously wounding him. Chiang had not 
been feeling well and was not present at the photo session, which naturally 
raised suspicions. Wang’s wife, Chen Bijun, publicly asked KMT headquar-
ters for an explanation. The implication of a conspiracy infuriated Chiang 
and he ordered Dai Li “to leave no stone unturned” in getting to the bottom 
of the case. Using “the cruelest torture” Dai personally interrogated the assas-
sin, while at Chiang’s request Chen Lifu conducted a separate in quiry.73 Both 
Chen and Dai concluded that the shooting was the work of disaffected mem-
bers of Wang’s reor ga ni za tion clique. When special ser vices of fi cers killed one 
alleged conspirator and arrested others, Wang’s wife apologized to the Gen-
eralissimo and she and her husband sailed for Europe to seek medical treat-
ment for his wounds. Chiang was probably not involved in the assassination 
attempt, but as a result he took over as president of the executive yuan or 
premier, and thus again gained control of the Nanking government.74

 In September, Japanese foreign minister KÃki Hirota sent Chiang a three- 
point program for advancing Sino- Japanese relations: China was to accept 
the priority of relations with Japan over those with the West; recognize the 
puppet government in Manchuria; and “together with Japan devise ways and 
means to eradicate communism.” Chiang’s reply avoided the first two ques-
tions but stated that, provided Japan respected China’s territorial integrity, 
China was prepared to discuss with Tokyo effective means for suppressing 
“communism on China’s northern borders.” Chiang informed Hirota that if 
all the agreements “between the two countries’ militaries,” including the pro-
visions of the Shanghai Truce of 1932 and the North China arrangements of 
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1934 and 1935, were completely rescinded, the Manchurian issue could be 
put aside and China would stop anti- Japanese activities.75

 In a telegram to his ambassador in Tokyo, Chiang reiterated that in any 
settlement there would be no recognition by China of the puppet govern-
ment of Manchuko, but China could agree not to use military means to deal 
with the question provided its traditional sovereignty was otherwise honored. 
Most intriguing to Tokyo was Chiang’s willingness to explore ways the two 
countries could cooperate in “fight ing communism on the northern border,” 
but again Japan would have to meet the basic conditions regarding res to-
ration of China’s sovereignty. At the same time, Chiang sought to demon-
strate that he was also prepared if necessary to fight a war with Japan, holding 
large- scale military exercises outside Nanking, deploying troops along the 
Shandong- Gansu railway, and building new defense works in Wuhan.76

 Washington, meanwhile, had fi nally come forward with a US$50 million 
“tied loan” to Nanking, and London was offering a small US$10 million 
credit. But the United States and United Kingdom both wanted China to be 
“realistic” regarding Manchuria. In September, a British envoy, Sir Frederick 
Leith- Ross, visited Tokyo and Nanking proposing that in exchange for Chi-
na’s “acknowledgment” of Manchuko, Japan respect Chinese sovereignty out-
side of Manchuria. After long talks in Chungking, the En glishman reported 
to London that Chiang’s government would never surrender sovereignty over 
Manchuria.77

 The record seems clear: Chiang was not prepared to compromise on the 
question of sovereignty.78 Records of talks between Tokyo and Nanking dur-
ing this period underscore that Chiang and his negotiators categorically in-
sisted on China’s retention of its claim to Manchuria, even if at times they 
proposed temporarily setting aside the issue provided Japan completely hon-
ored Chinese sovereignty elsewhere and annulled all unequal agreements that 
violated this principle.79

 But the Japanese Guandong Army in Manchuria continually found op-
portunities to make further encroachments on China’s sovereignty. Tokyo it-
self demanded that the Generalissimo’s dual policy toward Japan—public 
avowal of friendship and secret preparation for war—be stopped and that all 
Chinese military, party, governmental, and secret ser vice or ga ni za tions and 
personnel be withdrawn from Hebei province as well as from Peking and 
Tianjin. Chiang felt that even this outrageous demand had to be accommo-
dated, explaining to the mortified Chinese public that again Chinese accep-
tance was not a formal “agreement” because no documents were signed or 
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ratified at the highest level. The next month a similar “non- agreement” ac-
cord resulted in Nanking’s complete withdrawal from Chahar province in 
Inner Mongolia. Chiang’s standing in political China dropped further but he 
took comfort in Mao’s flight and the continued buildup of German- trained 
Central Army divisions—although he  couldn’t boast about the military 
buildup out of fear of provoking greater Japanese aggression.
 Unsat is fied with their latest gains, Japan pushed ahead with a new plan to 
establish a completely autonomous North China region including five prov-
inces—Hebei, Shandong, Shanxi, and the Inner Mongolian provinces of 
Chahar and Suiyuan, each of which would be headed by a collaborating Chi-
nese general.80 Yan Xishan and Feng Yuxiang refused to cooperate, but others 
accepted the opportunity. In his diary one day, Chiang impulsively wrote 
that now there was “no alternative but war,” but in reality fin ishing off the 
fleeing Red armies and military modernization remained his highest priori-
ties. He passively accepted but did not recognize that “North China” con-
stituted a “special region” under Japanese- chosen Chinese “authorities.”81 In 
effect, China north of the Huai River, including the once proud cap ital of 
Peking, would be completely under Japanese control, although not formally 
in de pen dent of Nanking. Once again, angry students poured into the streets 
to protest the dismemberment of their country.

In October 1935, Mao and 7,000 to 9,000 men of his original force arrived 
at a small village called Baoan in northern Shaanxi province, just south of the 
Great Wall. They had traveled 3,000 miles. Taking up quarters in the dusty 
caves surrounding the village, Mao’s group joined with a local Communist 
force and a long- roving Communist army from Anhui to create an army of 
about 20,000 soldiers. Mao told his forces that the goal was to expand their 
area of control until it joined up with the USSR and the Mongolian People’s 
Republic.82

 During the year, Mussolini invaded Ethiopia and Hitler repudiated the 
disarmament provisions of the Treaty of Versailles. The democracies appeared 
to be paralyzed, but on August 1 the Soviet  Union and the Comintern called 
for a worldwide antifascist “popular united front,” which seemed to represent 
abandonment of a global Communist revolution in favor of an antifascist 
coalition of Communists, Christian- democrats, liberals, moderate conserva-
tives, and democratic- socialists. For China, the Comintern decreed the new 
watchword: “Unite with Chiang and resist Japan.”
 In northern Shaanxi, Mao was still out of radio touch with Moscow, but 
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couriers or travelers apparently brought him word of the Comintern’s new 
global united front policy. Mao and Chiang both understood that the dy-
namics were changing: the time Chiang had left to crush the CCP was rap-
idly vanishing because war was fast approaching and China’s only source of 
arms and conceivably direct military support was the Soviet  Union. Even be-
fore arriving at the new Shaanxi base, Zhou Enlai sat down and wrote an “of-
fi cial letter” dated September 1, 1935, to the Chen brothers Guofu and Lifu. 
The youn ger Chen was now in charge of the KMT or ga ni za tion department 
and had been recently elected to the Central Executive Committee, which fi-
nally had a majority of Chiang Kai- shek supporters. Guofu was governor of 
Jiangsu province. Both brothers, however, had kept their hand in intelligence 
and covert matters. Zhou’s letter noted reports that the Nanking government 
was “planning to ally with Russia” and that the atmosphere in Nanking “was 
quite different than in the past.” Cooperation between the two parties was 
again possible, Zhou said. The only purpose of the CCP’s Red armies in the 
Northwest, he declared, was to defend the area against the Japanese. He asked 
the Chens to urge Chiang Kai- shek to cease military action at once and to 
unite with the Soviet  Union and the CCP to fight against Japan, requesting 
an early meeting to begin “responsible negotiations.”83

 Chiang believed that the new Comintern policy and Zhou’s letter re flected 
not only the escalating seriousness with which Sta lin viewed looming threats 
to the Soviet  Union from both east and west, but also the CCP’s profound 
weakness. He instructed Chen Lifu to send a positive reply to Zhou. Chiang 
was determined to launch his final overpowering campaign against Mao, but 
he did have an incentive to consider seriously a political united- front settle-
ment. For one thing, Mao could and probably would escape with most of 
his forces into the Soviet  Union or Outer Mongolia. But a political settle-
ment could open the door to large- scale Soviet military aid, which as during 
the Northern Expedition would be critical to Chiang’s success in the coming 
war with Japan. After learning of Zhou’s letter, Chiang called in Soviet am-
bassador Dimitri Bogolomov on October 18 and proposed a secret military 
treaty with the USSR. Moscow’s response was that first Chiang had to “regu-
late relations with the CCP.”84 Chiang and Bogolomov then agreed that the 
ambassador and Zhang Qun would follow up with secret talks on the details 
of such a pact, which would materialize once the Chinese government and 
the CCP had agreed on a united front. Through intermediaries, Chen and 
Zhou decided that their first secret meeting would be in Shanghai in the early 
part of 1936.85

 But Chiang—like Mao—believed in the strategy of tan, tan, da, da, “talk, 
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talk, fight, fight.” Thus while pursuing possible détente with both the Soviet 
 Union and the CCP, Chiang instructed Zhang Xueliang to lead his Northeast 
Army into northern Shaanxi, link up with the Shaanxi Pacification Commis-
sion commander General Yang Hucheng—a once illiterate bandit and for-
mer Feng Yuxiang of fi cer—and prepare a November 1935 attack against the 
presumed ragtag forces in Mao’s new redoubt. After Zhang Xueliang’s return 
from Europe two years earlier, his anti- Japanese nationalism was more in-
tense than ever, and this directive by Chiang struck him as suspicious: it 
meant that his Northeast Army would be posted to the Northwest, farther 
from Manchuria, and put under a regional commander who was a Chiang 
loyalist. Zhang began to believe the other warlords’ charge that Chiang Kai- 
shek’s objective after fin ishing with the Communists was to get rid of all the 
in de pen dent regional forces (which was of course true, although Chiang 
hoped this could be done peacefully). At some point the Young Marshal and 
General Yang became convinced that Chiang’s objective was to bleed their 
armies in the upcoming action against the Communists.
 The first battles proved to be another debacle for the KMT: Zhang Xue-
liang reported that he had lost two divisions and several thousand of his 
troops had surrendered. Mao’s success in these initial engagements was no 
doubt due in good part to his or ga ni za tional and tactical skills, but poor lead-
ership and discipline on the other side also contributed. The of fi cers and men 
of the Northeast and Shaanxi armies were by this time a demoralized lot. But 
it is also possible that even at this early stage Zhang Xueliang and Yang 
Hucheng did not in fact make the all- out attacks they reported to Nanking 
nor ac tually suffer all the reported casualties. Earlier, wanting to save his elite 
forces for the future war with Japan, Chiang had turned down He Yingqin’s 
proposal that he send his German- trained units north to take care of the 
Communists.
 Very likely Chiang simply wanted the two warlord armies camped in 
southern Shaanxi to harass Mao’s forces until a large Central Army force—
but not the elite units—could arrive from the south. Throwing the two 
 warlord armies into losing battles with the Communists, however, ac tually 
strengthened Mao, giving him captured arms as well as prisoners, many of 
whom were taken into the Communist armies. Most importantly, the losses 
caused Zhang Xueliang to listen more favorably to the CCP’s call to support 
the united front against Japan. Zhou’s pro pa gan da teams were already busy 
promoting the united front idea in the cities and universities of China as well 
as inside Chiang’s various armies, most particularly the Manchurian Army.
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II

In January 1936, Chiang again defended his foreign policy to a group of stu-
dents and educators, saying that although he “was not afraid of Japan,” China 
was still not strong enough to go to war with that powerful empire.86 This 
position offered little emotional or ideological satisfaction to the Chinese 
people, but it is clear that improvements to the Chinese Army’s arsenal sched-
uled for the next three to four years could have made a critical difference in a 
war with Japan. In addition, at the time the Western democracies still did not 
see China’s integrity as being related to that of Europe or the United States 
and offered absolutely no hope of real help.
 The next month in Tokyo, after a failed but bloody “patriotic” coup by a 
fanatical army faction, a new civilian regime headed by Iota Koki proclaimed 
a new “positive diplomacy” that, simply put, entailed Japanese dominance  
of all Asia. These “rational ultra- nationalists” supported preparation for war 
with the Pacific powers, rather than just with Russia. They also wanted to 
bring China to heel before the really big wars began, and the Hirota cabinet 
soon presented China another round of demands that included “neighborly 
friendship, joint defense against Communism, and economic cooperation.” 
Chiang realized he could no  longer appease the Japanese; the war would have 
to begin soon.87

 Simultaneous with the coup attempt in Tokyo another key battle took 
place on the border between Siberia and Manchuria when the Soviet Far 
Eastern Army, again commanded by General Blucher, beat off a multidivi-
sional attack by Japanese and Manchuko puppet forces. This defeat further 
strengthened the argument of the Imperial Navy for sailing south rather than 
for the Army marching north and west. Many in Washington did not under-
stand this simple dynamic. In 1936, Japanese hegemony over China did not 
seem to disturb the Roosevelt administration or most Americans. The U.S. 
ambassador in Nanking, Nelson T. Johnson, argued that Japan’s transgres-
sions in China did not concern the United States directly. In fact, “ef fi cient” 
Japanese management of Manchuria and North China, he suggested, might 
open up important economic opportunities for American business.88

Once again, Chiang ordered Zhang and Yang to attack the Communist forces 
to their north. Once again the engagement turned out badly: thousands more 
soldiers were reported killed and missing, although the fig ures again may 
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have been exaggerated. Through a captured of fi cer Zhou sent word to Zhang 
Xueliang that he wanted to talk with him about a united front to fight against 
the Japanese.89 In February, no doubt with Yang’s approval, Zhang met se-
cretly in Xi’an with CCP of fi cials sent by Zhou Enlai. After this meeting, 
Zhou and Mao, through liaison personnel, were in constant touch with 
Zhang, who even allowed them to set up within his army a leftist Society of 
Comrades for Resistance against the Japanese.90

 In his continuing talks with the CCP, Zhang Xueliang did not have to be 
further persuaded. Indeed, he took the lead, insisting that it was not possible 
to unite with Chiang Kai- shek, whose appeasement policies, he said, had de-
stroyed his moral authority to lead the nation. Encouraged by Zhou, Zhang 
proposed forming a new Northwest anti- Japanese government. Such a gov-
ernment would include the Communist armies and other patriotic (warlord) 
forces, and would employ the rallying cry “Unite with Zhang, oppose Chiang, 
resist Japan.” Ambition as well as patriotism drove the Young Marshal’s deci-
sion to turn on his commander in chief. He suggested that he himself head 
the proposed anti- Chiang coalition government, and Zhou quickly agreed. 
By this time, Mao had been of fi cially informed that Comintern policy de-
manded a united front with, not against, Chiang Kai- shek. Nevertheless, the 
Chairman approved the contrary strategy proposed by the Young Marshal, 
believing the Manchurian leader’s aspirations to “heroism” could be usefully 
employed and that Moscow would approve the decision eventually. He did 
not inform the Comintern of the new plan for four more months.

Unaware of these negotiations, Chiang Kai- shek’s emissaries were passing 
through Shaanxi on their way to their own talks with the enemy at the CCP 
headquarters at Baoan, a small, hardscrabble market town in northern 
Shaanxi notable for its many cave dwellings. At this session, the CCP pro-
posed the creation of a united KMT- CCP government devoted to national 
defense and a united anti- Japanese army—provided the KMT stopped the 
civil war and recognized the legal sta tus of the Soviet areas. It was agreed that 
the Nanking government would respond at a follow- on meeting in Shang-
hai.91

 In the spring, Zhang Xueliang traveled secretly through the Communist 
areas in the northern part of Shaanxi and met with Zhou in an abandoned 
Catholic Church in Yan’an, a small town then controlled by General Yang’s 
forces. Zhou lavished praise on the idealistic and naïve Manchurian, while 
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Zhang told the suave and erudite Zhou that he, Zhou, was among the several 
people whom he admired most in modern Chinese history.92 Although secret 
talks with Nanking had already begun, the CCP at this time drafted a de-
tailed agreement with Zhang and Yang Hucheng on a dramatically new anti- 
Nanking alliance. About the same time, the CCP published a telegram to the 
nation asking for a truce and for peace talks with the KMT.
 In June 1936, with radio communications restored, Mao for the first time 
informed the Comintern of the successful, secret agreement with Zhang Xue-
liang. The new anti- Chiang coalition was to be formalized in a “Northwest-
ern Government of National Defense” and Marshal Zhang Xueliang, Mao 
reported, was to be the elected “chairman of this ‘government’” as well as 
commander of the coalition “anti- Japanese army.” Mao also noted that to 
meet its monthly payroll the Manchurian Army depended on its receipt of 
two million yuan (presumably in the central government paper currency, the 
fabi) ev ery month from Nanking, but once the Young Marshal had split with 
Chiang Kai- shek, this large remittance would of course end. Therefore, Mao 
asked the Comintern if it could provide three million yuan a month to pay 
the Red Army soldiers as well as the Manchurian Army. Naturally, he argued, 
the Communist soldiers would “have to be paid the same salary” as their new 
allies. The message also asked for heavy artillery, airplanes, and other weap-
ons, and promised an offensive within two months to achieve “the liquida-
tion of Chiang Kai- shek’s forces in Northwest China.”93

 When he read Mao’s report, Sta lin was appalled, realizing that if Chiang 
were to be seriously threatened by a Communist- dominated coalition of war-
lords as proposed, he would suspect that the Soviet  Union was secretly sup-
porting it. Such a perception of betrayal would open up all sorts of possi-
bilities for Japan, including a common front with some of the conservative, 
strongly anti- Communist elements of the KMT. A development of this sort 
could also excite Japan’s anti- Bolshevik and anti- Russian sentiments. In a curt 
August 13 message, Sta lin completely rejected Mao’s approach. In no uncer-
tain terms he instructed Mao “immediately [to] extend an of fi cial offer to the 
Kuomintang and Chiang Kai- shek to enter into negotiations to cease hostili-
ties and sign a concrete agreement about the common struggle against Japa-
nese occupiers,” which was to include “a uni fied command and a common 
military plan.” Zhang Xueliang “must not be viewed as a reliable ally,” Sta lin 
declared—even his “direct betrayal” was possible. The whole idea of a united 
anti- Chiang front of Communists and warlords sank out of sight.94

 Mao immediately complied. In late August, he revoked the CCP’s anti- 
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Chiang slogans and sent a letter to the KMT Executive Committee congratu-
lating Chiang for his “pro gres siveness” and expressing agreement with his 
policies toward Japan. Chiang saw Mao’s admiration as a cynical re flection of 
the fact that the “Red bandit leader” was “cornered and had nowhere to go.”95 
He planned for the final suppression campaign to begin in earnest before the 
end of the year. Acting as Chiang’s envoy, Zhang Qun held a number of dis-
cussions in the spring with Ambassador Bogolomov on “joint efforts” to safe-
guard peace, meaning joint efforts to help China resist Japan.96 But then Sta-
lin, responding to Japanese subversion in both Inner and Outer Mongolia, 
signed a mutual defense treaty with the puppet Mongolian People’s Republic, 
whose in de pen dence China had never recognized. In reaction, Chiang put 
the talks on hold.97 Sta lin responded by arranging for Pravda to publish a let-
ter from Chiang Ching- kuo to his mother, Mao Fumei, that again denounced 
his father as “the enemy of the whole people and therefore the implacable 
enemy of his son.”98

 Some in Chiang’s inner circle urged him to make one more appeal to Ja-
pan’s anti- Communist leaders. Chen Lifu argued strongly but unsuccessfully 
that the leader should send Dai Jitao to Tokyo to convince the Japanese that a 
Sino- Japanese war would increase both the strength of the Soviet  Union and 
the Communist threat to Asia. But Chiang understood that the imperial 
ethos in Japan was now unstoppable—the Japanese “hawks,” who were de-
termined to make China a subordinate country, had won out. China could 
attain peace only by formal acceptance of the in de pen dence of Manchu-
ria and North China north of the Huai River. War, he said, “cannot be 
avoided.”99

 Addressing a huge crowd in Nanking on Double Ten Day (October 10), 
1936, Chiang declared, “The remnant Communists are now encompassed 
in a few scattered regions and can be exterminated without much dif fi culty. 
At present, communism is no  longer a real menace to China.”100 After his 
speech, Chiang stood and saluted as spit- and- polish military units marched 
by in goose step followed by row after row of powerful German weapons. 
Thanks to German machine tools, Chinese arsenals were now capable of pro-
ducing some weapons of quality and precision. Even so, the new German 
adviser, Alexander von Falkenhausen, believed that China needed two more 
years to reach his goal of sixty well- trained, modern divisions. New German 
heavy coastal guns, a dozen submarines, a German cruiser, torpedo boats, 
and other warships were not due to be delivered before 1938. The Luftwaffe 
had taken over training the Chinese air force, and if things went according to 
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plan, Chinese pilots by 1939 would be fly ing modern Messerschmitts and 
Stukas, marking a profound change in the balance of power between China 
and Japan.101

Despite continuing civil wars, the depression, depredations by Japan, and 
preparation for a general war, the power and authority of the Chinese central 
government was greater than at any time since the Taiping Uprising. In the 
spring, displaying military, political, and covert action skills, Chiang had 
quickly put down another rebellion by the Guangxi Clique and the usual dis-
sidents in Guangdong. The rebels had again charged Chiang with appease-
ment and dictatorship but essentially the rebellion re flected the ongoing 
power struggle between the warlords and the central government. In their 
own provinces, the warlords were more like dictators than Chiang Kai- shek 
was, and within two years their preferred national leader, Wang Jingwei—at 
the moment still in Europe—would defect to Japan. Chiang’s generous treat-
ment of the incorrigible southerners, even sending them three million central 
government yuan or fabi in emergency aid, was an act of enlightened self- 
interest, which is perhaps all one can expect of a national leader.
 There were many other bright spots. The rate of illiteracy among govern-
ment troops had diminished from 70 percent to 30 percent.102 Law codes had 
been rewritten and applied nationally. The recent extension of central fi nan-
cial authority over the defeated southern provinces had helped to complete 
the triumph of the national currency, the fabi. Under T. V. Soong, Nanking 
reduced taxes and levies on farmers by 50 million Chinese fabi a year, and the 
fall harvest produced the best grain crop in twenty years. China had some-
how sloughed through the early years of the world depression. Now more 
Chinese villagers had more money to spend, and light manufacturing and 
industrial production steadily rose.103 Even at this unfavorable time, Chinese 
industriousness and entrepreneurial spirit were just beginning to show what 
they could do. There were many failings and deep poverty prevailed, but still 
the distinguished China scholar Franz Michael could sum up the first de cade 
of the National government under Chiang Kai- shek as “a time of great prog-
ress in many fields—in economic development, in social and educational 
transformation, in political uni fi ca tion, and in the elevation of China’s stand-
ing in international relations.”104

 With Mao Zedong praising the Generalissimo in his recent letter, the lib-
eral press was either quiet or joined in the new optimism. Student outrage 
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quickly subsided. The usually unsympathetic Dagongbao declared, “The peo-
ple’s con fi dence seems as though it were revived from the dead.” Lloyd E. 
Eastman, a renowned, critical scholar of the Republican period, wrote that 
whereas Chiang had previously been pictured as an uneducated militarist 
scheming for personal power, by Double Ten Day of 1936, he was being 
praised as “a far- seeing leader who, so long as the nation had been torn by 
internal struggles, had wisely avoided a confrontation with the Japanese.” He 
had become “a popular and seemingly inexpendable (sic) leader.”105

 In the fall of 1936, Mao’s position was also improving. He could muster 
only some 30,000 troops with rifles, but new Soviet aid was arriving on a 
regular basis. Already he had received US$200,000 from the Comintern, and 
in September, Sta lin approved sending 15,000–20,000 guns, 8 cannon, 10 
mortars, and “suf fi cient quantities of foreign ammunition.” The next year, 
the Comintern promised Mao, he would receive US$1.6 million.106 In Octo-
ber, Soong Chingling from Shanghai, at Mao’s request, sent him US$50,000 
of her own money, an amount equivalent to $704,000 in 2005 U.S. dol-
lars.107

 In May, with a guarantee of safe passage from Chiang, Zhou Enlai and Pan 
Hannian, a Comintern—that is, a Sta lin—representative, met secretly in 
Shanghai with Chen Lifu and Zhang Qun to continue talks on a united 
front. The inclusion of Pan, who came with his own secret code for commu-
nicating with the Comintern, signaled that Sta lin wanted the talks to suc-
ceed, and if this happened, he would follow up with Soviet military aid to the 
Chinese Army.108 The Nationalists presented Zhou with a list of tough de-
mands, the most important of which required the CCP to reduce the Chi-
nese Red Army to 3,000 men, abolish the name “Red Army,” and subject it 
to control by the central government’s Military Council. The CCP would 
also have to abolish all soviets and allow democratic governments in their ar-
eas. Finally, the senior leaders of the CCP should leave their posts and depart 
the country for half a year—Chiang’s typical punishment for defeated war-
lords. These demands were hardly realistic—Mao would certainly choose to 
retreat into the Soviet  Union rather than accept them. Zhou rejected the con-
ditions outright, insisting that the CCP would have to retain command over 
the Red Army. But, he conceded, the Communist force could become part of 
the united Chinese Army and would obey the united high command—the 
Military Council headed by Chiang. The talks ended for the time being.109

 Chiang had to decide whether it was worth trying to crush the CCP if the 
consequence was to shut the door to the only conceivable source of arms in 
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the coming war with Japan, especially when, if facing defeat, Mao could sim-
ply escape into Russia or Mongolia. For his part, Mao was secretly continu-
ing the discussions with Zhang Xueliang about a coalition against Chiang 
Kai- shek, leading the Manchurian Zhang to believe ev ery thing was on track 
(and thus indirectly contributing to the coming drama in Xi’an).
 On October 31, his fiftieth birthday, Chiang was back in Luoyang, Gansu, 
where he had established his headquarters for the final campaign against 
Mao. Mayling flew in from Shanghai with two large cakes, and the couple 
posed arm in arm for photos behind the Western- style, candlelit cakes—he 
in his cloth cape, holding his fedora, and she in a fur cape. In the morning, 
20,000 citizens gathered at the Luoyang Military Academy to pay their re-
spects. A twenty- one- gun salute roared. The crowd cheered, then bowed three 
times in unison. The next day Chiang wrote a long and upbeat article: the 
domestic situation, he declared, had “come under control, and in October, 
our foreign policy became tougher.” Most notably he reported that Japan had 
demanded a joint agreement on resisting the Communists in North China. 
He instructed Zhang Qun to prepare a statement declaring that China was 
determined to restore its sovereign territory.110

 After the birthday party, Chiang met privately with Zhang Xueliang, who 
had traveled to Luoyang. Chiang was upset with Zhang over a recent letter 
the Manchurian had written him calling for a united front against Japan. In 
his stern, lecturing mode, the Generalissimo warned that anyone who talked 
about resisting Japan before fin ishing off the CCP was “an enemy of the 
state.” Later Chiang wondered why he had said such strong words.111 Accord-
ing to Zhang’s later account, the Generalissimo’s attitude increased his resolve 
to kidnap the leader, and after he returned to Xi’an and recounted the meet-
ing to General Yang, the older warlord cited a Chinese proverb: “One should 
have the emperor in one’s hand and then order the nobles about in his 
name.”112

 That month, Japan, Germany, and Italy signed the anti- Comintern Pact, 
and the possibility suddenly loomed that Japan and Germany could attack 
the Soviet  Union at the same time—the worst scenario Sta lin could imagine. 
Many suspected that He Yingqin and the absent Wang Jingwei privately fa-
vored China’s joining the anti- Communist coalition. The Japanese militarists 
wanted quickly to bring China to heel one way or the other so they could get 
on with their planned aggression against the Soviet  Union. A new Japanese 
envoy, Shigeru Kawagoe, arrived ominously in Nanking on a Japanese war-
ship, carrying a new demand that China grant Japan the right to send troops 
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to wherever in China government forces were fight ing the Communists. 
Chiang received Shigeru but refused to negotiate with him, and the envoy’s 
talks with Foreign Minister Zhang Qun made no prog ress.113 For Sta lin, re-
ports of such events made creation of a united anti- Japanese front between 
the CCP and the KMT more urgent than ever.
 On November 24, Chiang, back again in Luoyang, received a message 
from Zhang Xueliang informing him that the situation in Shaanxi was tense 
and asking permission to report to him. “Zhang does not have the strength 
of will,” Chiang wrote in his diary, “to endure the last five minutes of the 
[civil] war.”114 In early December, Zhang arrived and told his leader that the 

October 31, 1936, Chiang’s fiftieth birthday (as calculated by the Chinese), celebrating at 
Luoyang with his wife. Chiang’s popularity was at another peak, but six weeks later he would 
be kidnapped at Xi’an by Zhang Xueliang. Courtesy KMT Party History Institute.
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troops in Shaanxi were in a mutinous mood. Despite Chiang’s recent warn-
ing against advocating the united front, the Young Marshal directly argued 
the case and the two men quarreled for more than an hour. Chiang warned 
that if the KMT at this point chose to stop the civil war and instead resist Ja-
pan, it would eventually lose leadership of the nation to the CCP.115

 Zhang urged the Generalissimo to go to Xi’an and talk to the Manchurian 
and Shaanxi of fi cers and troops face to face. Chiang agreed. Once back in 
Xi’an, Zhang Xueliang sent a radio telegram informing Mao of the conversa-
tion. According to Zhang Guotao, Zhang did not mention the planned kid-
napping, but in early November the Young Marshal had told Mao’s secret li-
aison in Xi’an, Ye Jianying, that he intended to “stage a coup d’état.” Mao 
replied simply: “a masterpiece.”116

III

H. H. Kung warned Chiang that the trip to Xi’an was too dangerous, but this 
only made the Generalissimo more determined to go. He had exposed him-
self to danger before by traveling into the territory of his adversaries, and he 
had always returned safely with an enhanced reputation for fearlessness. So 
accompanied by a large contingent of ranking of fi cials and the usual body-
guard of Fenghua County men and twenty extra soldiers, he flew off to 
Xi’an.
 Meanwhile, Zhou Enlai and Pan Hannian, Sta lin’s representative, traveled 
secretly from Shanghai to Nanking to continue negotiations for a united 
front against Japan.117 Shortly after the Generalissimo left for Xi’an, Zhou 
Enlai told Zhang Qun and Chen Lifu that the CCP had agreed to most of 
the terms required by the KMT for a united front, including abolishing the 
name and insignia of the Red Army, placing its forces under the government’s 
Military Council, ceasing the confiscation of landlord property, and allowing 
democratic government. The only difference was in the proposed size of the 
Communist Army, but then the Nationalist negotiators agreed that under  
its new name and pending its amalgamation into the Central Army the  
CCP forces could consist of 30,000, not 3,000, troops. Zhou immediately 
accepted this more realistic fig ure.118 There was no mention of the require-
ment that Mao and Zhu De should leave the country. According to the mem-
oirs of Chen Lifu and Chiang Kai- shek’s 1957 book, the two sides reached an 
understanding “on practically all issues.”119

 On the basis of these vague and easily manipulated terms, the two sides 
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drafted a joint proclamation on a formal united front subject to approval by 
Chiang and Mao. But the negotiators would not have agreed to these terms, 
even ad referendum, unless their respective leaders had approved them be-
forehand. On his way to report to Mao, Zhou Enlai stopped briefly in Xi’an, 
but apparently he did not see Zhang Xueliang to inform him of the draft ac-
cord. Perhaps both parties had agreed to keep the draft accord secret until  
it had been formally approved by the two leaders. Zhang Qun, who had  
accompanied Zhou to Xi’an, undoubtedly briefed Chiang Kai- shek on the 
matter and Chiang apparently agreed in principle to the final terms.120 Years 
later, Chiang said all that remained to complete the agreement was “to get his 
formal approval” when he returned to Nanking.121

 If Chiang had told Zhang Xueliang this highly important news, it possibly 
would have aborted the Young Marshal’s abduction plans. Chiang, however, 
was a secretive man, and from his subordinates expected obedience without 
explanation. Thus it is likely that he decided that unless and until there was a 
signed formal agreement with Mao and the final terms of a related military 
pact with Moscow were known, he would not inform Zhang of the “under-
standing.” Before both sides had formally agreed to what would be an end to 
the civil war, Chiang also would not have wanted to diminish the already low 
fervor of his forces in Shaanxi to die fight ing the Communists. It is possible, 
too, that Chiang simply had no intention of stopping his military offensive 
regardless of what Mao decided about the draft accord. But given the critical 
importance to China of Soviet military aid probably in the very near future, 
the presence of Sta lin’s representative in the talks that produced the draft ac-
cord, and the probability that Mao would escape into Russia if faced with an 
overwhelming attack, it seems likely that Chiang was serious.
 After landing at the Xi’an airport, Chiang took up residence in a hot 
springs resort called Lintong, ten miles outside the city. Lintong was a walled 
compound in the countryside with numerous modest cabins, each with its 
own hot spring bath. There Chiang met individually with senior of fi cers of 
the Northeast and Shaanxi armies, telling them, as he had Zhang, that only 
“the last five minutes” remained in the long bandit- suppression campaign.
 On December 9, a light snow began to fall on Xi’an. That morning, the 
police fired on a group of students headed toward Lintong to confront the 
Generalissimo and some casualties occurred. Marshal Zhang rushed to the 
scene and told the students that he would act as their representative in front 
of the commander in chief. But when he arrived in Lintong and told Chiang 
what had happened, Chiang was furious. “Which side of earth are you from?” 
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he asked. According to the Young Marshal, Chiang said he did not fear the 
students, shouting, “Let them come and I can use a machine gun to kill 
them.” This exhortation—if true—upset Zhang, who was already under the 
strain of the planned kidnapping. He went into the bathroom to compose 
himself.122

 Chiang was scheduled to depart Xi’an on December 12, but at dawn that 
morning a large contingent of Zhang Xueliang’s bodyguard stormed the re-
sort. In his cabin, Chiang heard the sound of shots, then an of fi cer rushed 
in and reported that soldiers wearing fur caps—headgear of the Manchurian 
Army—were attacking the compound. The of fi cer urged the Generalissimo 
to escape to the mountains at the back of the compound, Chiang, still in his 
nightclothes, climbed out a window and ran up a barren hill behind the cab-
ins accompanied by a single guard and an aide.
 Looming ahead was a high wall. The three men scrambled over it and ran 
along a wide, dry moat on the other side. Suddenly Chiang lost his footing 
and fell, injuring his back and losing his dentures. Joined by a few others, the 
group made its way to a cave at the top of a snow- covered mountain. Early 
the next morning Zhang Xueliang’s troops found the fugitive—cold, bare-
foot, and with only a loose robe thrown over his nightshirt. “I am the Gen-
eralissimo,” he told his captors. “Kill me, but do not subject me to indigni-
ties.”123 “We will not shoot you,” the of fi cer said. “We only ask you to lead 
our country.”124

 The soldiers drove Chiang to a government of fice in Xi’an, where General 
Yang’s men assumed custody of him. After some while, Zhang Xueliang came 
into the room, stood at attention, and addressed him as commander in chief. 
“Do you still call me Commander?” Chiang demanded. “If you still recog-
nize me as your superior, you should send me to Luoyang, otherwise you are 
a rebel. Since I am in the hands of a rebel you had better shoot me dead. 
There is nothing else to say!”125 “Your bad temper is always the cause of trou-
ble,” Zhang replied.126

 News of the mutiny reached Shanghai that morning, but no one knew the 
fate of the Generalissimo. H. H. Kung informed Soong Mayling, who im-
mediately sent for Zhang Xueliang and Sun Yat- sen’s old friend and former 
New York Herald reporter W. H. Donald, and the three of them together flew 
off to Nanking. There, the government had received a telegram from Zhang 
and Yang con firming that the Generalissimo was in their care. “With tears in 
our eyes,” the two generals said, they had tried to explain the reasons for their 
actions to the Generalissimo but were “repeatedly chastised” by him. The two 
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warlords then set forth eight demands, described as “points of national salva-
tion,” which they hoped the Nanking authorities would adopt “so as to open 
a lifeline for the future.”127

 The points included formation of a united “National Salvation” govern-
ment, immediate cessation of the civil war, release and pardon of all political 
prisoners, and a guarantee of political freedom. The KMT Executive Com-
mittee and the Political Council responded by naming Kung acting president 
of the Executive Yuan and He Yingqin as over all troop commander. General 
He immediately began preparations for a military expedition against Xi’an, 
sending a Shaanxi provincial regiment to capture the pass at Dongguan. He 
also wired Wang Jingwei in Italy asking him to return as soon as possible. 
Central Army troops began to move toward Xi’an.128

The reaction throughout most of China to the news from Xi’an was remark-
ably sympathetic to Chiang. “Profound agony and concern” swept the coun-
try. In the popular view, two ambitious, dictatorial warlords were crushing 
the hopes of the nation and about to unleash another round of bloody civil 
wars. Soldiers and citizens reportedly wept and illiterates harried those who 
could read to tell them the latest news.129 Among the warlords the reaction 
was split. Some, like Feng Yuxiang, called for the Generalissimo’s release, 
while others such as Li Zongren and Bai Chongxi implicitly supported Zhang 
Xueliang.
 The military moves added urgency to Moscow’s attention to the crisis, but 
Madame thought the deployments provocative and argued for restraint. 
“Stormy conferences” followed. Setting out on her own to find a “quick, 
calm, and bloodless” settlement of the crisis, and even suggesting that maybe 
the perpetrators of the events in Xi’an had “a reasonable grievance,” she sent 
Donald fly ing off to Xi’an and announced that she herself would soon fol-
low.130 On the same day, Chen Lifu, using CCP agent Pan Hannian’s secret 
code, sent a message directly to the Comintern warning that if anything hap-
pened to the Generalissimo, “China would be without a leader to fight the 
Japanese and this would not bene fit the Soviet  Union.”

Just before the attack at Lintong, Zhang Xueliang had cabled Mao that he 
was about to act. Mao told his secretary, “There will be good news in the 
morning.” At noon the next day, a radioman rushed into Mao’s cave and 
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handed him an urgent message from Zhang Xueliang. One by one the CCP 
leaders hurried into the leader’s primitive headquarters to hear the news. 
When Mao read out the message, the cave echoed with excited laughter and 
gleeful voices. Zhu De, Zhang Guotao, and others wanted to see Chiang and 
his fellow KMT generals killed immediately. Mao, “laughing like mad,” felt 
the same way. Nonetheless, he immediately sought guidance from Mos-
cow, proposing that Chiang be delivered for trial by “the people.” Then the 
Chairman sent obsequious messages to the Young Marshal, calling him the 
“National Leader in Resisting Japan,” extolling his “world- shaking moves,” 
suggesting there was no way a compromise could be reached with the Gen-
eralissimo, and hinting that he should deal with Chiang “resolutely.”131

 News of the kidnapping reached Moscow a few hours later, but unlike 
Mao, Sta lin did not laugh; instead he immediately saw that the event could 
be disastrous for the Soviet  Union. The next day, the Comintern received 
Chen Lifu’s message and very likely read reports that He Yingqin had ordered 
Central Army divisions—probably the elite units—to move toward Xi’an 
and also had urged Wang Jingwei to rush home. The possibility suddenly 
loomed that the Generalissimo would be killed and Wang and He would es-
tablish a pro- Japanese government. Sta lin sent a flash message to Mao telling 
him in no uncertain terms that the Soviet  Union disapproved of the “plot”—
and suggesting that it was being staged by the Japanese. He ordered Mao to 
hold friendly talks with Chiang, find a peaceful solution, and release the 
KMT leader.132 In response to Sta lin’s orders, on December 15 a public tele-
gram signed by Mao, Zhou, and Zhu announced that the CCP stood for a 
peaceful solution of the “Xi’an incident” and that any hasty moves would 
“only delight the Japanese.”133

 Sta lin realized that if he and Mao could be seen as bringing about Chiang 
Kai- shek’s release, this could tip the scales for a united KMT, Chinese Com-
munist, and Comintern front against Japan. Sta lin also knew that he had a 
bargaining chip. Chiang Kai- shek’s son, Ching- kuo, was living with his Rus-
sian wife and infant son in Sverdlovsk where he had a job in a large industrial 
combine, and coincidentally, he was within days of being granted full mem-
bership in the Communist Party of the Soviet  Union. It was probably Sta lin 
himself who ordered an immediate halt to the party membership pro cess and 
sent word for the junior Chiang to report immediately to Moscow.134 Sta lin 
then apparently cabled Zhou that in his talks with Chiang he should men-
tion that one of the bene fits of a united front government would be the prob-
able return to China of Chiang Kai- shek’s wayward son.135
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 As the crisis in ten si fied, Zhou rode a donkey from the CCP base to Yan’an, 
still occupied by General Yang’s troops, and from there flew back to Xi’an, 
which he had left only two days before. Upon his arrival, he reportedly told 
the Young Marshal that “not a hair of . . . [the Generalissimo’s] head” was to 
be touched.136 Zhou, who had negotiated the secret anti- Chiang agreement 
with Zhang Xueliang, now told him that China desperately needed Chiang 
Kai- shek’s leadership.137 Sta lin and the Comintern, he said, demanded that 
the Generalissimo remain the leader of China.138 Zhou told the Young Mar-
shal he should try to convince Chiang simply to agree in principle to a united 
front and then release him in the hope that he would feel it necessary to fol-
low through.139 From the beginning, Zhou understood that Chiang would 
not sign any document or take any action to obtain his release, but might 
agree to a united front in principle, spe cifi cally the terms that he (Zhou) and 
Zhang Qun had agreed on just a few days before and which Chiang, as well 
as Mao, must have tentatively approved.

The Young Marshal now knew that the whole affair had back fired disastrously 
and he was in deep trouble. His goal now was to obtain as much credit as 
possible for the release of the prisoner, but he could not make the decision 
alone because Yang Hucheng controlled the city of Xi’an. Yang, saying he did 
not want to become “a beheaded general,” was fearful of freeing the Genera-
lissimo without firm guarantees.140 Meanwhile, the Central Army was ad-
vancing on Xi’an, its planes bombing the railway line that climbed over the 
mountains to the ancient city. According to Mayling, He Yingqin was deter-
mined to attack Xi’an without further ado. She feared that this approach was 
put ting her husband in mortal jeopardy, and she bitterly complained of “the 
military mind.” Her diary recounting the Xi’an Incident published the next 
year clearly implies that General He was exploiting the crisis for his own pur-
poses. On December 15, Donald informed her by phone from Luoyang that 
the Generalissimo was not being ill- treated and after first refusing had fi nally 
agreed to move to more comfortable quarters under Zhang Xueliang’s, not 
Yang’s, control. In addition, he said, the Young Marshal had admitted pri-
vately that he had acted wrongly, though with honorable motives.141

 Meanwhile in Europe, Wang Jingwei made a stunning gesture—he flew to 
Berlin to confer with Adolph Hitler before returning to China. The two men 
discussed the possibility of China joining the anti- Communist Axis and Ger-
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many’s willingness, if that happened, to substantially expand its aid to China. 
Wang then started back to Nanking, hoping that he would at last succeed 
Chiang Kai- shek as undisputed leader of the KMT and of China. News of 
Wang’s meeting with the Führer must have deeply shocked Sta lin and the 
Soviet leadership generally. A Pravda editorial charged that Wang and Zhang 
Xueliang had instigated the plot in Xi’an on behalf of the Japanese milita-
rists.142

 On the morning of December 20, Zhang met T.V. at the Xi’an airport and 
took him to see the Generalissimo. When T.V. entered the prisoner’s room 
alone, Chiang looked up in surprise and began weeping bitterly. Sweeping 
over him was an overwhelming sense of frustration and utter helplessness. 
Ten years of fight ing to neutralize the warlords and suppress the Reds had 
seemed only “five minutes” away from either a final military victory or an ac-
ceptable political solution, negotiated from a position of strength and guar-

Wang Jingwei, Chiang’s main rival in the KMT for thirteen years until he defected to the 
Japanese in 1939. Courtesy KMT Party History Institute.
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anteed by Sta lin. Now, by contrast, Chiang was in no position to negotiate 
with the Soviet  Union, and if he agreed to the united front, it would appear 
he had been coerced into doing so.143

 The economy, even Chiang’s popularity, had fi nally turned around. In only 
two more years his army, he thought, would have been fully ready to con-
front the Japanese. Furthermore, the Anti- Comintern Pact had made it likely 
that Japan would in fact get swept up in Hitler’s war with the Soviet  Union. 
A new day had been dawning. But now two warlords—in Chiang’s view, one 
petulant and ineffectual and the other corrupt and ignorant—had spoiled ev-
ery thing. T.V. gave Chiang a letter from Mayling. “If T.V. fails to return to 
Nanking in three days,” she wrote, “I will come to Shaanxi to live and die 
with you.”144 Chiang wept again.
 After regaining control of his emotions, Chiang repeated that he would 
not agree to anything under duress. He told T.V. that he had informed Zhang 
Xueliang that he could take his Northeastern Army to Inner Mongolia, pre-
sumably to be in a better position to fight the Japanese, and that General 
Yang could reor ga nize the Shaanxi government with his own appoint-
ments. The only other solution, he said, was for the Central Army to at-
tack Xi’an. T.V. argued that if the army attacked, Zhang and Yang’s forces 
would retreat into the Communist areas and “civil war could break out ev-
erywhere.” Chiang’s life, his brother- in- law said, was bound up with the life 
of the country.145

 In talking with T. V. Soong, Zhang and Yang seemed unwilling to budge. 
And T.V., for his part, did not seem to appreciate the weakness of the two 
warlords’ position and that a simple promise of amnesty would likely free the 
Generalissimo. He decided that his sister Mayling and the intelligence chief 
Dai Li, a representative of the Whampoa Clique, should come to Xi’an to 
persuade the Generalissimo to compromise.

Back in Nanking, Mayling and Dai Li were eager to return to Xi’an with T.V. 
Mayling was still trying to delay the attack by He Yingqin, who fi nally agreed 
to put off the bombing three more days.146 Upon her arrival at the Xi’an air-
port, she shook hands with Zhang Xueliang and Yang Hucheng and asked 
the Young Marshal not to let his men search her baggage because she “dis-
liked having my things messed up.” Zhang looked embarrassed and replied, 
“Oh Madame, I would never do that.”147
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 Once in the city, Mayling went in alone to see her husband, who seemed 
wan and ill. Tears again came into his eyes as he rebuked her for coming. 
Reading the Bible that morning, he said he had seen the passage, “Jehovah 
will now do a new thing, and that is, He will make a woman protect a man.” 
When Chiang said he was ready to die for the good of the country, his wife 
told him that to save the country he must live. As the Madame left her hus-
band, Dai Li rushed in, fell to his knees, and grasped the Generalissimo’s legs, 
weeping and berating himself for having failed to protect his leader.148

 Zhang Xueliang in reality was feeling increasingly desperate, and he told 
Mayling that he knew he had committed a grave error and was ready to re-
lease the Generalissimo immediately but that Yang and his men were not.149 
It was at this time that Mayling gave her word that if the Generalissimo was 
returned safely to Nanking, Zhang would not be punished.150 Chiang, mean-
while, had decided that it was senseless to talk with Zhang and Yang. It was 
his former Whampoa Academy subordinate, Zhou Enlai, with whom his re-
lease had to be negotiated. If the surmise is correct that it was Chiang who 
freed Zhou in Shanghai in April 1927, both men were aware of the irony. On 
the evening of December 22 the Generalissimo asked T.V. to relay to Zhou 
four requests for the CCP: (1) abolish the Soviet government in China, (2) 
abolish the name “Red Army,” (3) end class struggle, and (4) obey the Gen-
eralissimo as commander in chief.151

 These were some of the same concessions in the united front draft proc-
lamation that had been secretly agreed to by Zhou and Zhang Qun. But 
Chiang also instructed Soong to tell Zhou that “not for a minute had he for-
gotten the necessity of reorganizing the Kuomintang” and in three months 
he would call an all- parties National Congress to “hand over power to the 
people,” that is, to end “tutelage.” The key, Chiang reiterated, was that the 
Communists must obey him as their leader. In response, Zhou told T.V. and 
Mayling that the CCP had accepted all these conditions before and had not 
changed its position “one iota” because of the Xi’an Incident.152

 Zhou reiterated that the CCP would fight Japan under the direction of the 
central government, but it would want “to retain its military system” separate 
from that of the Central Army. “This should not be dif fi cult,” he said, “since 
in any case there are so many military systems outside of the Generalissimo’s 
own,” meaning the armies of warlords. Zhou asked that T.V. emphasize to 
Chiang how dif fi cult it would be for the Communists to explain to their 
own people the mea sures they had agreed on. In addition, Zhou repeatedly 
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warned T.V. about pro- Japan functionaries in Nanking, who, he said, were at 
that moment “giving banquets to form cliques to take control, expecting the 
Generalissimo would never return.”153

 Later that day, in a family gathering with T.V. and Mayling, Chiang of-
fered several other verbal concessions, saying that he would stop the advance 
of central government troops toward Xi’an, that no government troops would 
be stationed in Shaanxi or Gansu, and that he would provide “support” (cash 
subsidies and supplies) to all armies when the Sino- Japanese War began. 
When T.V. informed Zhou, Zhang, and Yang of these points, they appeared 
sat is fied. The next day, when a majority of Zhang and Yang’s of fi cers insisted 
that some if not all of the terms should be carried out before the Generalis-
simo left Xi’an, T.V. explained to them that Chiang would rather die than 
make any concession before his release. But the of fi cers remained adamant. 
Consequently, Dai Li abruptly left by airplane with Chiang’s orders to He to 
stop the military advance toward Xi’an.154

 That evening, Zhang Xueliang told T.V. that he had had a violent alterca-
tion with Yang, who did not want to free Chiang without concrete conces-
sions. Zhang and T.V. discussed escaping with the Generalissimo and the 
Madame to the airport, but decided it was too dangerous.155 Very early Christ-
mas morning, Donald came into Chiang’s room and placed two of his golf 
stockings on the mantle of the fireplace. Beneath one was a new, up- to- date 
portable typewriter for Madame and under the other was a steamer rug for 
the Generalissimo. The leader, still in his bedclothes, laughed for the first 
time since the affair began.156

Later that morning, Zhou told the Soongs that he wished to see the Genera-
lissimo. At 8:00 a.m., accompanied by T.V., Zhou entered the room and  
saluted—the Red Army’s first sign of obedience to the united front com-
mander. In his Zhejiang dialect, Zhou told the distinguished captive that the 
Communists had for a year avoided fight ing to preserve national strength 
and had not made any cap ital out of the Xi’an Incident. Their proposals to 
resolve the incident were the same as they had “put forward months ago [in 
Shanghai and Nanking].” Indicating that the Generalissimo’s word would be 
suf fi cient, Zhou said the CCP wanted his personal assurance that he would 
stop the suppression of Communists, enroll them in the fight against Japan, 
and allow them to send representatives to Nanking to explain their position 
to him.157 Chiang replied that if the Communists were willing to obey him as 
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their leader he would treat them as his own troops. Most of the CCP leaders, 
he said, were his former subordinates and he could treat them with the same 
generosity as he had recently shown the rebellious Guangxi leaders.158 Zhou 
then told the KMT leader that Chiang Ching- kuo would soon return to 
China, that he was a patriotic young man and undoubtedly “wished his fa-
ther to resist the invaders.”159

 Afterward, T.V. and Mayling asked Zhou for a contact person in Shanghai. 
To their surprise, he told them that they could get in touch with him through 
their sister, Soong Chingling, who, he added, had recently sent Mao 
US$50,000. Later, T.V. confronted his middle sister about her gift to Mao, 
causing her to complain through the Comintern network in Shanghai about 
Zhou’s indiscretion. Apparently, neither Mayling nor T.V. ever told Chiang 
Kai- shek that their sister was a contact person for the CCP.160 For the Soongs, 
blood was thicker than politics.
 At 2:00 p.m. the next day, Mayling saw a coolie carrying a suitcase cross 
their courtyard followed by Zhang Xueliang. The Young Marshal, who only a 
few days before had plotted to overthrow Chiang Kai- shek and replace him 
as the principal leader of China, told the group he wanted to accompany 
them back to Nanking to show the country that his intentions had been hon-
orable. Suddenly T.V. appeared and said that those in command in the city 
had agreed they could depart. The Generalissimo said first he wanted to speak 
to Yang and Zhang together, and when Yang arrived, he told the two war-
lords that he did not bear personal grudges and that his focus was on saving 
the nation.161 He said if the generals obeyed unreservedly the orders of the 
central government, a national calamity could be turned into a national bless-
ing.162 According to T.V.’s journal, Chiang spe cifi cally pardoned them for 
their action.163

 The party packed into several cars and drove over the snow- covered road 
to the airport. The Generalissimo and the Madame left in the Young Mar-
shal’s Boeing with Chiang sitting in the copilot’s seat.164 When they arrived 
back in Nanking late in the day, thousands of cheering citizens lined the 
roadway from the airport to the city, and vast strings of firecrackers popped 
like machine guns along the route. Chiang had left for Xi’an a popular leader, 
but returned a national hero.

The incident at Xi’an underscored the personal relationship between Chiang 
and Zhou. If Chiang gave anyone credit for his release, it was no doubt Zhou 
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Enlai. In 1941, Chiang would tell Owen Lattimore that he considered Zhou 
“personally trustworthy although he was of course under Yan’an’s control.”165 
Years later, Chiang, obviously referring to Zhou, wrote that at Xi’an he be-
lieved that the Communists, meaning of course Zhou, had “repented and 
were sincere.”166 Although sometimes Zhou echoed Mao’s cynicism about 
Chiang’s belief in his own sincerity, later events would suggest that Zhou did 
believe and would argue within the CCP that if Chiang lived up to his com-
mitments at Xi’an, the Communists should give priority to fight ing the Japa-
nese under the broad but real leadership of Chiang Kai- shek.
 The Generalissimo did think he himself was sincere in his professions of 
personal virtue in the realm of politics. Declarations of loyalty, such as those 
voiced by Zhou, constituted the most telling appeal that one could make to 
him, particularly in a situation like that at Xi’an when he was experiencing 
profound treachery and stress. As a strong but withdrawn and melancholic 
personality, Chiang, when faced with a serious setback, was inclined to see 
himself as a martyr who was destined to suffer. Two months later in his diary, 
he would compare his ordeal in Xi’an with the trials and humiliations of Je-
sus.167 He probably meant it when he told Zhou that if the Communist lead-
ers followed him he would treat them as he did his most loyal commanders. 
He was probably sincere in this statement because, among other things, in his 
mind it con firmed his magnanimous nature. But at the same time he had not 
lost his deep mistrust of the Communists.
 After his return to Nanking, Chiang called Chen Lifu into his bedroom. 
“How was Zhou Enlai’s attitude in Xi’an?” Chen asked. “Very good,” Chiang 
replied. Chen then suggested that the large government force now deployed 
near Shaanxi fin ish off the Communists, but Chiang bent his head and did 
not answer. He had given his word. The opportunity to eliminate the Com-
munists or drive them out of China had passed. Seeing he was tired, Chen 
hurried off.168

 Without the kidnapping, if Chiang had proceeded with the offensive, Mao 
would likely have been forced to take refuge in Siberia or Outer Mongolia, 
and given the dire threats facing the Soviet  Union, Sta lin would probably 
have provided Chiang the same sort of military support he in fact would pro-
vide after the Japanese attack on China in July 1937. In this case, Chiang’s 
hand would have been immensely strengthened in the postwar contest with 
the Communists. But if the kidnapping had not occurred, Mao, pushed by 
Sta lin, would probably have agreed to a united front on the terms worked out 
by Chen Lifu, Zhang Qun, Zhou Enlai, and Pan Hannian—and if Sta lin had 
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then committed the Soviet  Union in effect to a secret military alliance with 
China, Chiang would probably have called off the “last five minute” offensive 
and the united front would still have begun. Thus the kidnapping itself did 
not change history; it was Chiang’s decisions that shaped events. On Decem-
ber 26, after arriving in Nanking from Xi’an, he had another clear opportu-
nity to choose an all- out military solution to the Communist problem.
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The Long War Begins

After his return to the cap ital, despite the outrage and humiliation he had 
experienced at Xi’an, Chiang’s decisions were mea sured, decisive, and auda-
cious. Most importantly, they re flected a wish to get on with the important 
task of unifying China and preparing for war with Japan. As Mao’s friend and 
biographer Edgar Snow wrote: “The ter rific personal shock Chiang had suf-
fered might have embittered and unbalanced a man less gifted with foresight 
and hastened him into precipitate actions of revenge—which in fact, Chiang’s 
angry followers in Nanking demanded.” But instead Chiang was a “master of 
compromise.”1 First, with virtually no violence, the Generalissimo succeeded 
in gaining control of the two mutinous camps in Shaanxi, positioned five 
armies to advance on Xi’an, replaced division commanders in the Manchu-
rian Army, and redeployed all the fur- capped brigades to Jiangsu and Anhui. 
Loyalists quickly suppressed a mutiny by a few pro- Communist of fi cers, and 
the great bulk of the of fi cers and men from the Northeast, who only weeks 
before had seemed so rebellious, went quietly.
 Upon the party’s return to Nanking, military intelligence detained the 
Young Marshal Zhang Xueliang, but Mayling interceded and Chiang fi nally 
issued a pardon, placing him under “supervision.”2 This amounted to indefi-
nite house con finement—which was to prove a half- century- long boring (but 
not unpleasant) experience. Zhang filled the hours playing mahjong, study-
ing history, and collecting new pieces of Chinese art, and for a few years al-
ternating between the company of his wife and his favorite mistress, Edith 
Chao. His first house of arrest was in the remote mountains above the Chiang 
hamlet of Xikou. Mayling offered to keep safe his valuable collection of Chi-
nese art, and she regularly sent him letters, special foods, and other small 
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gifts.3 By contrast Yang Hucheng, whom the Generalissimo incorrectly be-
lieved was the prime force behind the rebellion, was sent to Europe and 
America on a year’s tour as a “special military investigator.” Upon his return 
in 1938, Chiang ordered his arrest.4

When Zhou reported back from Xi’an, Mao was aghast that Chiang had only 
given his word that he would halt the civil war. He feared that the hated en-
emy who only days before had seemed in his grasp was now free to unleash 
his “rapid and cruel revenge.” Zhou, however, said Chiang would “probably 
not go back on his word,” explaining—in a probably sarcastic manner—that 
this was “the vainglory of a self- appointed hero.” Mao remembered his own 
previous caricature of Chiang’s naiveté and agreed.5 Chiang, he said, would 
again likely play the part of “Ah Q,” the writer Lu Xun’s literary symbol 
of China’s self- delusion and obscurantism. Mao believed that, like Ah Q, 
Chiang suffered delusions about both his own virtue and sincerity and that 
of traditional China, and moreover, that the CCP could take advantage of 
this ingenuousness. With this image in mind, Mao accepted Zhang Guotao’s 
suggestion that the Communists act outwardly humble toward the Genera-
lissimo but inwardly vengeful, like Goujian, the prince of the fifth- century 
BCE state of Yue, who bided his time and “ate bile” until he could achieve 
complete victory.6

 Indeed, Chiang had promised nothing publicly and after sending away the 
previously rebellious divisions could have quickly deployed a massive force to 
surround the Yan’an base area. The three Chinese Red armies in the northern 
Shaanxi area totaled only about 50,000 troops. Of these, 29,650 possessed 
guns, and there was no air force.7 At the same time, Chiang commanded 
armies totaling 2,029,000, of which 300,000 were German trained, with 
80,000 of those troops carrying German weapons. In addition, he possessed 
“314 war planes and more than 600 fighter pilots.” Moreover, as Edgar Snow 
noted, “The tremendous popular demonstration on his safe return from cap-
tivity” con firmed that his standing with the nation as a whole was “higher 
than that of any leader in modern Chinese history.”8 In terms of public opin-
ion this was the best time to strike.
 But once free of his captors, Chiang never even considered the military op-
tion. As Zhou foresaw, he carried through with his promises and ended the 
“bandit suppression campaign.” Moreover, he began to remit 200,000 to 
300,000 yuan a month to the Communist forces.9 The Comintern contin-
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ued its funding as well, giving US$800,000 to the CCP in early 1937 and 
making the same amount available for “extra purchases.”10 At the same time, 
Mao told his colleagues that in carrying out the united front, the CCP, by us-
ing “this or that excuse,” would prevent the KMT from reorganizing or dis-
persing the Red Army. When war with Japan broke out, Mao predicted, “all 
would be resolved smoothly.”11

 In February, the KMT Central Committee refused to endorse a united 
front and reiterated the need for anti- Communist vigilance. More than a few 
members still believed that cooperation with Japan, not the Communists, 
was the way for China to recover its sovereignty. But Chiang relentlessly 
pushed ahead, ordering the opening of trade and partial resumption of mail 
and telegraph ser vices with the Red districts in the Northwest. Meanwhile, 
with dollars flowing into its coffers from both Moscow and Nanking, the 
CCP bought a fleet of American trucks and started bus ser vices from Xi’an  
to Mao’s new headquarters in Yan’an.12 Chinese journalists visiting Yan’an  
reported that the CCP had eliminated corruption and exploitation, and  
hundreds, eventually thousands, of young Chinese felt the call to “Go to 
Yan’an.”
 But the agreement with Chiang also created enormous confusion in the 
ranks of the CCP and the Red Army. To clarify matters, the party issued a 
con fi den tial communiqué to all its members declaring that its pursuit of a 
united front was a strategy that would permit the party to resist Japan while 
expanding its in flu ence “thousands of times.” Chiang saw the communiqué 
and wrote that it showed “the treacherous nature of the Communists,” but he 
did not proclaim this view publicly and continued to treat the CCP as a loyal 
junior partner.13 Likewise, he abandoned his efforts to weaken the warlords. 
He was now focused entirely on the coming war with Japan and he needed 
national unity and Soviet military aid.
 Chiang believed that if within one year he could lead a successful resis-
tance against the Japanese—a scenario that he had come to believe was at 
least possible—the Communist threat could afterward be managed one way 
or another. Chiang’s suddenly more positive, even upbeat assessment of the 
balance of forces in a war with Japan re flected in good part the surprising 
optimism of his German adviser General Alexander von Faulkenhausen, who 
only a few months before had said that the Chinese armed forces needed 
 another two years. Now he was telling Chiang that the Chinese Army was 
strong enough to drive “the Japanese over the Wall” and urging him both to 
defend the coastal areas and the Yangtze Valley and not to plan an early re-
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treat to Sichuan.14 In March 1937, he advised Chiang to send central army 
troops to Peking and Tianjin, an action that would have precipitated full- 
scale war.15 Chiang had long understood the modern firepower on land, sea, 
and air that the Japanese military possessed—a power that could compete 
with that of the Europeans—but now he thought he was ready to take on 
that military colossus in battle.
 Chiang was also probably moved by the dramatic sight of the new elite 
Chinese forces doing their maneuvers and by the overwhelming popular  
support—not only for himself and the united front, but also for the govern-
ment’s evident plan fi nally to confront the Japanese. In addition, he may have 
convinced himself that ending the civil war had given China the necessary 
unity and spirit to take on the Japanese whether in a limited or a protracted 
war. Whatever the reasons, his and Faulkenhausen’s assessment represented a 
gross overestimation of the capabilities of the Chinese military at that stage.
 In June, Chiang sent a semi- of fi cial KMT delegation to tour the CCP ar-
eas and make anti- Japan speeches, while the Blue Shirts were ordered to con-
centrate on punishing “pro- Japanese traitors.” The Communist enclaves to-
gether became a “Special Area Government” nominally under Nanking, and 
at CCP meetings, portraits of Chiang Kai- shek were hung alongside those of 
Lenin, Marx, Sta lin, and Mao. Even ordinary CCP members understood this 
was a sham. In keeping with their “promises,” the CCP halted new confisca-
tion of land but did not return previously seized property, stopped anti- KMT 
pro pa gan da, and espoused Sun Yat- sen’s three principles. Edgar Snow ob-
served that these changes did “not affect the CCP’s basic doctrine, program, 
or autonomous existence.”16 All this Chiang well knew.
 On April 19, 1937, Chiang Ching- kuo, his Russian wife, Faina, and his 
sixteen- month- old son, Alan, arrived in Shanghai. Some weeks later, Ching- 
kuo entered a reception room in Hangzhou and greeted his father, kneeling 
and touching his forehead to the floor in a deep kowtow. The Generalissimo 
instructed his son to spend several months recovering his written Chinese 
and brushing up on the classics and the writings of Sun Yat- sen. Then he 
took Ching- kuo into the parlor to meet his stepmother, Soong Mayling.17 
Everyone was formal and polite and there was no discussion of the years of 
estrangement between father and son, except Chiang did suggest that Ching-
 kuo write a memoir of his almost thirteen- year experience in the Soviet 
 Union.
 Although Chiang was still suffering from his injuries at Xi’an, his political 
position kept growing stronger. Ambassador Johnson reported to the U.S. 
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State Department that there was a dominant feeling among Chinese, “irre-
spective of their personal or political inclinations,” that the continuation of 
Chiang Kai- shek in power was “essential to the salvation of the Chinese na-
tion.”18 For his part, despite continuing physical discomfort, Chiang felt “re-
laxed and comfortable.”19

 On the hot, moonlit night of July 7, some 135 of the mere 5,000–7,000 
Japanese troops in North China were engaged in maneuvers in the area of the 
eight- hundred- year- old Marco Polo Bridge, ten miles from Peking. At about 
10:30 that evening, soldiers of the Chinese 29th Route Army fired on armed 
Japanese whom they saw near the bridge. The Japanese fired back. The liai-
son of fi cers on duty in each other’s barracks got in touch by telephone and 
mutually apologized, but the Japanese brigade commander, not wishing to 
back down, ordered his artillery to fire on the Chinese troops. The Chinese 
responded with their own shelling.20

 Chiang was at Lushan for a military conference when in the middle of the 
night he received the first radio report of the fight ing. He was uncertain if 
this was another unplanned exchange of gunfire or a major Japanese provoca-
tion like the Mukden Incident. He told the 29th Army commander to nego-
tiate but not yield “one iota of sovereignty.”21 He then sent a telegram to his 
military commanders and governors of all provinces and special municipali-
ties ordering martial law and a “general mobilization to get ready for war.” 
Most importantly, he ordered three of his best German- trained divisions to 
cross the Yellow River and deploy into the area of North China that the 
Tanggu Truce had preserved as “off limits” to the Chinese Central Army. 
Chiang knew that the Japanese, determined not to be seen as intimidated, 
were bound to respond.
 Within a few hours of the first shooting, Mao and Zhu De in a telegram to 
Chiang and a circular message to all CCP army units declared that the Red 
Army was ready under Chiang Kai- shek’s leadership to accept orders. Early 
on the morning of July 9, the two opposing commanders in the Marco Polo 
Bridge area agreed on a cease- fire and a mutual pullback. The Japanese Army 
Supreme Command instructed the Japanese commander in China not to re-
sort to the further use of force. A frenzy of jingoism, however, now arose in 
Japan demanding that China be taught a lesson for its arrogance. The new 
prime minister, Prince Konoe, sent three divisions to the area of the “provo-
cation.”22

 When the Japanese troops arrived in Tianjin on July 12, Chiang cabled the 
19th Army: “I am now determined to declare war on Japan.”23 He immedi-
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ately sent diplomatic appeals for intervention to the League of Nations and 
the Western signatories of the Nine- Power Pact, but, as Chiang no doubt 
fully expected, the United States, United Kingdom, France, and Italy only 
timidly urged restraint on Tokyo. To avoid irritating Japan, Secretary of State 
Cordell Hull even stopped a shipment of bombers purchased by the Chinese 
government. American missionaries promoted an embargo of strategic mate-
rials to Japan, but Congress refused to act.24

 Ambassador Johnson found the reasons for the looming con flict between 
Japan and China obscure. “There can be no infallible appraisal of its causes 
or outcome,” he advised the Secretary of State.25 For fear of provoking “an 
anti- foreign outburst,” Ambassador Joseph Grew in Tokyo was reluctant to 
convey, as instructed, Washington’s restrained expression of concern.26 On 
July 22 the Japanese commander in the Marco Polo Bridge area issued a dead-
line for withdrawal of Chinese troops, but on Chiang Kai- shek’s orders, the 
Chinese attacked. The Konoe cabinet announced to enthusiastic popular 
support that Japan “was now forced to resort to resolute action to bring sense 
to the Nanking government by punishing the atrocious Chinese Army.”27 In 
the Japanese government “few were for war with China but few were reso-
lutely against it.”28 One reason was that, like General Tojo Hideki, now chief 
of staff, most Japanese were supremely con fi dent of the Imperial Army’s abil-
ity to punish China with such brutal force that it would fi nally be compelled 
to accept its proper place as a satellite moon to the rising empire to the east.
 On July 24, Chiang cabled Ching- kuo, who was dutifully studying Chi-
nese history, practicing Chinese characters, and writing his memoirs in 
Xikou. “Do not be distracted by the Japanese invasion,” his father said. “I 
have the means to counter them.” The “means” were his German- trained di-
visions (especially those that were also German-armed).29 Meanwhile, a na-
tional conference at Lushan of fi cially declared the Communist Party a legal 
body, but Chiang could not get the attendees to agree on his proposed “dec-
laration of war.” So on August 7 he convened the Military Council, which 
declared all- out resistance as the national policy.30 Chiang had personally 
rammed through the decision for war, simply ignoring the institutions of 
party and government. For eight years Chiang believed that he had shown 
willpower and courage by sticking to his policy of temporary appeasement 
while building military power. Now he was determined to stick to the policy 
of war.31

 By the end of July, 160,000 Japanese troops had poured into Hebei prov-
ince. The 19th Army commander abandoned Peking without a fight. Mao 
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ordered his army to move across Shanxi toward Hebei to support the forces 
of Fu Zuoyi, a successor to warlord Feng Yuxiang. On July 31, however, 
showing his intention to avoid serious combat with the Japanese, Mao radi-
oed his military lieutenants that the previous order was for pro pa gan da pur-
poses. In reality, he said, the troops should move slowly. In particular, they 
could “move 50 li [500 meters] each day, and pause one day after ev ery three 
days.”32

 Chiang immediately deployed the highly trained and German- armed 87th 
and 88th divisions to the Shanghai suburbs.33 His major objective in fight ing 
for Shanghai was to draw enemy troops away from North China, deter-
ring the Japanese advance on Wuhan and keeping open the potential supply 
route to the Soviet  Union. There were other reasons he chose to make a stand 
in Shanghai and then to fight on long after defeat seemed certain. First, as 
noted, he and Falkenhausen believed they could succeed, with the German 
repeatedly insisting that “Shanghai must be held.”34 The North China plains, 
both knew, were ideally suited to Japanese mechanized units, but the streets 
of Shanghai and the surrounding areas were full of waterways and offered 
better prospects for the lightly armed Chinese.
 Chiang made an all- out commitment to defend Shanghai for psychologi-
cal and political reasons as well. When defeat seemed certain, rather than cut 
his losses, he would order his soldiers to fight on because he sought to rally 
the Chinese people with a heroic demonstration of sac ri fice and steely de-
termination. In addition, he hoped that in contrast to the battles in North 
China, fight ing in Chinese Shanghai would have a greater in flu ence on the 
Western signatories of the 1922 Nine- Power Pact, which (except for Ger-
many) were to meet in Brussels beginning in early November.35 America and 
Europe had strong business interests in the city and many thousands of their 
citizens lived in the foreign concessions adjacent to the coming battle. But 
given Chiang’s totally discouraging diplomatic exchanges with Western gov-
ernments over the previous weeks and months, pusillanimous steps by Wash-
ington to appear neutral, the preoccupation of the democracies with the eco-
nomic depression at home, and the isolationist and even pacifist proclivities 
of their people, Chiang clearly did not expect even a strong verbal interven-
tion from Europe and America; rather he was building sympathy for the fu-
ture.36

 To believe that Chiang sac ri ficed his elite forces at Shanghai primarily in 
order to create fear in the foreign concessions in Shanghai and thereby to 
elicit, against all odds, some meaningful assistance by the Western democra-
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cies lacks credibility. Yet notable Western authors have insisted that after the 
war began, “from first to last, Chiang Kai- shek had one purpose: to destroy 
the Communists and wait for foreign help to defeat the Japanese,” and that 
the hope for such foreign intervention was behind his decision to make a 
stand in Shanghai—a stand that would cost him most of his modern fight ing 
force.37

 During the first few days of fierce street fight ing, Chinese troops drove the 
Japanese marines who were already stationed in Shanghai into a defensive 
 pe rim e ter near the wharves. Powerful naval gunfire, however, held back the 
Chinese elite forces and over the next ten days 75,000 additional Japanese 
troops landed. By this time Chiang had in the Shanghai area seventy- one 
 divisions, totaling 500,000 to 700,000 men, including almost all of the 
German- trained units, the army’s most modern artillery, and its new combat 
air forces, as well as the patriotic warlord armies from Guangdong and 
Guangxi.38 But the new Japanese divisions that landed on the coast near 
Shanghai were able, over just a few days, to reduce by half two elite Chinese 
divisions that had been sent to challenge them. In deadly close- quarters com-
bat in the narrow, rubble- strewn streets and hutongs of the Chinese city, both 
sides took “tremendous losses.” Two Japanese divisions in a few days suffered 
4,000 casualties. The streets of Shanghai and the waters of the Whangpoo 
River ran red with blood.39 Deputy Chief of Staff Bai Chongxi and Li Zon-
gren, who were at the front, urged retreat, but Chiang, who also was often 
near the front lines, asked, “If we do not stand firm, how can we deter our 
enemy?”40

 Yet despite his stubborn stand, Chiang did not believe the loss of Shanghai 
would determine the outcome of the war; for example, he ordered all univer-
sities in the coastal provinces to move immediately to the interior with their 
existing faculties and student bodies.41

While the Central Army was being decimated, the Communist forces re-
mained virtually untouched. But there was a split within the CCP on what 
their strategy should be. According to Zhang Guotao, he and others, includ-
ing Zhou Enlai, supported a “Victory for All” policy in which the CCP 
would pursue genuine cooperation in the expectation that such action would 
lead the KMT and other non- Communist groups along a more pro gres sive 
path with a real emphasis on defeating the Japanese. Mao, however, called for 
a “Defeat for All” policy, meaning defeat for the Japanese but ultimately also 
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defeat for the KMT. During an October CCP conference, a majority report-
edly favored the “Victory for All” policy and Mao made rhetorical conces-
sions, dropping the stated goal of “making Chiang Kai- shek suffer defeat.”42

 On September 23, the CCP issued a public declaration that reiterated its 
commitment to integrating the Communist military into the Revolutionary 
Armed Forces under the command of the Military Council. Chiang publicly 
announced that the declaration was a sign that “all Chinese now realize there 
is only one direction and one goal for the country.” But he was already receiv-
ing reports of the failure of the Eighth Route Army, the new name of the 
principal Red Army, to abide by the operational orders it was receiving from 
the Military Council. In private, he fumed at the “opportunism and cun-
ning” of the CCP and its lack of “credibility and morality.”43 Nonetheless, 
with his need for massive Soviet aid increasing rapidly and his appeals to Sta-
lin soon to include a plea for combat troops, he had more reason than ever to 
avoid public criticism of the Chinese Communists.
 For his part, Sta lin had to balance not provoking Japan with doing ev ery-
thing he could to make sure that the Chinese government was able to fight 
on.44 He soon had large Soviet supply convoys rolling through Xinjiang to 
the rest of China, while Soviet freighters, loaded with heavy military equip-
ment, headed out on the long voyage to Canton. The first flight of Soviet 
aircraft arrived in China in mid- October. During the next four months, 297 
Soviet attack and bomber aircraft flew into Chinese airfields, while trucks 
and ships delivered 290 cannon, 82 tanks, 400 automobiles, and a large sup-
ply of firearms and ammunition. Eventually the USSR would make three 
loans to China to pay for military aid, totaling $250 million in 1937 U.S. 
dollars.45

The Chinese Air Force, Madame’s  adopted ser vice, so far had only shown it 
needed far more training and more modern aircraft. At the start of the Battle 
of Shanghai, of the air force’s three hundred planes, only eighty- seven were 
able to fly—many of the others were covered in canvas.46 The air force’s inad-
equacies were, at times, nothing short of shocking. On August 14, Chiang 
ordered the bombing of the Izumo, the pre- Dreadnaught cruiser in the 
Whangpoo River, but the bombs hit civilian areas, killing 2,000 Chinese. 
The 1,500 Japanese warplanes in China continually strafed and bombed the 
Chinese lines unopposed. Bai protested, “There is no way we can fight with-
out control of the air.”47 On October 23, this vulnerability was underscored. 
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On that day Madame Chiang, accompanied by Donald, sped from Nanking 
to Shanghai to boost the morale of the troops. Japanese planes strafed the car, 
which overturned, knocking Mayling unconscious. She suffered a broken rib 
and a wrenched back, but, according to Donald, she insisted that they carry 
on with their mission.48

 In a repeat of the 1931 battle for Shanghai, on November 5 three Japanese 
divisions landed unopposed on the northern bank of Hangzhou Bay, forty 
miles south of Shanghai. Chiang had withdrawn troops from that area to 
support the city itself, a disastrous move that he later said was his biggest mis-
take. These Japanese forces advanced north toward the Suzhou River, threat-
ening as in 1932 to trap the vast Chinese Army in the Shanghai triangle. On 
November 8, Chiang fi nally gave the order to withdraw.49 In response to an 
urgent plea from Chiang for Soviet troops, Sta lin replied that the USSR 
“would like to see Japan weakened but now is not the time for the Soviet 
 Union to fight Japan.”50

 Although the Chinese Army had at least five times as many troops as the 
invaders and Falkenhausen reported to Berlin on their impressive bravery, 
they could not stand up to Japan’s modern killing machine.51 In three months 
187,000 Chinese troops were killed or wounded, among them a large num-
ber of the elite forces that Chiang Kai- shek and his German advisers had 
spent years training and arming. A substantial percentage of the 30,000 
young Chinese of fi cers who had constituted the future of the army—mostly 
graduates of Whampoa and other of fi cer training schools—were swept away. 
With the fall of Shanghai, the government also lost its single most important 
source of revenue and industrial production.
 Some 400,000 Central Army and other surviving troops from Shanghai 
fled up the Yangtze. Chiang had decided to make the Japanese pay for their 
advance, but he knew it was now going to be a long, protracted war. He sent 
the government to Chungking and moved his military headquarters to Wu-
han. By the middle of November, the Japanese were threatening Nanking, 
and Chiang could not decide whether to defend the city. Most of his com-
manders and Falkenhausen believed that to make a stand in Nanking would 
be an unnecessary sac ri fice with no strategic gain.52

 If Chiang’s principal purpose at this early date in the war was to wait for 
foreign help, he probably would have taken this advice and saved an enor-
mous number of men and arms. In the end, however, Chiang decided that 
because Nanking was the new cap ital, the site of Sun Yat- sen’s mausoleum, 
and, with its new buildings and wide avenues, the model of the future China, 



The Long War Begins 151

the government could not abandon it without a serious fight. To do so, he 
believed, would forever be regarded as a cowardly decision.53 No doubt he 
also saw a heroic stand in Nanking as further in ten sifying, after the coura-
geous defense of Shanghai, the Chinese people’s hatred of the enemy, harden-
ing them for the long and terrible struggle ahead. Hu Shi and others con-
tinued to plead with Chiang Kai- shek for peace talks. “Scholars are old and 
impractical,” Chiang scoffed. “After military defeat, they ask for appease-
ment.”54

I

As the Japanese began shelling the city walls of Nanking, Chiang fired off 
another radio message to Sta lin expressing his sincere hope that the Soviet 
 Union would act decisively and send troops.55 In a December 5 reply, how-
ever, Sta lin argued with some logic that if the USSR attacked the Japanese in 
China, the West, still more afraid of the Bolsheviks than the Nazis, would see 
Japan as the victim.56 As Chiang read this reply, artillery shells and bombs 
were exploding nearby. Overhead, fighter planes with Chinese markings but 
made in the Soviet  Union and flown by Soviet pilots were for the first time 
engaging the Japanese.
 The defenders of Nanking, led by the Generalissimo and with Madame 
Chiang also present, fought on for three weeks. Finally, on December 7, the 
couple flew out of the largely destroyed cap ital to Lushan.57 Two days later, as 
the Japanese stormed several gates of the old city, the Chinese fought fiercely 
but gradually fell back. Tang Shengzhi, the former Hunan warlord who had 
twice betrayed Chiang but who had volunteered to be the of fi cial commander 
at Nanking, refused a demand to surrender. But on December 12, with only 
two of his three divisions intact and resistance collapsing, he gave the belated 
order to his troops to break out of the encirclement.
 Total chaos ensued. Some Chinese soldiers were drowned or killed trying 
to cross the broad windswept Yangtze, others were crushed in a huge stam-
pede at the one gate in the wall not held by the Japanese. Tang himself fi nally 
left at night in a small coal- driven launch, chugging down a river full of civil-
ians and soldiers clinging to whatever they could find, while huge flames 
roared through the old city. With 70,000 dead soldiers left behind, the Chi-
nese casualty rate was higher than at Shanghai. But this was only the begin-
ning. In the horrible slaughter known as the Rape of Nanking, which oc-
curred from mid- December 1937 to mid- February 1938, tens of thousands, 
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some say as many as 300,000, Chinese were killed by the most fiendish 
means, including live burials, disembowelment, decap itation, impalement of 
babies, and sexual assault.58 If, as seemed the case, the massive atrocity was a 
deliberate effort to intimidate the Chinese people, it had the opposite result. 
Popular support for the resistance soared.
 After the fall of Nanking, Chiang Kai- shek issued a proclamation as rous-
ing as that which Churchill would give twenty- one months later and with 
some similar imagery: “The war will not be decided in Nanking or any other 
city,” he said. “It will be decided in the countryside of our vast country and 
by the in flex ible will of our people. We shall fight on ev ery step of the way, 
and ev ery inch of the 40,000,000 square li of our territory.”59

 As stories of what happened at Nanking spread across the country, mil-
lions of civilian refugees fled before the advancing Japanese. Camps sprouted 
up across China. Confusion reigned, but somehow most survived through 
their own pluck and ingenuity, the help of local people along the way, and 
efforts by local governments (and in some cases, the Chinese Army). In the 
meantime, thousands of river steamers, junks, ox carts, and wheelbarrows 
were carrying ev ery thing from university books to huge machine tools to 
safer ground in Guangxi and Yunnan and up the Yangtze to Chungking. 
Chiang Kai- shek appointed his fellow Fenghua County native, the honest 
Oxford- educated Yu Dawei, to head this operation. In addition, thousands of 
crates containing the Palace Museum’s priceless collection, which had been 
brought earlier from Peking to Nanking, were carried by boats and barges to 
the Three Gorges of the Yangtze. There they were transferred to rafts and 
pulled by thick ropes through the rapids by barefoot men on shore.

While of fi cially Washington did nothing to aid China, both the American 
government and the public were overwhelmingly sympathetic to the country 
and its leaders. The world had been treated to photographs and news sto-
ries about the brave defense of China’s cities and the barbaric cruelty of the 
Japanese, and the Chiangs came to represent ev ery thing that was noble and 
brave in a world sinking into savagery. Time’s publisher, Henry Luce, the son 
of China missionaries, was already a leading advocate for China and the 
Chiangs. The magazine chose the couple as “Man and Wife of the Year.” In 
the cover photo the Chiangs look dig ni fied and somber, he in a rough- hewn 
gown and holding a fedora and she in a simple frock. In fulsome language, 
Time praised China’s First Couple: “Through 1937 the Chinese have been 
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led—not without glory—by one supreme leader and his remarkable wife. 
Under this Man and Wife the traditionally disunited Chinese people— 
millions of whom seldom used the word ‘China’ in the past—have slowly 
been given national consciousness . . . [The Chiangs’] rise in less than a gen-
eration to moral and material leadership of the ancient Chinese people covers 
a great page of history.”60

 The German adviser Falkenhausen was now stressing “the severity of the 
war situation,” and some senior Chinese of fi cers “argued for peace, some for 
fight ing.”61 Meanwhile Japan, which had in flicted a terrible defeat on the 
Chinese and occupied a large part of their country, now felt it was time to 
move to a negotiated settlement. Tokyo asked the German ambassador Os-
kay Trautman to act as an intermediary, and Chiang accepted the offer as a 
tactic “to slow down Japan’s advance.” He feared that Japan would offer soft 
terms in order to encourage the peace faction inside the Chinese govern-
ment; he was pleased when the conditions presented through Trautman were 
“stiffer” than expected. Still, at a December meeting of China’s Supreme  
Defense Conference, a majority ac tually supported negotiations, with some 
openly criticizing Chiang for being “indecisive” about opening talks. Chiang, 
however, knew that if peace was made with Japan, internal revolts could 
sweep the government out of power. More importantly, he told Wang Jing-
wei, “If we accept unbearable concessions, we will put an eternal yoke on our 
country.”62

 On the second day of the new year, Chiang rejected Tokyo’s latest four- 
point proposal for a truce. “Japan’s proposal would completely destroy us,” 
he told his foreign minister. “It is better to fight to the death than surrender 
to death.”63 Tokyo then proclaimed it would no  longer deal with Chiang Kai-
 shek; rather a new Chinese regime was needed. The first Chinese puppet gov-
ernment since Manchuko, the Provisional Republic of China, soon emerged. 
Headed by old fig ures from the Northern warlord period, it had supposed 
jurisdiction over most of North China.
 Meanwhile, Wang Jingwei established an informal group of peace advo-
cates in the KMT, while in Japan there was also a small peace faction whose 
members were dismayed at the quagmire into which Japan had stumbled. 
Chiang authorized secret talks with two Japanese emissaries from this group, 
Mitsuri Toyama and Nagatomo Kayano, who had been friends and support-
ers of Sun Yat- sen. Following Chiang’s instructions, his envoy demanded the 
“complete withdrawal of Japanese troops,” but suggested that if Japan agreed 
to total withdrawal from China, Chiang Kai- shek would step down.64 Soon 
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after these talks, Tokyo sent word secretly to Wang Jingwei that he should 
establish a new government that could negotiate a peace settlement. Wang, 
believing the war was lost, began to plan a rival regime.65

 Chiang’s military headquarters was now in Wuhan, about six hundred 
miles up the Yangtze from Nanking and linked by railroad to Zhengzhou di-
rectly to the north. Zhou Enlai once again took a position under Chiang Kai-
 shek, joining the united front government in Wuhan as vice- head of the po-
litical section of the Military Council under General Chen Cheng. Despite 
the terrible Chinese losses in the second half of 1937, Chiang was able in a 
short period to put together a force of about 1.1 million men for the coming 
battles in the central Yangtze Valley and in northern, coastal Shandong prov-
ince. The Chinese forces, however, were even more inferior than before in 
terms of firepower, mobility, air cover, and equipment.

A major battle now loomed near Xuzhou, a major north- south and east- west 
rail junction in the northwest portion of Jiangsu near the Shandong border. 
Chinese forces under Li Zongren and Bai Chongxi in the Huai River area 
were fight ing Japanese armies advancing from both the north and the south 
toward Xuzhou. Following Bai’s plan, two Japanese divisions fell into an am-
bush at a railway spur line at Tai’erzhuang, forty miles from the target city.66 
After seven days of fight ing, 15,000 to 20,000 Japanese soldiers reportedly 
lay dead, a huge number of casualties for the Japanese. The news, although 
exaggerated, was a tremendous tonic to the people of China.67 Again showing 
an aggressive spirit, Chiang envisioned a major counteroffensive to follow up 
the Tai’erzhuang success and he rushed reinforcements to the area.68 But in-
stead of another attack, Li devised “a brilliantly executed strategic retreat.”69

 The Imperial Army, riding railroad boxcars, sped along the rail line to-
ward Zhengzhou, two hundred miles to the west. Chiang flew to confront 
them in that strategic city, which was also on the north- south Wuhan- Peking 
rail line. Chen Guofu, at this time dean of the Central Political Training In-
stitute (the party cadre training center), suggested that the army blow up the 
ancient dikes on the Yellow River, flooding a vast area of the central plains in 
order to stop the Japanese advance to Zhengzhou and then down the rail line 
to Wuhan. Faulkenhausen had earlier proposed this drastic mea sure.70 Over 
centuries heavy sediment along the Yellow River had forced the Chinese to 
build ever higher dikes, and in some places even the bed of the river lay above 
the level of the surrounding ground. It would be a human and environmental 



The Long War Begins 155

calamity to destroy the dikes, but Chiang approved the proposal. On June 5 
and 7, soldiers blew open the dikes on the south banks and the waters flowed 
southeast to Henan, Anhui, and Jiangsu.
 The flooding covered thousands of square kilometers of farmland, extend-
ing to the Huai River, the Grand Canal, and even into the Yangtze. As a re-
sult, the mouth of the Yellow River shifted hundreds of miles to the south. 
Several thousand Chinese villages were swamped or destroyed, and a few mil-
lion rural dwellers made homeless.71 After the war, an of fi cial Nationalist esti-
mate gave a staggering fig ure of 800,000 drowned—although the real num-
ber could have been much higher.72 At the time, Chiang issued a statement 
blaming the breaking of the dikes on Japanese bombers. The flooding sepa-
rated the northern and southern battlefields and made it impossible for the 
Japanese to reach areas west of the flooded zone for six years—Zhengzhou 
did not fall until April 1944. Some current- day scholars in the People’s Re-
public believe this was a major strategic bene fit for China, but many would 
argue otherwise.
 Chiang no doubt saw the sac ri fice as warranted in the context of a war for 
the survival of Chinese civilization, a war in which there would be many 
 rivers of blood, but he also showed no private remorse, not mentioning the 
event in his diary. He spent little time expressing empathy for human suffer-
ing, but few leaders in the great war did.
 The flooding did force General Hata, the Japanese commander, to change 
his strategy and attack Wuhan by advancing up the central Yangtze.73 Chiang 
decided not to commit large forces to defend Wuhan itself but to conduct a 
series of positional defenses as the Japanese advanced up the southern bank of 
the Yangtze. Falkenhausen had joined Bai Chongxi in advocating a switch to 
smaller- unit mobile warfare, and Chiang in principle endorsed this new tac-
tic.74 But a shift almost entirely to guerrilla fight ing would have allowed the 
Japanese to take cities and transportation links with near impunity, and if 
Chiang hoped to retain a substantial base of territory as a focus of loyalty for 
all Chinese and eventually for foreign support, it was necessary to retain a 
large conventional force.

Chiang believed that eventually a victorious end to China’s war with the 
“dwarf pirates” depended on “diplomacy”—an alliance between China and 
the next apparent targets of Imperial Japan, that is, the Soviet  Union, the 
United States, and the United Kingdom. When first Churchill and then Sta-



156 the generaliss imo

lin’s countries were swept up in the Nazi whirlwind, they too would calculate, 
correctly as it turned out, that victory would critically depend on American 
support. Mao, whose forces had still suffered little, also had decreed that 
“China’s strength alone will not be suf fi cient to defeat (the Japanese), and we 
shall also have to rely on the support of international forces.”75 Of course, 
Mao was thinking solely of the Soviet  Union and possibly Marxist revolu-
tionary forces in Japan and elsewhere. In fact, for the foreseeable future, the 
critical relationship for China would be the Soviet  Union, just as it had been 
at the time of the Northern Expedition and during the long survival of the 
CCP as an insurgent party. In May, Chiang told Sta lin that China could not 
have sustained the war without “your help,” but that the country was still “in 
a life or death situation.” He pleaded for the quick delivery of sixty- five ad-
ditional aircraft, reporting that China had only ten light bombers left. Sta lin 
quickly replied that he would send the requested bombers for “your great war 
of resistance.”76

 Chiang knew that while he needed Soviet assistance more than ever, Sta-
lin’s interest in helping him resist Japan was also greater than ever. During the 
summer and fall, Japan and the Soviet  Union engaged in more bloody skir-
mishes on Manchuria’s borders, altercations that encouraged Sta lin again to 
increase Soviet aid to China. Soon there would be 3,665 Russian military 
personnel in the country—advisers, pilots, technicians, and others.77 A new 
and powerful motivation for Sta lin to help Chiang was the appeasement 
of Hitler at Munich, where Great Britain and France agreed that Germany 
could annex a large portion of Czechoslovakia.
 Pressed by Japan, Hitler had fi nally overruled the opposition of his pro- 
China general staff and ended the advisory mission and all arms sales to 
Chiang Kai- shek. Seven anti- Nazi German of fi cers, however, resigned and 
stayed behind. One German who was not among the of fi cial advisers was 
a former intelligence of fi cer named Walther Stennes. A former Brown Shirt 
leader in Berlin, Stennes had led a failed revolt against Hitler in 1931 and af-
ter escaping from a concentration camp had made his way to China—at least 
that was his story. He became an “adviser,” in effect the leader of Chiang Kai-
 shek’s bodyguard, and a favorite of Soong Mayling. It turned out he was also 
a KGB agent.78

 The summer of 1938 was steaming hot and the Yangtze was running at its 
usual high level for that time of year. Consequently, Japanese cruisers were 
able to steam upriver and fire their big guns at short range on the dug- in Chi-
nese positions. Sometimes using poison gas, the Japanese assaulted the Chi-
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nese strong points one by one, and more massacres of civilians took place. 
The invaders took three weeks to advance ten miles. Meanwhile, thousands 
of Chinese were still laboriously pulling thousands of heavily laden barges 
and rafts upstream through the swiftly flowing Three Gorges. By the end of 
September, the Japanese were able to move across the once flooded lands and 
advance on Wuhan from the north.79 Rumors were again spreading, perhaps 
by the Communists, perhaps by Chiang, that the Generalissimo might sign a 
peace agreement with the Japanese, and Sta lin rushed a message to Chiang 
that more aid was on the way, including equipment for sixty divisions and an 
additional five hundred fighter aircraft.80

Mao publicly predicted “a glorious future for the Kuomintang,” but speaking 
to a closed session of the Central Committee, he stressed again for those who 
might have forgotten that the only way for the Communist Party to seize 
power was through armed struggle.81 Political power, he reiterated, “grows 
out of the barrel of a gun.” After the meeting, Zhou flew back to Wuhan and 
on October 5 brought Chiang a handwritten letter from Mao, which praised 
Chiang’s “great leadership” and “the lasting solidarity of the two parties.”82 
But Chiang knew that Mao was being cynical. If he needed con fir ma tion, 
Zhang Guotao, who had left the CCP the previous April, made his way to 
Wuhan and declared, probably to Chiang personally, that Mao intended to 
exploit the war and the united front with one objective in mind—to expand 
the CCP’s armies and base areas in preparation for the final struggle with the 
KMT.83

 Chiang continued to worry—not only about the CCP’s duplicity, but also 
about the superior political skills and motivation of its members. “Commu-
nist parties all over the world,” he wrote, “have long been working under-
ground, thus they have a tightly or ga nized structure and an iron discipline 
that defies that of other parties.”84 At the same time, Chiang was becoming 
increasingly harsh in his criticism of members of his own party, “most” of 
whom he said had become “a special class” struggling for power and their 
own “selfish concerns.” All of which, he lamented, had caused the “masses” to 
become “antagonistic” toward the party.85

 This frustrated comparison would be a consistent leitmotif in the diaries 
until Chiang’s retreat to Taiwan in 1949 and several years afterward. Chiang 
hated the CCP’s “inhuman and deadly” ideology, its tactic of class struggle, 
and its obedience to Moscow, but he admired its soldiers and cadre for their 
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idealism, commitment, and spirit, qualities that he thought were lacking by 
comparison in the Kuomintang. Reflecting his deep pessimism about his own 
party, several times in 1938 he talked to Zhou Enlai about the KMT and the 
CCP’s forming a new, single party—but with the proviso that Mao and Zhu 
De take vacations abroad. He even proposed, apparently in all seriousness, 
that as part of the merger the CCP need not of fi cially disband and the Kuo-
mintang would join the Comintern. Mao suggested in response that the CCP 
members join the KMT as individuals just as they had done in the 1920s. In 
the end, neither side could make the critical compromise. Some weeks later, 
Zhou fi nally told Chiang that the idea simply was not possible.86 As these ex-
changes again suggest, Chiang was not an ideologue or even a strong conser-
vative. He was in fact a left- Confucianist and would have been comfortable 
in the anti- imperialist Comintern, provided it kept out of telling him what to 
do in China.

Almost a year and a half after the war began (when it was still of fi cially unde-
clared), Wuhan remained in the hands of the Chinese. But in late October, 
with the Japanese buildup reaching critical levels, Li Zongren, holding the 
line to the north of the city, was forced to pull his forces back into the moun-
tains. Chiang ordered the destruction of any usable facilities or plants that 
remained in the city, and the garrison forces and remaining government per-
sonnel then withdrew in good order. On the morning of October 24, Chiang 
called his senior of fi cers and civilian aides on a field radiophone with the 
usual message at such times: “You can go now.” Each subordinate protested 
that he could not leave until the commander in chief did so. “No, you must 
go first,” Chiang always replied. “I’ll leave soon after.”87

 It was 10:00 at night when he and Mayling gathered on the bombed- out 
Wuhan airfield. Lit by brilliant flashes of light, the field was dusted with 
snowflakes falling softly through the drifting smoke while heavy reports of 
exploding shells shook the ground. Their plane, flown by Chiang’s personal 
American pilot, Royal Leonard (formerly Zhang Xueliang’s pilot), had been 
delayed by false radio signals. Then a German assigned to fly the First Couple 
to Hengyang was ruled out because he admitted he could take off at night 
but not land. Finally a China National Air Corporation (civil) aircraft 
touched down, the Chiangs quickly boarded, and the pilot took off through 
a pall of thick smoke. Leonard landed a few minutes later. Upon learning that 
the Chiangs were gone, he crammed in forty or so Chinese from the hun-
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dreds besieging the plane and took off amid “the booming of siege guns, the 
crackling of flame, and the red, ghastly light of a city burning.”88 After a short 
stay at Hengyang, the Chiangs flew on, not to the new provisional cap ital, 
Chungking, but to Changsha, another ancient walled town. Initially settled 
in 221 BCE, Changsha sits by the Xiang River in the rich rice bowl of Hu-
nan. The Chiangs stayed a few days, then flew on to the Canton front.
 The American missionary doctor who worked in Changsha at the Yale- in- 
China Hospital, Phil Greene, wrote that when 40,000 refugees, numerous 
KMT generals, and then the Generalissimo descended on the Hunan cap ital, 
chaos and panic spread:

October 26: the arsenal behind the Hospital blew up just one big bang 
and the whole place was gone—about one hundred casualties, thirty 
dead. At the Hospital we just kept ahead of the patients. It took as long 
to dig them out as it did to fix them up.
 October 28: 21,000 wounded [from Wuhan] reported in town . . .
 October 29: The town is moving out fast, the doctors are sticking  
by . . .
 November 1: People expect Changsha to fall in two weeks the Gov-
ernment has given us five good junks which will take about 200 tons of 
hospital supplies to Yuanling . . .
 [Some days later]: the entire town [is] leaving by boat, train, buses, 
rickshaws and wheelbarrows after prayer meeting, some friends told us 
of having seen oil and cotton waste distributed to ward of fi cials for set-
ting fires. So many rumors . . .
 November 11: only a small fraction of the city’s half million popula-
tion [remain]. I am the only doctor left [at the mission] . . .
 [November 12]: uncanny stillness . . . a deserted, evidently doomed 
city.

 That day, November 12, Governor Zhang Zhizhong received a report that 
Japanese cavalry were within twenty miles and he ordered an evacuation 
of the city. The Chinese doctors at the military hospitals said they would not 
move until transport was sent for the wounded in their care. Early the next 
morning, Greene and his remaining colleagues—he was the only doctor 
left—woke up to shouts in the streets and saw fires throughout the entire city 
that had been set by Chinese soldiers and police. The missionaries, nurses, 
students, and remaining staff pleaded with the soldiers not to set aflame their 
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buildings or those just windward. “For two days and nights the roar of the 
fire, the pall of the smoke and the wanton destruction” went on, Greene re-
called. Other missionaries who took refuge at Xiangya told of seeing the mili-
tary hospital downtown in flames with the sick and wounded trying to drag 
themselves out the doors and windows.
 But with an overextended supply line, the Japanese stopped their advance 
into Hunan at Lake Dongting, forty- five miles away. Setting the fires was a 
ghastly mistake. Perhaps Chiang ordered the deed, but he had not before 
called for such a total destruction of a city about to be lost nor did he after-
ward.89 On Monday (November 14), the governor issued an apology, saying 
he had not ordered the arson. The next day, Greene received a letter from 
Madame Chiang, who had been his wife’s classmate at Wellesley, declaring 
that the Generalissimo also was not responsible. On November 16 Chiang 
arrived to investigate, and the missionaries soon learned that the garrison 
commander, the regimental commander, and the chief of police had been 
shot. Governor Zhang, a Whampoa man, a hero of the 1932 Shanghai Battle, 
and a trusted follower of the Generalissimo, was dismissed but remained in 
Changsha. Greene sent his wife a radio message through the British gunboat 
anchored in the Xiang River: “All Well. Hospital running full wards; nothing 
[in the hospital] destroyed. Most of the city gone.”90

The fall of first Shanghai, then Nanking, Xuzhou, and Wuhan, had not re-
sulted in the surrender or collapse of the Chinese government as the West 
and Japan had expected. Instead, the prolonged and costly defense led by 
Chiang Kai- shek ended in a pyrrhic and limited success for Japan and the 
beginning of a seven- year stalemate. The Japanese would end up holding 
most of the major cities of China, all of Manchuria, much of Inner Mongo-
lia, all of North China, the eastern part of the Northwest down to near Xi’an, 
the entire Yangtze Valley up to Wuhan, all of coastal China southward to near 
Wenzhou, and eventually several major ports farther south, including Amoy 
and Canton. But despite this huge area of occupation, three- quarters of the 
enormous country and probably two- thirds of the population were still in 
Nationalist hands—this was Free China.91

 In November 1938 Chiang told a major military conference at Hengyang 
in Hunan province that the first stage of his strategy had run its course. The 
Chinese Army had worn down and exhausted the enemy. In the second stage, 
he said, the emphasis would be on improving the aptitude and fight ing abil-
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ity of the troops and eventually turning defense into offense. The goal of this 
stage, he said, was to be ready to launch a general counteroffensive within a 
year. Meanwhile, counterattacks could be launched when the circumstances 
assured victory.92 “The Japanese are impatient and short- tempered,” Chiang 
wrote in his diary. “Their military philosophy is German and French; that is, 
they emphasize a ‘Blitzkrieg’ type offense with strong fire power and speed. 
Their hope is to fin ish a war quickly with one first, decisive attack.” Conse-
quently, China’s strategy would now be “to slow ev ery thing down, enduring, 
and fight ing a long war of attrition.”93

 Over the next seven years, Chiang Kai- shek generally, though not always, 
followed this same tactic. At the same time he lay down tough requirements 
for any counteroffensive action. As he wrote, during the first stage of the war, 
the Chinese Army had employed three divisions and sometimes even six divi-
sions to engage one Japanese division, “but still we could not win . . . From 
now on we must try to employ six to nine divisions to fight one of the enemy 
and attack their flank so we can obtain the goal of defense by offense.”94

II

The ancient city of Chungking sits on a huge rock at the con flu ence of the 
Yangtze and the Jialing rivers. In the summer, the stone is blistering hot, and 
from October through April, it is wet from dripping rain or heavy fog. When 
in November 1938 the Chiangs and the Generalissimo’s large headquarters 
staff arrived for their long stay, the ancient walls were still standing. Hun-
dreds of steps cut in the rock centuries before curled down the steep cliff to 
the river far below. At the wharves, rusting steamers and large junks with 
square sails and long oars unloaded goods, which coolies laboriously carried 
up to the city on bamboo poles across their shoulders, joined by barefoot 
 citizens toting buckets of water up to their shelters. Once the Kuomintang 
moved into town, men in blue Sun Yat- sen uniforms were ev erywhere. Usu-
ally taller than the average Sichuanese, they walked in the streets or rode in 
sedan chairs or rickshaws, their bearers or pullers shouting warnings to clear 
the way. Hundreds of thousands of refugees from the lower Yangtze and else-
where reached the city and were living in matted sheds made of rice straw, 
scavenging for food or jobs. Engineers were dynamiting caves in the rock 
to serve as air raid shelters. A few million others fleeing the Japanese set up 
camps in different parts of Sichuan and other unoccupied areas of China.95

 Chiang and Soong Mayling stayed in a relatively unpretentious ten- room 
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house called Yellow Mountain (Huang Shan), outside of Chungking.96 The 
house was surrounded by a high stone wall, and uniformed presidential 
guards and plainclothes men, specially trained by Walther Stennes, patrolled 
the grounds. Over the next eight years Chiang would need the long mo-
ments of meditation he was to spend in this garden. The problems he faced 
were enormous. Although much plant and equipment had been moved west, 
probably 90 percent of Nationalist China’s industrial base and perhaps 80 
percent of its arms industry were lost. The urban revenue on which Chiang 
had built his army was suddenly gone. The printing presses had been saved, 
however, and in fla tion began to rise, although surprisingly not at astronomi-
cal rates.97

 Chiang’s armies were scattered from the Mongolian border to the frontiers 
of Southeast Asia and as far to the east as large sections of the coasts of Zheji-
ang, Fujian, Guangdong, and Guangxi. As much as one can tell from that 
chaotic and enormous scene, Chiang’s stubborn and immensely costly resis-
tance from Shanghai to Wuhan, whether or not it had been the wisest strat-
egy in a military sense, had forged a commitment among the Chinese people 
to the long and painful struggle for national survival that lay ahead.98 Guer-
rilla or mobile warfare from the start may have been the better strategy in the 
long run, but China would have initially surrendered more productive cities 
to Japan and certainly would have provoked charges that Chiang was treach-
erously avoiding fight ing the invaders. Besides, at some point Chiang would 
have had to take a stand.
 Despite Chiang’s continuing personal popularity, the foundation of his 
political strength had been drastically undermined since the fall of Shanghai. 
The hard- won dominance he had seemed to establish over the militarists by 
late 1936 had disappeared. With the exception of the Guangxi and Guang-
dong armies, the warlord forces had suffered many fewer casualties than the 
Central Army. And with their base areas largely unoccupied, the warlords of 
the south and southwest were recruiting at a much faster pace than was the 
Central Army. These warlords continued the old system of each unit recruit-
ing in its own favorite hunting ground, relying on the enticements of money 
and freedom from drudgery, as well as appeals to regional or national patrio-
tism, to sign up young men. After the war began, the Central Army lost most 
of the areas where personal and local affinities had accommodated a similar 
mostly voluntary method of recruitment. Abuses in recruitment practices by 
the Central Army gradually grew, as did resentment among the villages that 
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had to produce a certain quota of recruits. Between 1937 and 1945, 14 mil-
lion men would be conscripted. This was relatively a very low rate of military 
mobilization—0.4 percent of the population per year compared to Japan’s 
1.3 percent and Russia’s 3.0 percent. Even so, as the war years dragged on, the 
villages resisted cooperation, and with probably most families by various 
means able to avoid conscription, the quality of the government armies dete-
riorated steadily. With funds scarce and of fi cers remaining for long periods or 
even permanently in the same unit, parts of the Central Army also began to 
exhibit characteristics of most of the warlord forces—graft, nepotism, and 
other abuses of power by the senior of fi cers.99

The fall of Wuhan at the end of October 1938 was followed by a “four month 
lull in the fight ing,” and during this time, Chiang Kai- shek’s political priori-
ties began to change. On January 6, 1939, he wrote that “the most urgent 
danger for [us] now is not the dwarf pirates but the Communist . . . expan-
sion in our backyard.” The Communist Eighth Route Army was growing in 
numbers and moving into new areas in North and Northwest China beyond 
its assigned zone. South of the Yangtze and behind the Japanese lines, the 
CCP’s small New Fourth Army, composed of guerrilla units, was likewise ex-
panding and also operating on the north side of its permitted boundary, the 
Yangtze.
 The Communists had proved much more effective in organizing local reg-
ulars and irregulars in occupied areas, in setting up clandestine administrative 
systems, and even in bringing various secret so ci e ties into the anti- Japanese 
guerrilla movement. Multiplying their areas of control in the Northwest as 
well as behind Japanese lines, Communist membership swelled from 40,000 
in 1937 to an estimated 800,000 in 1940.100 Chiang ordered Hu Zongnan 
and Yan Xishan to create extended lines of blockhouses to try to keep the 
Communist forces in the north within their designated areas.

In March 1939, when Hitler occupied what remained of Czechoslovakia, 
Chiang knew that the world war he had expected was coming soon and 
would change the international dynamics of Japan’s war in China. The tide of 
appeasement around the globe was rapidly receding. Sta lin, meanwhile, had 
begun secret talks with Hitler aimed at cooperation. Not knowing of Sta lin’s 
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plans, Chiang instructed Sun Fo, then in Moscow, to tell Sta lin that the So-
viet  Union, France, and the United Kingdom should consider China’s war of 
resistance as part of Europe’s war against fascism.101

 Japan was still holding back from a formal alliance with Germany that 
would be aimed at the West as well as the Soviet  Union. Chiang believed that 
if Japan went ahead with such an accord, this would lock in the antagonism 
between Japan and the USSR and also highlight for Washington the connec-
tion between the coming con flict in Europe and the ongoing one in China. 
On March 16, Chiang sent Mayling to Hong Kong (under the pretext of 
seeking dental treatment) to meet with the old Japanese moderates Nagatomo 
Kayano and Heishiro Ogawa. Chiang’s condition for peace was, once again, 
complete restoration of China’s “territorial integrity and sovereignty.” Kayano 
and Ogawa suggested the quid pro quo would be a commitment by Chiang 
to attack the Communists, and Soong Mayling said a secret agreement could 
be reached on this basis. But Chiang in effect rejected the idea and Tokyo had 
no interest in giving up ev ery thing it had fought for in China, including 
Manchuria.102

In the spring of 1939, Japan launched another “shock and awe” campaign to 
subdue the recalcitrant Chinese. As the clouds and heavy fog of winter and 
early spring fi nally lifted, hundreds of Japanese bombers appeared over the 
at- best grim city of Chungking, now teeming with more than a million peo-
ple. The Chinese had no real anti- aircraft guns and Japanese “Bettys” and 
other bombers freely pounded the city. Incendiaries and high explosives de-
stroyed most of the of fice and commercial buildings scattered along its wind-
ing streets, and the government and foreign embassies moved off the rock to 
the outskirts north of the city.103 Chiang and Mayling spent many hours with 
their staff in the large dugout behind their residence. She wrote to an Ameri-
can friend about the scene after one air raid: “The bombs have reduced rich 
and poor, wise and stupid, to one common level—pieces of burnt flesh which 
are extracted from the smoldering piles with tongs. Relatives and friends are 
still digging furiously . . . Do what you can to make your people realize that 
this death and havoc come to us with the help of American gasoline and oil, 
and materials for bombs.”104

 Both Chiangs had frequent illnesses in Chungking, but despite the strain 
they continued to look well. Chiang retained a naturally healthy complexion, 
showing few wrinkles, and looked fit. He kept on with his simple habits, ex-
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ercises, meditations, and prayers. Walking around his new garden he often 
hummed to himself, a habit he disliked in others.105 He still had his private 
devotional period in the morning with Madame, who would then usually re-
turn to bed. In the evening he wrote in his diary, then prayed again before 
retiring for the night. During the day he met with the cabinet and senior 
military of fi cers, pored over maps, read diplomatic dispatches and intelli-
gence reports, and dictated voluminous orders and dispatches. He was well 
briefed for meetings and impressed his diplomatic callers with his knowledge 
of the issues at hand. He now delegated somewhat more authority than in the 

The bombing of Chungking. Until 1942 the city had no air cover, but it did have an effective 
air-raid alert system and thousands of shelters dug in the granite. Courtesy KMT Party 
History Institute.
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past, but he kept a firm grip on all decisions that were potentially important 
and a great many that were not.
 One day, Chiang told foreign newsmen that China’s strategy was to accu-
mulate small victories, exchanging land for time. In ancient China, he said, 
“Chu Han lost 72 battles but won the last one.”106 In reality, however, Chiang 
still believed that tactical, geopolitical, and domestic circumstances required 
his armies to engage in large- scale defensive engagements and even some 
counterattacks against the Japanese—mostly as the invaders were withdraw-
ing from limited campaigns. Keeping the bulk of southern China—one of 
Free China’s principal rice bowls—out of Japanese hands was critical to the 
protracted war strategy. It also remained important that America and the So-
viet  Union, as well as the Chinese people, see that the leadership in Chungk-
ing was firmly committed to a life- and- death struggle against the Japanese.
 Increasingly, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt did see China’s struggle 
as part of the critical effort to maintain international order and “quarantine” 
the aggression of the fascist states.107 In July, Chiang and China received the 
most important encouragement from abroad since the war began. Roosevelt 
notified Tokyo that the United States intended to abrogate the 1911 U.S.- 
Japan Treaty of Commerce and Navigation. Chiang saw this move as a re-
flection of America’s growing willingness to become involved in Asia as France 
and Britain rapidly faded as actors in the region. “Only America,” Chiang 
wrote, “had an idealistic approach to foreign affairs.”108

In August 1939, Zhou submitted to the CCP Politburo a fascinating report 
that re flected his personal commitment to a true united front with Chiang 
Kai- shek. He noted that in the second period of the war dif fi culties and crises 
had arisen between the KMT and the CCP, but if handled correctly the situ-
ation could consolidate unity and enhance the war effort. Chiang Kai- shek’s 
policies, he explained, involved alliance with the USSR and with the CCP a 
combination of alliance, struggle, and assimilation. Reflecting his many long 
talks with Chiang, Zhou suggested that while Chiang did not understand the 
class basis or the prog ress of the CCP, he “vaguely recognized its or ga ni za-
tional skill, its real struggle, its ability to overcome life’s dif fi culties, its persis-
tence, and its initiative in work.” Even more interesting was Zhou’s balanced 
statement that “both parties [the CCP and the KMT] still have fears of being 
ousted, doubts, and narrow- minded attitudes.” Furthermore, “backward ag-
gressive elements” in both parties “could be used by other people to create 
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provocations and the threat of a split.” The CCP, he said, “should support the 
leadership of Chiang Kai- shek, help him when he is in a dif fi cult situation, 
and reject him when he is unjust.” It should not “hope for too much from 
him” but this “does not mean his attitude cannot be changed.” Finally, he 
advised the Politburo that the Eighth Route Army should not invade Shan-
dong and not penetrate into the Huai River ba sin. Mao must have wondered 
who Zhou considered the “backward aggressive elements” in the CCP.109

 Relations between Chiang and Zhou, always polite and respectful, now 
became solicitous. Shortly after writing his report, Zhou fell from a horse and 
badly fractured his arm. George Hatem, an American doctor at Mao’s head-
quarters, decided Zhou needed to go to Moscow for treatment. Chiang sent 
his private plane to pick up Zhou and his wife, Deng Yingchao, and fly them 
to Urumchi in Xinjiang province, where a Soviet plane took them to the Rus-
sian cap ital.110

On August 22, the shape of the coming global con flict seemed to become 
clear when Moscow and Berlin made the shocking announcement that they 
had signed a nonaggression treaty. Chiang was greatly surprised but the Japa-
nese were stunned. The Anti- Comintern Pact was undone in a minute, re-
placed by an anti democracy coalition. The Japanese Army’s idea of first im-
posing puppet governments in control of China, and then, in alliance with 
Germany, dividing up Russia had turned to dust. Meanwhile, another rout of 
the Japanese Army by the Soviets on the border at Noumohan—an entire 
Japanese division was lost—further scattered on the Steppes the Imperial 
headquarters scheme of a Japanese empire in Siberia and points west. But the 
sudden turnaround also offered an opportunity for the Japanese Navy and its 
supporters in the cabinet. By heading to war with France and Britain—rather 
than Russia—Hitler had made the Far Eastern territories of these two demo-
cratic imperialists easy targets.111

 On September 1, 1939, Germany invaded Poland, and on September 17, 
in keeping with a secret protocol of the Nazi- Soviet Pact, the USSR seized 
eastern Poland. Communist parties around the world, which the day before 
had fervently supported a united front to- the- death against fascism, suddenly 
reversed course and praised the Nazi- Soviet Pact. Mao Zedong was among 
those who welcomed the accord, saying it “strengthens the con fi dence of the 
whole of mankind in the possibility of winning freedom.”112

 Sta lin informed Chiang that his new accord with Hitler would not affect 
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Soviet aid to China. In a handwritten message to Sta lin after the announce-
ment of the pact, Chiang declared that the Chinese people would never for-
get Sta lin’s “sincere help and great leadership.” World peace and justice, he 
asserted, “depended on the Soviet  Union and China.”113 In private, however, 
Chiang had a different reaction. This tectonic shift in world affairs, he be-
lieved, foreshadowed a similar deal between the USSR and Japan, which 
would eventually lead to a world war in which China would be on the oppo-
site side from that of the Soviet  Union, allied with the democracies against 
the totalitarians. He welcomed the possibility of eventually replacing China’s 
current and only ally, the ideologically hostile Soviet  Union, with the anti- 
Communist, wealthier, and stronger (but at the moment still isolationist) 
United States.114 “I will have no dif fi culty in allying with the anti- fascist alli-
ance,” Chiang wrote, “but win or lose we will all go together.”115 He knew he 
had to “work actively” on diplomacy “and be ready for opportunities when 
they arose.”116

Early in 1939 the American doctor Phil Greene made his way to Shanghai 
where he briefly joined his family in the International Settlement. Through 
donations he collected a new truck, five tons of medical supplies, and sixty- 
eight cases of food. He transported the truck and supplies on a ship to 
Ningbo, still held by the government, and then began an amazing thousand- 
mile journey back to Changsha, to assist at the hospital there. Crammed in 
the truck with him were two Catholic sisters, an older missionary, an Ameri-
can volunteer doctor, and two Jewish doctors who had fled Germany. Driv-
ing through refugee- jammed roads, sometimes ten miles behind Japanese 
lines, he made it back to Changsha, having spilled only one tin of aspirin. He 
found the city nearly empty. After the fall of Nanchang the previous autumn, 
Changsha had expected another attack by the Japanese, and the government 
was blowing up the remaining buildings and carting off railway tracks and 
even ties. The Yale- in- China Xiangya Hospital, however, remained open and 
crowded with the wounded and injured. Greene operated twenty- eight times 
a day.117

 It was not until late September that General Okamura Yasuji, then com-
mander of the Japanese 11th Army, advanced on the city. Chiang ordered the 
Changsha commander, General Xue Yue, to live or die with his men at their 
positions but explained that the plan was to lure the enemy in toward the city 
and then launch “a huge ambush.”118 Chen Cheng, now commander of the 
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Ninth War Zone, which included Hunan province, had prepositioned 
365,000 troops on the flanks of the advancing Japanese force of some 30,000, 
and on September 27 the Chinese attacked, employing “expert tactical 
moves,” including well- timed human wave assaults.119 The invaders suffered 
heavy losses but fought their way out of the trap and escaped back toward 
Wuhan. Morale in China soared again following accounts of the battle, in 
which Chinese heroism and Japanese casualties predictably were again exag-
gerated.120

 Until this point in the war, a half a million Japanese soldiers had been 
killed or seriously wounded, and the Japanese Imperial General Staff had for 
some time settled on a policy of consolidating the territory it controlled and 
launching punitive military expeditions outside this area. For his part, 
Chiang’s strategy was basically defensive, but not entirely. In the winter of 
1939 he ordered a general winter offensive across eight war zones. According 
to Japanese records, in this campaign 450,000 Chinese troops mounted 960 
attacks in 1,340 engagements.121 Basically this counteroffensive was a failure, 
with some Chinese field commanders only halfheartedly going on the at-
tack.122 But the most important factor continued to be the abysmal disparity 
between the two sides in weapons and equipment, a handicap that, after two-
 and- a- half years of fight ing and the Chinese government’s loss of most of the 
country’s arms industry, was worse than ever.
 As a People’s Republic of China scholar of the war wrote in 2004, while 
“the Nationalist Government stepped up its efforts to suppress the Commu-
nism (sic), it did not reduce its endeavor to resist the Japanese aggression. In 
both the front battlefield and the battlefield in the Japanese enemy’s rear, the 
Nationalist Government remained active.” From the fall of Wuhan in Octo-
ber 1938 to December 7, 1941, the Chinese Army would suffer another 1.3 
million casualties.123 In January 1940, Zhou Enlai, in a secret report to Sta lin, 
reported that more than one million Chinese soldiers had been killed or 
wounded in the war (apparently as of August 1939). Of this number, he re-
ported, only 30,000 were from the Eighth Route Army and 1,000 from the 
New Fourth Army. In other words, halfway into the third year of the war, by 
the CCP’s own account, the Communists had suffered a mere 3 percent of 
the casualties.124 Zhou was careful to assure Sta lin that the basic policy of the 
CCP was to support Chiang Kai- shek’s leadership of the war and recognize 
“the key position of the Kuomintang in leading the organs of power and the 
army throughout the country.”125 But as is evident in the CCP record, Mao’s 
ac tual policy was simply to pretend that these were his basic goals.
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 In his report to Sta lin, Zhou Enlai also claimed that Chiang Kai- shek’s 
government had “united all the forces of the nation” and carried out “a war of 
liberation unprecedented in Chinese history.” “The of fi cer corps, regardless 
of class origin,” he reported, had “demonstrated determination, courage, and 
selflessness . . . [and] throughout the war there have been almost no cases of 
desertion at the front.”126 Zhou and Mao were seeking to impress Sta lin with 
how hard the joint CCP- KMT forces were fight ing against the Japanese, but 
the casualty fig ures they reported are likely accurate; they had no interest in 
understating their own losses or exaggerating those of the government. As 
Zhou declared, they also probably understood that most of the Nationalist 
of fi cer corps had in fact fought bravely and died in huge numbers.

III

After the fall of Wuhan, Wang Jingwei had escalated his efforts to oust Chiang 
Kai- shek, renewing his secret contacts with Tokyo. He also directly urged 
Chiang to reverse his policies of war with Japan and cooperation with the 
Communists. When Chiang repeatedly refused, Wang fled to Hanoi, where 
later he publicly accepted Prime Minister Konoe’s offer to join Japan’s “New 
Order in Asia.” Chiang was furious. In February 1939, he sent an of fi cer to 
Hanoi with a personal message urging Wang to take another European vaca-
tion; when this failed, he sent intelligence operatives to kill him, but they 
bungled the job and killed Wang’s nephew by mistake. In January 1940, un-
der the protection of the Japanese, Wang would establish a puppet “National 
government” in Nanking.127

 Wang’s principal jus tifi ca tion for his rival government was that continua-
tion of the war would only lead to the extension of Soviet in flu ence and a 
Communist China. In speeches and in his diary, Chiang responded that 
Wang’s collaboration was the realization of Japan’s dream of using China’s 
massive resources and population to serve its imperial ambitions in Asia.128 
Hitler’s easy victories in Europe had further excited this powerful delusion, 
leading Tokyo to put aside a new planned offensive in China in order to 
speed up realization of its new grand strategy—expansion into Southeast Asia 
and the Pacific. With the occupation of Canton and the collaborationist Vi-
chy government’s takeover of Indochina, the only passages into China were 
land and air routes from the Soviet  Union that stretched as far as two thou-
sand miles—and the new Burma Road. On Chiang’s orders in 1938, in just 
two years 200,000 Chinese laborers and engineers with little heavy equip-
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ment had built the road, which extended from Kunming to the terminus of 
the Burma Railway in Lashio, Burma.
 At the beginning of 1940, Chiang again noted that the CCP threat was 
becoming more vicious than that posed by the Chinese collaborationists.129 
The exponential growth of the CCP and its military forces was in fact caus-
ing fi nan cial problems for the CCP: such a rapid expansion required not only 
managerial dedication and skill but also increasingly large monetary and 
other resources, including arms; grain; and gold, silver, yuan, or U.S. dollars. 
In his long January 1940 report to the Comintern and Sta lin, Zhou stated 
that the Eighth Route Army now numbered about 261,000 men and the 
New Fourth Army approximately 30,000. Communist Party membership 
had soared to 498,000.130 The CCP budget for 1940 re flected a monthly defi-
cit of US$358,000 (approximately $3.2 million in 2005 U.S. dollars). In 
February, Sta lin responded by approving a Comintern grant to the CCP of 
US$300,000 a month to cover 84 percent of the party’s overall defi cit. This 
subsidy amounted to about 42 percent of the CCP’s total military and civil-
ian expenditures.131

 Ironically, the Chungking government, which itself was still receiving no 
foreign fi nan cial or economic support, continued its subsidy to the CCP’s 
armed forces of US$110,000 a month. Although Chiang believed Mao had 
no intention of living up to his obligations in the united front, he clearly 
thought it was still necessary to continue this fi nan cial support to the CCP in 
order to demonstrate to Sta lin as well as to the Chinese people that he was 
adhering to the united front agreement. The funds from Chungking covered 
another 18 percent of the Communist Party’s budget. In other words, the 
CCP needed to provide only 40 percent of its military and other expenses 
through “local government organs,” most likely traditional land taxes. With 
the subsidies provided by Sta lin and Chiang Kai- shek, the Chinese Commu-
nists were able to maintain a relatively stable currency in their base areas. One 
small item of interest in the CCP budget for 1940 included US$20,000 in 
monthly subsidies to five (ostensibly in de pen dent) daily newspapers.132

 In April 1940, the “phony war” or prolonged lull in the fight ing in Eu-
rope ended. German heavy tanks skirted the Maginot Line and struck into 
Belgium and France, and the British Expeditionary Force narrowly escaped 
across the Channel. But France collapsed in a month. In London, Winston 
Churchill replaced Chamberlain as prime minister, the U.S. Congress passed 
a conscription act by one vote, and the Roosevelt administration moved 
closer to China and confrontation with Japan. Just before Hitler invaded Po-
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land, Chiang had written again that the key was to link the Sino- Japanese 
War with the Allied cause in Europe.133 Franklin Roosevelt understood this 
connection.

Recovered from his broken arm, Zhou left Moscow in March and returned to 
Yan’an, this time probably fly ing openly on a Soviet aircraft. Zhou left be-
hind a file of “Information on the Persons Relatively Trusted by CKS,” which 
was remarkably nonjudgmental and consistent with Zhou’s upbeat Politburo 
report on Chiang Kai- shek’s intentions.134 Zhou took back to Yan’an a Com-
intern resolution that gave the CCP Central Committee more scope for mak-
ing its own decisions. While Sta lin still believed that Mao was strongly com-
mitted to his and the Comintern’s current priority in China—support for 
Chiang’s leadership of the united struggle against Japan—Mao interpreted 
the resolution as providing leeway for a more aggressive program of territorial 
expansion into KMT areas and behind Japanese lines. In an April 1940 letter 
to Xiang Ying, the deputy of the New Fourth Army (there was a nominal 
KMT commander), Mao emphasized that the “policy of expansion” was “not 
to be bound by the Kuomintang’s restrictions.” Instead, Mao ordered both 
Communist armies to expand and set up new bases “freely and in de pen-
dently.”135

 The result was more reports to Chungking of alleged and probably real 
CCP attacks on government forces and other “illegal acts.” During the spring 
of 1940, He Yingqin and Chiang delivered more “serious warnings” to Zhou 
Enlai about these incidents. Nonetheless, in June, units of the Communist 
Eighth Route Army crossed over to the south bank of the Yellow River. In ad-
dition, for some time, most of the New Fourth Army under Xiang Ying had 
been operating well north of the Yangtze because that area had proven a bet-
ter ground for recruitment and guerrilla action. Both actions were unambig-
uous violations of the original restrictions the CCP had accepted on its troop 
deployments.
 In July, the Military Council in Chungking—no doubt instructed by 
Chiang—proposed that all Communist troops, both the New Fourth and 
the Eighth Route armies, should concentrate north of the pre- 1938 course of 
the Yellow River. Chiang presented this to Zhou Enlai as a plan to avoid “in-
ternal fights among different military operating zones,” and suggested, in the 
language of an order, that he “sincerely” hoped the Communists would “ab-
solutely obey.”136 According to Han Suyin, Zhou supported the plan.137 If 
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true—and its veracity is supported by subsequent events—this was another 
striking example of Chiang Kai- shek and Zhou Enlai cooperating in trying 
to keep the united front going. Zhou would have seen that Chiang Kai- shek 
was giving up a vast contiguous area of China north of the old Yellow River 
bed that included Peking and Tianjin, all of the border with Manchuria, 
and more than half of that with Outer Mongolia, a concession that in effect 
would connect the CCP areas to the Soviet  Union. Mao, however, rejected 
the plan because he wished to continue to operate not just south of the Yel-
low River but south of the Yangtze as well.
 Zhou’s difference with Mao was also evident in an August 3, 1940, letter 
he sent to the Comintern’s Georgi Dimitrov in which he wrote that there was 
“no  longer any prospect” of Chiang Kai- shek’s capitulating to the Japanese. 
Zhou also explained that the National armed forces needed from the Soviet 
 Union more military assistance, particularly airplanes. In addition, he re-
ported that Chiang was considering sending T. V. Soong to Moscow for ne-
gotiations and had asked Zhou to join this mission. Zhou urgently asked 
Sta lin whether he should become involved in the proposed trip. In this mes-
sage, Zhou said nothing critical about Chiang, nor did he echo Mao’s in-
creasingly alarmist complaints at the time that Central Army troops were ha-
rassing or attacking the New Fourth Army and other Communist forces. On 
the contrary, Zhou reported that the danger of any major attacks of this sort 
by the government had passed.138

 The growth of Mao’s armies was so impressive that for the first time he 
departed from his firm rules of limited guerrilla engagement against the Japa-
nese, rules intended to avoid provoking punitive raids. In the fall of 1940, he 
authorized a coordinated attack by 104 regiments against rail lines, major 
roads, coal mines, and other infrastructure in Japanese hands in Shanxi and 
Hebei. This offensive destroyed hundreds of miles of track, blew up bridges, 
and destroyed other weakly defended facilities, but by the end of September, 
the Eighth Route Army had suffered about 22,000 killed and wounded while 
Japanese losses were estimated at only 3,000–4,000. The Japanese threw in 
large reinforcements and with brutal “search and destroy” operations recov-
ered all the lost territory. The occupiers created a vast network of fortified 
blockhouses and trenches and instituted their “kill all, burn all, destroy all” 
strategy, which meant killing all Chinese, including children, and all livestock 
found in rural areas where guerrillas were or had been operating; burning all 
the buildings; and destroying all crops, dikes, wells, and canals. The Japanese 
also created a system of protected villages—settlements of cooperating villag-
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ers who would not have their crops con fis cated, their men dragooned into 
labor brigades, or all their in hab i tants simply killed. Within months, the 
population in the Communist base areas had dropped from 44 million to 25 
million.139 Mao would never launch another major offensive against the Japa-
nese.

As Chiang had foreseen, with the demise in September 1939 of the fascist 
anti- Communist Pact, the powers that be in Tokyo sought to join the anti-
democratic group of totalitarian states, including the Soviet  Union. Tokyo 
hoped this development and its own efforts at détente with Russia would 
lead Moscow to end its aid to China. The ultranationalists in Japan found it 
surprisingly easy to put aside their hatred of Bolshevism and to shift their 
idea of a new global order to one in which Germany and the Soviet  Union 
would divide Europe while Japan would take over Asia. After Japan signed 
the Tripartite Pact with Hitler and Mussolini on September 27, Chiang told 
his senior of fi cers that this so- called Axis Pact would propel forward the trend 
that he had predicted since 1934, pushing Japanese expansion southward—a 
dynamic that would inevitably put the Imperial forces in con flict with the 
United States as well as Great Britain and France. Japanese forces had already 
moved across the North Vietnamese border and the French Vichy authorities 
had rather quickly capitulated. But, as Chiang observed, by joining Hitler 
and Mussolini and even indirectly the Soviet  Union, all Tokyo had really 
done was acquire powerful enemies in the Pacific who would be the natural 
allies of China.140

 To increase China’s le ver age in this uncertain situation for the United 
States and Britain, Chiang renewed “unof fi cial peace feelers” to Tokyo, and in 
response Japan delayed recognition of Wang Jingwei’s government, its own 
creation. This alarmed Roosevelt into considering how he might support 
continued Chinese resistance. In October, Chiang informed Washington that 
China was at the moment less worried about Japanese aggression than about 
“the potential collapse of [China’s] national economy and society” and the 
“rampant Chinese Communist Party,” which “if it grows big enough to worry 
about, will have a sig nifi cant impact in the Far East Asia, even in the whole 
world.” This was Chiang’s first use of his tactic of threatening collapse if the 
United States did or did not do certain things—a strategy that would con-
tinue for thirty years. He warned that the Chinese government would not  
be able to keep fight ing the Japanese unless it received substantial aid from 
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the United States, including 500–1,000 aircraft and volunteer aviators, but 
he ended by declaring that China would follow American leadership “no 
matter how the international situation developed.”141 On November 30, the 
same day that Tokyo recognized Wang Jingwei’s government, Washington 
approved a US$100 million line of credit for China.

In October, the CCP’s New Fourth Army teamed up with units of the Eighth 
Route Army in northern Jiangsu and, according to Nationalist reports, at-
tacked the central government’s 89th Army, killing the commander and cap-
turing thousands of soldiers. A long series of charges and countercharges  
ensued over what had ac tually happened. But whatever the facts of the par-
ticular incident, it was another example of the New Fourth Army’s operating 
without authorization of the Military Council in two provinces, Shandong 
and Jiangsu, north of the Yangtze. On October 19, Chiang authorized He 
Yingqin, chief of the General Staff, to inform Zhu De that the New Fourth 
Army commander had to move all of his forces north of the old Yellow River 
by the end of November, including those in assigned areas south of the Yang-
tze.142 Chiang in effect was seeking to implement the plan that he and Zhou 
apparently had agreed on in July and that the Military Council had issued—
even if the plan had been vetoed by Mao.
 When Mao replied to Chiang’s orders to withdraw, in keeping with his 
commitment to follow the orders of the Military Council on troop deploy-
ments, he agreed in principle and radioed the New Fourth leader Xiang Ying 
to move his forces in Anhui north of the Yangtze—although with the caveat 
that Xiang could delay doing so for as long as two months. Mao saw Chiang’s 
demands as threatening gains the CCP had made since the war began and 
limiting its future nationwide expansion. He now tried to excite alarm in 
Moscow about Chiang’s true intentions. In a message strikingly different 
from Zhou’s August radiogram to Dimitrov, Mao warned Sta lin that Chiang 
Kai- shek was planning a separate peace deal with Japan and an all- out ef-
fort to drive all Communist armed forces into the old valley of the Yellow 
River, where he would liquidate them.143 The Chairman proposed to launch 
a preemptive “counteroffensive for defensive purposes” that could “smash” 
Chiang’s troops and “turn the political situation around.” Dimitrov immedi-
ately radioed back that Mao’s plan “caused us great doubts,” and that Mao 
must delay any action pending a more complete reply. Shortly thereafter, in a 
fuller reply, Dimitrov strongly disagreed with Mao’s assessment and said it 
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was “essential” that the CCP not initiate military action against the central 
government. But there were no hard feelings. “If Chiang Kai- shek nonethe-
less attacks the people’s armies,” Dimitrov concluded, “you must strike (back) 
with all your might.” To further show the Comintern’s support, Dimitrov 
cabled Mao two days later to say that if he could secure the road between the 
CCP base and Mongolia, “it would be possible to send you a sig nifi cant 
quantity of arms by that road.”144

 At Zhou’s request, on December 9 Chiang moved forward to New Year’s 
Eve the deadline for the Eighth Route Army’s required redeployment and 
agreed that the New Fourth need only be north of the Yangtze by that time 
but still on its way to the Yellow River. On Christmas Day, while Chiang and 
Zhou were having dinner together—an interesting occasion given the impor-
tance Chiang attached to the holiday—Mao issued a new secret directive on 
military policy that said nothing about the redeployment north but declared, 
“We must expand the 8th Route Army and the New 4th Army in ev ery way 
possible.”145 When the New Fourth began its redeployment on January 4, it 
moved to the south, not the north. According to the of fi cial CCP version of 
events, the intention of the New Fourth’s leader, Xiang Ying, was to avoid 
Japanese troops to the north by circling down to the southeast before turning 
north. The CCP later claimed that Xiang had informed Nationalist general 
Gu Zhutong of the planned route, but CCP reports to Moscow on the New 
Fourth Incident do not mention any such message. Reading General Gu’s 
reports on the situation, Chiang probably believed that the New Fourth units 
south of the Yangtze had no intention of proceeding to the north bank of 
that river, much less to the north of the Yellow River.
 In all likelihood, Mao intended to use the movement of the New Fourth 
Army to provoke an incident that would justify his refusal to withdraw his 
forces from Hebei, Shandong, Jiangsu, and Anhui. The division- sized New 
Fourth unit south of the Yangtze was expendable for this purpose. But it is 
also possible that Xiang, who was “vigorous and outspoken in intraparty dis-
agreements,” was operating in de pen dently. A “semi- scholarly” novel pub-
lished on mainland China in 1984 portrays Xiang as intending to return with 
his forces in southern Anhui to his old Communist bases in the Jiangxi area, 
where he planned to wage a guerrilla war against the Japanese more- or- less 
in de pen dent of the CCP leadership.146

 As the New Fourth troops continued to march south, skirmishes took 
place with Nationalist forces. On January 7, Mao radioed Xiang not to wait 
too long (whatever that meant), and six days later Gu Zhutong reported to 
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Chiang that Xiang’s soldiers had attacked the 44th Division.147 Upon receiv-
ing Gu’s report, Chiang decided he had to show that he was serious about 
rolling back the CCP’s unauthorized military expansion. It was time, he said, 
“to punish those who do not obey orders.”148

 General Gu attacked the Communists with overwhelming force, killing or 
capturing 9,000 CCP soldiers, including Xiang Ying. But it was a pyrrhic 
victory; the high losses among the Communist forces fanned popular sympa-
thy for them and anger at the victorious Nationalists. Mao had probably ex-
pected such a reaction, but the sympathetic response was far greater than he 
had hoped. Zhou Enlai’s astute public affairs machinery went into overdrive. 
The Communist New China Daily in Chungking, a number of in de pen dent 
Chinese papers in the KMT areas, and “Third Force” intellectuals charged 
that in “the New Fourth Army Incident” the KMT had been guilty of a 
bloody act of treachery. Chiang Kai- shek, it seemed to many, had without 
reason set Chinese against Chinese during the most critical time in the coun-
try’s modern history. “Never before have we had such a mass of people on our 
side,” Mao boasted to Dimitrov. The CCP had so “stirred up public opinion 
in the country,” he said, that even Anglo- American diplomats had reproached 
Chiang Kai- shek.149

 Chiang asked Zhou to find “ways to straighten things out,” and on Febru-
ary 1 he sent by special plane to Yan’an a proposal to form a single corps out 
of the surviving New Fourth units north of the Yangtze and move it to the 
Northwest. Mao, of course, rejected this plan and put forward a list of CCP 
demands including a full apology for the recent incident.150 Chiang was not 
about to admit wrongdoing, but in effect he abandoned his far- reaching plan 
to force the CCP to withdraw north of the Yellow River. Except for southern 
Anhui and areas where they had been driven out by Okamura’s “kill all” strat-
egy, the Communist forces remained where they had been at the start of the 
year—in the Northwest, spread throughout the China plains north of the 
Yangtze, and in guerrilla units in various places south of the Yangtze. In the 
end Chiang gained nothing out of the New Fourth Incident to offset his 
enormous loss in the pro pa gan da war. Henceforth, until the end of the war, 
he tried only to contain the CCP and prevent its further expansion.

Although Chiang’s long- term concern was the Communist threat, shortly af-
ter the New Fourth Incident, he showed that his near- term priority still lay 
with resisting the Japanese. He pulled 200,000 troops out of the Central 
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Army forces blocking the Communists in the Northwest and sent them south 
to oppose a new Japanese offensive in Henan. This large- scale redeployment 
came only eigh teen months or so before the beginning of repeated charges by 
American of fi cials in China that Chiang had done and was doing little or 
nothing in the fight against Japan, and that his priorities were containing and 
ultimately destroying the Communists. But in reporting the Nationalist de-
ployment to Moscow, Mao Zedong himself claimed it showed that “contra-
dictions between Japan and Chiang Kai- shek remain the fundamental con-
tradictions [in China].” Mao, in other words, was acknowledging that Chiang 
was giving clear precedence to fight ing the Japanese, not the Communists. In 
the first stages of this campaign, General Tang Enbo’s 31st Group Army lost 
16,000 men. “The current moment,” Mao told Sta lin in February 1941, “of-
fers us the best opportunity to gain the upper hand, and we must not lose it.” 
But he promised he would keep open the option of reaching an agreement 
with Chiang Kai- shek.151

Meanwhile, it became clear that Japan’s real ambitions lay elsewhere. When 
the plane of the commander in chief of Japan’s South Fleet crashed over 
China, the con fi den tial plans of the Japanese Imperial Navy were left in the 
wreckage. The recovered plans, which Chiang turned over to the Allies, laid 
out the blueprint for Japan’s forthcoming attack into the South China Sea 
and Southeast Asia. It was now evident, Chiang wrote, that Japan had given 
up the idea of “subduing China before going southward.” Japan, he wryly 
observed, could not use its naval power in China. “The only way is to go 
south.” This meant Japan was now headed toward war with Great Britain 
and the United States.152

 This development was good news for Chiang. Despite all the staggering 
defeats, failures, and losses of the past three years, as well as the stupendous 
problems of trying to run a government, economy, and army in exile and of 
virtual international isolation, Chiang had remained steadfast in his belief 
that he and China would eventually prevail over Japan. Because of the Soviet 
factor, he would never be as certain about the ultimate outcome of the strug-
gle with Mao’s CCP, but that problem could be tackled later. What was im-
portant now was that while the Fourth Army Incident and its aftermath were 
still reverberating inside China, the informal Sino- American alliance was de-
veloping rapidly. Most importantly, President Roosevelt had included China 
in his new and dramatic Lend- Lease Bill, which was intended primarily to 
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save En gland through the provision of vast amounts of war matériel. The 
President had also decided to send a personal representative to talk with 
Chiang. The representative, Lauchlin Currie, played a key role in the White 
House on Far Eastern affairs, although his of fi cial titles of personal economic 
adviser and administrative assistant to the President had nothing to do with 
foreign affairs and he knew little or nothing about China. Currie, however, 
had another unusual distinction—he was a member of a group of of fi cials 
in Washington whom Moscow considered its “agents of in flu ence.” Most 
of these men and  women were motivated by personal ideals, sympathy for 
the Soviet  Union, hatred of fascism, and liberal economic and social views. 
Some, like Currie, were not members of the Communist Party and probably 
were at most democratic- socialists, but they believed that the fascist threat 
overrode most other considerations and that in promoting the interests of 
Moscow and providing it sensitive information they were also serving the 
 interests of their own country. They would have objected to being called 
“agents of in flu ence,” but at the minimum they showed atrocious judgment. 
After all, the Soviet  Union was then allied to Nazi Germany, suggesting that 
their ideological motivations were not, after all, primarily antifascist.
 When Chiang received Currie in Chungking on February 10, the Ameri-
can informed him that the United States would soon deliver to China US$45 
million of arms and military equipment. After an expression of thanks, 
Chiang also asked for fi nan cial assistance to help stabilize the Chinese cur-
rency (the fabi), and assistance in improving the Burma Road. But this was 
only the beginning. On March 31, T. V. Soong presented Currie a compre-
hensive request on behalf of the commander in chief, including 1,000 mili-
tary aircraft and arms for thirty divisions. Some of the airplanes were needed 
to equip a new Chinese Air Force unit to be led by Claire Chennault, a crusty, 
retired U.S. Army Air Force Captain with the “honorific” title of Colonel. 
Since 1937, Chennault had been advising Chiang and directing the training 
of what remained of the Chinese Air Force.153

 Currie also passed on to Chiang Roosevelt’s hope that the KMT and the 
CCP would be able to form a true united front to fight Japan. Taken aback, 
Chiang replied that it was his view that the CCP’s principal loyalty was to the 
Communist International and the Soviet  Union. The Communists, he said, 
did not want to see an alliance among China, America, and Britain. At the 
time, Chiang’s assertion was an undeniable fact. But Currie did not agree 
with any of these prem ises and he left Chiang with the clear impression that 
in the coming war, the Americans would have one goal—defeat of the Ger-
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mans and the Japanese—and since the CCP was part of the united front 
against Japan, it would also be considered a friend. Chiang understood that 
his strikingly different view of the CCP would bedevil the most important 
foreign relationship he and his government would ever have. But aside from 
this issue, Chiang was immensely pleased by the visit—an alliance with the 
powerful United States seemed likely within a year.
 Before leaving Chungking, Currie met privately with Zhou Enlai, who 
was very positive and convivial, portraying the Communists as patriotic re-
formers interested in democracy and full of praise for the idea of U.S. sup-
port for China against Japan. Zhou, however, warned that the KMT leader’s 
policies could lead to a civil war and a collapse of the resistance. He was not 
so frank as to mention that his party at that moment continued vehemently 
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to oppose a U.S.- China alliance, fearing that Japan’s defeat by such a partner-
ship would give Chiang a powerful claim to leadership.154

IV

Sometime in April, Chiang received intelligence indicating that Hitler was 
planning to attack the USSR in a matter of weeks. Chiang’s information on 
“Operation Barbarossa” probably came from Walther Stennes, Chiang’s per-
sonal security adviser. Stennes was in contact with Richard Sorge, the Soviet 
spy in Japan and correspondent for Frankfurter Zeitung in Tokyo who had 
won the complete trust of the German ambassador.155 Sorge visited Chungk-
ing and probably briefed his fellow undercover Soviet spy and German na-
tional, Stennes, on Hitler’s plans. Later, Chiang called in Zhou Enlai to warn 
him—and thus Sta lin—that Germany was going to attack the Soviet  Union. 
In fact, according to Zhou’s report to Molotov, Chiang would strongly insist 
that the attack was going to happen.156 Chiang’s warning would be passed on, 
but as with similar red flags from Sorge, Churchill, and others, Sta lin would 
not believe it.
 As far as Chiang knew, however, he was passing on exclusive information 
that might make a critical difference to the Soviet  Union, the key supporter 
of what he viewed as his long- term enemy, the Chinese Communists. Chiang 
wanted Germany and if possible Japan to invade the USSR, but he did not 
want to see the Soviet  Union destroyed and the Japanese empire established 
in Siberia. In addition, Chiang already understood that if after the war he was 
to defeat or truly absorb the Communist Party, it could only be done if the 
Soviets were willing to give their relations with his regime priority in China.
 Since the Nazi- Soviet Pact, Chiang had suspected that a similar Moscow- 
Tokyo rapprochement was likely, and when on April 13 the Soviet  Union 
and Japan signed a treaty of neutrality, Chiang was not surprised. Over the 
next few days, in meetings with his senior of fi cers, he discussed in an analyti-
cal manner this latest twist in Moscow’s geopolitical relations as well as its 
likely consequences. At one meeting he read out his prescient ten- page analy-
sis. The treaty with Tokyo, he observed, was of course a sig nifi cant victory for 
Sta lin because it lessened the danger of a two- front war for Russia and en-
couraged Japan to reduce its ground strength on the Soviet and Mongolian 
borders. But it also undermined the basis of the Tripartite Alliance by dem-
onstrating to Germany the unreliability of its Japanese ally, and it further en-
couraged the Japanese Navy “to court its own destruction” in the southern 
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seas. Chiang explained to his generals that as a result of the accord signed in 
Moscow, Japan would feel secure enough to transfer six divisions from Man-
churia to other parts of China. But however it used these additional troops, 
Chiang concluded, Japan could not defeat China, and certainly not over the 
next six months. “Within that time frame,” he said with con fi dence, “the sit-
uation in the Pacific will change.” Pearl Harbor was eight months away.
 Meanwhile, Chiang’s analysis went on, Tokyo’s pact with Moscow would 
arouse greater awareness in the United States of Japan’s long- term threat to 
America. Thus Japan’s diplomatic move with the Soviet  Union had in fact 
enhanced China’s military and political prospects. The empire’s march to the 
south, which would start soon, he concluded, would be the beginning of the 
end of Japan as a world power.157 Still, given his knowledge of Hitler’s plans 
to invade the Soviet  Union he thought it possible that the Japanese Army 
would get its way and Tokyo would, after all, allow it to attack a weakened 
USSR. This would be the best possible outcome for China, Chiang thought, 
because America could not permit Japan and Germany to conquer and di-
vide up the Soviet  Union, and a U.S.- Japan war would soon follow with 
China being an important ally of both America and the Soviet  Union. In 
such a case the Soviets would be weakened but in the final victory more be-
holden to the Americans and the Nationalist Chinese. Back in February, he 
had noted in his diary that he hoped the United States would not become 
embroiled in the Asian con flict “prematurely,” that is, “before a war [begins] 
between Japan and the Soviet  Union.” He also passed his intelligence about 
the German invasion plan, Operation Barbarossa, to Ambassador Johnson 
and urged that the United States not take any action that might irritate Ber-
lin and cause Hitler to cancel his imminent betrayal of Sta lin.158 Again he 
passed the thought to Washington that it would be best if the United States 
was not drawn into war with Japan for some time.
 In May, Roosevelt issued a proclamation declaring an unlimited national 
emergency, among other things promising moral and material support for 
both the United Kingdom and China.159 Although the promised military aid 
under Lend- Lease had not yet begun to arrive, Chiang was very pleased. In 
the eyes of the United States, the two wars were now not only linked, they 
were equated. Chiang believed his telegrams to Roosevelt had had an effect. 
For Mao’s part, his pro pa gan da was still calling Roosevelt “a warmonger.”
 When Chiang heard that Hitler’s disciple Rudolph Hess had landed in En-
gland seeking peace between the two countries, he was further convinced 
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that Hitler was on the brink of invading the Soviet  Union.160 On June 18, 
when Chiang read the translation of a Western news ser vice report of a new 
German- Turkish Treaty, he immediately and correctly interpreted the item as 
the final sign that Hitler was covering his flank in preparation for a gargan-
tuan onslaught against Turkey’s neighbor. “There will be no more than a few 
days before Germany attacks the Soviet  Union,” he wrote in his diary.161 Ac-
cording to Comintern documents, Chiang then urgently called in Zhou  
Enlai to tell him that the German attack on the USSR would commence 
on June 21 and he again urged that the CCP warn Sta lin. On June 22, the 
Nazi juggernaut—some 2 million men—surged into Russia. Chiang quickly 
aligned China with the Soviet  Union, broke relations with Berlin and Rome, 
warned Moscow of a possible Japanese attack, proposed a treaty of alliance 
with the USSR, and encouraged America to support the giant, beleaguered 
Communist state, which in the long term he greatly feared.162 This reac-
tion to Hitler’s attack on Communist Russia re flected the high priority that 
Chiang at this time gave to the defeat of Japan.
 The stage was now set for a global civil war to be fought without quarter. 
Grouped on one side were the rational or secular humanist strains of both the 
Western and Chinese enlightenments—the liberal democratic, the pragmatic 
authoritarian, and the Jacobean totalitarian. On the other side were the ultra-
 nationalism, racism, and absolutism of atavistic fascism.
 As the Generalissimo had hoped, the shock of Operation Barbarossa re- 
excited the Imperial Army’s dream of marching to the Urals “to shake hands 
with the Germans.” Japan halted its redeployments out of Manchuria and 
instead concentrated sixteen additional divisions in the region.163 In less than 
two years Moscow had embraced separate accords with the two leading fas-
cist powers, but it now demanded that Communists around the world once 
again make antifascism their overriding concern. On the day of the German 
invasion, the Comintern sent urgent directives to the Chinese Communists 
telling them that now more than ever, their task was “to insist on cooperation 
with the Kuomintang” against the Japanese and to prepare military action 
to destroy Japanese transportation lines in China “should Japan join in the 
attack on the Soviet  Union.” The clear implication of the conditional verb 
form was that these violent actions against the Japanese occupiers in China 
were not to be launched by the CCP unless Japan attacked Russia. But it was 
understood that America was to be encouraged in ev ery way possible to fight 
both fascist enemies, the Germans and the Japanese. In Chinese Communist 
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pro pa gan da, the United States overnight became a positive force in world af-
fairs. The Liberation Army Daily called Roosevelt, the former “warmonger,” 
an “enlightened bourgeoisie politician.”164

The summer of 1941 in Chungking was, as usual, blistering and sticky. Hu-
man waste thrown out of the city’s caves and mat huts into open sewers added 
a stench that hung over the wreck of the city. Having devastated the town in 
the summers of 1939 and 1940, the Japanese bombers returned with the sea-
sonally clear skies, sometimes 150 of them in a single day. A vast system of 
airplane spotters spread out one hundred miles around the city used crank- 
powered transmitters and a simple code to give ample warning of the ap-
proach of Japanese planes.165 But once over their target the bombers, unop-
posed in the air or from the ground, rained down explosives on what remained 
of the city, sometimes for two or three hours. There was no ef fi cient fire- 
fight ing establishment in Chungking, and fires simply burned themselves 
out. Electric lines were more or less permanently down. Most structures from 
the old days were heaps of stone—any surviving timber had already been 
carted off. But the Chinese people persevered—buses ran on alcohol made 
from potatoes and urine, and simple shops blown up one day would be re-
built the next with planks of salvaged wood.166

 Despite malnutrition in numerous areas, through 1941 there was no mass 
starvation in Sichuan nor in most of the other provinces that were entirely or 
partly under central government control. Grain, salt, and other food prod-
ucts were transported hundreds of miles around and sometimes through Jap-
anese lines to government- controlled zones, including Chungking. In fact, 
despite the immense disruption and combat here and there, Free China con-
tinued to function. The Nationalists maintained agricultural production by 
making bank loans to farmers, distributing new seed va ri e ties, settling refu-
gee populations on fallow land, managing irrigation canals, protecting trans-
port networks, and breeding draft animals. The result was that “until 1941 
agricultural production in Nationalist China was adequate . . . and average 
calorie intakes . . . [were] at the same level as before the war.” To hold down 
in fla tion, the regime reduced government salaries and increased taxes on both 
earned income and wealth. At the end of 1941, four- and- a- half years after 
the war had begun, average prices in Free China were twenty times higher 
than before the war, a high fig ure but low considering the extraordinary cir-
cumstances, and a rate to which the mostly subsistence society could adjust.167 
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All this could not likely have been accomplished by a wartime bureaucracy 
that was fundamentally dishonest or unskilled, an unnuanced characteriza-
tion that General Joseph Stilwell and other Americans, including journalists, 
would within a year be reporting back home.168

In mid- July, an American scholar named Owen Lattimore flew into the 
Chungking airport, which was situated on an island in the Yangtze below the 
city cliffs. Lattimore was a specialist on China’s minority regions and a for-
mer editor of Pacific Affairs. Lauchlin Currie had recommended him to 
Chiang Kai- shek as a personal American adviser with a direct link to the 
White House. Lattimore was to be a private employee of the Chinese gov-
ernment and would have no of fi cial relationship with the American embassy 
in Chungking—the arrangement sought by Chiang, who already did not 
trust the State Department in Washington or the Foreign Service of fi cers in 
China.169

 Lattimore came to know his employer quite well. One reason was that he 
had been brought to China as a baby and his longtime nurse spoke Chinese 
with a Ningbo accent like Chiang, thus he did also. Much later, Lattimore 
became a strong critic of the Nationalist government, so his positive views 
of Chiang Kai- shek in his postwar memoirs seem especially credible.170 He 
considered Chiang a “genuine patriot,” “highly nationalistic,” and “a great 
man” who was “sometimes . . . more far- sighted than either Roosevelt or 
Churchill.” For example, in the early days of Operation Barbarossa, as the 
German Army was rolling through European Russia, Chiang con fi dently told 
Lattimore that the Soviets would rally and eventually defeat the Germans. He 
understood the strength of continental- size countries. He also said Japan was 
bogged down in China and needed a victory of some kind; thus they would 
attack the colonial territories to the south and soon “create a diversion in the 
Pacific” that would get them into “serious con flict with the Great powers.”171 
While Lattimore admired Chiang, he did not take to his taciturn personal-
ity. By contrast, like most Americans, he “very much” connected with Zhou 
Enlai.172

At the end of July, Japan took over South Vietnam, and the United States or-
dered both the freezing of Japanese assets and an informal but effective U.S. 
embargo of oil shipments to Japan. Two days before, Roosevelt had given the 
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final authorization for the volunteer air group the Flying Tigers (to be com-
manded by Claire Chennault) to begin operations in China with five hun-
dred aircraft. In August Roosevelt and Churchill met in Newfoundland and 
issued the Atlantic Charter, a reaf fir ma tion of Wilsonian internationalism 
and a joint commitment to “the final destruction of Nazi tyranny.” Chiang 
and most other observers interpreted the phrase “Nazi tyranny” to include 
the Japanese.173

 At the same time, Chiang was suspicious that the ongoing high- level U.S- 
Japanese talks to resolve the two nations’ differences might “sell China down 
the river.” A counterbalance to this fear was the knowledge that Chungking, 
London, and Moscow all had a common interest in an increasingly tough 
American stance toward Japan, and of course in what this would lead to—an 
American war with Japan and then with Germany. Chiang kept in close 
touch with Churchill and in the autumn of 1941 “a little entente” developed 
between China and the United Kingdom with this goal in mind.174 In early 
November, Chiang predicted that the U.S- Japan con flict could begin in 
“mid- December.”175 To relieve any Japanese worries about its western flank, 
Sta lin assured Tokyo that the USSR intended to abide by its neutrality 
pact.176

 In late summer the Japanese Imperial Navy won approval to plan a carrier 
attack against the U.S. fleet at Pearl Harbor. The intent, as with the all- out 
war on China in 1937, was to in flict an initial devastating blow that would 
set the stage for an eventual negotiated settlement on Japanese terms. At the 
same time, Japan would secure its empire in Southeast Asia and the Western 
Pacific, and further isolate China from foreign assistance. Prime Minister Ko-
noe thought the plan was rash, but the military was against him. In mid- 
October he resigned and General Hideki Tojo took over the government.177

 Probably warned by Mayling and T.V. of the likelihood of a wider war, 
Ch’ing- ling left Hong Kong and took up residence in Chungking. Soon she 
and her sister appeared together, visiting bombed out areas and comforting 
the injured. Meanwhile, the thirty- one- year- old Chiang Ching- kuo and his 
father exchanged their diaries for the other to read. Ching- kuo, by this time, 
was receiving high praise even from American journalists and diplomats for 
his effective work and strong but unassuming leadership as a regional admin-
istrator in southern Jiangxi. “The people adore you,” his father wrote. Ching-
 kuo’s stepbrother Wei- kuo, meanwhile, was developing his military career. 
He had taken part in the  union of Austria and Germany (the Anschluss) as a 
German sergeant- cadet. He graduated in 1939 just before the outbreak of 



The Long War Begins 187

war, then spent a year at the U.S. Army’s armored force center at Fort Knox. 
The Generalissimo had kept Wei- kuo’s existence hidden from Mayling for 
thirteen years, but once he acknowledged him, she quickly came to enjoy 
her suave, handsome, En glish- speaking stepson, who was a second lieutenant 
in an army unit deployed against the Japanese along the Yellow River near 
Xi’an.178

 In the fall, battles raged again in Hunan and at Yichang at the bottom of 
the Three Gorges. The Chinese again did not flee but lost tens of thousands 
of men, while the Japanese casualties were high enough to give the General 
Staff in Tokyo another rationale for a war with the Western powers—only a 
Japanese defeat of America, they now believed, could persuade Chiang Kai- 
shek’s government to end its resistance war with Japan.179

 Chiang kept up a flow of messages not only to Roosevelt but also to Navy 
Secretary Frank Knox and Army Secretary Henry Stimson. He learned that 
to buy time for their war preparations, the Americans were thinking of soft-
ening their requirements for an end to the sanctions recently imposed against 
Japan. A critical round of negotiations with the Japanese was scheduled to be 
held in Washington in December. Chiang was greatly alarmed, and imme-
diately sent Hull, Currie, Knox, and Stimson urgent messages warning that 
“any relaxation of American sanctions against Japan would bring about a col-
lapse of the resistance in China.” Chiang also informed Churchill of his 
warning to Washington, and the British leader immediately cabled Roosevelt, 
supporting the Chinese stance. Roosevelt decided not to submit the watered-
 down proposal in the negotiations, and Secretary Hull in a November 26 
note to the Japanese repeated the previous American stance—Japan should 
withdraw from China, including Manchuria. Chiang felt his grave warning 
had “saved the situation at the last moment.” Threatening the end of China’s 
resistance had also worked with the Soviets, and in the coming years he would 
repeatedly employ the same tactic. As he wrote about this instance, “It takes a 
true crisis to produce good thinking and action . . . Sometimes, in life, trou-
ble is an excellent tonic.”180

 Owen Lattimore had been in China less than six months, but he was suf-
fering from a persistent case of dysentery, and in early December decided to 
return to the United States for treatment. Chiang, however, warned him that 
“the situation is uncertain. As you have to fly down to Hong Kong to fly 
across the Pacific, it is better to wait for a while before you start.” Lattimore 
later learned that Chiang’s intelligence agents in Southeast Asia had reported 
that heavy smoke was coming out of the chimneys and incinerators of Japa-
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nese consulates in Singapore and other cities in Southeast Asia. The conclu-
sion was that secret documents were being burned in expectation of war.181

It was one o’clock in the morning on December 8 in Chungking (on the 
other side of the International Date Line from Hawaii) when an aide woke 
the Generalissimo with the news that Japanese carrier planes had attacked 
Pearl Harbor. Chiang told the of fi cer to call a special meeting of the KMT 
Central Standing Committee, then he dictated a letter to President Roosevelt 
that Mayling translated into evocative En glish: “To our new common battle 
we offer all we are and all we have, to stand with you until the Pacific and the 
world are free from the curse of brute force and endless perfidy.”182

 Seven hours later, at 8:00 a.m., Chiang entered the conference room in his 
unadorned Pershing uniform and all present stood. He looked impassive, and 
in his customary style he asked those present, including Lattimore, to give 
their opinions. Lattimore stressed that the United States would overcome the 
losses at Pearl Harbor and prosecute the war with vigor. The Generalissimo, 
Lattimore believed, was “not exactly pleased” that the Pacific War had started 
before the United States had much time to prepare. But more likely, Chiang 
was upset because the raid on Pearl Harbor virtually ended any chance that 
Japan would attack Russia. In any event, Chiang’s political analysis had 
proven correct and his diplomacy successful. The powerful United States of 
America was at last of fi cially an ally of China and had joined in the great war 
against Japan.183

 Chiang told the meeting that he was going to propose that China, the 
United States, Britain, and the USSR all declare war on Germany, Italy, and 
Japan and pledge no separate peace until victory. Bringing the Soviet  Union 
into the struggle against Japan, he told the group, was of special importance. 
After the meeting, Chiang read Roosevelt’s reply to his message, which pre-
dicted complete victory and proclaimed, “I take great pride in my country’s 
association with you and the great nation which you lead.”184

 Chiang’s initial military operation after Pearl Harbor was an offensive 
one—the first for the Allies in the new Pacific War. He ordered the short, 
soft- spoken, but tough Xue Yue to send troops from his Ninth War Zone, 
both Central Army and Guangdong provincial divisions, toward Canton to 
relieve pressure on the British defenders of Hong Kong. General Okamura 
dispatched 60,000 Japanese troops to divert and if possible annihilate the 
Chinese force, but with the rapid fall of Hong Kong on Christmas Day, he 
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decided instead to seize and destroy Changsha. For the third time, bloody 
battles raged around the Hunan cap ital. Xue received the usual stream of calls 
from the Generalissimo with unwelcome tactical orders, and at one point he 
withdrew to where he could no  longer receive them. Xue surrounded the 
Japanese who had occupied Changsha and when they retreated, he attacked, 
in flicting—by his account—tens of thousands of casualties. Whatever the 
number of wounded and killed, the Japanese advance and then early retreat 
allowed Chiang to claim a major success. After the shocking string of Japa-
nese triumphs against the Allies, the “Changsha victory” cheered the British 
and Americans as well as the Chinese. It also seemed to underscore the im-
portant role that China could play in the Pacific War.185

 Chiang’s jumble of armies was keeping occupied thirty- six Japanese divi-
sions and some forty- four mixed brigades including those in Manchuria, or 
about 1.3 million men all together. This was almost 67 percent of the Japa-
nese Army at that time and the Allies wanted to see that they remained tied 
up.186 After Pearl Harbor, Tokyo transferred nine divisions from China to the 
various Pacific and Southeast Asian fronts.187 But a million or so Japanese 
soldiers and airmen remained in China, including Manchuria. Since the 
prospect of the Soviets attacking the Japanese in Manchuria or elsewhere was 
nil, there was no other force than the Chinese Army, which included the 
Communists, keeping them in the Northeast. Chiang noted ironically in his 
diary that America and Britain had so far lost ev ery battle in the Pacific, a re-
cord that, he thought, should remind them how heroically the poorly armed 
Chinese soldiers had fought since 1937. China’s international prestige and 
position, he believed, were at unprecedented levels.188

Like the Allies, Tokyo saw that the Burma Road was a major strategic asset 
for the Allied cause. Consequently, on December 12, the Japanese 15th Army 
began moving up the Kra Peninsula toward Rangoon whose port was the in-
dispensable starting point of supplies heading up the railway to Lashio and 
the Burma Road. On the first day of the new war, Chiang told the British 
that he was prepared to send 80,000 of his best troops—his remaining 
German- trained divisions—to Burma and, even more impressively, to put 
them under British command. He also offered to commit all of his remaining 
heavy motorized artillery to the campaign. Chiang was determined to do his 
part in the Allied cause.
 At this time, the Flying Tigers—of fi cially the Chinese Air Force’s Ameri-
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can Volunteer Group—consisted of only seventy- five or so ser viceable P- 40s 
recently received from the United States. All the pilots were American, but it 
was a Chinese outfit, paid for in cash by the Chinese government. Its planes 
were virtually all Chiang had in the way of attack aircraft, but although 
Chungking was being bombed daily, he assigned all of the Flying Tigers to 
the defense of Imperial Britain’s colony of Burma.189 This was another im-
pressive commitment to the cause, which was going badly ev erywhere else. 
Even so, within a few months some American of fi cials would be saying that 
Chiang Kai- shek was determined to do as little as possible in fight ing the 
Japanese.
 The British, meanwhile, were not anxious to have the forces of an anti- 
imperialist Asian power like China saving one of its Asian colonies. When 
one- eyed field marshal Sir Archibald Wavell, whom Churchill had relieved of 
command in Egypt and sent to India, arrived in Chungking, he told Chiang 
that he could accept only one Chinese division. According to Owen Latti-
more, who was present and recorded the Generalissimo’s words, Chiang was 
infuriated and lashed out at Wavell: “You and your people have no idea how 
to fight the Japanese. Resisting the Japanese is not like suppressing colonial 
rebellions, not like colonial wars. The Japanese are a serious great power . . . 
Fighting against them for many years, we Chinese are the ones who know 
how to do it. For this kind of job, you British are incompetent, and you 
should learn from the Chinese how to fight against the Japanese.”190 The Brit-
ish never did care for the Generalissimo, nor he for them, but ethnic enmity 
aside, Chiang was right—the road- bound British forces in Burma were no 
match for the Japanese Army’s vanguard force—jungle- trained, light infantry 
often traveling on bicycles and using pack animals. In a message to Roosevelt, 
Chiang also warned that, unlike the Chinese, the colonized Burmese were 
not united in resisting the Japanese but might cooperate with them. He said 
it was time for the British to change their attitude and declare that their colo-
nies would all enjoy self- determination after the war. He asked the President 
to forward these “humble thoughts” to Churchill.191

 Chiang’s anger at Wavell and his concern about British competence or per-
severance, did not, however, affect his support for their rapidly deteriorating 
Allied military position in Burma. For ten weeks over the skies of Rangoon, 
thirty or so Flying Tiger pilots claimed to have shot down 217 Japanese planes 
and probably destroyed forty- three more. Even if the real “kills” were half 
those reported by the excited pilots, who had never been in combat, it was a 
stirring performance.192
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 Wavell soon realized how much he needed the Chinese and urgently called 
for help. In response, Chiang immediately ordered the Fifth, Sixth, and 66th 
armies to begin moving. With their unique advantage in the Chinese Army 
of ac tually possessing trucks, within weeks they were deployed 150 miles 
north of Rangoon near a town called Toungoo.
 Meanwhile, on New Year’s Eve Roosevelt cabled Chiang to say that he had 
already won the agreement of the Western Allies to nominate him as supreme 
Allied commander of the China Theater. Chiang thanked Roosevelt for the 
nomination and asked him to select a competent and high- ranking American 
general to be the China Theater chief of staff. This person, Chiang said, need 
not be a seasoned Asia or China expert, provided he had “a passion for the 
job, a good personality, and ability.” Chiang proposed that the American 
 appointed to the job would have “executive control” over Chinese units in 
Burma. But he also stressed that this of fi cer would report to him.193 The U.S. 
Army chief of staff, George C. Marshall, recommended for the job his closest 
friend in the U.S. Army, Joseph W. Stilwell.

Stilwell had become a lieutenant general and division commander in 1940 
and had then suddenly vaulted up to corps commander the next year. By 
Pearl Harbor—six months later—he had been named the best corps leader in 
the U.S. Army.194 In a meeting with Stimson, Stilwell said the success of the 
mission depended on whether Chiang Kai- shek would turn over any part of 
his army to American command. Stimson assured him that Chiang himself 
had proposed doing so. Two days later in a meeting with Marshall, Stilwell 
said the chances of success in China were good if, as he put it in cap ital letters 
in his diary, he were given “command.”195

 Stilwell, a Chinese speaker and West Point graduate who had served in 
China in the 1920s and 1930s, was also considered the most informed China 
specialist in the U.S. military. “Vinegar Joe,” as he had come to be known, 
was a thin of fi cer with a sharp nose and a tart tongue. Despite his small, 
boney frame—similar to that of the Generalissimo—he was a tough, aggres-
sive of fi cer who prided himself on unvarnished opinions. Like the Generalis-
simo, he was a man of action who believed that willpower and human energy 
drove the universe.
 Among Western journalists and his military colleagues Stilwell’s attitude 
was refreshing, but it would also lead him to flagrantly oversimplify complex 
problems and underestimate the subtleties of personalities like Chiang Kai- 
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shek and Mao Zedong. He could be warm- hearted and generous but in judg-
ing others “his sentiments were harsh” and often spiteful.196

 Despite his conservative political views, Stilwell—like many American ob-
servers heavily in flu enced by Edgar Snow, Harold Isaacs, and other writers 
sympathetic to the Chinese Communists—came to believe that Mao and his 
followers wanted only “land ownership under reasonable conditions.” He 
also felt con fi dent that “it was not in the nature of Chinese to be Commu-
nists” and thus the CCP was not really a Marxist- Leninist party. By contrast, 
Stilwell saw Chiang Kai- shek as a cruel and unthinking dictator who “changed 
nothing”—a holder with no goal but to hold.197 Back in 1937, before the war 
with Japan broke out, it was clear that in the middle of a Great Depression 
and beset with costly internal wars Chiang had devoted substantial energy 
and resources to building up a modern armed force and defense industry 
with German equipment, training, and weapons—all paid for by China—
and had taken other mea sures, such as banning construction of new factories 
in the coastal areas, to prepare for the coming war. Yet Stilwell as the U.S. 
Army attaché in China at that time reported that in terms of preparing for 
the inevitable con flict, Chiang had “no intention of doing a thing or else he is 
utterly ignorant of what it means to get ready for a fight with a first class 
power.” In Stilwell’s mind, Chiang had no values; no skills in government or 
generalship; no real interest in the modernization and welfare of China ex-
cept to the extent it increased his power; no human qualities worth noting 
such as patriotism, bravery, loyalty, or a sense of duty and honor; and no valid 
intellectual or cultural interests.198 For Stilwell, life was categorical, nuances 
nonexistent.
 When informed of the candidate to be Chiang’s American chief of staff, 
T. V. Soong, who had gone to Washington as Chiang’s personal representa-
tive and head of China’s military procurement of fice, reported to Chiang that 
Stilwell was a highly regarded of fi cer. Chiang replied that Stilwell “was most 
welcome.” Washington had proposed that the general serve not only as the 
chief of staff of Chiang’s China Theater, but also as commander of Ameri-
can forces in the China- Burma- India theaters and supervisor of Lend- Lease 
matériel for China. Chiang told T.V. that this could create problems if, as 
seemed likely, differences arose between the two governments regarding pros-
ecution of the war. Still Chiang agreed, emphasizing that the senior American 
military representative in China in all his capacities “must listen” (ting hua) to 
him, the Supreme Commander. In Chinese, “listen to my words” means em-
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phatically “follow or obey what I say,” and Soong stressed to Stimson that 
Stilwell “must be under the command of the Generalissimo.”199

 At the beginning of the year, Chiang observed that at last China was ac-
cepted as one of the four powers. For fear of leaks, China was not allowed to 
par tic i pate in the Allied Combined Chiefs of Staff, but other gestures were 
meant to assure Chiang of the importance that the United States attached to 
China’s strategic role. At Chiang’s instructions, T.V. requested and obtained a 
$500 million U.S. loan, the largest portion of which was used to back dollar-
 denominated securities sold to the public for fabi. Unfortunately the program 
did little to curb in fla tion; instead it enriched a number of the well- to- do and 
even some Americans in China.200
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5

Chiang and His American Allies

At the end of 1941, only US$26 million had been shipped of the U.S. 
pledged US$145 million in Lend- Lease arms, supplies, and equipment (not 
counting a hundred P- 40s sent to the Flying Tigers) that had been promised 
before Pearl Harbor. Much of this was piling up on the docks of Rangoon 
waiting to be sent north by train to Lashio and the beginning point of the 
Burma Road.1 Even with the extensive pilfering that occurred over the 715 
miles to Yunnan, at the time of Pearl Harbor, 20,000 tons a month were be-
ing delivered to their destination.2

 Chiang assumed the Japanese troops would probably close the road, so his 
attention and concern were increasingly drawn to India. Without the Burma 
Road, the air route over the Himalayas from India would be China’s only 
outlet to the world except for the uncertain journey to and through besieged 
Russia and then down through Mongolia and Xinjiang.3 Alternatively, a road 
could possibly be cut across the mountains of northern Burma from North-
east India. But Mahatma Gandhi’s Congress Party, while opposing Japanese 
aggression, would not support the British war effort, and radical nationalists 
in India even welcomed the prospect of “liberation” by Japan. Chiang wanted 
personally to urge Gandhi and his fellow Congress Party leader Jawaharlal 
Nehru to cooperate in the common cause against fascism or at least not to 
undermine the British fight against the Japanese. So during the critical open-
ing phase of the Pacific War, the China Theater Supreme Commander took 
off for India. No one else in the Allied camp saw this as an important task or 
had the anti- imperialist credentials to make its undertaking feasible.
 On February 4, accompanied by Mayling, Chiang stopped over in Lashio. 
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There he and his wife had a midnight meeting with General Hutton, the 
commander of the British forces in Burma. With Mayling translating, Chiang 
reiterated his willingness to place the Chinese troops just arriving in northern 
Burma under British command. But he soon changed his mind, after learn-
ing from Hutton that the British forces in Burma were on the “brink of di sas-
ter.” The 17th Indian Division, trying to retreat over the Sitang River, had 
been cut off and lost half its men, and the way to Rangoon was now opened 
to the Japanese. The Generalissimo at this point lost faith in the ability of the 
British to defend Burma. He decided he did not want his best ground troops 
to become involved in “needless and wasteful combat.”4

 Chiang arrived in New Delhi on February 8. Churchill, the inveterate im-
perialist, was furious that the leader of China, while on an of fi cial visit to the 
“King- Emperor’s India,” would dare to propose a meeting with “near rebels” 
like Gandhi. The British ambassador in Chungking, Archibald Clark- Kerr, 
informed Churchill that Chiang Kai- shek genuinely believed that his per-
sonal in flu ence on the two Congress Party leaders would serve the Allied 
cause, saying he (Clark- Kerr) had “completest con fi dence both in Chiang’s 
decency and his discretion.” But Churchill adamantly refused to allow Chiang 
to travel to Gandhi’s home at Wardha, and Gandhi would not be persuaded 
to come to the Raj cap ital of New Delhi. Eventually, Chiang and Gandhi met 
on February 18 at a meditation center outside Calcutta. Both men were lead-
ing anti- imperialist revolutionaries and had much in common—with Soong 
Mayling translating, they talked for five hours.5

 When Chiang told Gandhi it was critical that India continue to be a part 
of the Allied war effort, the wizened leader said he empathized with China 
and would not obstruct the resistance against Japan. Some months later, 
Gandhi sent a handwritten note to Chiang saying, “I consider the five hours 
of frank, sincere discussion that we had at Calcutta as the most satisfying 
and unforgettable experience in my life.” Gandhi explained that nonviolent 
struggle against the British would go on, but he could “guarantee that all 
[his] actions [would] be so calculated so as to avoid bene fiting Japan in its ag-
gressions against China.”6 Chiang had made an important diplomatic contri-
bution to the Allied cause—although one unappreciated by Churchill.
 When he returned to Chungking, Chiang sent another radiogram to 
Roose velt regarding the need for Britain and Holland to copy the American 
example in the Philippines and unequivocally promise full in de pen dence to 
all their colonies. This, Chiang said, was the only way to assure the true loy-
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alty of colonial peoples to the Allied cause. In this message, he quoted at 
length from his conversation with “an Indian friend” (Gandhi).7 Roosevelt 
passed the message on to Churchill, who was not pleased.
 On February 27, accompanied by his son Ching- kuo, Chiang and Ma-
dame flew back to Lashio in Burma to meet again with General Hutton. To 
Chiang, the British of fi cers acted as if Burma was lost and seemed ready to 
retreat toward India. Less than a week later, Rangoon fell and this further 
destroyed what was left of the Generalissimo’s belief in the wisdom of his 
army making a major stand in Burma. The next day, General Stilwell, on his 
way to Chungking from Calcutta, stopped over briefly at Lashio and received 
a “cordial welcome” from Chiang. As he looked on, the Generalissimo, in his 
usual “clipped staccato voice,” told his Fifth and Sixth Army senior of fi cers 
that they would in the future take orders only from General Stilwell. The 
general, pleased, flew on to China.8

 Immediately after the Chiangs returned to Chungking, they had their first 
formal discussion with the new China Theater chief of staff. After asking 
Stilwell to describe his responsibilities in China as he saw them, Chiang noted 
that the general did not mention this position. “Are you my Chief of Staff or 

Worried that the likely fall of Rangoon would leave India as the sole Western supply base for 
China, Chiang and his wife visit Mahatma Gandhi in January 1942 and successfully urge 
him not to oppose the British war effort. Courtesy KMT Party History Institute.
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not?” Chiang asked. Stilwell replied, “Yes, I am your Excellency’s Chief of 
Staff and directly under your command.” Getting to the immediate question 
of Burma, Chiang said he was fed up with British unwillingness to fight and 
was very suspicious of their motives, but the Chinese troops in Burma and on 
the border were waiting Stilwell’s direction. Stilwell was rather amazed that 
Chiang had ac tually given him clear command of China’s best armies.9

 On March 9, the Generalissimo and Madame held a dinner in honor of 
Stilwell. Among the guests were air commander Claire Chennault and the 
two Guangxi generals Bai Chongxi and Li Zongren, who seemed to Stilwell 
to be “good eggs.” After dinner, during a two- hour discussion on the overall 
strategy for Burma, Chiang put forward a plan that focused on falling back to 
Mandalay. Stilwell agreed they had to hold Mandalay but stressed that “above 
all we want Rangoon.” He proposed taking the offensive in the Sittang Valley 
north of Rangoon, cutting off the Japanese in the south, splitting the enemy 
forces, and retaking the cap ital. Chiang thought Stilwell’s idea exceedingly 
risky, but the general’s élan impressed him, and he did not directly reject the 
goal of taking back Rangoon and thus opening up the port and railway that 
fed the Burma Road. Instead, to show his con fi dence in Stilwell, he said he 

The Chiangs and General Joseph Stilwell in Burma at their first meeting. It marked the 
beginning of what was to be a very brief honeymoon between the Generalissimo and 
“Vinegar Joe.” Courtesy KMT Party History Institute.
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was going to radio Roosevelt that very night and ask him to tell Churchill 
that Stilwell must have overall command in Burma, including over British 
troops—or else the Chinese forces would leave.10

 It was a glorious start to their critical relationship. Soong Mayling was 
“bubbling over with good spirits.” She took both Stilwell and Chennault by 
the arm and led them onto a terrace where the three of them strolled and 
talked. She said she was happy that at last China had “the help of two Ameri-
can military leaders.” Stilwell found Soong Mayling conniving, but he liked 
her. He saw her as “direct, forceful, energetic, loves power, eats up publicity 
and flattery . . . can turn on charm at will . . . [potentially] an important ally 
[with] great in flu ence on her husband mostly along the right lines.” Before 
going to bed, Chiang cabled T. V. Soong to approach Roosevelt as soon as 
possible with the request that he push for Stilwell to take over command of 
British troops in Burma in addition to the Chinese armies.11

 When Stilwell called on Chiang the next day, the Generalissimo was still 
in an exceptionally good mood. He gave a long and calm lecture to his new 
chief of staff about the importance of understanding the temperament and 
limitations of the Chinese soldier. The standard Chinese division in 1942 
had a strength of from 7,000 to 9,000 men, but the rifle power of a Chinese 
division at full strength rarely exceeded 3,000, with the addition of a couple 
of hundred light machine guns, thirty to forty medium machine guns, and a 
few three- inch mortars. There were no artillery units attached to the average 
division except for a few antitank guns of small caliber. Each division pos-
sessed meager signals personnel, a staff car or two, maybe a half- dozen trucks, 
and a couple of hundred shaggy, ill- kept ponies. The equipment, weapons, 
and ammunition all came from a va ri ety of sources and parts were not inter-
changeable. Generally half the men were undernourished, and there was one 
doctor for ev ery few thousand men. Many died from disease.12

Chiang then turned to the critical operational question at hand—Burma. 
Chiang had had some second thoughts about the previous evening’s discus-
sion. In particular, he returned to his view that Rangoon was lost and it would 
be very risky to try to recover it at this time, given Japan’s superior capabilities 
in the air, at sea, and probably on land. A full transcript of this meeting was 
sent to Soong in Washington. Following is an abridged version of part of 
Chiang’s remarks on this subject to the general, who listened politely:
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The Japanese command of the air and the sea and its possession of tanks 
and artillery make recovery of Rangoon very dif fi cult. The 5th and 6th 
armies are the cream of the Chinese Army. Their loss would have a grave 
effect. Thus it is critical that these armies not be defeated . . . The best 
strategy in Burma is to hold an east- west line at Mandalay. The Chinese 
armies should deploy on the outskirts of Mandalay and wait for the 
Japanese to attack the British forces there. The Chinese might then 
make a thrust toward the enemy. But going on the offensive should not 
be a guiding principle so far as Burma is concerned.13

 Stilwell listened respectfully, then told Chiang, “I wish to thank you most 
gratefully for this frank talk. You can rest assured that I attach the greatest 
importance to what you have told me. I realize the necessity for me to know 
and understand Chinese psychology. You are very generous in giving me 
command of the Chinese troops in Burma . . . I will do my best to carry out 
your orders.” Nevertheless, after the meeting, Stilwell wrote in his diary that 
his plans remained the same: “to work toward the recapture of Rangoon: and 
only if this failed to fall back to Mandalay.”14

 Stilwell wanted to resist the Japanese at Toungoo, 150 miles north of Ran-
goon, and follow up with an all- out counteroffensive to retake Rangoon. As 
he and Chiang debated tactics, strategy, and the correlation of forces, it soon 
became clear that profound differences separated them. Stilwell, who since 
his early tour in China had disliked Chiang, began in his diary and in the 
company of other Americans to refer openly to him as “Peanut.” Chiang, for 
his part, was put off by the American’s cocky manner as well as what Chiang 
increasingly saw as reckless overcon fi dence. Stilwell, who had been on the 
scene only two weeks, was already vigorously challenging the Generalissimo’s 
judgment and pressing his own views on how to deploy China’s two best 
armies.
 Meanwhile, Roosevelt was reluctant to push Churchill on the command 
issue in Burma, which after all was a British colony. After a visit to Chungk-
ing by General Sir Harold Alexander, Chiang agreed that Sir Harold would 
be in overall command of the Burma campaign, and Madame sent a note to 
Stilwell informing him of this decision. It was an unusual way of passing sen-
sitive information on matters of state, but one that re flected her strong desire 
to establish a special relationship with the American.15

 General Wavell had already reported to Alexander his grave doubts that he 
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could hold Burma. Chiang also worried that the enemy was far stronger than 
Stilwell thought. Japanese troop strength in southern Burma and neighbor-
ing Thailand, he thought, had in fact doubled. The Japanese had almost five 
hundred war planes in the Rangoon area, while the Flying Tigers were down 
to just forty- two ser viceable aircraft. Moreover, the Imperial Japanese Navy 
now controlled the entire Bay of Bengal.16 Given the clear Japanese air and 
sea superiority and the hasty British retreats so far, a defensive strategy at this 
time seemed to make sense. But Stilwell was determined to go on the of-
fensive.

As the days passed, Chiang became so worried about Stilwell’s lack of experi-
ence and his temperament that he could not sleep at night. He was risking his 
best armies with a man he had quickly come not to trust, someone who had 
never ac tually led troops in combat or planned and executed a real multidivi-
sional battle.17 Stilwell seemed to Chiang oblivious to the very real danger of 
being trapped. Soong Mayling, displaying her own predilection for the of-
fensive, privately told the American to “keep up” what he was doing, and 
Chiang reluctantly agreed that when the fight ing started, Stilwell would be 
free to act.18 It was a gamble he felt he had to take to demonstrate to Roosevelt 
his commitment to playing a major, cooperative role in the war.
 On March 19, at Toungoo, the Japanese attacked the 200th Division, the 
Chinese Army’s only unit that could move entirely by truck. The battle raged 
for twelve days, and by all accounts the Chinese- trained soldiers fought gal-
lantly. Stilwell arrived at the front on March 22 and took over direct com-
mand.19 On March 30, the 200th Division, clearly overpowered and out-
numbered, retreated intact from the virtually surrounded town, while the 
British and Indian troops on the right flank fell back up the Irrawaddy Valley. 
At one point, General Du Yuming, commander of the Fifth Army, giving 
various excuses, ignored Stilwell’s orders to attack a Japanese regiment with 
five of his own regiments. Later Du Yuming reported his version of events, 
explaining that on one occasion he had declined to attack a town because of 
the presence of civilians.
 As was his wont, during the engagement the Generalissimo issued direct 
orders or “suggestions” to divisional commanders. Stilwell blamed the initial 
setback on this “meddling” and flew back to Chungking. The next day he 
stormed into Chiang’s of fice where he “threw the raw meat on the floor” and 
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charged that the Chinese commanders were not obeying his orders.20 He had 
no con fi dence in these of fi cers, he said, and wanted to be relieved. Chiang 
appeared shocked and promised to rectify the situation. In his diary, Stilwell 
confided that the disrespect and disobedience he had encountered among the 
Chinese commanders originated at “the highest quarters.” Still he admitted 
that “in justice to all of them, it is expecting a great deal to have them turn 
over a couple of armies in a vital area to a goddamn foreigner that they  don’t 
know and in whom they can’t have much con fi dence.”21 He was never to 
document such an insight again.
 Meanwhile, Chiang was also surprised that until that day Stilwell had not 
sent him any reports on the military action in Burma and had left his com-
mand to come to Chungking “just because a division commander would  
not follow orders to attack a Burmese town.” Further Chinese sac ri fices in 
Burma, Chiang wrote, would not likely contribute to the war effort, but since 
China was a member of the Alliance, he could “only proceed with all the 
plans and wait for a change in the general situation.”22

 Chiang and his wife discussed how to handle Stilwell. Mayling still thought 
he was a capable military leader. His directness and earthiness were to her 
simply exaggerated forms of the typical American temperament, which she 
found endearing. She recognized from the start that there was a powerful 
personality difference between her husband and the American. But her high-
est priority was to maintain good relations between the Generalissimo and 
Roosevelt, and she thought that whatever one made of General Stilwell, it 
was necessary to bend over backward to make the relationship work. He was 
Roosevelt’s man in China, and ev ery thing hinged on the tie with the United 
States. “In the scheme of things,” she told her husband, their problems with 
Stilwell were “relatively small.”23 She urged “Kai” to be conciliatory and he 
accepted the advice.
 The next day, Stilwell met again with the Chiangs at Yellow Mountain, 
their villa outside Chungking. Chiang told Stilwell that Lieutenant General 
Luo Zhuoying would be sent to Burma as Stilwell’s executive. Henceforth, 
Stilwell would give his orders to Luo, who would send them on to the Chi-
nese army commanders. In addition, the Generalissimo said he would travel 
to Burma to inform his generals in person that Stilwell was their superior 
and had full authority. Following the meeting, Stilwell was again optimistic. 
He liked General Luo. And although he saw Chiang as “not mentally sta-
ble” and surrounded by sycophants and parasites, he wrote that nevertheless 
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the Generalissimo “is determined and forceful, and wants to get on with 
the war.”24

Stilwell returned to the front on April 5. On the plane with him were the 
Generalissimo, Soong Mayling, and Henry Luce, publisher of the Time- Life 
Company. At Lashio, the party was informed that the Chinese and British 
forces had withdrawn from Toungoo, the British were retreating up the Ir-
rawaddy Valley, and the Chinese were pulling back through the Sitang Valley. 
Stilwell proposed to draw the Japanese into a trap at a town called Pyinmana 
where he would launch a major counterattack. If the plan failed, the Allies 
would fall back to Mandalay. Chiang told Du Yuming “in plain words” that 
Stilwell was the boss and had full powers to promote, relieve, and punish any 
of fi cer in the Chinese Expeditionary Force. Chiang, Stilwell, and the senior 
Chinese generals, Luo and Du, then set about planning the “decisive engage-
ment” that Stilwell advocated. Chiang gave Stilwell his own plan of opera-
tions—“the usual crap,” Stilwell thought, “but not so bad.” Stilwell also re-
viewed the troops and called them “a fine- looking lot of soldiers.”25

 The Fifth Army had withdrawn to a site selected by Stilwell near Pyin-
mana, and in keeping with Stilwell’s assumptions, the Japanese had rushed 
northward in pursuit. But the British, fearing that their Indian and Burmese 
troops were being surrounded, were already pulling back from their positions 
on the right flank of the Chinese. On orders from Stilwell, on April 12, the 
crack 38th Division led by General Sun Liren, a Virginia Military Institute 
graduate, moved south from Mandalay. Chiang, learning about the Chinese 
Army’s exposed right flank, radioed Stilwell that “it was absolutely unallow-
able” to remain at Pyinmana. Stilwell described this message from his com-
mander as full of “crap and nonsense,” and he continued to prepare for the 
counteroffensive. But on April 18, Field Marshall Sir William Slim’s polyglot 
First Burma Division appeared encircled on the oil fields of Yenangyaung and 
a sixty- mile gap had opened west of the Chinese lines. Awakened at 3:00 in 
the morning, Stilwell ordered the 200th Division, which was deployed on the 
Chinese eastern flank, as well as a regiment from Sun Liren’s 38th Division, 
to rush to the rescue. Realizing that his plan for a counteroffensive was now 
totally impossible, he told the 96th to withdraw to Pyinmana, to the north.26

 General Du, apparently opposing the move to reinforce the British, de-
layed sending the 200th Division; it did not arrive at Yenangyaung until late 
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on April 21, by which time General Sun and his 38th Division had already 
helped the First Burma Division escape encirclement. But the day before, the 
Japanese, in much greater force than Stilwell or the British anticipated, had 
poured out of the jungles of Thailand and launched an attack with tanks as 
well as infantry on the east flank—the Chinese sector. The 200th was ordered 
immediately to return to the east to meet this threat, and the dusty, tired sol-
diers piled back into their trucks. But before the 200th could arrive back on 
the east flank, the Japanese drove through the Chinese lines and effectively 
destroyed the Sixth Army’s Temporary 55th Division, made up of inexperi-
enced recruits. Most of the rest of the Sixth Army fell back in disarray toward 
Lashio.27

 Chiang believed that by dispatching the 200th to Yenangyaung to save the 
British, Stilwell had fatally weakened the Chinese left flank. The American 
general in his own report to Washington blamed the failure on the poor 
showing of the British and the Chinese 55th Division.28 Notably, at this time 
he did not blame Chiang. Chiang, however, ordered his commanders hence-
forth not to move troops on Stilwell’s orders unless the Chinese War Ministry 
approved.29 He gave no direct sign to Stilwell of his displea sure, but the Chi-
nese leader’s frustration grew daily. After the collapse in the east, for one criti-
cal week, Stilwell sent not a single message to his Supreme Theater Com-
mander on what was happening. Du and Luo, however, were dispatching 
daily reports and almost certainly blamed the collapse on Stilwell.
 On April 25, Stilwell, along with Du and Luo, met with General Alexan-
der at Kyaukse twenty- five miles south of Mandalay, and the group agreed on 
a general retreat. At one point, six Japanese bombers roared overhead and a 
500- pounder burst just one hundred yards away from the British, American, 
and Chinese of fi cers. Some of the men scrambled for cover but Alexander 
stood defiant in the garden, glaring at the fire and smoke. Not to be out-
done, Stilwell leaned against the porch railing and lit a cigarette in his long 
Roosevelt- type holder.30

The Japanese seized Lashio on April 29 and the danger of a vast entrap-
ment increased. The Japanese commander called for a lightening- swift pincer 
movement to surround and destroy the Allies in the Mandalay area and pre-
vent withdrawal to Assam in India or to China.31 Stilwell was in the town 
of Swebo when he received a message from Chiang ordering him to “go to 
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Myitkyina and not lose time” (Chiang’s emphasis).32 In a conversation with 
his assistant Colonel Frank Dorn, Stilwell said he “belonged with his troops,” 
and he set out for Myitkyina, choosing to go by road, although Chennault 
had sent a plane.33 At this point, Stilwell seemed to assume he was still in 
command, although unknown to him all his orders now of fi cially had to be 
approved by Chiang. After four harrowing days of travel, by May 4, Stilwell 
and his staff came to believe that they had been cut off from retreat to Myit-
kyina. According to army historians, parts of the Fifth Army were still be-
hind, that is, to the south of Stilwell. Sun Liren and his 38th Division were 
also not far south, fight ing a desperate rear guard action.34

 In Washington, senior of fi cers were alarmed at the collapse in Burma. T. V. 
Soong passed on to Chiang a request from the U.S. Department of the Army, 
no doubt with General Marshall’s imprimatur, asking for his assessment of 
Stilwell’s military leadership. Sticking with the commitment he had made to 
his wife, Chiang told T.V. to reiterate that he had “full con fi dence and trust” 
in the general.35 In fact, he had totally lost con fi dence and trust in both the 
American and British generals and was sending out orders without regard to 
either Stilwell or Alexander.
 At this point, Stilwell decided he and his staff could “no  longer be of much 
use.” His of fi cers agreed and thought “the boss should tell the Chinese to  
go to Hell and get out while the getting was good.”36 Stilwell sent a brief re-
port informing Washington and the Generalissimo of his imminent depar-
ture. The Chinese divisions, he said, had broken into small parties that would 
make their way to India, so his “further command would be unnecessary.”37 
(In fact, most of the Chinese divisions under his command were apparently 
at this point still acting as cohesive units.) Stilwell dispatched a radiogram to 
Du Yuming ordering him to retreat to India. Stilwell’s men rounded up local 
guides, porters, and a team of pack mules, and on May 5 the party of almost 
eighty, including a group of nurses and British refugees, set out paddling up 
the Chindwin River, which they would soon abandon for a mountain trail. 
The Indian border town of Imphal was 140 miles away.38

 On May 6, Du Yuming reported to the Generalissimo that he had been 
instructed by Stilwell and Luo to lead his troops into India. Du’s report was 
the first time Chiang had heard that Stilwell had ordered a large part of the 
Chinese Expeditionary Force in Burma to seek refuge in a foreign country, 
and it was “completely contrary” to his order to “concentrate the entire army 
at Myitkyina.”39 He wondered if Stilwell was “losing his nerve because of los-
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ing [the] battle.”40 Chiang countermanded Stilwell’s order and instructed Du 
to proceed with his troops to Myitkyina without delay. It was later that same 
day that he received the message from Stilwell informing him that he and his 
staff and a few others were going to India. Chiang was stunned. Stilwell, he 
wrote, “has abandoned my 100,000 soldiers in foreign jungles and headed off 
to India. Only then does he send me this telegram.”41

 Sun Liren and his well- disciplined 38th Division, following orders from 
both the Generalissimo and Stilwell, headed directly for India, following a 
path slightly to the south of Stilwell’s track. Several times in his diary, re-
counting his escape to the north, Stilwell reported being “just ahead of the 
Chinese horde” and the “deluge,” meaning his retreating troops.42 Mean-
while, the 22nd and 96th Divisions of the Fifth Army and tens of thousands 
of refugees continued up a ghastly trail to Myitkyina. Hostile locals and Japa-
nese planes decimated the column as it made its way north. The 96th split off 
and, supported by American parachute drops of food, conducted an “amaz-
ing march” back to China, although one marred by looting and pillaging 
along the way. The crack 200th Division also made it home as a unit even 
though its commanding general had been killed.
 In the west, Du Yuming arrived with the 22nd Division at Myitkyina and 
calculated that he could not reach the Chinese border from there as ordered 
by the Generalissimo; the ferries on the Salween River were in Japanese 
hands. Chiang then authorized Du and Luo to head for India, but Du soon 
reported that Japanese forward units were ambushing his men along the jun-
gle trails. Even more devastating were the ravages of malaria and dysentery. 
Meanwhile, in the east, two divisions of the vaunted Sixth Army fell to pieces. 
Small bands of soldiers and of fi cers took off into the mountains, and after 
fight ing their way through hostile Burmese they escaped piecemeal to China. 
The Flying Tigers, too, were forced to burn twenty- two damaged P- 40s in 
northeast Burma before fleeing.
 The Japanese, meanwhile, paused briefly at Lashio and then dashed up the 
road to the China border and at some points into Yunnan province. Their 
movements were of grave concern to the Generalissimo, who worried that, 
after their stunning victory in Burma, the Imperial Army would decide to try 
to destroy the Chinese Army.43 Marshall was also alarmed, fearing a threat 
even to Chungking. But under Chiang’s orders six Chinese divisions in Yun-
nan mounted a strong counteroffensive, and the Flying Tigers at Kunming 
joined in the counterattack. Then calm settled over the jungle. For the time 
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being, the Japanese General Staff was sat is fied with the occupation of three- 
fourths of Burma, assured that the overland supply route to China was closed 
for the indefi nite future.44

Stilwell’s bedraggled group journeyed for three weeks in stifling heat first by 
raft up river, then by foot over the steep and craggy Naga Hills. The general 
was usually at the front of the march in his World War I scout hat, baggy 
shirt and pants, and rolled- up sleeves. The famous “walkout” was well re-
corded. U.S. Army photographers with plenty of film were part of the eighty-
 man expedition, as was Jack Belden, a Stilwell friend who would write  
dramatic Time features on the adventure as well as the book Retreat with 
Stilwell.45

 It was a grueling trip but without fatalities, serious injuries, combat en-
counters, or even trouble with the natives. It was in fact a ramble compared 
to the “purgatory” endured by most of the Chinese Expeditionary Armies—
which he still of fi cially commanded—in their much  longer and more deadly 
retreats. Stilwell’s escape without any part of his army except a few Chinese 
guards was greeted by the American media and public as a heroic event. Like-
wise, after Sir Harold Alexander emerged in India at about the same time 
with his bedraggled and beaten forces, Radio London praised him for having 
“fought one of the great defensive battles of the war.”46

 When Stilwell reached India he told a press conference “I claim we got a 
hell of a beating . . . We got run out of Burma and it is humiliating as hell. I 
think we ought to find out what caused it, go back, and take it.”47 Marshall 
apparently had concerns but he sent commendations and Roosevelt expressed 
“great satisfaction over Stilwell’s handling of the whole situation.” Even Ma-
dame Chiang cabled Lauchlin Currie, Roosevelt’s representative, to repeat to 
the President that the Generalissimo had “entire con fi dence” in Stilwell.48 But 
Chiang confided to his diary that Stilwell’s “abandonment of his troops” 
showed he “lacked the virtue and vision of a commander.”49

 The first Burma campaign was in fact an unmitigated di sas ter. Some 3,600 
British and Indian troops were killed and about 7,000 wounded. The Chi-
nese armies together lost approximately 25,000 of their best- trained men, 
with probably 8,000 or 9,000 killed. Some Chinese divisions lost a third of 
their strength, and most of the Chinese Army’s few remaining cannon and 
trucks were destroyed. By contrast, although they had fought in a strange 
land and on the offensive, the Japanese had suffered only 4,500 killed and 
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wounded. Stilwell blamed the defeat at Pyinmana on the Chinese generals 
and Supreme Commander Chiang. The British blamed Stilwell and the  
Chinese. And Chiang blamed the British and Stilwell.50 All were correct, but 
the defeat was originally the result of a serious underestimation of enemy 
strength by Stilwell.
 If the Allies in 1942 had from the beginning followed a defensive strategy 
in Burma focused on holding the line at Mandalay or Myitkyina, as Chiang 
had wanted, the battle at Pyinmana would have been avoided and they would 
have had a fair chance of success. Moreover, even if this strategy had failed, 
the retreat could have been orderly and China itself—as well as U.S.- China 
relations—would have been much stronger over the nearly four years of war 
to come. As it was, Chiang’s position in the global alliance and within the 
political- military coalition he headed at home was substantially weakened 
by the defeat in Burma. With the loss of the Burma Road, China was now 
cut off from any meaningful supply by land or sea except by the long road 
through desert and steppe from Soviet Russia. Morale at home and in the 
army suffered a major setback. The defeat reinforced a defensive outlook 
by the Chinese commanders and the Generalissimo. It also cemented what 
had become perversely hostile relations between Joe Stilwell and Chiang  
Kai- shek.
 Chiang was most outraged by what he saw as Stilwell’s blatant abandon-
ment of his troops without orders, but with the praise of Marshall and 
Roosevelt as well as the American press ringing in his ears, Stilwell was in no 
mood to placate, much less apologize to, the Generalissimo. Training of the 
Chinese troops under Stilwell’s direction would soon begin at a military camp 
in central India called Ramgarh. But first, on June 2, he flew back to Chun-
gking.

I

While the allies were collapsing in Burma, another di sas ter for China took 
shape as the U.S. aircraft carrier Hornet launched the famous Doolittle bomb-
ers on their mission to bomb Tokyo. For security reasons, Washington did 
not inform Chiang Kai- shek of the raid until about a week before it was to 
take place. Stilwell, too, had been told only to prepare airfields for possible 
landings by multiengine planes in government- controlled parts of Zhejiang 
province. The fields were to be landing sites for the sixteen B- 25s that would 
head to China after completing their mission over Tokyo.
 When he learned of the imminent raid, Chiang strenuously objected, pre-
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dicting that the attack would spur the Japanese to overrun the airfields in east 
Zhejiang. He pleaded with Washington to at least delay the raid until his 
ground forces could consolidate defenses around the fields. He was told it 
was too late but was promised that the sixteen bombers involved would be-
come an air wing of the U.S. Air Force assigned to Chiang’s China Theater. 
The promise turned out to be meaningless. On April 18, with their fuel run-
ning out, all the Doolittle bombers except one that made it to Vladivostok 
were lost or crash- landed in China.
 After the raid, Chiang sent an angry message to Marshall reporting that in 
reprisal, Japanese troops had attacked the coastal areas of China where locals 
had rescued the American fliers. “The Japanese,” Chiang said, “slaughtered 
ev ery man, woman, and child in these areas—let me repeat, ev ery man, 
woman, and child.”51 In the resulting battles in Zhejiang and Jiangxi, Chiang 
committed thirty- four divisions against the Japanese and suffered 30,000 
 casualties. All of Chennault’s airfields in East China were destroyed.52 The 
Doolittle raid, brave as it was, did scant damage in Tokyo and, as Chiang had 
feared, caused great harm for China. It was a tremendous morale booster in 
America, however. Roosevelt gave Doolittle the Medal of Honor.
 On June 4, Chiang and Soong Mayling received Stilwell, who, weak from 
dysentery and jaundice, was more gaunt than ever. The First Couple were 
“both very pleasant,” and invited the general to spend the weekend at Yellow 
Mountain, but he politely declined. According to Stilwell, he “gave them the 
full story” on what happened in Burma, “pulling no punches, and naming 
names” of the generals he wanted court- martialed or shot.53 According to the 
Chinese transcript of the meeting, however, Chiang began by asking Stilwell 
if in Burma he had received his messages, which were never answered. Stil-
well explained that because of mistakes, presumably in coding or decoding, 
the messages were incomprehensible. He at tri buted the defeat in Burma to 
the fact that “the enemy was superior to us,” and listed the shortcomings 
from logistics to air cover to intelligence. Chiang asked if the general remem-
bered that early on he (Chiang) had told him that the Chinese army in Burma 
could not afford to lose. Stilwell replied that yes, he remembered, but he be-
lieved that “taking the offense would lose less than taking the defense,” and if 
they had won the battle at Pyinmana as he had planned, the outcome would 
have been different. Stilwell then handed Chiang and Madame his sweeping 
recommendations for reorganizing the Chinese Army. These included a purge 
of poor commanders and uni fi ca tion of battlefield authority with one of fi cer 
holding complete tactical command over all ser vices.54 Mayling remarked, 
“Why, that’s what the German advisers told him!”55 Later, however, she said it 
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was necessary to be realistic: “Heads cannot be lopped off, otherwise nothing 
would be left.”56

 Two weeks later, T.V. informed Chiang from Washington that another 
American was interested in Chiang’s opinion of Stilwell’s performance. Secre-
tary Stimson, T.V. said, had told him that if Chiang Kai- shek thought Stilwell 
was not appropriate for the job, the United States would consider a replace-
ment. Two days earlier, Stimson and Marshall had sent a message to Stilwell 
re af firm ing their support for him and suggesting that if conditions did not 
improve for his work in China they would assign him where his talents might 
be applied.57 While they never said so at the time or later, Marshall and Stim-
son seemed to have been taken aback at what had happened in Burma and 
by Stilwell’s scathing messages to Washington denouncing his theater com-
mander. These messages seemed to offer the perfect opening for easing Stil-
well out.
 Chiang quickly replied to his brother- in- law with a list of grievances 
against Stilwell, including his “bad strategy in Burma,” his poor or ga ni za-
tional skills, his unfamiliarity with the job of being chief of staff, and his de-
parture to India without permission. Yet, he told T.V., “for the sake of our 
Ally’s reputation, I would not say much about this now.” Always keenly sensi-
tive to “face,” Chiang was afraid that requesting Stilwell’s removal would dis-
honor all American of fi cers and seriously damage Chiang’s relations with 
Roosevelt and Marshall. He suggested that in the future the American leaders 
“may learn our thinking [on Stilwell].”58

 Chiang’s repeated endorsement of the general apparently relieved any 
doubt Marshall and Stimson had about the wisdom of keeping Stilwell in 
China. Henceforth, the two would strongly side with Stilwell against Chiang, 
willing in the end even to risk the alliance with China to support “Vinegar 
Joe.” For his part, Chiang now seemed to think he could yet bring the gen-
eral to understand and accept his ways. He told Stilwell again that it was  
important to understand the mentality of the Chinese. “If you are with me 
closely for a few months,” he explained, “you will understand the psychology 
of Chinese of fi cers, and I will tell you more about their peculiarities”— 
apparently referring to the importance of loyalty and matters of face and 
honor.59

That month, with its three remaining principal aircraft carriers, the U.S. 
Navy defeated the main Japanese battle fleet at the Battle of Midway, sinking 
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all four of Japan’s major carriers. Japanese power had peaked. In the West, 
however, the Wehrmacht was besieging Sevastopol and Rostov, while in 
North Africa General Erwin Rommel and his Tiger tanks defeated the British 
at Bir Hacheim and advanced toward Tobruk, Cairo, and the Suez Canal. On 
June 26 Stilwell told Chiang that the heavy B- 17 bombers of the U.S. Tenth 
Air Force in India, which had been assigned to the China Theater, had been 
dispatched to Egypt to take part in the desperate battle looming for control 
of the canal.
 Chiang was furious. The situation in China, he told Stilwell, was as urgent 
as that in the Middle East. Britain had thousands of planes, yet the Allies 
were taking bombers belonging to his command in China. How, he asked, 
could this decision be made without even notifying him? Stilwell agreed that 
the decision was inappropriate, due to the “ignorance” of of fi cers in Wash-
ington. Chiang told him to ask the President, “Is the U.S. interested in main-
taining the Chinese theater?” Madame was more heated and provocative. “Is 
there any need for China to continue the war?” she asked rhetorically. Then 
she added even more pointedly, “The pro- Japanese element [in the KMT] is 
very active.” Chiang added that T. V. Soong had reported that Washington 
was awaiting Stilwell’s recommendation regarding whether it should send the 
promised five hundred aircraft for the Chinese Air Force. “Why have you not 
replied?” Madame asked heatedly.60

 Roosevelt responded quickly to Chiang’s complaint, promising future sup-
port and explaining the dire situation that had necessitated the transfer of the 
bombers. Chiang replied to Washington with a memo titled “Three Mini-
mum Requirements for the Maintenance of the China Theater.” These “re-
quirements” included the stationing of five hundred airplanes in China as 
promised in July 1941, the fly ing of 5,000 tons of supplies over the Hump 
(the Himalayas) ev ery month, and the deployment of three American divi-
sions to India.
 Stilwell had earlier supported nearly all of these “requirements” (he had 
asked for only one U.S. division). But in his messages to Washington, he de-
scribed Chiang’s declaration as an ultimatum—either the demanded aid 
would be forthcoming or “China will make other arrangements,” meaning, 
Stilwell suggested, a separate peace with Japan.61 Chiang, feeling he had no 
other le ver age, was again employing the tactic of threatened collapse.
 Clearly, however, Chiang had no intention of initiating peace with Japan 
himself or allowing others to do so. For eleven years he had sought to eradi-
cate the shame that the “dwarf pirates’” had in flicted on China, and the im-
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age he sought to mold for history—and equally important, his deeply in-
grained self- image—was built on his role as the Confucian scholar- general 
who would defeat China’s enemies and fulfill its dream of restored greatness. 
As Theodore White, a strong critic of Chiang and a friend of Stilwell, wrote 
from Chungking in 1942, “Chiang has only one emotion: China.”62 In addi-
tion, Chiang was thoroughly convinced that the United States would eventu-
ally overwhelm Japan and that it would be the height of folly to desert the 
Alliance. Moreover, as Stilwell himself suggested, any attempt at a separate 
peace—a defection from the Alliance—would be suicide for Chiang; the un-
easy coalition he ruled would not permit it.63 Stilwell, however, did not even 
suggest to Washington the possibility that Chiang’s threats were not real.

With the loss of Rangoon, China’s Lend- Lease matériel from the United 
States was piling up—149,000 tons in the United States and 45,000 tons in 
India. As a result, the U.S. Munitions Assignments Board began to repossess 
the Chinese stockpiles and cut new allocations to levels that might be ex-
pected to be flown to China in the near future. In May, the total airlift fell to 
a mere thirty tons. Then the board, without consulting the Chinese, ordered 
that shipments for China were no  longer to be consigned to China Defense 
Supplies (a Chinese government agency), but henceforth would go to the 
American military mission in China. In other words, Stilwell alone would 
have the power to distribute the matériel in China.
 At this time, the Generalissimo ordered two airplanes operated by the 
government- controlled China National Aviation Corporation (CNAC) 
turned over to the Aeronautics Commission, which Soong Mayling chaired. 
He did so possibly to reserve the planes for Madame’s and his use, or perhaps 
for the Chinese Air Force. But Stilwell, acting as director of U.S. Lend- Lease 
in China, told the American staff of CNAC to refuse the transfer. When 
Chiang asked for an explanation, Stilwell’s memorandum reply began by ex-
plaining that the passing of title for the two aircraft had been hung up by a 
legal technicality, but further declared that “the real issue is of course how 
best to get on with the war. I will assume responsibility of saying that these 
planes may be used by Generalissimo whenever he considers that they may be 
most effectively employed to prosecute the war.”64

 The language was insubordinate and insulting. Without mentioning the 
new Munitions Board policy on passing title, a change about which Chiang 
was unaware, Stilwell was also declaring that he had the authority to decide 
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when and where ownership of equipment would pass to the Chinese govern-
ment once it had arrived in China. In the same memo, Stilwell also took the 
occasion to inform Chiang that in “any war council held in China” his posi-
tion as the U.S. representative overrode any other sta tus that he held, mean-
ing any subordination to the Generalissimo as his chief of staff.65 Appalled, 
Chiang sent a message to T. V. Soong reporting that Stilwell in effect had 
taken the position that the Supreme Commander in the China Theater “must 
beg of him supplies already delivered to China.”66

 To clarify matters, Soong met with Roosevelt himself, who said that in the 
future Lend- Lease disputes would be negotiated in Washington between T. V. 
Soong and Harry Hopkins, Roosevelt’s senior adviser and troubleshooter. 
The President also explained that Stilwell represented the United States only 
at international military councils that might be in China, of which there had 
been none; thus his claim in this regard was “meaningless.” When Marshall 
asked Stilwell to explain the situation, Stilwell called Chiang’s charges “a lie.” 
“Some bastard,” he said, “is always trying to discredit me.”67

That summer in Chungking, gray piles of rubble still littered the streets, but 
the Flying Tigers had effectively ended the Japanese bombing raids. Roosevelt 
asked Lauchlin Currie, whom he had sent to China a year before, to return to 
Chungking and try to resolve matters between Chiang and Stilwell. When 
Currie arrived in August he found the Generalissimo thinner and wearier; he 
also seemed to Currie to have become even more religious and austere. But 
Currie found “no sign of defeatism or of a desire to give up the struggle.”68 In 
his talks with the Generalissimo, Currie relayed the suspicion of some Ameri-
cans that the Chinese government wanted to avoid fight ing the Japanese; 
they believed that the government might be storing U.S. equipment and pre-
serving its strength for the postwar civil con flict with the Communists. These 
Americans thought that the United States should not expect China to coop-
erate in the war effort and they advocated that the United States cut off all 
material aid to Chungking.
 Chiang was stunned by the remarks, especially given China’s huge losses in 
the Alliance’s Burma campaign only three months earlier. Overall, between 
December 7, 1941, and July 22, 1942, more than 80,000 Chinese military 
personnel had been killed and wounded in the war, whereas total American 
casualties up to that point around the world were around 33,000.69 Those 
who say China was not fight ing the Japanese, Chiang told Currie, “will be 
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held responsible for anything [untoward] that happens in China’s war of re-
sistance against Japan.”70

 The Communists, however, were engaged in precisely the strategy that 
Chiang was accused of pursuing. The CCP’s Central Revolutionary Com-
mittee, near the end of 1941, reaf firmed that the party would engage “mainly” 
in a “political offensive” against the Japanese and should “save and preserve 
its strength [military and civil] and wait for favorable timing.” The Commu-
nist leaders in fact decreed that “the whole army should prepare to down-
size by half ”; indeed, by the end of 1942, the CCP’s armies of 570,000 had 
shrunk by about 100,000.71

 Currie’s main concern, of course, was the relationship between Stilwell and 
the Generalissimo. Chiang expressed his pent- up grievances against Stilwell 
for “recklessness . . . insubordination . . . contempt and arrogance,” saying 
the United States had sent him not a chief of staff but a “king of the China 
Theater.”72 For his part, Stilwell recounted to Currie all the “intriguing and 
lying” against him and recommended, “Either we stop fooling around and 
get out of here entirely, or we should lay down certain conditions which 
[Chiang] . . . must meet.”73 Currie was disturbed by the general’s stark, sim-
plistic, almost flippant portrayal of the situation and of the courses open to 
the United States only seven months into the war alliance.74

 Stilwell now devised a new war plan for retaking first Burma and then In-
dochina, and as a peace offering proposed that it be known as the Chiang 
Kai- shek plan. In fact, it was not much different from a blueprint that Chiang 
had sent to Roosevelt shortly after Pearl Harbor, except that Stilwell omitted 
entirely the whole question of air power. Under the plan, the Chinese divi-
sions that had escaped from Burma and were now being trained in India and 
rearmed would be called the X Force and twenty Chinese divisions in Yun-
nan, also trained and rearmed, would be designated the Y Force. Twelve divi-
sions from the X and Y forces, together with one American and three Anglo- 
Indian divisions supported by a strong British naval contingent, would retake 
Burma, then advance through Thailand to the Indochina coast. Chiang reit-
erated his conditions for implementation of this strategy: clear air and naval 
supremacy and arrival of the promised military aid to China—five hundred 
aircraft and 5,000 tons a month of war matériel. Currie said he would lay the 
plan before Roosevelt.75

 That night in early August the two senior American generals and Currie, 
along with the three Soong sisters, gathered for a pleasant dinner at Yellow 
Mountain. Everyone was in a relatively good mood including Stilwell, who 
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did not know that Currie had decided to recommend he be eased out. Stilwell 
found Soong Chingling “the most simpatico of the three  women and proba-
bly the deepest . . . likeable, quiet, and poised.” He had had some sharp ex-
changes with the Madame over the past few weeks, but he still recorded 
mostly positive impressions of the youngest sister: “quick, intelligent . . . the 
executive . . . wishes she were a man.  Doesn’t think deeply, but catches on in 
a hurry. Very frank and open.” His only criticism was that she “accepts . . . 
reports and rumors . . . that ought to be verified.”76

 Currie returned to Washington in late August and separately recommended 
to the President and Marshall that Stilwell be replaced. Whatever one thought 
of Chiang Kai- shek, Currie said, he was likely to remain the leader of China 
and be strongly anti- Japanese in his outlook for the foreseeable future, and 
Stilwell’s openly confrontational approach was counterproductive. The U.S.- 
China alliance was at stake, and America had to work with Chiang.77 Upon 
hearing Currie’s report, Marshall sent out a flash message to Stilwell, who re-
plied that he “did not understand” Currie’s references to “strongly antago-

Chiang and the Soong sisters in Chungking, left to right: Mayling, Ai-ling, and Chingling. 
Mayling and her brother, T.V., remained close to Chingling despite her open political support 
for the Communists. When they learned at the end of the Long March that she had also 
secretly sent Mao a substantial sum of money, they apparently kept the matter secret. 
Courtesy KMT Party History Institute.
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nistic feelings” between himself and Chiang. In recent, typical diary entries 
Stilwell had described Chiang as “a stubborn, prejudiced, conceited, despot” 
and in front of his own American staff Stilwell still repeatedly referred to him 
as “the little dummy” or “Peanut.”78 But Stilwell’s reply sat is fied Marshall, 
who told Currie and Roosevelt that no suitable of fi cer could be found to re-
place Vinegar Joe.

Despite Chiang’s problems with Stilwell, relations between himself and 
Roosevelt grew stronger. Both shared the goal of dismantling all colonial 
structures once the war was over.79 Since Pearl Harbor, Chiang sometimes re-
ferred to “the stupidity of the British,” and continually pressed the United 
States and the United Kingdom to drop the infamous practice of “extraterri-
toriality” that had made their citizens in China immune from Chinese law, 
even in the case of murder.80 Finally, on National Day, October 10, 1942, 
Chiang announced that Washington and London had agreed to drop “extra-
territoriality.” To most Chinese this was a great victory. In a later speech, 
Chiang told the Chinese people that the old treaties had “encouraged a mood 
of weak surrender by which too few were ashamed.” But henceforth, he said, 
“if we are weak, if we lack self- con fi dence, the fault will be ours only.”81

 Also in October, Stilwell delivered Roosevelt’s formal reply to Chiang’s 
“three requirements” message, which had originated back in late June. Al-
though Stilwell noted that the reply was “exactly as I had recommended,” it 
was respectful and conciliatory, promising the five hundred aircraft Chiang 
had requested as well as one hundred additional aircraft to fly supplies over 
the Hump, all to be delivered in early 1943. Tonnage over the Hump would 
be increased, the President promised, but the first priority was opening the 
Burma Road, which meant taking Rangoon—or cutting a whole new feeder 
road from India to Lashio. The only “requirement” expressed by Chiang that 
Roosevelt turned down was the request for deployment of American com-
bat troops to India.82 Chiang no doubt felt his threat of collapse had again 
paid off.
 That same month, Wendell Willkie, who was on a round- the- world good-
will trip as President Roosevelt’s personal envoy, arrived in China. A stocky, 
rumpled fig ure with a jovial manner and an appetite for whiskey and  women, 
Willkie fit the Chinese stereotype of an American much more than the gaunt, 
severe Joe Stilwell. Before his arrival, Madame Chiang made sure that Chun-
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gking looked as presentable as possible. Beggars were cleared from the streets 
and flag- waving Chinese welcomed the American as his caravan drove by.
 From the moment she greeted him at the airport, the exuberant American 
politician was infatuated with Soong Mayling. Willkie hand- carried a letter 
from Roosevelt to Chiang in which he expressed his hope that Madame 
Chiang would soon be able to visit the United States. He told the Chiangs 
that given Madame’s “brains, persuasiveness, and moral force,” she would be 
the perfect ambassador.83 Mayling was in fact thinking of a trip to the United 
States for treatment of her skin disorder as well as her depression, which was 
growing deeper.
 The highlight of Willkie’s visit to China, if true, was a reputed one- night 
romantic engagement with Soong Mayling. Accompanying Willkie on his 
world tour was Gardner Cowles, the publisher of Look magazine. In his self- 
published memoirs written in 1982 and printed in 1985, Cowles describes 
how during a reception, Willkie disappeared with Mayling, and much later 
in the evening, Chiang burst into T. V. Soong’s house, where Cowles and 
Willkie were staying. Chiang demanded, “Where’s Willkie?” When Cowles 
said he did not know, the Generalissimo and his guards searched the house, 
then stormed off. At four in the morning, according to Cowles, Willkie ap-
peared, and acting very cocky explained that he had spent the evening with 
Soong Mayling in her apartment on the top floor of the Women’s and Chil-
dren’s Hospital.84

 Willkie gave Cowles “a play by play account” of the claimed seduction in 
Mayling’s boudoir, then announced that he had invited her to return to 
Washington with him. Cowles admitted that Mayling was “one of the most 
beautiful, intelligent, and sexy  women” he had ever seen, but, he argued, the 
relationship would destroy Willkie’s political career, not to mention his mar-
riage. The next morning, Cowles reports in his memoirs, Willkie recovered 
enough to tell Cowles to go tell the Madame that she could not return with 
them. According to Cowles, when he found her in the apartment and gave 
her the news, she became enraged, scratching his face with her long finger-
nails. Cowles also wrote that weeks later in New York at a private dinner with 
Mayling, she allegedly proposed to support another run by Willkie for the 
presidency so that together they could—presumably in a poetic sense—“rule 
the world.”85

 Cowles was a conservative, a political supporter of the Chiangs, and not a 
muckraker by any means. Still, his account of the Chungking liaison raises 
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questions. Dozens of Chinese would have known that Mayling and Willkie 
spent time alone in the secluded apartment and dozens would have observed 
the Generalissimo’s late- night search under beds in T.V.’s house. In gossip- 
hungry Chungking, rumors would have spread quickly. But no American 
or other foreigner in China at the time, including diplomats, reporters, and 
OSS personnel, reported this enticing item.
 When in 1974 an abbreviated version of this story appeared in the book 
Pearson Diaries, the government in Taipei filed a civil action on behalf of 
Soong Mayling, and Gardner Cowles testified in a deposition that the alleged 
affair was “impossible.” The publisher apologized and paid the related ex-
penses for the Chinese government.86 The publisher of course simply may 
have not wanted to go to court over the matter, and Cowles, who was the 
source of the story, may have felt he should cover up the affair of his promi-
nent friend, who was by then deceased. In his memoirs written for his family 
twelve years later, Cowles repeated the story in detail.87

 One possibility is that Willkie, with more than a few drinks in his system, 
in his ebullient and boyish manner misled his friend into thinking he had 
enjoyed the intimate favors of the beautiful and famous First Lady of China, 

In November 1942 the Chiangs greet Wendell Willkie, who brought back to Washington 
Chennault’s plan, supported by Chiang, to win the war in China mostly with air power. 
Courtesy KMT Party History Institute. 
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and Cowles imagined the rest. But her reputed behavior and words in the 
two meetings with Cowles himself remain unexplained.
 On November 17, accompanied by Owen Lattimore and her own doctor 
and nurse, Mayling flew in a U.S. Air Force Strato- Cruiser back to America, 
a second home she had not seen since she had graduated from Wellesley Col-
lege in 1917. Harry Hopkins met her at Mitchell Field on Long Island and 
on the long ride into New York she talked at length about the need to give 
Asia priority in the global war. Forgetting her earlier support for Stilwell, she 
also volunteered that the general had forced Chiang Kai- shek to act against 
his better judgment in Burma.
 Madame checked in at the Harkness Pavilion of Presbyterian Hospital, 
taking the entire twelfth floor. Notes from the files of Lauchlin Currie, who 
was the contact person for her in the White House, make clear that she was 
being treated for “symptoms . . . customarily associated with certain mental 
states.”88 In a letter to her husband, her doctors reported “prolonged fa-
tigue and devastating emotional strain.” She was discovered to have an intes-
tinal parasite, serious sinus problems, a sedative dependency, and to be in 
need of extensive dental work.89 When visitors came they found her with 
long and brightly lacquered nails, “perfectly made up and coiffed.” To Elea-
nor Roosevelt, she seemed nervous and hardly able to have anything touch 
her body.90

 While in China, Willkie had a long talk with General Chennault and was 
impressed. Like Stilwell, Chennault, at age fifty- two, was a tough, aggressive, 
outspoken maverick—a fighter pilot who had had many quarrels with superi-
ors over air tactics. Upon losing his hearing, Chennault, then a captain, had 
taken early health retirement from the U.S. Army Air Force. He was in China 
in 1937 when the war began, and after meeting Madame Chiang, who was 
secretary general of the Chinese Air Force, was soon appointed director of 
advanced fighter training.91 Chennault, son of a Louisiana farmer, was a 
steadfast believer in air power, whereas Stilwell, son of a Yonkers, New York, 
public utility vice- president, believed that warplanes were merely a minor 
support weapon. Stilwell despised Chiang Kai- shek even before he arrived, 
but Chennault respected him and thought of Madame as his “princess.” In-
evitably, he and Stilwell became enemies.
 At Willkie’s request, Chennault provided him a letter setting out his aston-
ishingly simple strategy for how, together with the Chinese Army, he could 
win the war in China and eventually in the Pacific. He needed only 105 
fighters as well as 30 medium and 12 heavy bombers, with 20 to 30 percent 
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replacements per month. Back in Washington, Willkie gave the letter to the 
President and the War Department where it created “a major scandal,” push-
ing into the open the struggle between Stilwell and Chennault on grand 
strategy in the China Theater—ground versus air power.92

 Marshall dismissed Chennault’s proposals as nonsense. He also sent a pri-
vate message to Stilwell assuring him of support but also taking the occasion 
to suggest, gently, that he “develop more patience and tolerance than is ordi-
narily expected of a man and much more than is your constituent portion.”93 
Stimson, for his part, asked T. V. Soong to tell Chiang that “pepper (Stilwell) 
was required more than molasses (Chennault).”94

II

The suave, engaging Zhou Enlai was a favorite contact among Western jour-
nalists and diplomats in Chungking, many of whom accepted his portrayal 
of the Chinese Communists as a benign reformist, even democratic, party. 
Zhou frequented the American embassy itself, offering his characterization of 
events and promoting policies that, he argued, were designed to assure a 
democratic, peaceful, and friendly postwar China. His in flu ence was consid-
erable, particularly among Stilwell’s staff.95 John Paton Davies, a young For-
eign Service of fi cer assigned as Stilwell’s senior political adviser, described the 
Chinese Communists as “agrarian democrats,” while another key of fi cer, 
John Stewart Service, concluded that the CCP program was “simple democ-
racy”—“much more American than Russian in form and spirit.”96 These men 
were intelligent, patriotic, and dedicated Americans who saw the early and 
successful prosecution of the war against Japan as the overriding priority, and 
if the Communist Chinese could help, so much the better.
 Their generally black- and- white views of Chinese politics, which today 
seem curiously devoid of perspective or nuance, were a product of the times. 
The “old China hands” in the U.S. military and Foreign Service, as well as 
the American journalists in China, admired the Chinese people, their cul-
ture, and their history. They were distraught by the misery, corruption, and 
disparities that they saw all around them, conditions endemic in China for 
generations but exacerbated by the war and endlessly elucidated by the both 
freewheeling and self- critical Chinese society that existed in parts of Chungk-
ing. The Communist base areas, which were rarely seen by Westerners until 
mid- 1944, were, by contrast, not crowded urban cities hundreds of years old, 
but communities built up from military bases in rural areas—communities 
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that offered strict control, order, and a homogeneity of expressed views. The 
Americans seized upon books that explained the differences between the Chi-
nese Nationalists and Communists in terms of villains and heroes. One early 
and in flu en tial work mentioned earlier was Harold Isaacs’s The Tragedy of the 
Chinese Revolution, first published in 1938 with a long introduction by the 
then- exiled Leon Trotsky. At that time, Isaacs was himself a Trotskyite, but in 
the West his book for some years was considered perhaps the best work on 
the 1927 Kuomintang- Communist split and the early career of Chiang Kai- 
shek. André Malraux, another Marxist, wrote Man’s Fate, a famous Western 
novel set in Shanghai at the time of the bloody 1927 KMT coup. Both au-
thors portrayed Chiang and the Soongs as without redeeming features and 
completely devoid of dedication to country or principle. Perhaps most in flu-
en tial of all was Edgar Snow’s Red Star over China. Snow described in positive 
terms Chiang’s activities after the Xi’an Incident, and Red Star was a valuable 
and fascinating book, but it is essentially an uncritical biography of Mao as 
well as a history of the CCP and its struggle with the KMT as told by Mao 
and his colleagues.97

 The recent world depression, America’s engagement in the enormous war 
to the death against fascism, and the heroic fight of the Soviet  Union all fur-
thered a spirit of the age that made idealistic Americans more inclined to be-
lieve the claims of an egalitarian movement that espoused a world without 
exploitation or poverty. In addition, the handful of Communist of fi cers cho-
sen to deal with the Americans in Chungking, like Zhou Enlai, were not only 
idealists themselves but also able to dissemble in a charming, engaging way 
about the CCP’s intentions.
 In Westerners’ view, one key characteristic of the KMT was growing cor-
ruption. As he had from the beginning of his leadership, Chiang privately 
agonized over the problem of venality and railed against it at meetings and 
conferences. The military academies and the advanced of fi cer training courses 
at Lushan preached incorruptibility and over the years Chiang had executed a 
number of of fi cials for corruption. Some general of fi cers, like Chen Cheng, 
were widely considered “clean,” even by the Communists. But probably most 
of the senior generals in the Central Army, even many of the best ones, to one 
degree or another took advantage of their power in ways that involved un-
ethical or illegal misuse of funds. Other of fi cers of course then followed suit 
as best they could. Even fewer restrictions or checks existed to control the fi-
nan cial activities of the various warlords and their subordinates. During the 
war, military pay after in fla tion, along with the quality and educational lev-
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els of new of fi cers and men, all declined, with obvious consequences for cor-
ruption.
 Chiang himself continued to try to set an example. He lived a highly com-
fortable and secure life mostly in villas surrounded by servants and guards, 
but within that cocoon his lifestyle remained notably modest or ascetic. He 
wanted all KMT of fi cers and of fi cials to uphold in practice and appearance 
high professional standards and private morals, but, as observed before, on 
the mainland he was never able to implement such an effective and simple 
reform as centralizing military payrolls. Corruption, he believed, was a prob-
lem best addressed in a fundamental way once peace and unity had been re-
stored. Loyalty, for him, was the most important virtue in his generals, mean-
ing in his mind sincerity, reliability, and steadfastness—“values that ensured 
predictability in an ordered system of interpersonal relations.”98 This order of 
values both helped keep Chiang in power and led to the toleration of corrup-
tion and ineptness. But he believed his priorities were essential to preserve the 
unity and thus the strength of the armed forces, which were the indispensable 
instrument for survival in wartime and for the eventual restoration of a great 
and sovereign nation.

Meanwhile, economic problems were becoming more severe. H. H. Kung 
reported that in fla tion for 1942 would be about 235 percent. This was a sub-
stantial rise from the 173 percent increase the previous year, but Chiang did 
not have to ask why prices were surging: as usual, the main problem was ris-
ing military costs. In 1940 Chungking had begun to increase the size of its 
army, which because of staggering casualties had dropped from 2.27 million 
troops in 1937 to a low of one million at the end of 1938. The large and 
growing U.S. military and civilian components operating in Free China were, 
by the end of 1942, also pouring into the economy tens of millions of fabi, 
bought with U.S. dollars from the Chinese government, and this stimulus to 
the printing presses was driving up prices and speeding up the rise of the 
black- market exchange rate. In addition, the closing of the Burma Road in 
the spring of 1940 and increased Japanese bombing of industrial facilities in 
Free China had reduced to a trickle the supply of already scarce ev eryday con-
sumer goods such as textiles, clothing, and kitchen utensils, all of which rap-
idly became more expensive.99

 In the fall of 1941, in order to deal with both the budget defi cit and food 



Chiang and His American Allies 223

needs in the army and the cities, the government nationalized the land tax 
and decreed that it would be collected in kind, that is, primarily in grain. 
This change required Chungking to set up an elaborate grain management 
bureaucracy to collect the new in- kind tax from millions of farmers. Most of 
the rural people—80 to 90 percent or more of Free China’s population—had 
had little to do with the central government except for the conscription of 
their sons for the army.100 But now Chiang ordered the creation of a coterie of 
“incorruptible functionaries” from the central government to take over the 
collection task from the widely despised local tax collectors. He thought this 
would ac tually improve the lot of the farmers and their attitude toward gov-
ernment by reducing abuse. The plan was successful in that huge amounts 
of grain were collected and, despite diversion along the way and spoilage, it 
mostly arrived in the cities and army and refugee camps. Organizationally, 
it was another impressive achievement. Politically, however, it was probably 
costly for Chiang. While there is no good way of verifying the charge, it is 
likely true that the central grain collecting bureaucracy in many cases simply 
became “a mantle of authority over the shoulders of the old extortionate col-
lectors.”101

 Yet despite the horrendous problems, the Chinese people in Free China 
(and in Communist China as well) were probably still managing to survive at 
subsistence levels not much different than in the past. According to Arthur 
N. Young, the American fi nan cial adviser in Chungking, the Chinese public 
during this time even “retained a relatively large degree of con fi dence in the 
currency.”102

 As they had through the centuries, natural and manmade di sas ters regu-
larly in flicted great tragedy on a portion of the Chinese population. Since 
1937, it also seemed that at any given moment, some villages somewhere 
were being destroyed in horrific battles and in Japanese punitive campaigns. 
But most people in this vast country escaped such direct calamities and when 
less mortal troubles did arrive, they could usually be overcome with the help 
of family, clan, and village.
 While it was easy to hear criticism and complaint, most Chinese contin-
ued to display their traditionally positive outlook on life. In the view of many 
Americans this represented a marked contrast with the citizens of some neigh-
boring countries. Stilwell, when writing to his wife in December 1942, of-
fered this interesting comparison: “Every trip from India to China I get a 
shock. In India, the natives are depressed, skinny, sick, unsmiling, apathetic. 
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In China they have their heads up, they are bright, cheerful, laughing and 
joking, well fed, relatively clean, in de pen dent, going about their business, 
[and] appear to have an object in life. India is hopeless.”103

In November, Chiang told Stilwell that fif teen Chinese divisions would be 
ready for the offensive to retake Burma in the spring of 1943, and he prom-
ised to send another Chinese division to India (by air), raising the “X Force” 
there to three divisions.104 Stilwell flew to India and informed General Archi-
bald Wavell, still the overall commander in Burma, of the intention to pro-
ceed with the campaign “on the assumption that the Generalissimo’s require-
ment of Allied naval and air dominance of the Bay of Bengal would be 
met.”105 But the British were not enthusiastic about any sort of attack into 
Burma. Like Chiang Kai- shek, the field marshal emphasized that the Allies 
“must not risk a second reverse in Burma.” At the same time the War Depart-
ment advised Chiang—in a message contravening the pledges of aircraft and 
other assistance that Roosevelt had given Chiang only the previous month—
that because of other “urgent needs” he was not to expect any sig nifi cant new 
support. Stilwell and Chiang were both irate. In an angry message, the gen-
eral complained to the War Department that if this was the attitude of the 
United States, “it would be extremely dif fi cult to persuade the Chinese to go 
forward in Burma.”106 “Peanut and I are on a raft, with one sandwich be-
tween us,” he wrote his wife, “and the rescue ship is heading away from the 
scene. They are too busy for small fry like us.”107

 Once Stilwell calmed down, however, he simply  adopted Wavell’s plan for 
a campaign limited to North Burma, a plan he had previously denounced, 
but felt was better than nothing. Wavell’s objective was similar to the one 
proposed as a contingency by Chiang in his visit to India in early 1942— 
to build and secure the land route from Ledo, India, to Myitkyina, and 
from there on to the beginning point of the Burma Road at Lashio, Burma. 
Roosevelt approved the Joint Chiefs’ recommendation that Stilwell be allot-
ted supplies and equipment suf fi cient to seize the target area and build the 
connector road in the north.
 On December 2, Chiang wrote Roosevelt complaining bitterly about a 
drastic British retreat from its commitment to the Burma campaign. Prom-
ises during the year of eight British battleships, three carriers, and seven Brit-
ish and Indian divisions, he said, had been reduced to no cap ital ships and 
only three infantry divisions—and these only for a limited operation in North 
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Burma and at Akyab on the coast. Chiang asked the President to urge the 
British to meet their pledges to retake Rangoon and open the Burma Railway 
to Lashio and the old Burma Road. Again he declared categorically that Chi-
na’s nineteen divisions would be ready for the spring offensive, but there must 
be “enough air cover and air transport [air drop] capacity.” If the require-
ments could be met, he said, the Allied forces could not only recover all of 
Burma but also “launch the all- out offensive on Japan and [not] have to wait 
for another year.”108 Chiang was clearly determined to carry out the large- 
scale Burma campaign as originally agreed, with his army contributing a large 
share of the ground forces.
 Chiang wanted to take advantage of the fact that the momentum of the 
global war had shifted in favor of the Allies. General Georgy Zhukov had sur-
rounded the entire German Sixth Army of 250,000 men in the destroyed city 
of Sta lingrad and Field Marshal Alexander had decisively defeated “the Des-
ert Fox” at El Alamein. Allied antisubmarine ships and planes were beginning 
to win the Battle of the Atlantic, while in the Pacific, since its stunning defeat 
at Midway, the Japanese had lost 1,800 planes and 2,362 of its best- trained 
and most experienced fliers and air crew.

On the second day of 1943, Roosevelt sent a message to Chiang saying he 
would be at a meeting with Churchill and the Combined Chiefs of Staff in 
Casablanca in a few days and would raise all the points made by the Genera-
lissimo on Burma. Roosevelt, however, also wrote—in a portion of the mes-
sage clearly drafted by the War Department—that northern Burma was a 
more important target than southern Burma. Marshall’s staff at the War De-
partment in turn was re flect ing Stilwell’s determination to push ahead with a 
spring campaign in Burma even if it was limited to North Burma, had little 
British support, and was undertaken with no assurance of air or naval superi-
ority.
 Roosevelt’s message apparently was Chiang’s first inkling that the Ameri-
cans might agree to change drastically the scope of the campaign, and in his 
reply he reiterated his preference for a two- pronged attack to retake Rangoon. 
By this time, Wavell had reversed himself and was also advising that the mon-
soon would make holding North Burma a chancy matter, that a supply route 
to China could only be opened by taking Rangoon, and that such a campaign 
should not be attempted before the fall.109 This was precisely what Chiang 
thought. Churchill went further. He believed that northern Burma was the 
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worst place in the world for fight ing the Japanese and that the laborious task 
of building a five- hundred- mile road across mountainous jungle from Ledo 
was unlikely to be fin ished until the need for it had passed (an observation 
that turned out to be prophetic).110

 Stilwell, who had previously supported Chiang’s conditions and goals for 
the campaign, now blamed postponement of the offensive on Chiang’s sup-
posed refusal to risk his forces. “Peanut says he won’t fight,” he wrote Mar-
shall, and proposed that the United States threaten to get out of China “lock, 
stock, and barrel” unless Chiang committed his forces to the new Burma 
campaign.111 This was not at all an accurate characterization of Chiang’s posi-
tion. But in any event neither the British nor the Americans could spare the 
ships and planes needed to support an early campaign in Burma. Conse-
quently, at the Casablanca meeting the combined Allied Chiefs of Staff af-
firmed that the objective of the campaign would be to take Rangoon, but the 
offensive would be delayed until mid- November 1943.112 This new dateline 
and parameters of the Burma operation, which was now dubbed Anakim, 
again accorded with Chiang’s recommendations over the previous five 
months: assure suf fi cient air and naval support as well as a large advantage in 
ground forces, and aim for Rangoon. To make up for not having invited the 
Chinese leader to Casablanca, Roosevelt and Churchill dispatched a senior 
military team to Chungking to brief him on the decisions regarding Anakim. 
The team included General Henry “Hap” Arnold, commander of the U.S. 
Army Air Force, and the British representative in the Combined Chiefs of 
Staff, Field Marshall Sir John Dill.
 In Chungking, the senior Allied envoys told Chiang that the objectives of 
Anakim were to open the port of Rangoon, the Burma Railway, and the 
Burma Road in order to obtain supplies and equipment for staging areas and 
airfields in China that would be used for offensive air operations against Japa-
nese shipping and ultimately Japan proper. This was just what Chiang wanted 
and he approved the Anakim operation, while reiterating that command of 
the Bay of Bengal would have to be assured. The briefers said that Ran-
goon would be seized by January 1944. Arnold handed Chiang a personal 
letter from Roosevelt that again promised more U.S. aircraft for the China 
Theater.

Chiang, very pleased with the meeting, gave a banquet for the visitors at Yel-
low Mountain. The next day, in a private session with Arnold, Chiang com-
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plained that his requests and American commitments over the past year had 
largely been met with “excuses.” Arnold told Chiang that mea sures were un-
der way to satisfy his requests, including more aircraft. The principal ques-
tion, Arnold said, was whether China would join the effort to retake Burma. 
Chiang’s answer was an unquali fied “yes,” and he con firmed this in a follow-
 up letter to Roosevelt in which he said that the Chinese Army would be ready 
“to perform its assigned task at the speci fied time without fail.”113

 Stilwell was at the final meeting with the visitors, and in his account he 
“pinned Peanut down whether he would attack next fall in case limited naval 
support was not available.” According to the Chinese minutes, Stilwell de-
manded, “Does this mean that unless the things you want are sat is fied, China 
won’t fight? Is this what you are saying?” Chiang replied, “China has been 
fight ing Japan for six years. Even without Anglo- American assistance China 
would carry on on her own.” Stilwell pressed on: “If what you said cannot be 
met, you  don’t fight the Japanese. Is this what you are saying?” Chiang re-
plied, “They are not conditions. But as theater commander, this is my mini-
mum request to secure victory.”114 In his diary, Chiang noted that during the 
meeting he had let Stilwell’s behavior pass, but he sent T.V. to chastise the 
general for the insolent manner in which he had questioned him. Stilwell was 
not chastened. He followed up with a letter to Marshall saying that Chiang 
Kai- shek had been the one at the meeting who had been “irritable and hard 
to handle . . . upping his demands no matter what he is given.” Chiang’s 
 attitude would persist, Stilwell once again warned, unless and until he was 
talked to in “sterner tones.”115

 Roosevelt saw the letter to Marshall and it convinced him that Stilwell had 
“exactly the wrong approach in dealing with Chiang Kai- shek.” He also must 
have wondered why, when the meeting with Arnold had gone so well, Stilwell 
had put a negative spin on it. On March 8, 1943, the President sent a mes-
sage to Marshall that was in effect a rebuke to Stilwell for his manner of deal-
ing with the Generalissimo. It must be remembered, Roosevelt said, that “the 
Generalissimo came up the hard way to become the undisputed leader of 400 
million people—[it is] an enormously dif fi cult job to attain any kind of unity 
from a diverse group of all kinds of leaders—military men, [and others,] all 
of them struggling for power and mastery, local or national, and to create in a 
very short time throughout China what it took us a couple of centuries to 
 attain.” The President even sought to explain Chiang’s authoritarian ways in 
the context of conditions in China. The Generalissimo, he told Marshall, 
“finds it necessary to maintain his position of supremacy. You and I would do 
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the same thing under the circumstances. He is the Chief Executive as well as 
the Commander- in- Chief, and one cannot speak sternly to a man like that or 
exact commitments from him the way we might do from the Sultan of Mo-
rocco.” The President made clear that Stilwell’s idea of demanding quid quo 
pros from Chiang was wrong and would not work.116

 Roosevelt also noted that Stilwell’s letter had completely omitted any men-
tion of air action in China in 1943. This was not the first time that Stilwell’s 
strategic recommendations had simply ignored this key aspect of modern 
warfare. The President directed that U.S. policy emphasize the air strategy 
proposed by Chennault, and in response, the War Department transferred 
thirty transports from the planned invasion force for Sicily to the China The-
ater. A four- engine Liberator bomber group also soon arrived in India for 
deployment to China. The Flying Tigers became the 14th U.S. Air Force, 
and Chennault was made a major general and given its command as well 
as operational control of Hump aircraft, both separate from Stilwell’s com-
mand. As a consolation, Marshall awarded Stilwell the Legion of Merit in the 
degree of chief commander.117

 Private correspondence that Harry Hopkins at this time was receiving on 
the feud in Chungking had also stimulated Roosevelt’s criticism of General 
Stilwell. These back- channel reports came from Chennault’s new civilian as-
sistant, Joseph W. Alsop, a young American journalist who was a distant 
cousin of Roosevelt and a close family friend of Hopkins. In his con fi den tial 
letters, Alsop described Stilwell as “overbearing,” and his manner toward Chi-
nese in general that of “a bluff but not very affectionate uncle toward a hope-
lessly wayward nephew.”118 Alsop also supported the Chennault strategy for 
pushing the air war against Japan from China.
 In mid- April the Japanese concentrated a large battle force to move up the 
Yangtze into Hubei and Hunan. The objective appeared to be to loot food 
supplies in central China, but the offensive would also keep pressure on the 
Chinese and could potentially disrupt the retraining of the Chinese Army 
and its plans to launch another campaign into Burma.119 Chiang feared the 
offensive was intended to seize Chungking and had been precipitated by the 
decision pushed by Stilwell to transfer several Chinese armies from the cen-
tral Yangtze to join the Y Force training in Yunnan for the Burma campaign. 
He ordered Chen Cheng, who was commander of the Y Force, to return 
from Yunnan to defend his Sixth War Zone, and to bring with him 70,000 
troops from the Y Force to reinforce the defenders along the Yangtze. Stilwell 
was greatly upset at this diversion from his training program, and on April 16 
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he claimed to have had “a hell of a session” with Chiang. Stilwell insisted 
the Japanese offensive was only a “foray” intended to seize Chinese river 
steamers.120

III

In early February 1943, Soong Mayling and her entourage, including nephew 
David Kung and niece Jeanette Kung, checked out of Presbyterian Hospi-
tal and rode in their limousine to Hyde Park, the Roosevelt home in up-
state New York. News of her hospital release after a three- month mysterious 
illness, along with her stay with Eleanor, provoked a wave of popular and 
media admiration. She spent six days as Eleanor’s guest and then moved to 
the White House, where the appearance of Jeanette, who had dressed and 
groomed herself as a male since adolescence, confused Roosevelt, who called 
her “my boy.” In meetings with the President, Mayling pleaded for the United 
States to send China the promised military aid, most especially the fighter 
aircraft. On February 18, she appeared on Capitol Hill to speak first to the 
Senate extemporaneously and then the House using a prepared text. She was 
the first private citizen and the first woman ever to address Congress. She 
wore a simple black qi pao with a high mandarin collar and a red lining that 
was revealed through a knee- high slit. Over her breast were the bejeweled 
wings of the hapless Chinese Air Force.121 Texas congressman Sam Rayburn 
introduced her as “one of the outstanding  women of all the Earth” and “help-
mate and co- worker of one of the outstanding men of the entire world.” She 
told the Senate that Chinese were fight ing for the same cause as Americans—
President Roosevelt’s Four Freedoms, “which resound throughout our vast 
land as the gong of freedom, the gong of freedom of the United Nations, and 
the death knell of the aggressors.” She protested the idea that defeat of Japan 
was not as important as defeat of Germany, but she did not explicitly men-
tion the question of U.S. aid for China.122

 The congressmen and the public were swept off their feet.123 Eleanor 
Roosevelt reported that the men with whom Mayling conversed at White 
House meetings and dinners found her “charming, intelligent, and fascinat-
ing,” but the velvet hand and the low gentle voice disguised a determination 
that could be hard as steel. When asked at a dinner table how she would deal 
with the troublesome labor leader John L. Lewis, Eleanor Roosevelt later re-
called, “her beautiful, small hand came up and slid across her throat.”124

 After this dramatic beginning, Mayling embarked on a glorious speaking 
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tour of America. Interestingly, at this point, Lauchlin Currie, who had 
strongly supported Chiang against Stilwell, now began to try to undercut 
support in Washington for both Chiangs. He complained to the State De-
partment that Mayling’s speeches on tour were critical of President Roosevelt’s 
policy of defeating Hitler first—a not unusual or particularly provocative po-
sition for China’s First Lady to take.125 He also set up meetings between John 
Service, who was temporarily in Washington, and Drew Pearson, whose col-
umns on China became more and more critical.126 Currie also began to col-
lect accusations regarding the funds that Mayling was raising for China’s re-
lief efforts—and was helped in this effort by FBI reports quoting sources of 
“unknown reliability,” as well as obvious Japanese pro pa gan da in radio re-
ports from occupied Hong Kong regarding the supposed corruption of the 
Soong family.127 In 1945 the FBI learned that Currie was at this time alleg-
edly providing information to Elizabeth Bentley, the courier for KGB intelli-
gence in New York.128

Despite directives from the White House, the long- promised five hundred 
additional fighter planes for China were still not on track, much less in the 
air. Marshall and Stimson remained opposed to the air strategy, and the War 
Department was moving slowly, perhaps deliberately so, in implementing the 
President’s orders. At T. V. Soong’s urging, Chiang wrote to Roosevelt calling 
for a concentration over the next few months of all resources in the China 
Theater with the goal of launching Chennault’s air offensive.129 Any Japanese 
counterattack against the bases, Chiang said, could “be halted by the Chinese 
Army.”130 Given how the Japanese had responded to the Doolittle raid and 
Chiang’s assertion at the time that this reaction was predictable, such con fi-
dence was strange.
 At Marshall’s recommendation, Stilwell and Chennault were both invited 
to attend a symposium on the future direction of the war—the Trident Con-
ference in Washington. The two generals traveled to Washington on the same 
chilly converted Liberator bomber. Stilwell clearly hated the idea of sharing 
the limelight with his adversary, a man who had retired in 1937 as an ROTC-
 commissioned Army Air Force captain.131 The euphoric press, however, hailed 
both men as national heroes. A New York Times editorial declared that Stilwell 
was a diplomat beloved in Chungking: “From the Generalissimo down they 
all like him.”132

 At a separate meeting before the Trident Conference of fi cially began, 
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Churchill made clear he still had no interest in attacking Burma and pre-
ferred invading Sumatra. He fi nally agreed, however, on the small campaign 
limited to North Burma, a decision that contradicted the commitment 
Roosevelt and Churchill had made to Chiang at the time of the Casablanca 
summit and that Hap Arnold had reaf firmed in his follow- up briefing in 
Chungking.133 Also before the conference began, Stilwell and Chennault met 
with Roosevelt on April 30, 1943, to present their competing views on China 
strategy. Chennault’s proposal, which he had rewritten on the plane to Wash-
ington, was a slightly modi fied version of the extravagantly ambitious war 
plan he had given Willkie back in October. All he required, he now explained, 
was a total of 255 fighters and bombers and 7,129 tons of monthly supplies. 
With this, the 14th U.S. Air Force would seize air superiority over East China 
and destroy Japanese shipping in an extensive and ever widening area. Chen-
nault acknowledged the possibility that in reaction to such air attacks, Japan 
would launch a large- scale ground offensive to destroy the related airfields. 
But, like Chiang Kai- shek, he thought the Chinese army and his 14th Air 
Force could defeat such an offensive.
 The craggy Chennault made a good impression on the President, who had 
heard glowing reports about him from Willkie, Currie, and Alsop. The rec-
ord of Chennault’s airmen in dogfights with the Japanese, although probably 
exaggerated (their kill- to- loss ratio against the Japanese seemed much higher 
than in other theaters), made him one of the most successful Allied air com-
manders in the war so far. Stilwell’s performance at the meeting, by contrast, 
startled his supporters. He did not effectively explain his persuasive primary 
ob jec tion to the Chennault plan—that it would provoke a huge Japanese of-
fensive that the Chinese Army and the 14th Air Force could not possibly 
contain. Instead, as his friend Marshall later described it, Stilwell “sat humped 
over with his head down and muttered something about China not fight-
ing.”134 Stilwell’s biographer later explained that he “did not have the tact or 
capacity to deal with opinions which he held in contempt, and contempt 
came to him easily.”135 But it is hard to believe that the articulate, outspoken, 
and forceful general became tongue- tied at the most important meeting of 
his career because he was overwhelmed by scorn for those in the room, in-
cluding Roosevelt and Chennault. Stilwell had never been at a loss for words 
when talking with Chiang Kai- shek, the man for whom he had the utmost 
contempt. Roosevelt perceptively wondered if Stilwell could be ill, and asked 
Marshall if “a sick man should not be relieved.”136

 Shortly thereafter, Stilwell again saw the President without Chennault 
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present and orally presented a message from the Generalissimo, which he 
probably freely recast, warning, in Stilwell’s version, that without the prom-
ised aircraft the Japanese might just sail up the Yangtze and the Chinese Army 
just might desert to the Japanese. But once more Stilwell’s poise deserted him 
and again he made a poor impression, “slipping” into his reputed “natural 
reserve.”137 He did prepare a memorandum for Roosevelt that outlined his 
views, emphasizing that priority, including air tonnage, must be given to the 
Burma campaign (Anakim) and that both the Chinese and the British must 
be held to their commitments—but he did not specify whether he was refer-
ring to the original Anakim or the greatly amended one.138 Roosevelt, how-
ever, informed Marshall of his desire to give priority to the air offensive in 
China and to provide Chiang Kai- shek what he wanted as far as possible.
 The discussion of Chennault and Stilwell’s opposing strategies for China 
continued at the of fi cial opening of the Trident Conference, which began on 
May 14 at the White House. Stilwell once again, as Marshall described it, 
“shut up like a clam and therefore made an unfavorable impression.”139 The 
general did, however, make his basic point that the Chennault plan would 
provoke the Japanese into an offensive that would require fifty Chinese divi-
sions to be stopped, and he doubted the Hump operation could deliver 5,000 
tons monthly for the 14th U.S. Air Force. At one point, Roosevelt asked 
Stilwell and Chennault their opinions of Chiang Kai- shek, and on this ques-
tion, Stilwell was not reserved. “He’s a vacillating, tricky, undependable 
scoundrel,” he said, “who never keeps his word.” Chennault countered, “Sir, 
I think the Generalissimo is one of the two or three greatest military and po-
litical leaders in the world today. He has never broken a commitment or 
promise made to me.”140

As the Trident discussions continued, the Japanese offensive—or “foray” as 
Stilwell saw it—in the central Yangtze Valley turned northwest into the 
mountains and headed for the Shipai Fortress, a vital doorway to the Three 
Gorges on the great river. Chiang flew to Hubei to take command of the 
battle. Supported by Chennault’s few P- 40s and Liberators, the fortress held 
and the Japanese began a retreat that became, in Chennault’s words, a “bloody 
rout.”141 But when Chiang and Chennault claimed a striking victory, Stilwell’s 
staff leaked stories refuting them. The Japanese, the leakers argued, had sim-
ply achieved their limited objectives and withdrawn as planned. While this 
conclusion was probably correct, the deliberate effort to scuttle an ally’s vic-
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tory claim, even if greatly exaggerated, suggested that the animosity Stilwell 
felt for the Generalissimo was clouding his judgment.142

 During this period, Madame Chiang moved back into the White House 
for a brief stay, apparently at Mrs. Roosevelt’s invitation. Meanwhile, her 
brother, T.V., who was now the foreign minister, attended one session of Tri-
dent and presented the Chinese position. The U.S. Army historians state 
without quotes that “Soong said that China would make a separate peace 
with Japan unless wholehearted operations to undertake its relief and dis-
charge the post- Casablanca commitments began.” This astounding statement 
by the foreign minister of China, if true, would seem to have deserved a full 
quotation from the historians. Moreover, according to the Chinese record, 
Soong instead said that Chiang Kai- shek was Supreme Commander of the 
China Theater and “we should not doubt his decisions. Otherwise, we would 
rethink whether we can continue to carry the responsibility of command of 
the China Theater.” This was certainly a warning but a far more subtle and 
diplomatic one than reported by the U.S. Army historians.143 In any event, 
the Combined Chiefs decided to ignore Chiang’s strong preference and re-
strict the Burma operation to North Burma only. But after Soong protested 
the next day at the White House, Roosevelt again promised the plan would 
in fact encompass “operations in all of Burma.”144 Soong Mayling and T.V. 
did not coordinate their lobbying efforts. Acting in de pen dently, Mayling 
tried to persuade Hopkins that the President should communicate through 
her rather than her brother. Madame could in fact be very persuasive. During 
one meeting, she obtained the President’s approval in principle for the Chi-
nese government to use US$200 million of the US$500 million credit (of-
fered in 1942) for the purchase of U.S. gold, which would be sold to the 
Chinese public as a way to fight in fla tion.145

 Roosevelt also proposed solving the Stilwell- Chennault dispute by offering 
new war planes not to build up Chennault’s forces but for the Chinese Air 
Force, a separate ser vice that ev ery one, including Chennault, agreed was 
hopelessly ineffective. Madame rushed to the China Defense Supplies of fice 
on V Street in Washington and proclaimed to her brother that she had 
achieved ev ery thing the Generalissimo wanted. Incensed, T.V. sent the Gen-
eralissimo a request that he inform Roosevelt that Madame Chiang had no 
authority to negotiate on his behalf.146 There is no account of how Chiang 
reacted, but evidently he supported T.V., for Mayling suddenly decided to 
return to Chungking, carrying a grudge against her brother.
 Roosevelt emerged from Trident with a negative view of Stilwell, and in 
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conversation with Hopkins in the presidential bedroom he expressed strong 
dissatisfaction with the way “our show is running in China.” Stilwell, he said, 
hated the Chinese and his messages were “sarcastic.”147 T.V. produced, prob-
ably for Hopkins, a memorandum listing recent instances in which Stilwell 
had allegedly shown bad judgment, mostly involving his control of all Lend- 
Lease matériel destined for China. In colorful and insulting phrases wor-
thy of Stilwell himself, Soong’s memo concluded: “Stilwell does not smoke, 
drink, or chew. He would make a typical highly regarded Boy Scout leader in 
any country . . . [but] there can be no doubt that [he] . . . is completely unfit-
ted to be a major military leader . . . His desire to be a Chinese Gordon is a 
good many years behind the time.”148 Hopkins did not need to be persuaded. 
He, in particular, was tired of Stilwell’s “violent intransigence.”149

Meanwhile, Roosevelt increasingly warmed to the idea that China, not the 
Pacific islands, would ultimately be the best theater for carrying the war to 
Japan, and as the American war dead piled up on the beaches of the Pacific, 
the American military chiefs began to come around to this view. “The best 
minds among American strategists,” Hopkins told T.V., had come to believe 
that China should be “the principal base of operation [against Japan].”150 
Chiang Kai- shek welcomed this idea so long as the Chinese armies and Chen-
nault received the massive matériel and equipment support necessary to 
counter a powerful Japanese reaction. In June, T.V. informed Chiang by ra-
diogram that the United States had decided to give China three hundred 
brand- new P- 40 fighters. Chiang was ecstatic about the “exciting news.” The 
recent “Hubei victory,” he believed, had been critical to raising the reputa-
tion of the 14th Air Force.151

 The day after receiving T.V.’s report, Chiang cabled his wife with talking 
points for her farewell conversation with Roosevelt. He also suggested that 
she bring up the question of Stilwell, but not in “too serious a manner.” He 
again described Stilwell’s “arrogant personality,” his “colonialist” denigration 
of the Chinese military, and despite Stilwell’s “military failures,” his “egotisti-
cal belief in his infallibility.” In a quick response, Madame Chiang wondered 
if it was a good idea to mention the touchy issue with the President at that 
time. Chiang left the decision up to her, and apparently she did not raise the 
subject.152

 When Stilwell returned to Chungking, he briefed Chiang on the Trident 
decisions, but in a peculiar affront, he at first refused to show Chiang, the 
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supreme theater commander, the detailed naval plans for the Burma cam-
paign, saying they were too sensitive—and then when Chiang insisted, he 
provided only a translation. Three Allied battleships and eight carriers were 
to take part in the campaign, another key commitment that Chiang was de-
lighted to have acquired. On July 12, he suggested that the proposed air 
strength be increased, but he also formally agreed to the Trident battle plan, 
which accorded with his own ideas from the beginning—assured air and sea 
dominance.153

 Within weeks, however, the commitments began to unravel. The next 
Anglo- American summit opened in Quebec on August 19 to consider strat-
egy following the expected surrender of Italy. Chiang was angry at being ex-
cluded again. In his diary he denounced the “inequality . . . snobbishness and 
power” of “international society,” and he fired off a telegram of complaint. As 
a result, the Allies invited T. V. Soong, who hurried to Canada only to cable 
the Generalissimo on the first day that he had “yet to meet anybody.”154 That 
was unusual, since at this so- called Quadrant Conference, the Allied Com-
bined Chiefs agreed that China offered the best potential as a base for attack-
ing Japanese shipping, for bombing Japan, and eventually for invading the 
Japanese home islands. According to the plan, Allied troops would land on 
the coast of China while retrained and rearmed Chinese armies advanced 
from the west. After linking up, the combined forces would march on North 
China. Meanwhile, the American Air Force would bomb Japan from China 
using the new amazing B- 29s, which had a range of 2,600 kilometers and 
carried five tons of bombs.155 The new British commander for India and 
Burma, General Claude Auchinleck, reported to the military chiefs his belief 
in the “futility” of any operation in Burma, and Churchill continued to 
grouse that it would be a complete waste.156 Nevertheless, the chiefs af firmed 
that the campaign to take North Burma would begin in February 1944. They 
did not, however, mention taking Rangoon or refer to the substantial naval 
commitment made at the Trident Conference.
 Although Stilwell had made a bad impression in Washington in May, as 
soon as he returned to Chungking he began explicitly to articulate to himself 
in a little “black copy book” his dream of overall command of all Chinese 
armies in the field, including the Communists. This would require a new 
position for him in the Chinese military called “field chief of staff.” Such a 
position would give him “absolute authority” over all Chinese troops in the 
field while Chiang Kai- shek would only “ostensibly” be in overall charge and 
Chen Cheng “ostensibly” in command in the field. If Chiang did not agree to 
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this scheme, Stilwell thought, he could “go to hell” and the United States 
would stop all aid to China.157 The sixty- one- year- old Yankee who only four 
years earlier had been a long- serving U.S. Army colonel without combat ex-
perience now envisioned himself becoming in effect the most powerful man 
in the country of 400 million, usurping the Chinese icon who had led this 
immense and ancient country and its army for almost two de cades.
 Stilwell’s deputy, Colonel Frank (“Pinky”) Dorn, worked out the details 
of Stilwell’s scheme in concert with “serious thinking Chinese of fi cers” who 
wanted “a decided change at the top” and who had told Dorn that Chiang’s 
control was “shaky.”158 The Chinese government would have considered these 
discussions treasonous. Stilwell intended to plant his bold idea informally 
with Marshall during the upcoming Cairo Conference, but if possible also 
with President Roosevelt. In August, warming up for the command he envi-
sioned, he sent memos to Chiang proposing to employ Communist troops in 
a joint offensive and to reor ga nize all armed forces in China into national 
defense and local garrison forces. To Chiang these memos re flected “gross in-
terference” in Chinese internal affairs, and he ignored them.159

 Washington’s political battle over its China strategy would, Stilwell knew, 
be heavily in flu enced by the press. Before returning from Washington after 
the Trident Conference, he spent time on the hill offering his views to se-
lected congressmen. John Davies, who was in town to assist him, arranged for 
the publisher of the Washington Post, Eugene Meyer, to give a dinner for 
Stilwell with six or eight leading correspondents. Twenty others joined in af-
ter the dinner to listen to the general’s off- the- record exposition. Unlike in 
his meetings with Roosevelt, Stilwell was convincing and the New York Times 
soon ran a critical article based on the reports of Hanson Baldwin en ti tled 
“Too Much Wishful Thinking about China.”160 Davies would provide the 
same sort of briefing to numerous individual Western journalists, diplomats, 
and others over the next year and a half in Chungking and the United States. 
It was unusual for a U.S. diplomat on his own authority to or ga nize a major 
media campaign in the United States for the purpose of conveying a compre-
hensive indictment of a wartime ally who was still held in favor by the U.S. 
President, but Davies completely shared Stilwell’s views.
 At the same time, Chennault, Alsop, and T. V. Soong were touting the op-
posite views in their own backgrounders to the press and Congress. While 
Chennault was in Washington in May 1943, he enjoyed three private talks 
with Roosevelt, who told him to write personally and let him know “how 
things were going.” This back- door route to the Oval Office was highly ir-
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regular for an active- duty general and infuriated Stilwell and Stimson as well 
as Marshall, who told Chennault to his face he did not trust him.161

On September 13, Stilwell was summoned to the Chiangs’ in- town Chungk-
ing residence overlooking the river. There he met Mayling and Ai- ling. Ac-
cording to Stilwell’s diary, the Soong  women told him they were alarmed 
at the Chinese Army’s inadequate military preparations. Stilwell agreed with 
their concerns and named those responsible for the problems—most im-
portantly, the army’s chief of staff, He Yingqin. Someone at this meeting 
(Stilwell’s diary is not clear who) suggested that one remedy would be to have 
Mayling become minister of war, in place of He. Mayling had lobbied 
strongly against Stilwell when she was in Washington and it is unclear why 
she would suddenly be willing to form an alliance with him. Certainly rivalry 
with her brother was a factor. She no doubt resented the way that he and the 
Generalissimo had rebuked her for meddling in affairs of state in Washington 
and wanted to resume her position as the key handler of American affairs for 
the Generalissimo.
 Without explaining their motives to Stilwell, the two  women agreed with 
ev ery thing he said, and the three of them “signed an offensive and defen-
sive alliance.” “They mean business,” he wrote. Between October 13 and 18, 
Stilwell recorded ten meetings with the sisters, who ranted against He Yingqin 
(“a terribly conceited little monkey”), grumbled about the dif fi culty of han-
dling the Generalissimo, and took credit for pushing Chiang to resist the 
Japanese in recent fight ing around Yichang.162 Mayling reputedly “let out she 
has a hell of a life with the Gimo” and claimed only she could tell him the 
truth.163

 At just this time, the oldest male Soong was still in Washington and very 
close at last to arranging Stilwell’s removal. On August 21, T.V. met with 
Roosevelt and said that if Stilwell was not transferred, there would be “cause 
for concern about Sino- American cooperation.” The President replied that 
he was also concerned about the matter, and Soong reported this exchange 
to Chiang. (Madame Chiang had probably read this exchange of messages 
and subsequently called Stilwell to the surprise meeting.) In a farewell call by 
Soong on September 16, Roosevelt agreed to replace Stilwell, and before he 
left town Soong was also told (perhaps by Hopkins) that Marshall no  longer 
regarded Stilwell highly.164

 Soong and U.S. Army Services Chief General Brehon Somervell flew to 
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Chungking, where on October 13, Soong cabled Hopkins saying it was 
agreed—the Generalissimo would raise the question of Stilwell’s replace-
ment and Somervell would formally transmit the request to Washington.165 
At this point Somervell received a War Department message that he was to 
remain in Chungking until he received further instructions, leading him to 
the alarming conclusion that he was to be Stilwell’s replacement, a fate he did 
not desire.
 Somervell did ev ery thing he could to convince the Generalissimo to give 
the general another chance.166 He also privately told Stilwell that the Genera-
lissimo insisted he be relieved and that Roosevelt had twice sought his recall. 
Stilwell wrote in his diary, “I guess that’s that.”167 But Chiang’s decision was 
not yet firm. In his journal he declared that his relations with the United 
States, the upcoming Burma offensive, and the attitude of the Chinese mili-
tary should take precedence in the matter.168 He was doubtless also afraid that 
if the squabble caused a crisis with the United States, his internal enemies 
could try to force his removal.
 When T.V. returned to Chungking he learned to his astonishment that his 
sisters were pressing Chiang to retain Stilwell, whose forced departure, they 
maintained, would be a di sas ter for China. In the Chiang villa, an extra-
ordinary family battle ensued, about which Alsop received nightly rundowns 
from T.V. He Yingqin, whom both Stilwell and Soong Mayling despised, 
joined the argument on the side of the  women.169 He may have thought that 
with Stilwell around the Generalissimo would be weakened and might retire 
or be overthrown before Japan’s surrender, leaving the way open for himself 
to take power.
 On October 16, Louis Lord Mountbatten, the new commander of the Al-
lied Southeast Asia Command, flew into Chungking. When asked by Chiang, 
Mountbatten insisted on the retention of Stilwell, whom he had just ap-
proved as his own deputy, concurrent with Stilwell’s other positions.170 Per-
suaded by all these voices and afraid that Marshall and even Roosevelt might 
be offended despite what T.V. had been told, Chiang asked his wife to tell 
Stilwell that it would not be good for the general’s reputation to be recalled, 
but if he could apologize and change his ways the Generalissimo might for-
give him.171 The two sisters urged Stilwell to humble himself, to admit that 
he had made mistakes, to apologize, and to promise to make amends. Stil-
well reports he hesitated a long time but the  women insisted and he fi nally 
agreed.172

 Accompanied by his new female backers, he met with Chiang on the eve-
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ning of October 17. According to Chinese accounts, Stilwell said he was sin-
cere in wanting to help China and any misunderstandings were due to his 
“thoughtlessness.” He promised the offense would not occur again. Chiang 
lectured the general on the duties of the Supreme Commander and his chief 
of staff and suggested Stilwell curb his “superiority complex.” Stilwell prom-
ised to be an adviser to Chiang, the principal of fi cer.173

 Chennault was sitting in the anteroom waiting to see the Generalissimo 
when Madame rushed out of Chiang’s of fice and announced that Stilwell had 
agreed to obey his Supreme Commander. Chiang separately called in T.V. for 
a breakfast meeting. Soong, in high spirits, started out by reporting that he 
had at last secured the unquali fied support and understanding of the U.S. 
administration for Stilwell’s removal. Chiang replied that he had been very 
much concerned about Stilwell’s unwillingness to follow orders but that 
Stilwell had pledged he would in the future obey his instructions (ting hua) 
and be much more cooperative. Therefore, he had decided to give Stilwell 
another chance.174

Soong was upset. All for nothing he had won the approval of the President of 
the United States for the recall of the man who, since he arrived, had been 
the bane of the Generalissimo’s existence. Soong argued that Chiang must 
not pass up this chance to remove Stilwell. At one point, he demanded, “Are 
you the chief of an African tribe that you should change your mind so capri-
ciously?” At this, Chiang slammed his fist on his little breakfast table and the 
dishes clattered to the ground.175 Back at his residence, T.V. revealed to Alsop 
what had happened and burst into tears.176 But for the time being the matter 
seemed settled. The next day, Stilwell, Chennault, and Somervell had tea at 
the residence with the Chiangs and ev ery one chatted as if they had always 
been friends.177

 Mountbatten had come to Chungking to convene an of fi cial Allied mili-
tary conference to discuss the Burma campaign. Held at Yellow Mountain, 
this was to be the first of fi cial conference of this sort in China. On the first 
day, T.V. as foreign minister escorted the distinguished visitors into the sit-
ting room where his youngest sister was waiting. The En glish lord, well 
known as a ladies’ man, found her “most striking looking and extremely 
handsome . . . [with] the most lovely legs and feet im ag i na ble.” She then car-
ried on a rapid but low conversation with her brother, in which, Mountbat-
ten assumed, she told him to get out, for T.V. mopped his brow, said he was 
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not feeling well, and withdrew, not to be seen again by the callers or virtually 
anyone important for many months.178

 When the Generalissimo arrived, Lord Louis found him “a most arresting 
person . . . the most impressive Chinese he had ever seen.” Although privately 
Chiang was outraged that the Combined Chiefs had sought to take Thailand 
and Indochina out of Chiang’s theater and put them under Mountbatten, the 
of fi cial meetings over the next two days “could hardly have gone better.” The 
Generalissimo and the admiral worked out a compromise in which the two 
countries of fi cially remained under the China Theater but either command 
could operate there. Mountbatten left with “a real feeling of affection and re-
gard” for his host.179

 Soong wrote an abject apology to the Generalissimo but Chiang, who had 
been profoundly insulted when T.V. compared him to an African chief, put 
him under virtual house arrest. During the winter, Soong and Alsop often 
went for walks along the cold, empty rice paddies. Stilwell, meanwhile, was 
riding high and made no pretense in his diary and letters that he had been 
serious in promising to change his ways. He told his wife that through “the 
whole mess” he had felt “free as air . . . grand and glorious.” He described 
“Peanut’s” lecture on October 17 as “all balderdash.”180 In Chiang’s diary and 
actions, by contrast, it was clear that the Generalissimo was genuinely recon-
ciled with Stilwell. Chiang Kai- shek was not one to hold a grudge.

During that summer of 1943 Chiang had written in his diary that he did not 
need to force the CCP to dissolve; rather he thought his main strategy should 
be to employ politics and pro pa gan da in ways that would encourage “inner 
rifts” among the Communists, rifts that he thought were then widening.181 
There was in fact evidence at this time of another split developing between 
Mao and the “internationalists” in the party, including Zhou. According to 
papers in the Russian archives, Georgi Dimitrov sent an NKVD (pre- KGB) 
agent to Chungking to make contact with Zhou’s liaison headquarters and 
report on what was going on within the CCP. This Chinese agent, Gao Dong 
(whose Russian name was Godunov) met several times with Zhou Enlai and 
others in Zhou’s of fice in Chungking. Drawing on these sources and appar-
ently sending cables through the military attaché of fice in the Soviet Em-
bassy, Gao reported that an anti- Chiang campaign in Yan’an was in ten sify ing 
and that its principal theme was to warn of the danger of a massive KMT at-
tack on the CCP’s base area. Cartoons in the Communist papers and wall 
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posters, Godunov reported, showed Chiang together with Hitler, Tojo, and 
Mussolini. The new slogan in Yan’an was the old pre- 1937 shibboleth: 
“Struggle against Japan and Chiang Kai- shek.”182 Peter Vladimirov, a Soviet 
military intelligence (GRU) agent in Yan’an who had been consistently criti-
cal of Mao, reported that the Chairman took credit for this “vilification” of 
Chiang Kai- shek, saying it should have been undertaken much earlier.183

 Sta lin did not oppose this violation of the principles of the united front. 
With the Germans in full retreat after the great tank battle at Kursk, Sta lin 
was already thinking about postwar China and the need to increase pressure 
on Chiang. Newspapers in Moscow picked up on the theme, charging that 
Chiang had given an ultimatum to the CCP to surrender. Hearing the ac-
cusations about a forthcoming KMT attack, Stilwell and U.S. Ambassador 
Clarence Gauss sent alarming messages to Washington, and Marshall cabled 
T. V. Soong to express grave concern.184 Chiang saw these charges as part of a 
“Russian conspiracy.”185

 Interestingly, Chiang also suspected that the rumors and the CCP attacks 
on him were part of a “big conspiracy against Zhou Enlai.” He speculated 
that Mao hoped to provoke him (Chiang) into attacking Yan’an and thereby 
provide the Chairman with a pretext to, among other things, purge Zhou.186 
Dimitrov’s agent reported that the campaign in Yan’an was now criticizing 
Zhou and several other leaders as “right opportunists” and “internationalists” 
who had disseminated “illusions about Chiang Kai- shek.” Mao himself told 
Vladimirov that the targets of the internal campaign were “defeatists” who 
had harmed the party by their capitulatory policy toward the KMT.187 This 
criticism directly implicated Zhou Enlai.
 Mao’s internal campaign ended without the major split Chiang had hoped 
for. Instead, according to Gao’s reports to Dimitrov and Vladimirov’s reports 
to the GRU, Zhou was removed from the Secretariat of the Politburo, ad-
mitted his mistakes in accommodating the KMT, and once again aligned his 
thinking with Mao’s.188 In fact, Chiang soon received intelligence that Zhou, 
as secretary of the CCP’s South Bureau, had ordered a new and in ten si fied 
campaign to recruit KMT of fi cials as underground CCP members. For 
Chiang this was another indicator that Mao was girding up for the postwar 
struggle.189

 In September, while Chiang was still struggling with the decision on Stil-
well, he was increasingly riled by CCP military provocations against govern-
ment units. Stilwell’s promotion of joint action with the Communists, he 
believed, had made the CCP “more violent and audacious.”190 In one rumi-
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nation he wrote that it was best to have “a military solution” to the CCP 
problem and “do it before the end of the German- Russian War.”191 He in-
formed Soong in Washington that he had not planned to use force against 
the CCP, but “this time, in order to correct the public’s perception and to 
maintain the authority of the Government, I have decided to use disciplin-
ary punishment.”192 After thinking overnight about the military and political 
consequences, however, the next day Chiang informed Soong that “even dis-
ciplinary mea sures will not be taken.”193

 On September 13, the KMT’s Central Committee issued an eigh teen- page 
booklet on the crimes of the CCP, including CCP attacks on KMT troops, 
its illegal expansion of military forces, the issuance of its own currency, and 
its alleged smuggling of opium.194 Five days later, despite the harsh rhetoric 
on both sides, the Communist representative Dong Biwu attended a session 
of the multiparty National Political Participation Council in Chungking. 
Meanwhile, Mao’s message—informally passed to the Americans by Zhou 
and others—was that despite the in ten si fied rhetoric, including alarms about 
a KMT attack, the CCP was still committed to the united front and the 
“democratic” political pro cess. About this time, Zhou met with Edgar Snow 
in Chungking and expressed the hope that American military and journalist 
delegations would soon visit Yan’an. Snow immediately passed this comment 
to the Americans. At the same time, John P. Davies, in Stilwell’s of fice, began 
of fi cially promoting to Washington the idea of Stilwell’s embarking on an of-
fi cial visit to CCP territory.

Sta lin, concerned about the reaction of both Japan and the CCP, refused to 
attend the next Allied summit meeting if Chiang Kai- shek was included. 
Chiang likewise did not want to meet Sta lin, so two conferences were sched-
uled, one at Cairo attended by the American, British, and Chinese leaders, 
and the other at Tehran, where Sta lin would meet with Roosevelt and 
Churchill. The gathering in Cairo was scheduled to begin in mid- November. 
Ten days before it started, FDR sent former secretary of war Brigadier Gen-
eral Patrick Hurley to brief the Chinese leader. Chiang was moved by this 
gesture of “goodwill and sincerity.” The President’s “chivalry and nobility,” he 
wrote privately, had reached “a state of sublimity.”195

 Sixty- one- year- old Hurley was a tall, boisterous, strong- headed Oklaho-
man. He had been raised next to a Choctaw Indian Reservation, and after 
graduating from Indian College and then law school had become the na-
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tional attorney for the Choctaw Nation. Hurley had learned the piercing 
Choctaw war cry, earned medals as a hero at Argonne and other World War I 
battles, and served as secretary of war for Herbert Hoover. A strict Republi-
can who disagreed with ev ery thing Roosevelt was doing domestically, he was 
delighted to take on dif fi cult proj ects abroad for the President, including try-
ing unsuccessfully to run supplies into besieged Bataan.196 Once in China, 
Hurley told Stilwell that in the United States Stilwell was viewed as “the sav-
ior of China.”197

 Beginning August 12, Hurley conferred with Chiang for three days. Re-
sponding to written questions from FDR, Chiang con firmed that he was un-
willing to meet Sta lin but would cooperate militarily with the Soviet  Union 
in the war against Japan. Hurley said the American postwar policy would be 
to oppose all forms of imperialism, including that of the British, and to favor 
a free, strong, and democratic China as the predominant and stabilizing force 
in Asia. Chiang told Hurley that he was grateful for President Roosevelt’s 
“great moral leadership.”198

 While preparing his own briefing points for Cairo, Chiang, in his diary, 
stressed adopting a “high moral position,” spe cifi cally by not asking for mate-
rial aid.199 Before leaving, he approved the broad proposals that Stilwell had 
drawn up for presentation at Cairo, including an “all- out” Allied effort in 
early 1944 to reopen a truck route to China through Burma, using land, air, 
and naval forces; American arms and equipment for ninety Chinese divisions; 
and 10,000 tons a month over the Hump to support air operations in China. 
This was essentially what Chiang had been advocating for the Burma cam-
paign for eigh teen months—overwhelming force. But Stilwell, with empha-
sis, jotted in his diary that day the word “victory,” as if he had wrung this 
agreement from Chiang.200 Taking his cue from Stilwell’s reporting, Marshall 
made the remarkably incorrect statement that it was “the first time since the 
war began that the Generalissimo had shown an active interest in the im-
provement and employment of his Army.”201 From the beginning, Chiang 
had tried to relieve Hong Kong, volunteered his best armies to fight in Burma, 
supported Stilwell’s training of the X Force in India and the Y Force in Yun-
nan, fought major battles at Changsha and Ichang, lost 30,000 men resisting 
Japanese punitive campaigns following the Doolittle raid—and now he was 
ready, even eager, to send a total of eigh teen divisions into the second Burma 
campaign provided there was air and sea dominance. At this time, Chiang 
also agreed to Stilwell’s proposal for appointing an American commander for 
a joint Sino- American force if and when MacArthur landed troops in South 
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China. This concept, however, was far different than Stilwell’s idea that he 
himself command all Chinese armies in the field.
 Ai- ling reported to Vinegar Joe that Chiang was in “a jubilant state of 
mind” about the upcoming Cairo summit. From his diaries it is evident that 
Chiang was starting a new, positive chapter in his relations with Stilwell. But 
this effort was not repaid in kind. Displaying his new trust in his American 
chief of staff, Chiang requested that Stilwell make the report for China at the 
Cairo meeting. But after hearing this, Stilwell went back to his room and 
wrote, “I heard him rattle his tail.”202 Stilwell’s diaries had in fact become in-
creasingly mean- spirited. Before leaving for Cairo and his expected meetings 
with Roosevelt, for example, he referred to the American President as “rubber 
legs.”203

 Stilwell arrived in Cairo ahead of the Chiangs to meet with Marshall, who 
suggested that Stilwell leave China because he was so mistreated there. When 
Stilwell said he wished to remain, Marshall ordered, “Then stop your outra-
geous talking!” Immediately understanding what Marshall meant, Stilwell 
protested that he had not called Chiang “Peanut” openly. “My God,” retorted 
Marshall, “You have never lied.  Don’t start now . . . Stop talking to your staff 
about these things.”204 But Stilwell did not stop.
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The China Theater

At dawn on November 21, 1943, the Generalissimo and Madame Chiang 
arrived by plane in Cairo for the conference with Roosevelt, Churchill, and 
assorted brass. Chennault, who had not been invited by the War Department 
and was attending as chief of staff of the Chinese Air Force, met the First 
Couple and escorted them to their villa. Madame Chiang was suffering from 
conjunctivitis and fatigue from the long journey and did not par tic i pate in a 
brief morning call on Churchill and Mountbatten, but at 6:30 in the evening 
both Chiangs had a meeting with the prime minister. Churchill was irritated 
with Roosevelt’s idea that one of the four powers in the postwar world would 
be the poor, huge, anti- imperialist, anti colonialist, non- European nation of 
China, and he wanted to do as little as possible militarily in the Burma cam-
paign. Still, Churchill recorded that he “was impressed by [Chiang’s] calm, 
reserved, and ef fi cient personality” and found Madame “most remarkable 
and charming.”1 Chiang, after his initial encounters with the prime minister, 
pronounced him “calm and resolute” and thought, “No wonder he is the 
vanguard against Japan and the Communists.” But after four days of talks he 
would change his mind.
 The conference opened the next day at the old Mena Hotel with its strik-
ing view of the pyramids. At the first plenary meeting of the three leaders, the 
Combined Chiefs, and various staff members, the only woman was Chiang 
Soong Mayling. The British chief of staff, Field Marshal Lord Alanbrooke, 
reports that as she shifted her legs about under her slit skirt he thought he 
heard “a suppressed neigh” coming from the youn ger of fi cers. By contrast, 
Alanbrooke described her husband, the Chinese leader, as “a cross between a 
pine marten and a ferret” and on day one concluded he had “no grasp of war 
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in its larger prospect.”2 But Alanbrooke did not understand that Chiang be-
lieved he would resolve all the really important military and political matters 
affecting China directly with Roosevelt and that the other meetings were in 
no way decisive.
 Mountbatten presented his operational plan for the offensive into North 
Burma, Operation Champion, which called for a much more restricted cam-
paign than did the Stilwell plan approved by Chiang Kai- shek or what Roose-
velt and others had promised the Chinese in Washington and elsewhere. 
 Operation Champion did not come close to an “all- out air- land- and- naval 
effort” to open up the land route to China; instead it proposed only to secure 
a bridgehead across the Chindwin River and to make an airborne landing on 
the railway to Myitkyina. It was not at all clear what would happen next. The 
plan did include an amphibious landing, but only on the Andaman Islands, 
the occupation of which would do little to disrupt Japanese supply lines in 
Burma.3 In a critique provided to Mountbatten in October, Stilwell had criti-
cized Operation Champion as “permeated by fear,” and described the inva-
sion of the Andamans as an “abortion.”4

 During the opening session in Cairo, Mountbatten explained that Opera-
tion Champion would include an Allied force of 320,000 men, of whom 
160,000 would be Indian and Burmese troops, 20,000 British special forces, 
3,000 American special forces, and 137,000 Chinese soldiers from the divi-
sions trained in India and Yunnan—the X and Y forces. Churchill surpris-
ingly promised that the Royal Navy would send two large battleships, four 
large carriers, and ten small carriers to assure command of the Bay of Bengal. 
When it came his turn, Chiang was pleased but emphasized strongly again 
that a major amphibious operation and naval supremacy were essential, Man-
dalay rather than Myitkyina should be the target, and the Hump air transport 
operation should deliver 10,000 tons a months to China.5 Hopkins later 
wrote that Chiang was usually reluctant to commit himself on spe cific de-
tails.6 But while the Chinese leader saved his real negotiations for his talks 
with Roosevelt, he also seemed concise and to the point in the joint meet-
ings, and, it turned out, prescient regarding the likely size of the Japanese 
forces the Allies would encounter. Here is an abridged segment of Chiang’s 
remarks at the November 23 session: “The success of the Burma operations 
depends not only on the strength of the naval forces established in the Indian 
Ocean but on the simultaneous coordination of naval action with the land 
operations. If the naval forces are not assembled, the mere concentration of 
land troops would not bring about sure victory . . . The forces the enemy 
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could deploy in Burma could reach ten divisions and if we do not cut his line 
of reinforcement, his forces could be increased.”7

 That evening, the Chiangs were Roosevelt’s dinner guests at the residence 
of the American ambassador, where the President was staying.8 Hopkins was 
the only other guest. Madame, wearing her open- toed shoes and black silk qi 
pao, greeted her old friend of the past year, the President. Both sides had in-
terpreters sitting nearby, but Mayling frequently corrected her husband’s. The 
long evening of frank conversation reinforced Chiang’s almost reverential 
feeling for Roosevelt as a statesman with a “transcendental bearing.”9 Chiang’s 
high, staccato voice and formal courtesy before an honored person of power, 
by contrast, did not stir feelings of camaraderie in the flamboyant, relaxed 
American.
 In their long and serious evening discussion, however, the two men seemed 
to agree on virtually all matters. Chiang concurred with Roosevelt’s view that 
Japan’s future form of government should be left to the Japanese people and 
he proposed that reparations could be paid to China in Japanese industrial 
and war machinery, merchant ships, and other ac tual properties. He thought 
that America should be the largest occupying Allied power in Japan, but 
Roosevelt insisted that Chinese troops should play that role. Chiang also 
agreed with Roosevelt’s “analysis of communism,” stressing that Moscow 
could not be trusted, but said he would follow the President’s lead on rela-
tions with the Soviet  Union. Roosevelt firmly endorsed the return of Man-
churia and Taiwan to China.10 As they had in their earlier correspondence, 
they also agreed on their vision of the postwar world, especially the need to 
end colonialism. In addition, Chiang mentions without giving details that 
the two leaders discussed Soviet par tic i pa tion in the war against Japan and 
the situation in Xinjiang. Chiang summed up the talk as “exceedingly satis-
factory.” Roosevelt had treated him “like an old friend.”11

 The next morning, November 24, the President’s son, Elliot, found his fa-
ther breakfasting in bed and asked what was happening. “A lot,” the President 
replied, “I’ve met the Generalissimo.” When Elliot asked what he thought of 
the Chinese leader, his father first shrugged, and then said he had “learned 
more just talking to the Chiangs last night than I did from more than four 
hours of meeting with the Combined Chiefs.”12 But while Chiang had de-
scribed at some length the poor state of the Chinese Army, Roosevelt told his 
son some questions remained: “why Chiang’s troops aren’t fight ing at all,” 
why Chiang was “trying to stop Stilwell from training Chinese troops,” and 
why he kept “thousands and thousands of his best men . . . on the borders of 
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Red China.”13 In sum, the President, re flect ing his briefings, remained con-
vinced that Chiang was inexplicably resisting General Stilwell’s efforts to re-
dress the problems facing the Chinese Army. Nevertheless, Roosevelt was 
“determined that Cairo be a success from the Chinese [that is, Chiang’s] point 
of view.”14

 The next day, Mountbatten called on the Generalissimo and Madame to 
explain why the more ambitious plan aiming for Mandalay was not possible 
for logistical reasons. Decades later, Mountbatten told Stilwell’s biographer, 
Barbara Tuchman, that the Generalissimo evidently had not understood the 
term “monsoon,” and that Madame Chiang had explained that the Genera-
lissimo “does not know about monsoons.” Tuchman refers twice to this story 
and asserts that China did not have monsoons, “ergo, he [Chiang] knew 
nothing of them,” and further, that this exchange was “enlightening proof” 
of “Stilwell’s dif fi culties with the Gimo.”15 But Chiang’s memos, letters, and 
diaries on many occasions refer to the “rainy season” (yu ji) in Burma and its 
obvious military implications. It seems that he was simply not familiar with 
the Portuguese- origin word “monsoon.” In such a manner do seemingly re-
vealing but totally misunderstood statements become part of a historic leg-
end if they fit a preconceived stereotype. That afternoon, Mountbatten re-
ported to the Combined Chiefs that Chiang had accepted the implication of 
reduced air support, was highly pleased with the British fleet that was to be 
made available, and would give the campaign his enthusiastic support.16

 But as with the word “monsoon,” Mountbatten had also misunderstood 
Chiang, mistakenly believing that the Chinese leader was now enthusiastic 
about the overall British plan. Part of the problem was probably Mayling 
Soong’s interpreting, in which she tried to make Chiang’s remarks as positive 
as possible. Mountbatten’s confusion was con firmed an hour or so later when 
Chiang had a private lunch with Marshall. In a level- headed discussion, 
Chiang told the American that he opposed the British plan because he was 
convinced it “would lead to heavy losses and possibly defeat.” He repeated his 
call for an amphibious landing and added that the Chinese troops from Yun-
nan—the Y Force—should not advance beyond Lashio. The U.S. record did 
not report any disagreement by Marshall.17 In fact, throughout the Cairo 
Conference, Marshall and the other American ser vice chiefs would strongly 
support Chiang’s insistence on the full implementation of the amphibious 
landing in Burma, Operation Buccaneer.18

 That evening, Churchill entertained the Chiangs at dinner. The prime 
minister surprised his guest by saying that the attack by sea could not take 
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place before May 1944, by which time the rainy season would have begun. 
Otherwise, however, the dinner was another totally agreeable affair. That 
same evening Hopkins visited the Chiangs with the U.S. draft of the com-
muniqué of the summit meeting. Chiang found in the draft “ev ery opinion” 
he had mentioned to Roosevelt the previous night. He wrote that he was 
moved by Roosevelt’s sincerity as expressed in the favorable communiqué.19

 On Thanksgiving Day, November 25, Chiang and his wife sat in white 
wicker chairs in the American ambassador’s garden for their famous photo-
graphs with Roosevelt and Churchill. The Chiangs and Roosevelt then had 
tea and later, at 5:00, with only Elliot present, the three met again, this time 
for seventy- five minutes.20 Roosevelt told Chiang that his “biggest headache” 
was Churchill. “Britain,” he said, “simply does not want to see China become 
a power.” Roosevelt and Chiang again agreed that in the new world order the 
British would have to abandon their empire.21 In regard to Burma, the two 
men con firmed their accord on the need for an amphibious operation and 
the need to persuade the British to arrange an earlier time for the deployment 
of their naval forces.22 Pressed by Roosevelt, Chiang said he would establish a 
unity government with the CCP while the war was still going on, provided 
the United States (1) assured that in the future the Soviet  Union would re-
spect China’s sovereignty in Manchuria, and (2) supported the ending of 
British “Empire rights” in Hong Kong and elsewhere in China.23

 Chiang told Roosevelt that his personal opinion on a unity (KMT and 
CCP) government in China was off the record—that is, for the President’s 
reference only—but that their views on the subject were the same.24 Roosevelt 
then informed Chiang that the United States would provide American arms 
and training for a full ninety Chinese divisions, just as Chiang desired.25 The 
meeting was another highly successful one for the two Presidents.
 According to Stilwell, after Roosevelt’s meeting with Chiang, which went 
on until sometime between 6:15 p.m. and 6:30 p.m., the President informed 
Marshall and Stilwell that Chiang was ready to carry out “the Burma plan,” 
including sending in the Y Force, on the two conditions, which Roosevelt 
fully supported—assured control of the Bay of Bengal and a simultaneous 
amphibious operation.26 At this point, the story be comes confused with alle-
gations that Chiang within an hour or two completely reversed himself “on 
ev ery single point” as well as strong evidence that this was not true. It is 
worth examining this incident in its brief but excruciating detail as another 
example of how distortions in history are perpetuated and how General 
Stilwell did business.
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 Stilwell relates that late in the evening of November 25, Hopkins sent for 
him—“got there at 10:30, band played—whoopee—talked to Churchill,” 
and fi nally, “Hopkins says G- mo as of 6:00PM does not like the plan [for 
Burma].”27 The plan Hopkins was referring to was almost certainly the Brit-
ish one, a plan that Mountbatten had mistakenly thought Chiang had, in 
their conversation early on November 24, come to support. Chiang’s agree-
ment, however, was not with Mountbatten but with Roosevelt, as con firmed 
in Chiang’s conversation with Marshall immediately after seeing Mountbat-
ten on the morning of November 24 and in his 5:00 p.m. to 6:15 p.m. ses-
sion with Roosevelt on November 25 as the President immediately thereafter 
reported to Marshall and Stilwell. Hopkins’s statement “as of 6:00PM” should 
have made all this clear. But Stilwell’s reaction in his diary to Hopkins’s com-
ment was “My God. He’s off again,” implying that Hopkins had said Chiang 
had reversed the position he had taken with the President. Actually, the Presi-
dent’s log for that day records that at 10:30 p.m. that same evening, Stilwell 
had a meeting with the President, and Elliot Roosevelt, who was present, re-
cords that the general discussed his “dif fi culties with Chiang” but nothing 
about the Generalissimo going back on his agreements with the President  
on Burma—a subject that would certainly have been raised had it happened. 
In his diary, Stilwell strangely reports nothing about this meeting with Roose-
velt, which may have been an informal one in a recreational setting (“the 
band”).28

 The next morning, November 26, Marshall, according to Mountbatten, 
told him that “in the evening” the Generalissimo had had another meeting 
with Roosevelt at which he had “gone back on ev ery single point to which he 
had agreed to before lunch.” Chiang’s recent meeting “before lunch” was on 
November 24 with Mountbatten, not Roosevelt or Marshall, and thus what 
Chiang had allegedly gone back on was his supposed approval of the British 
plan as Mountbatten had misunderstood him to say. Thus it seems evident 
that the story of the reversal emerged from Mountbatten’s confusion as to 
what Chiang had told him at their morning meeting and possibly by Stil-
well’s misreporting of Hopkins’s remark. The President’s log at Cairo reports 
no other meeting between Chiang and Roosevelt after their 5:00 p.m. to 
6:15 p.m. session, and Roosevelt, Chiang, Hopkins, Churchill, and Elliot 
Roosevelt in their various papers or conversations never mentioned a late 
meeting between Roosevelt and Chiang on November 25 or the Chinese 
leader’s supposed reversal of position.29

 To conjecture, Stilwell very likely heard from Mountbatten’s staff or from 
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Mountbatten himself that Chiang had surprisingly approved their plan, but 
on November 25, sometime after 10:30 p.m., Hopkins told Stilwell that 
Chiang did not in fact like the British plan. Stilwell’s report of this conversa-
tion must have mistakenly led Marshall to assume that the reversal was about 
the American- Chinese plan and that there must have been a second unsatis-
factory Roosevelt- Chiang meeting in the evening. Upon hearing Marshall 
pass on the secondhand version of what Hopkins had told Stilwell, Mount-
batten “dashed around to Hopkins” who gave him the unspeci fied “low-
down,” that is, the news that Chiang had indeed rejected the British plan.30

 In his diary, Stilwell does not offer a substantially different account than 
Chiang’s regarding events on November 26. Although he starts off by not-
ing, vaguely, “Louis [Mountbatten] in at 11:00 to spill the dope [presumably 
about the reversal]. He is fed up on Peanut. As who is not,” Stilwell surpris-
ingly makes no further reference to Chiang’s dramatic supposed turnaround 
the previous day. On the morning of November 26, Chiang did have a ses-
sion with Stilwell and a group of other American generals on the “Hump 
tonnage issue,” and Chiang records that “the atmosphere” was good—in part, 
he had “heard,” because Roosevelt had praised his “abilities” at a meeting 
(among Americans) the previous night. Stilwell reports that Chiang fi nally 
accepted the generals’ promise simply to try to meet his tonnage target.31

 According to Mountbatten’s account, Roosevelt and Churchill, after hear-
ing of Chiang’s supposed complete turnaround of the previous day, had tea 
with the Chiangs on the afternoon of November 26 without a note taker. 
Chiang records that he visited Roosevelt at 3:00 p.m. and they discussed a 
U.S. loan to China, Outer Mongolia, and Tibet. On the subject of the date 
of the British amphibious landing, Chiang wrote only that Roosevelt “agreed 
again” on advancing the date and that only Churchill disagreed. Chiang 
 assumed that he and Roosevelt were in complete accord—and they were. 
Meanwhile, the Combined Chiefs had met at 2:30 p.m. without the Chi-
nese, during which time Marshall said it was “essential” that the amphibious 
operation (Buccaneer) go forward because the forces were available, it was 
vital to operations in the Pacific, it was “acceptable to the Chinese,” and for 
“political reasons could not be interfered with.” This was a strong statement 
of support for the Chiang- Roosevelt plan. The presidential log reports the 
single Chiang- Roosevelt get- together on November 26 as a 4:30 p.m. confer-
ence between all three national leaders, Madame Chiang, and others during 
which time the communiqué was approved, and various subjects were dis-
cussed, including the economic situation in China, postwar security in the 
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Pacific, equipment for ninety Chinese divisions, and postwar international 
or ga ni za tion. After this session, Churchill and Madame Chiang told Mount-
batten that Chiang was in agreement on ev ery point, which he had been 
since his meeting with Roosevelt the previous day.32

 Another curious report by Stilwell the next day sheds more light on the 
conundrum. Chiang and his wife rose early on November 27 and made a 
dash to the pyramids, then headed for their airplane for the long flight home 
via India. Before boarding, however, Chiang asked Stilwell to stay behind 
to be present when the Combined Chiefs of fi cially endorsed the amphibi-
ous operation.33 After politely seeing off the Chiangs, Stilwell rushed to see 
Mountbatten. He “staggered” the En glishman, saying—according to the 
South East Asia Command Diary—that he had been ordered “to stay put 
and protest. I am to stick out for Toreador [the code word for an airborne as-
sault on Mandalay] and 10,000 tons a month.” Mountbatten in his own di-
ary, however, reports a more sweeping assertion taken down by his aide. In 
this version, Stilwell said he had been ordered “to obtain a complete reversal 
of ev ery point,” almost the same characterization that Mountbatten had 
heard from Marshall the day before. The new charge that Chiang had again 
totally reversed himself came entirely and directly from Stilwell, but Stilwell 
in his own diary does not even mention his having heard Chiang that morn-
ing go back on “ev ery point” or having related this to the “staggered” Mount-
batten.34

 On his way home, writing in his journal, Chiang was euphoric—Cairo 
was “an important achievement” in his “revolutionary career.” He expressed 
great pride in his preparations and how “the various negotiations had brought 
about the anticipated results.” There was nothing about any last- minute de-
mand he had instructed Stilwell to pursue. It appears that neither in effect 
nor in fact did Chiang reverse himself in any sig nifi cant way during either of 
these two days.”35

It has been suggested that once Sta lin agreed during the Tehran meeting to 
enter the war against Japan after the defeat of Germany, Roosevelt’s interest 
in Chiang and China’s role in the war quickly waned.36 But it was Churchill, 
not Roosevelt, who argued that with the Soviet pledge to attack Japan, the 
question of whether China remained in the war was immaterial.37 Roosevelt 
made no such argument. In fact he warned Churchill that they should not 
assume that the Soviets would defi nitely carry out their promise to attack Ja-
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pan after the defeat of Germany.38 With construction soon to begin on the 
mammoth airfields in Sichuan province, Washington’s strategic interest in 
China had hardly waned. Roosevelt commented to Elliot that Chiang’s armies 
were “not fight ing at all” in China and he criticized the KMT leader’s internal 
policies, but Roosevelt’s recorded remarks in Cairo on Chiang’s analysis of 
world affairs and global strategy, including Burma, were positive. While some 
have written that Roosevelt found his meetings with Chiang “discouraging,” 
the two men fully agreed on a postwar program of decolonization and on a 
new world or ga ni za tion to promote global peace. Roosevelt was impressed 
that when he asked Chiang if China “wanted Indochina,” the Chinese leader 
immediately replied, “under no circumstances.” Roosevelt also thought that 
Chiang’s agreement to a unity government with the CCP was a historic 
achievement.39

 After the summit in Tehran, Roosevelt and Churchill flew back to Cairo to 
finalize plans for the Burma campaign. Roosevelt, in his words, fought “stub-
bornly as a mule” with Churchill on Chiang’s behalf for the required British 
naval support. Hopkins noted that “feelings were high [among the Ameri-
cans] that Chiang’s conditions should be met with more than mere words.” 
Only eigh teen to twenty landing craft would be required for the desired naval 
landing in Burma, but with the massive invasion of Europe just months away, 
Churchill refused to contribute any British boats to the Burma campaign.40 
Despite the unquali fied commitments he had made to Chiang Kai- shek on 
the subject, Roosevelt reluctantly overrode his own Joint Chiefs, fi nally agree-
ing that the British could postpone their amphibious landing for a year.41

On the way home, Chiang and Mayling stopped in Ramgarh to inspect the 
Chinese troops being trained there by Stilwell’s men. The Chinese Army in 
India (the X Force) numbered some 33,000, all healthy and each one car-
rying a modern weapon—a unique experience for a Chinese army. In his 
screeching voice, Chiang harangued the troops, who seemed eager for battle, 
and promised the American of fi cers quick replacements to make up for ex-
pected losses. General Frank D. Merrill’s 3,000- man American Special Forces 
unit (called Merrill’s Marauders) was ready to support the Chinese. With 
Spitfires and other new aircraft, the Allies now fi nally enjoyed complete air 
superiority in North Burma, including the ability to supply entire divisions 
by parachute and to disrupt the railway from Bangkok to Rangoon. Soon, 
Chiang believed, the British Navy would also control access to Burma’s coast-
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line. All this presented a totally different situation from the one that had ex-
isted before Stilwell’s spring offensive of 1942.
 One similarity with the first Burma campaign, however, was faulty intelli-
gence. Several battalions of the Chinese 38th Division under Sun Liren had 
pushed some fifty miles ahead of construction of the new supply road, which 
had already begun in Ledo, India. In the Hukawng Valley, the 38th Division 
encountered an entrenched Japanese force, the veteran 56th Regiment of the 
18th Division. Stilwell’s headquarters—all American of fi cers—had given no 
hint to General Sun that Japanese forces were in the area. Following Sun’s 
 reports of hot firefights, General Hayden Boatner, acting commander in 
Stilwell’s absence, refused to admit that the enemy was present in strength.42 
It turned out that Boatner, misled by Stilwell’s G- 2 (intelligence of fice)—
which was run by Stilwell’s son, Lieutenant Colonel Joseph W. Stilwell Jr.—
had in fact underestimated the Japanese force. After another engagement, the 
Chinese withdrew to their lines and waited for General Stilwell’s return.43

On December 1, the Cairo Declaration, signed by the United States, Britain, 
and China, was formally announced. Among other historic pronouncements, 
it pledged to return all territories that Japan had stolen from China, most 
importantly Manchuria and Taiwan. On December 3, Chiang wrote that the 
“the whole world treated Cairo as a great victory for China.” The picture of 
the Chiangs sitting beside Roosevelt and Churchill made an enormous im-
pression on the Chinese people. For the first time in more than a century, the 
leader of China had been treated as an equal to the leaders of the West. 
Chiang gave much of the credit to his wife, who had worked twelve- hour 
days and personally negotiated an important fi nan cial issue with Roosevelt 
(though not with the success that the Chiangs believed at the time). He 
awarded her the Grand Cordon of the Blue Sky and the White Sun, China’s 
highest honor.44

 The supposed fi nan cial breakthrough in Cairo had taken place on the last 
day, November 26, when Soong Mayling, on instructions from her husband, 
paid a separate call on Roosevelt. Exhilarated over the other agreements he 
had achieved with Roosevelt, the Generalissimo had forgotten his pledge to 
himself not to ask for fi nan cial aid from the American leader, and he asked 
his wife to raise with the President the possibility of a loan of US$1 billion to 
solve China’s in fla tion problem. When she returned from the meeting, she 
reported to Chiang that Roosevelt had said he “completely understood the 
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plight of [the] Chinese economy” and had “readily agreed” to the request.45 
The Generalissimo could not believe his and China’s good fortune. Accom-
panied by the Madame, he hastened over to see the President to express his 
gratitude. Whatever the nearly always amenable Roosevelt said at that meet-
ing allowed the Chiangs to remain convinced that a loan would be forth-
coming.46

 When Roosevelt was back in Cairo on December 6, however, he told 
Stilwell a different account: that the Chiangs had wanted a loan of a billion 
dollars but he had told them it would be dif fi cult to get Congress to agree. 
Instead, he told Stilwell, he planned to bring down in fla tion in China by 
buying up Chinese yuan with 50 million or 100 million U.S. dollars.47 One 
can only guess that Roosevelt had told the Chiangs he thought another loan 
was a good idea but had cautioned that it could be dif fi cult to get Con gres-
sional and Trea sury approval—and that the Chiangs believed that if he had 
in principle agreed personally to support the loan request, it was bound to 
happen.

The Cairo Conference, November 1943, was a “great diplomatic victory” for China that soon 
turned sour. Claire Chennault, then commander of the 14th Air Force in China, is behind 
Chiang while Stilwell is behind Roosevelt. The two generals were bitter rivals. Courtesy KMT 
Party History Institute.
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 Stilwell’s December 6 meeting with Roosevelt lasted only twenty minutes. 
In his diary, he described Roosevelt as “a flighty fool.”48 At one point, accord-
ing to Stilwell’s account, Roosevelt asked the general out of the blue, “How 
long do you think Chiang can last?” Stilwell replied, “The situation is seri-
ous and a repetition of last May’s [Japanese offensive] might overturn him.” 
Roosevelt then said, “Well, then, we should look for some other man or 
group of men to carry on.” To which Stilwell remarked, “They would proba-
bly be looking for us.” “Yes, they would come to us,” said the President.49 On 
two sheets of paper, Stilwell jotted down his impression of the President’s 
wishes. One says: “Keep China in the war. We must retain our flank posi-
tion.” The other: “If CKS flops, back somebody else.”50

 Elliot Roosevelt gives a brief but different account of this meeting with the 
man whom Chiang had naively left behind to represent him. Stilwell voiced 
his dissatisfaction with “the politics of the Generalissimo,” Elliot wrote, and 
charged he was “storing up all his strength to use against the Chinese Com-
munists after the war.” But the President had “other things on his mind,” in-
cluding “his agreement with Chiang and his subsequent agreement with Sta-
lin.” He said little beyond “urging that Stilwell work things out as best he 
could.”51

Back in Chungking, Chiang confessed to his journal that despite “the great-
est triumph in the history of China’s foreign affairs [the Cairo summit],” his 
inner feelings were strangely dominated by “fear and worry.”52 There was am-
ple bad news on the home front. One was the continuing Japanese thrust 
into Hunan and Hubei. The other was Dai Li’s discovery of an alleged plot 
by young generals to seize the Generalissimo when, returning from India, he 
landed at the airport. Dai had arrested the alleged conspirators, graduates of 
the army’s staff college who said they were not seeking to overthrow the Gen-
eralissimo but simply wished to compel him to rid the government and the 
army of corruption.53 Chiang ordered their execution or imprisonment. Con-
ceivably, some were among those with whom General Dorn had discussed a 
“change at the top.”54

 The so- called Young Generals Plot was ominous enough, but Chiang’s ma-
jor worry was the potential disloyalty of the powerful military commanders 
and provincial power holders. Before he left for Cairo, there had been reports 
that the frequently mutinous Cantonese general Li Qishen, who had a nomi-
nal position in Guilin, was forming a group of southern generals as a contin-
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gency in the event the Chungking government collapsed. Toward this end, 
Li was reported to have reached an understanding with Yu Hanmou, Zhang 
Fakui, and Xue Yue, commanders of the Seventh, Fourth, and Ninth war 
zones, respectively. When Chiang ordered Li to Chungking to take a new 
position, he simply refused.55 This was symptomatic of the delicate situation 
Chiang faced in dealing with many of his commanders (and to some extent, 
all of them). The other generals allegedly involved continued in their posts.
 Over the next eigh teen months, Stilwell, like Dorn, probably spoke pri-
vately with Chinese generals he trusted and let them know his negative views 
of Chiang. If so, a number of these conversations may have been overheard 
by Dai Li’s technicians or reported by cooperating of fi cers. This sort of intel-
ligence capability was suggested when Chiang met with Bai Chongxi one day 
and suggested he be “more cautious when speaking.” Later the same day, Bai 
sent the Generalissimo a note in classical Chinese expressing gratitude for the 
leader’s suggestion.56

 Despite his key jobs in Chungking as deputy chief of staff, director of mil-
itary training, and chairman of the military inspection board, Bai was still 
one of the three leaders of the Guangxi Clique who apparently maintained 
some secret contact with the Communists, although after the war he would 
prove among the most anti- Communist senior of fi cers. In his February 1940 
memorandum to the Comintern, Zhou Enlai reported that the command-
ers of Guangxi and Zhejiang had “the closest contacts” with the CCP. Zhou 
recounted that “more than half ” of China’s military leaders were “grouped 
around CKS.”57 But even some of these were loosely grouped and for insur-
ance were keeping secret ties with the Communists.

I

Stilwell returned to Kunming on December 11 and the next day visited his 
trusted subordinate, General Dorn. According to Dorn’s memoirs, Stilwell 
told him he had been shocked by a verbal order he had received at Cairo. The 
instruction, he said, was “to prepare a plan for the assassination of Chiang 
Kai- shek.” “Big Boy,” Stilwell said, had told him “in that Olympian manner 
of his: ‘if you can’t get along with Chiang and can’t replace him, get rid of 
him once and for all. You know what I mean. Put in someone you can man-
age.’” The order, Stilwell went on, was not to kill the Generalissimo but sim-
ply to prepare a plan. He doubted anything more would come of it. “The 
United States  doesn’t go in for this sort of thing,” he said. But still, he in-
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structed Dorn to “cook up” a workable scheme and await orders.58 Dorn and 
two other of fi cers concocted a contingency plot in which, on an inspection 
flight by the Generalissimo to Ramgarh, the American pilot would pretend 
to have engine trouble. The Generalissimo would be given a faulty parachute, 
then helped out the door. When informed of the cartoon- like scheme, Stilwell 
said “I believe it would work. When orders come from the top, we [will] have 
no choice.” That was the last Dorn heard of the plan.59

 But this was not the first time Stilwell had ordered a contingency assassina-
tion plan for Chiang Kai- shek. According to Colonel Carl F. Eifler, the senior 
OSS of fi cer in the China- Burma- India Theater who was stationed in India at 
the time, apparently between early August and the end of October 1943, he 
was called to New Delhi to see General Stilwell, who told him that in order 
to pursue the war “in a logical way it would be necessary to get Chiang Kai- 
shek out of the way.” He asked Eifler to prepare a plan but did not tell him 
that this order had come from “the Big Boy” or anyone else.60 In a subsequent 
visit to Washington on other OSS business, Eifler,  after inquiring at the ap-
propriate of fice, was informed that botulinus toxin would be the weapon of 
choice because an autopsy could not detect it. But Stilwell had not conveyed 
any urgency in the matter and it was not until May 1944 when, at Stilwell’s 
headquarters in Burma, Eifler informed the general that he had found a way 
to carry out the assassination. According to Eifler, Stilwell “shook his head 
and stated that he had had second thoughts about it and had decided against 
doing it ‘at this time.’”61

 Both Dorn and Eifler were strong supporters of Stilwell and apparently 
did not know each other. As for the order to Dorn, it is conceivable that 
Stilwell had seized on Roosevelt’s seemingly offhand comment on December 
6 about looking for a new man if something happened to Chiang and took it 
as an order from the “Big Boy” to make a plan to kill Chiang Kai- shek. But 
coming to such a conclusion on such evidence would have been irrational. 
Roosevelt surely could not have intended for Stilwell to prepare a contin-
gency plan to kill one of America’s key allies, a man he would describe in his 
next “fireside chat” as a man “of great vision [and] great courage,” and whose 
wife had twice that year been a guest at the White House. Besides, the Presi-
dent was not angry at the Generalissimo at this time; instead, as we have 
seen, he felt guilty about the repeated American failure to live up to its prom-
ises to him. In Cairo he and Chiang had agreed on ev ery thing—even a unity 
government with the CCP—and Roosevelt had fought “stubbornly as a 
mule” with Churchill for the required British naval support for the Burma 
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campaign.62 Roosevelt also told his son that there was no other leader to take 
Chiang’s place and that “with all their shortcomings, we’ve got to depend on 
the Chiangs.”63

 It seems clear that Stilwell, unconsciously or otherwise, badly misconstrued 
Roosevelt’s casual remarks. Stilwell’s order to Eifler, however, came well be-
fore the conversation with either the President or Dorn and was not prefaced 
with any indication that it came from someone higher up. The likely timing 
of his talk with Eifler also raises the possibility that Stilwell first gave such an 
order when he was in India from October 7 to 15. This would have been af-
ter Stilwell heard a rumor in Chungking on October 2 that Chiang Kai- shek 
had asked for him to be relieved from his position.64

Upon his return from Cairo, Chiang of fi cially assumed leadership of the bat-
tles that had been raging in Hunan and Hubei provinces in the area of 
Dongting Lake. The main threat was to Changsha in Hunan and beyond 
that possibly to Guilin and Hengyang, areas key to the Chennault air offen-
sive.65 In reporting the new Japanese campaign to Washington, Ambassador 
Gauss predicted little possibility of the Chinese mounting more than the 
“usual perfunctory defense.”66 But the Chinese put up a serious and costly 
resistance. While the warmly clothed invaders employed modern artillery, 
poison gas, and parachute landings, the Chinese soldiers wore their usual cot-
ton quilted uniforms in the bitter cold and fought with old rifles and ammu-
nition manufactured in China.67 To combat gas attacks, the soldiers would 
urinate on a piece of cotton padding and press it to their faces. With little 
mechanized transport, these armies moved at the pace of a coolie jogging 
along with a bamboo carrying- pole over his shoulders.68

Despite the range of critical matters to be attended to, Chiang seldom worked 
into the night. With Mayling and relatives or friends, he would occasionally 
watch a foreign war film, but usually in the evenings he would labor for a 
while on his book, China’s Destiny, read a bit in various histories, and then 
dip into his collection of Tang poems. Before retiring and saying his evening 
prayers, he always read from one other work—a collection of Christian testa-
ments called Streams in the Desert, compiled in the 1930s by an American 
missionary, Mrs. Chas. E. Cowman. As he read, Chiang would jot down his 
thoughts beside each of the daily inspirational messages or stories. The domi-
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nant theme of this collection was the message of Jonah—stoic perseverance 
and unwavering faith in the face of di sas ter, tragedy, humiliation, and failure. 
One typical passage he probably underlined declared, “God never uses any-
body to a large degree until after He breaks that one all to pieces . . . It takes 
sorrow to widen the soul.”69

 Near the end of 1943, Chiang and his undeclared ghostwriter, Tao Xish-
eng, completed China’s Destiny, which embodied his views on China, its glo-
rious culture and history, and its bright and shining future.70 It was Chiang’s 
answer to Mao Zedong’s major essay on the future of China, On the New 
Democracy. As was the case in Communist areas with Mao’s booklet, China’s 
Destiny became required reading for students in government- controlled terri-
tory and for all of fi cials, military of fi cers, and KMT members. The book re-
flects Chiang’s distinctly nationalist, highly anti- imperialist, and strictly au-
thoritarian outlook, but on world affairs it struck a liberal, internationalist 
stance.
 China’s Destiny asserted that ev ery Chinese had the right and “the duty” to 
belong to the KMT. Citizens, Chiang proclaimed, “must pay special atten-
tion to and not neglect for a moment, the duty of obeying the state’s policy.” 
Discipline and loyalty were commanded. He quoted Sun Yat- sen’s dictum 
that “we must free ourselves from the idea of ‘individual liberty’” and unite 
“into a strong cohesive body, like a solid mass formed by mixing cement with 
sand.” Indeed, the political system that Chiang supported was openly au-
thoritarian. He rejected liberalism as well as Communism and reaf firmed Sun 
Yat- sen’s thesis that an indefi nite period of political tutelage “must be fol-
lowed to attain democracy.” Like Sun, he made the disturbing assertion that 
the principle of nationalism “is the most meritorious of all human condi-
tions,” but this is as close to fascism as the book  comes. He did make pre-
sumptuous but hardly malevolent claims that “the glories and scope of our 
ancient Chinese learning cannot be equaled in the history of any of the strong 
Western nations,” and that the principles of the Chinese state were “propri-
ety, righteousness, modesty, and honor.” But he also declared that “theories of 
‘superior civilization and superior races,’ must be forever eliminated.”71

 Chiang’s second book, Chinese Economic Theory, released about the same 
time as China’s Destiny, was meant to be a textbook in the KMT’s Central 
Political Training Institute. This work calls for a mixed, planned economy; a 
protectionist trade policy; an emphasis on national (state) ownership of large 
industries; and “control of private cap ital.” Reflecting the book’s strong so-
cialist outlook, it calls on Western economists to abandon materialism and 
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selfish individualism in favor of a “world of great harmony” where “human 
nature is developed to the highest point . . . no one will be able to earn a liv-
ing by sitting idle . . . no one will be unable to find work.”72 The last para-
graph in the first chapter of China’s Destiny, after referring to the long struggle 
of Sun Yat- sen, boasts, “I, Chiang Kai- shek, have from the beginning been 
iden ti fied with restarting the Republic of China on the road to freedom and 
in de pen dence,” and then follows with three innocuous uses of the word “I.” 
After that, Chiang does not use the personal pronoun in the book or refer to 
his own political or historic role.73

 The Chinese government did not publish China’s Destiny in En glish. Ma-
dame recommended against it, fearing that its prideful, socialist, anti- 
imperialist, and even anti cap italist outlook—which did not much distin-
guish among the foreign abusers of China—would antagonize Americans 
and especially the British.74 The only En glish edition of China’s Destiny is ap-
parently the one produced in New York by the leftist Amerasia magazine and 
its pro- Communist editor Philippe Jaffe. It could be argued that the book’s 
extravagant moral tone and idealization of Chinese culture represented a high 
degree of naiveté and self- delusion, but not a will to personal power—much 
less absolute power, ethnic cleansing, or territorial expansion. Nevertheless, 
Jaffe, John Service, and others equated China’s Destiny with Hitler’s Mein 
Kampf.

Chiang’s view of the Cairo Conference as the greatest diplomatic victory in 
Chinese history was short- lived. On December 7, Roosevelt and Churchill 
sent a message to Chiang telling him that discussions with Sta lin at Tehran 
had committed the United States and Britain to a vast combined operation in 
Europe in the late spring of 1944; therefore no landing craft could be spared 
then for an amphibious operation in the Bay of Bengal. The President offered 
Chiang the option of either going ahead with the North Burma campaign as 
planned without a landing by sea (but with a promise to maintain naval con-
trol of the bay) or postponing the campaign until November, when heavy 
amphibious operations could be carried out. Meanwhile the United States 
would concentrate on expanding the air transport route over the Hump to 
carry supplies for the air and ground forces in China.75

 This reversal was not a total surprise to Chiang, who on November 30 had 
confided in his diary that given British treachery he would not take Roosevelt’s 
“promise” regarding the naval matter “too seriously.” Moreover, he wisely 
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wrote, he would not “give the British any excuses by saying we won’t commit 
our infantry unless the UK commits its naval forces.” What was important, 
he stated, was that if the promised naval power was not available, the Burma 
campaign would be postponed—an alternative that Roosevelt now gave 
him.76 At this point, then, Chiang could have put himself in an advantageous 
political position by expressing shock and sorrow at the American leader’s lat-
est reversal but not asking for further aid in this context. By simply accepting 
the option of delaying the campaign, Chiang would have outraged Stilwell 
but not incon ve nienced himself strategically or any other way. But Chiang, 
overestimating his shrewd diplomacy and Roosevelt’s sense of regret and obli-
gation at his latest failure to live up to his promises, took a more opportunis-
tic approach.
 His reply to Roosevelt was calm in tone but expressed fear of the likely ef-
fect of the broken promise on the Chinese people and army. Further, Chiang 
again raised the hoary possibility of a “sudden collapse of the entire front in 
China.” He even declared that it would be “impossible for us to hold on for 
six months” unless major mea sures were taken to dramatize “your [Roosevelt’s] 
sincere concern in the China theater of war,” referring to what the Chiangs 
took to be Roosevelt’s commitment in Cairo. The Generalissimo suggested a 
billion- dollar loan, a doubling of the number of aircraft to be provided to 
China (raising the commitment to 1,000 planes), and an increase in Hump 
traffic to 20,000 tons a month. In conclusion, he warned that once the Japa-
nese realized the United States would be occupied with a mammoth inva-
sion in Europe, they would launch an all- out offensive to end Chinese resis-
tance.77

 After more than two weeks of waiting for a reply, Chiang sent another 
more restrained message on December 17 in which he belatedly accepted the 
President’s “suggestion” that the campaign be postponed until the following 
November. He also repeated his appeal for aid, but without the previous 
threats. Possibly recognizing the damage his first letter had done, the next day 
he gave Stilwell full command of the Chinese forces in India and those al-
ready fight ing in Burma’s Hukawng Valley, in effect agreeing to the immedi-
ate beginning of the campaign on the western (Indian) front. Stilwell urged 
Washington to demand that the Generalissimo also send the Y Force across 
the Salween River in the east.
 No doubt in flu enced by Harry Hopkins and indeed embarrassed by his 
broken promise, Roosevelt’s initial reply to Chiang’s December letters was 
restrained, saying only that the best answer to China’s military and economic 
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problems was to open a land route into the country as soon as possible. He 
hoped the Generalissimo would carry out his part of the operation to retake 
Burma, made no mention of postponing the campaign, and said the Trea sury 
Department was looking into the loan request.78 Chiang’s next rejoinder was 
even more inflammatory and foolish than his first. He told the President that 
if the loan was not possible, the U.S. government should start paying for all 
expenditures by U.S. forces in China (at the of fi cial exchange rate of twenty 
yuan to one dollar), including construction, already under way, of the B- 29 
airfields near Chengdu. He went on to bluster that after March 1 “China 
could not be of material or fi nan cial assistance in connection with any proj-
ect the American forces [in China] might have in mind.” China, he wrote, 
would fight on “until the inevitable military and civilian collapse” and then it 
would “do the best possible under the circumstances.”79

 Both H. H. Kung and Chiang’s American fi nan cial adviser, Arthur N. 
Young, tried to get him to moderate the wording of this new letter to 
Roosevelt, but without success.80 Chiang had found the President’s letter 
threatening and felt that the tone and substance of his response were appro-
priate. His main objective was to win some concrete concessions, which he 
felt China was due; he also felt the need to salvage his and his country’s dig-
nity.81 But his threats, which to many in Washington seemed to re flect “an 
infuriating absence of conscience,” played into the hands of Stilwell and the 
War Department. Somervell even suggested that the U.S. Army stop build-
ing the airfields in China and “approach Japan from another direction.” 
Calmer minds were to prevail, however. A professional diplomat, Stanley 
Hornbeck, then director of the Far Eastern of fice of the State Department, 
sent around a memo stressing the extraordinary importance of what was 
at stake in the response to Chiang and the need for “statesmanship of the 
highest order.” Secretary Hull backed Hornbeck, and Roosevelt rejected the 
War Department’s proposal for a stark ultimatum to the seemingly willful 
Chiang.82

 Instead, the President gently told the Generalissimo that given the dis-
tances separating them, there was a danger of failing to work out common 
problems and rushing into “decisions which would not be in the interests of 
either of our peoples.” He informed Chiang that the Trea sury Department 
did not believe the requested loan was necessary, but suggested that China 
send a representative to Washington to discuss the currency exchange- rate is-
sue. Then he included a tough statement: U.S. Army expenditures in China 
would henceforth be limited to US$25 million a month. Thus whatever 
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amount of Chinese currency that would buy would be all that would be 
spent. In reply, Chiang repeated that he would send in the Yunnan Y Force 
whenever the promised amphibious operation could be launched or per-
haps if the X Force captured Mandalay or Lashio. After sending this message, 
Chiang, seeking to calm things down, had H. H. Kung advance 15 billion 
yuan to Stilwell’s headquarters to cover expenses for the next three months. 
Kung then rushed off to Washington and eventually reached a compromise 
on the currency issue.83

Meanwhile, Dai Li reported that the Japanese High Command was deploy-
ing 150,000 troops south from Manchuria and North China and rebuilding 
a bridge over the Yellow River. The troops were presumably moving to join a 
major offensive in central and east China, probably sometime in the coming 
months. This operation, called Ichigo, would eventually involve half a mil-
lion well- armed frontline Japanese soldiers, the largest number of troops ever 
used in a campaign in Japanese history.84

 The reason for Ichigo was the destruction of the Japanese merchant fleet 
down to 77 percent of its prewar level, which was seriously restricting Ja-
pan’s importation of raw materials from Southeast Asia. Strategists in Tokyo 
hoped to solve the crisis by creating a continental corridor linking Japanese- 
occupied territories from Korea to Manchuria, through North, Central, and 
South China down to Indochina, and then through Thailand and Malaya to 
Singapore. Such a corridor would require uninterrupted control of the rail-
ways between Hanoi and Peking and to Dalian in Manchuria. The plan 
would in effect expand Japanese- occupied China west and southwest, thereby 
securing the empire’s rear and allowing raw materials (such as oil, minerals, 
and possibly food) as well as troops to be transported from China and South-
east Asia to the port of Pusan in Korea and then across the narrow Tsushima 
Straits to Japan. The sizable territorial gains that the plan required would also 
result in the destruction of Chennault’s new airfields. On April 6, Chiang re-
ceived intelligence reporting that Japan’s goal was not just to destroy the east-
ernmost airfields but to open up “the Big [Dalian to Hanoi] Asian Rail-
way.”85

 Consequently, while the Germans were retreating on ev ery front in Europe 
and the Japanese were falling back in the Pacific, the Imperial Army was plan-
ning its biggest offensive of the war in China, bigger than anything MacAr-
thur had faced. In Chungking as in the other Allied cap itals there was in-
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creasing talk about the possible collapse of Hitler’s regime sometime during 
1944. Chiang assumed that at Tehran Sta lin had agreed to enter the war 
against Japan after Germany’s surrender, although the Allies had not informed 
him of this. Once in control of Manchuria and possibly Peking and Tianjin, 
Chiang thought, the Soviets would “talk tough and ask for a regional [CCP- 
dominated] government and regional autonomy.” But there was nothing at 
the moment he could do about it.86 In Yan’an, arguments for serious CCP 
cooperation with the Kuomintang lost what little force they had retained 
among the Chinese Communists. In Politburo meetings in December, Zhou 
again admitted his “capitulationist” (pro- KMT) views.87

 Meanwhile, John Davies, working at Stilwell’s headquarters in India, had 
been sending Hopkins ominous reports on the domestic situation in China. 
In February 1945, he recommended dispatching U.S. military and other ob-
servers to the CCP base area to reduce the tendency of the Chinese Commu-
nists toward de pen dence on Russia and to check Chiang’s desire to liquidate 
Mao’s forces. On February 9, Roosevelt made the formal request to Chiang 
for permission to send an American observer mission to Yan’an. Chiang la-
mented in his diary that “young and naïve American military of fi cers in 
China believed the CCP’s pro pa gan da” but, more importantly, so did “senior 
U.S. of fi cers [in Washington].”88 Chiang turned down the request but stated 
that a U.S. mission could visit any area in North China that accepted the 
authority of the central government. Roosevelt thanked the Generalissimo 
for his reply and, ignoring the restriction, said he would dispatch such a mis-
sion in the near future.89 Sometime later, to placate the Americans, Chiang 
approved the first visit to Yan’an by a group of foreign correspondents.

During January, Stilwell and his Chinese divisions in Burma, now called the 
New First Army, continued to press slowly down the Hukawng Valley while a 
British force moved from India down the Arakan coast. But then Mountbat-
ten’s headquarters suddenly recommended that the Allies simply drop the ef-
fort to open a supply line to China and instead plan to gain a foothold in 
Sumatra. Stilwell was outraged and he immediately sent General Boatner to 
Washington to argue against the proposal. Mountbatten found out, accused 
Stilwell of insubordination, and asked for his recall. On Marshall’s instruc-
tions, Stilwell saw the Lord Admiral and, as he had with Chiang, “ate crow.” 
The two men formally patched things up, but both men still wished to be rid 
of the other.90
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 The Allied leaders rejected Mountbatten’s proposal and the Burma cam-
paign continued. Then unexpectedly, on March 8, three Japanese divisions 
carrying only one month’s supply of rice struck the British front. Within 
weeks, the invaders had surrounded 60,000 British and Indian troops and 
their stores on the Imphal Plain and were also attacking the border town of 
Kohima, which commanded the pass to the Assam Valley and the U.S. air-
fields fly ing the Hump. The Japanese were suddenly only twenty miles from 
the Calcutta- Assam rail line and Stilwell’s Chinese and American troops were 
about to be cut off. Stilwell and the British had again badly underestimated 
the Japanese. “This ties a can to us,” he wrote, “and fin ishes up the glorious 
spring offensive.”91 Stilwell immediately radioed Marshall urging that more 
pressure be put on the Generalissimo to send in the Y Force and to dispatch 
posthaste another Chinese division to join the New First Army in the Hu-
kawng Valley. “If ever I needed help,” he cabled Marshall, “Now, right now, is 
the time.” Mountbatten also asked his own superiors in London to make the 
same “suggestion” to Chiang “with extreme urgency.”92

 Roosevelt duly cabled the Generalissimo and expressed the hope that he 
would order his Y Force commanders to cooperate in what he described 
not as a great crisis but as “a great opportunity.” Chiang replied that should 
China attempt something beyond its power it “could court di sas ter”; conse-
quently, such an offensive by the Y Force was impossible until the British had 
launched their amphibious operation. Nevertheless Chiang did agree to send 
the Chinese 14th and 50th divisions from Yunnan to reinforce Stilwell’s posi-
tion inside Burma. In a record eight days, these Chinese soldiers were fly ing 
over the Hump to Assam.93

 This partial but important response by Chiang to the Allies’ pleas for help 
did not merit a mention in Stilwell’s diary nor probably in his reports to 
Washington. On the contrary, a Stilwell message of March 30 predicting to-
tal defeat in Burma persuaded Roosevelt to revert to harsh language with the 
Generalissimo. In an April 3 radiogram the President told Chiang that the 
whole point of the fight in Burma was to open up a supply route to China, 
and it was “inconceivable that the Y Forces with their American equipment 
would be unable to advance against the Japanese 56th Division.” “If the Y 
Force is not to be used in the common cause,” the President continued, “then 
the effort to equip and train it have (sic) not been jus ti fied.” The message 
ended with a conciliatory touch of the old school: “I do hope you can act.” 
Chiang decided not to answer for the time being but to “let things cool 
down,” and “patiently watch for a change in the President’s attitude.”94 Stil-
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well then transferred to the 14th Air Force, which was supporting the cam-
paign in Burma, all future Hump tonnage slated for the Chinese Y Force in 
Yunnan.95

 Chiang accepted the inevitable and quickly devised a transparent, face- 
saving way out. On April 14, He Yingqin informed Marshall by radio that, 
consistent with its strategic and tactical calculations, China had decided it 
was time to move the Y Force across the Salween River to engage the Japa-
nese. In a strained analysis, Chiang jus ti fied his painful and politically costly 
holdout on the grounds that it had in some mea sure rebuked the broken 
pledges made to him at Cairo.96 He then sent the Y Force commander, Gen-
eral Wei Lihuang, a message with the injunction, “Succeed—or else!”97 Stil-
well resumed shipment of supplies to the Y Force, reducing tonnage going to 
the 14th Air Force to its previous level.

Chennault, who strongly opposed the idea of crossing the Salween River, 
warned Chiang that the expected Japanese offensive in central China was im-
minent and would eventually extend into Hunan and Guangxi. The Y Force, 
he thought, would be needed to resist the enormous Japanese attack. Stilwell’s 
recurrently inaccurate intelligence of fice in Chungking issued an “emphatic 
dissent” to the prediction of a massive Japanese offensive. Stilwell informed 
Chennault that “the current crisis in [Imphal] India” had priority and he in-
structed the air of fi cer not to send the Generalissimo “a gloomy estimate of 
the military situation” in China.98 Only when Chennault’s pilots spotted 239 
Japanese troop trains steaming south and west did Stilwell’s Chungking head-
quarters fi nally conclude that a major offensive was indeed imminent.99 On 
April 17, the Japanese 37th Division, with hundreds of tanks and armored 
personnel carriers, crossed the Yellow River on repaired bridges and rolled 
across the flat Henan wheat fields. Their goal was to sweep away the Chinese 
forces between the Yellow and Yangtze rivers, clearing the rail lines between 
Peking and Wuhan.100 The motley forces of General Tang Enbo’s First War 
Zone fell back in disarray, but the 28th and 31st Army Groups held on at the 
key city of Luoyang. For good or bad, the Generalissimo was on the phone 
personally directing the defense. He also appealed to Stilwell, his chief of 
staff, for five hundred tons of gasoline from the B- 29 stores to fuel Chen-
nault’s fighters supporting the Luoyang defenders, but Stilwell, believing that 
the Generalissimo had brought the situation on himself, declined.
 The Chinese divisions in Henan fought as usual with no armor or motor 
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pool, a few old cannon, and for ev ery three soldiers two old, mostly Chinese-
 made rifles. The only advantage the Chinese fighters inside China enjoyed 
was tactical air support from the ninety or so operational planes of Chen-
nault’s 14th Air Force that had been assigned to Chinese army operations in-
side China. The Luoyang defenders resisted for fif teen days, losing 21,000 
Chinese soldiers and of fi cers before Chiang’s withdrawal order came.101

II

During the night of May 11, as the collapse in Henan proceeded, the 
72,000- man Y Force waded across the Salween River in western Yunnan 
province to link up with Stilwell. According to the American liaison of fi cers, 
the Chinese expedition, with its up- to- date equipment and extensive tactical 
air support, fought well and bravely. Scattered downpours soon merged into 
the near constant torrential rain of the monsoon. But U.S. planes dropped 
supplies and ammunition and the Chinese slogged on. At the same time, 
Stilwell’s Chinese divisions and Merrill’s Marauders, all battling mud and 
floods, reached the outskirts of Myitkyina.102

 Despite the rains, Stilwell was hopeful that his five Chinese divisions could 
soon link up with General Wei’s twelve “Y” divisions to the east. But in mid- 
June, Wei’s effort to seize Long Ling, the center of the Japanese line on the 
Salween front, collapsed when a counterattack by only 1,500 Japanese troops 
drove back 10,000 Chinese fighters. Chiang was extremely angry and de-
manded that Wei “spare no effort” to renew the attack and capture Long 
Ling. Chiang ordered two more Chinese armies from North China to join 
Wei’s force in Burma. These armies were desperately needed in the Ninth and 
Fourth war zones, which were awaiting the next phase of the grand Japanese 
offensive. By diverting them south, Chiang again demonstrated his commit-
ment to an Allied victory in Burma.103

 American pilots continued to report that elite Japanese units from Man-
churia were still pouring down the newly occupied rail line into Wuhan. 
Chennault again appealed to Stilwell to use his emergency authority to divert 
supplies, transport capacity, and combat elements of the B- 29 command to 
meet the emergency in East China. Stilwell responded that “until the emer-
gency is unmistakable, the decision will have to wait.” Two days later, the 
Japanese Sixth Army surged out of the Wuhan bulge into Hunan while 
smaller forces advanced from Canton and Vietnam. This second stage of 
Ichigo threatened to seize most of Hunan, which was the main rice bowl for 
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Free China, as well as the bases of the 14th Air Force in Hunan, Jiangxi, and 
Guangxi. The pilots of Chennault’s 23rd Group flew three to four missions a 
day through and under the weather. They wreaked havoc among the Japa-
nese, but their losses were horrendous—equaling or surpassing that of U.S. 
bomber groups in Europe. Nearly half the pilots of this group of three squad-
rons were killed or taken prisoner that summer, among them three squadron 
commanders.104

 From his jungle tent in Burma, Stilwell dictated a message to Marshall, 
insisting that without a wholesale shakeup in the British Command in India, 
there was no chance of a successful attack on Burma from India in the fall of 
1944. This was in effect a suggestion that his superior, Mountbatten, be re-
lieved (a man before whom, to save his job, Stilwell had recently “eaten crow” 
and pledged professional loyalty). Likewise, Stilwell continued, given the 
“present Chinese high command,” that is, Chiang Kai- shek, the most the 
proposed Burma offensive could hope for was to seize and hold the Myit-
kyina air base. Opening the land route all the way to China, he concluded, 
would require an American corps. In other words, the slow advance in the 
Burma campaign was the fault of Mountbatten and Chiang Kai- shek, and 
had nothing to do with Stilwell’s as well as Mountbatten’s sizable underesti-
mation of the enemy’s strength.
 Meanwhile, the battle for Burma was determined not in the Hukawng Val-
ley but in raging combat in northeast India, where the Japanese had commit-
ted 120,000 of the emperor’s best troops. By early May, Mountbatten had 
achieved a sig nifi cant victory, breaking the Japanese siege of the two In-
dian towns Imphal and Kohima. The Royal Air Force flew or parachuted in 
19,000 tons of supplies and 12,000 reinforcements, and launched 29,000 air 
sorties against the enemy. This impressive and decisive use of air power far 
overshadowed anything available to Chennault and the Chinese. The Japa-
nese full- scale retreat would begin in July and end in the largest defeat to date 
for the Japanese Army, which suffered 55,000 casualties with 13,500 killed.

III

Stilwell’s deeply pessimistic assessment of Allied prospects in Burma probably 
in flu enced the new decision by Marshall and the Joint Chiefs to try to defeat 
Japan without a major campaign on the mainland of Asia. In a May 27 reply 
to Stilwell, Marshall informed him of the new grand strategy. Thereafter, the 
highest priority for the United States in China and Burma would be to build 
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up the air effort and increase Hump tonnage for this purpose—more or less 
the Chennault strategy. Significantly, the Americans seem not to have dis-
cussed this matter with the Supreme Commander of the China Theater: 
Chiang Kai- shek.105

 The same day that Marshall’s message arrived, Chinese troops and Ameri-
can Marauders under Stilwell’s direction fi nally seized the airfield at Myit-
kyina. The Japanese, however, with only 3,500–4,000 men, would hold the 
town for another three months. Stilwell and his Chinese of fi cers and sol-
diers, including those without U.S. training but with new U.S. weapons, had 
fought with valor and remarkable stamina, and probably no other American 
general in the war was so literally in the trenches for as long as was Stilwell. 
But this was a relatively small- scale battle. By contrast, a combined almost 
million Chinese and Japanese were then battling each other in East China, 
and the fight ing on the Sino- Indian border was also on a grander scale than 
Myitkyina—and was a more critical battle for the war. The American press, 
however, gave Myitkyina (and Stilwell) far more attention than they did 
Changsha or Imphal. When the town held by a few thousand Japanese was 
fi nally taken, Marshall hailed Stilwell’s effort as a “brilliant victory.”106

 That very day, Stilwell took the time to ask Marshall by radiogram to re-
lieve Chennault as commander of the 14th Air Force because of “insubor-
dination”—contrary to Stilwell’s orders, Chennault had reported to Chiang 
Kai- shek that the Japanese were preparing for a huge offensive in East and 
South China. The War Department—no doubt Marshall himself—replied 
that to remove Chennault before the expected Chinese collapse in East China 
could open Stilwell to charges that he had caused it. Chiang Kai- shek be-
lieved that “in seven years of war the military situation was never so serious as 
today.” He appealed personally to Roosevelt for an increase in monthly deliv-
eries to the 14th Air Force and assignment to Chennault of the entire inven-
tory of U.S. tactical warplanes and aircraft ordnance at Chengdu. He also 
appealed to the President for 8,000 rocket launchers.107

 But the following week, Stilwell received a report from General Dorn re-
porting that the Chinese could not account for seven million rounds of am-
munition given to them, that some antitank rifles and radios were apparently 
still in Chungking, and that the Chinese had cannon and supplies for five 
battalions of field artillery in Kunming. The complaint was misleading. Actu-
ally little U.S. military equipment or ammunition had gotten into the hands 
of the Chinese Army aside from that received by the X and Y forces, both of 
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which were committed to the Burma campaign. The cannon in Yunnan, for 
example, had almost certainly been allocated to the Y Force.
 According to the Chinese War Ministry, since the fall of Rangoon, from 
May 1942 through September 1944, 98 percent of U.S. military aid over the 
Hump had gone to the 14th Air Force—and, the ministry could have added, 
to the B- 29 operation and the upkeep of the large and increasing number of 
U.S. military personnel in China. The United States had provided the two 
million or so men who were in the Chinese army but not in the X and Y 
forces a total of 351 machine guns, 96 mountain cannon, 618 anti tank rifles, 
28 anti tank guns, and 50 million rounds of rifle ammunition. Of these items, 
only 60 cannon, 50 anti tank rifles, and 30 million rounds of ammunition 
were provided before the June 1944 battle of Changsha; the rest afterward.108 
Further, the War Department had decreed that the new Z Force of thirty 
Chinese divisions to be retrained and armed by the United States (as the sec-
ond group of the ninety total divisions that Roosevelt had promised to sup-
port) would receive only 10 percent of the total Lend- Lease allotment for 
China. The American team assigned to this proj ect calculated that if divided 
between thirty new divisions, these supplies of arms and ammunition would 
in each case amount to “practically zero.”109

Without asking Chiang for an explanation regarding the unaccounted- for 
matériel, Stilwell took Dorn’s report as con fir ma tion of his decisions not to 
assist the Chinese ground forces with sig nifi cant supplies and to refuse to 
take emergency mea sures in response to the Japanese offensive in Hunan. In 
early June, Stilwell was back in Chungking and discussed the military crisis 
with Chiang and later in Kunming with Chennault. Both repeated their ear-
lier requests for a B- 29 raid on Japanese depots at Wuhan. Stilwell promised 
to forward them to Washington, but when the department replied in the 
negative, he sent back a brief acknowledgment to Washington: “Instructions 
understood and exactly what I had hoped for . . . Pressure from the Genera-
lissimo compelled me to send the request.” After his meeting with Chen-
nault, Stilwell also  stuffed into his pocket and then promptly forgot Chen-
nault’s request that the two hundred fighters of the 14th Air Force assigned 
to protect the B- 29s be deployed against the looming offensive in East 
China.110

 According to Stilwell, on June 5 in Chungking Chiang told him “the situ-



272 the generaliss imo

ation in East China” (the expected offensive into Hunan) was to be solved by 
air attacks and asked him to “suspend shipment of arms and ammunition 
over the Hump” in order to concentrate on shipment of fuel, parts, and ord-
nance to the 14th Air Force. Stilwell promised Chiang that he would assure 
that the 14th Air Force received 10,000 tons a month in supplies but he also 
seemed to interpret Chiang’s instructions as an order not to use U.S. trans-
port to deliver from any location arms and ammunition to any of Chiang’s 
armies resisting the Japanese in East China.111 It is doubtful that Chiang was 
as categorical as Stilwell recounts in suggesting air power alone would “solve 
the situation,” and Stilwell himself does not quote him as saying no Ameri-
can or Chinese arms and ammunition should be sent to Chinese forces in 
East China. In his diary, Chiang simply reports that he and Stilwell “dis-
cussed fuel supply and weapons distribution” and Stilwell “politely promised 
to do as I wished. His attitude was the same.”112 Actually only a “trickle” of 
American arms had been going to Chinese forces not related to the Burma 
campaign, but Chiang believed he had a compelling reason to control and 
even to stop any future American arms from going to his commanders in 
East China. At that moment Xue Yue, commander of the Ninth War Zone in 
Hunan, and General Zhang Fakui, commander of the Fourth War Zone in 
Guangdong and Guangxi, had come under increased suspicion of disloy-
alty—reports about which Stilwell’s headquarters believed were true.
 By apparently directing at least that shipments over the Hump be entirely 
devoted to supplies for the 14th Air Force and failing to insist that the Amer-
icans send arms and ammunition to the Chinese forces in Hunan—especially 
the threatened cities of Changsha and Hengyang—Chiang showed that con-
cern over disloyalty among his generals was more important to him than the 
successful defense of these cities. As vividly expressed in his diaries, he had 
enormous political and military interest in defeating the Japanese in these 
looming battles—he knew the outcome would have a great effect on Ameri-
can and domestic support for him. Thus he would take strong mea sures to 
try to defeat the Japanese in Hunan, but, fearing supplies would fall into the 
hands of Xue Yue, he apparently would not ask the 14th Air Force to drop 
even Chinese- made ammunition and weapons to the defenders, nor did he 
discuss the air- supply issue with Chennault.113

 Chennault was outraged with Chiang for not aiding Xue, but he did not 
raise the matter with him, apparently assuming the effort would be futile. 
But if Stilwell, who never hesitated to oppose Chiang’s decisions, had had 
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any question about the wisdom of Chiang’s orders as he interpreted them, he 
could have sought clar i fi ca tion, or urged him to reconsider. This would have 
been useful at least for the record. But Stilwell, like Chiang, had his own po-
tent political motives in these decisions. As will be seen, over the next two 
months he clearly preferred that Chiang suffer a serious defeat in Changsha 
and elsewhere in East China in order to enhance his own prospects of taking 
over command of the entire Chinese Army. Chiang and Stilwell would both 
bear some responsibility for the coming fall of Changsha and Hengyang.114 
Perhaps because of this, in his diary Chiang would not later blame Stilwell for 
these spe cific defeats.
 Xue Yue’s headquarters was some distance away from Changsha and as the 
Japanese tightened their noose around the city, Chiang concentrated on help-
ing and directing General Zhang Deneng, whose Fourth Army comprised 
the defenders. Chiang continued to press for increased logistical support of 
the 14th Air Force’s attacks on the Japanese attackers and lines of supply and 
he ordered six armies from four war zones to deploy immediately to Hunan. 
When it became clear that these units would arrive too late and Changsha 
would fall, General Zhang, on June 26, without orders evacuated the city 
with 4,000 of his men and trucks reputedly filled with his personal effects. 
Chiang had him shot, although he was one of his favorite generals.115 The 
Japanese occupied what remained of the wasteland of the city that had 
avoided its fate for so long. Most of the population had long fled, including 
the American and Chinese staff of the Xiangya Hospital. The loss of Chang-
sha exposed Hengyang and Guilin to the south and to the northwest, Chun-
gking. Stilwell’s headquarters in the provisional cap ital began planning for 
evacuation. Roosevelt quickly dispatched Vice President Henry Wallace to 
China to “calm” Chiang Kai- shek and promote cooperation between the 
Kuomintang and the Communists.116

The Chungking summer was at full blast when the Generalissimo met Wal-
lace at the Chungking Airport. Also in the welcoming party were the reha-
bilitated foreign minister and now also premier, T. V. Soong, along with his 
sister, Mayling, who remained in the car.117 Chiang now believed that he had 
made a horrible mistake the previous October; he should have followed T.V.’s 
advice and insisted on Stilwell’s dismissal. Chiang blamed not only his wife 
but also the Kungs and He Yingqin for backing Stilwell. Mayling would at-
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tend the meetings with Wallace but she was to be unusually quiet. This time 
T.V., whom she had rudely expelled from the conference with Mountbatten 
and Stilwell in October, would do the interpreting.
 Chennault and his bright, ambitious young aide Joe Alsop were also stand-
ing on the apron to welcome the Vice President. The remarkably connected 
Alsop knew Henry Wallace socially and professionally, and the Vice President 
gladly accepted Chennault’s suggestion that Joe act as his “air aide” during 
the visit.118

 Only two weeks before Wallace’s arrival, the New York Times published one 
of the first dispatches from the American journalists whom Chiang had 
agreed could visit Yan’an. In his first interview with the Americans, Mao de-
clared that the CCP had “never wavered from its policy of supporting Chiang 
Kai- shek” in the war of resistance. All the serious problems of China could be 
summed up, he said, in the one phrase—“lack of democracy.” The Times re-
port was enthusiastic, even euphoric about what the writer had seen and 
heard. The uniden ti fied correspondent, presumably Brooks Atkinson, re-
ported that the formerly barren Yan’an was “a Chinese Wonderland City.” 
Communist soldiers, he reported, fed “themselves without imposing any bur-
den on the people,” and Japanese prisoners were not held in camps but vol-
untarily helped the Communist Army. Russia had “never shown any interest 
in the Chinese Communists,” Atkinson assured his readers, but the CCP’s 
armies were tying down four- fifths of all the Imperial forces in China.119

 Such news reports re flected and reinforced the views of most American of-
fi cials in Chungking and Washington that the Chinese Communists were a 
politically benign and popular (if not yet fully democratic) or ga ni za tion; that 
they were determined to employ their full strength against the Japanese if 
only they were freed to do so by the government; and that even without such 
freedom, they were already carrying the heavi est burden of the war. The cor-
ollary was that the Kuomintang regime was disintegrating and not interested 
in fight ing the Japanese, and if only it would cooperate there could be a 
peaceful, democratic settlement with the Communists. The State Depart-
ment’s talking points for Wallace to use with Chiang mirrored these opin-
ions.120

 The Vice President enjoined Chiang to make better use of the Chinese 
Communist Army and to begin this pro cess by approving an American mili-
tary fact- find ing mission to Yan’an. He also said Chiang should take steps to 
increase cooperation with the Soviet  Union. The Chinese leader replied that 
American critics were forever urging him to come to terms with the Com-
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munists but never talked about the key necessity of the Communists’ accep-
tance of a true uni fied command under him—the fundamental condition of 
the united front that they claimed to have accepted.
 In vivid terms, Chiang then told Wallace that he lacked con fi dence in 
Stilwell’s judgment and requested that the President appoint a personal repre-
sentative who would handle both political and military matters. He blamed 
the flight of his army in Henan on lack of equipment, war fatigue, and de-
moralization caused by the suffering of the soldiers’ families and the failure to 
receive sig nifi cant help from abroad. The situation in Burma, he said, was a 
result of the Allies’ failure to execute as promised his all- out strategy.121

Owen Lattimore was in Wallace’s party and on his second morning at the Yel-
low Mountain villa he joined the Generalissimo for a pre- breakfast walk in 
the garden. When Chiang asked bluntly what the Vice President’s trip was all 
about, Lattimore explained that good relations with the Soviet  Union were a 
key aspect of U.S. postwar policy and it was best for both the United States 
and China to have a clear understanding with Moscow before the Soviet 
 Union came into the war. In response to Lattimore’s questions, Chiang said 
he thought the Soviet  Union would enter the Pacific War as soon as it “was 
assured of its position in the West.” The Soviets, he predicted, would attack 
straight through Mongolia- Manchuria and their victory would be quick. In a 
separate, private talk, Madame Chiang told Lattimore that she was planning 
to go abroad due to ill health, and she pulled down her stockings to show 
him her skin disease. She asked him to have the Vice President express con-
cern to the Generalissimo about her health, implying that she was not sure 
she could otherwise get away for treatment.122

 Wallace’s other talks in Chungking were confusing and pessimistic. T. V. 
Soong complained that his boss was “bewildered,” that “there were already 
signs of disintegration,” and that for the Chinese government it was “five 
minutes to midnight.” But Soong Chingling emphasized the Nationalist re-
gime’s lack of popular support, and, echoing the CCP line at the time, ex-
cused her brother- in- law, saying he did not know what was going on.123 After 
leaving Chungking, Wallace and his party stopped in Kunming, where he 
drafted a preliminary report to Roosevelt that warned that all of East China 
could soon fall in Japanese hands, nullifying the U.S. military effort in China 
and possibly causing a disintegration of the Chungking regime. The Genera-
lissimo, he said, had put himself into a hole by “an unenlightened adminis-
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tration supported by landlords, warlords, and bankers.” Chiang was “so prej-
udiced against the Communists,” Wallace said, that there was “little prospect 
of a settlement with them.” While it was necessary to back the Generalissimo 
for the time being, he concluded, the United States “should be on the look-
out for any other leader or group that might come forward offering greater 
promise.” Yet although he was highly skeptical of Chiang’s long- term sur-
vival, Wallace not only supported Chiang’s request for a personal presidential 
representative but even recommended that Stilwell be replaced in China by 
General Albert Wedemeyer.124

Chiang did not know from whom next to expect bad news—his American 
allies, his Japanese enemies, his temporary warlord allies, his adversaries 
within the KMT, the Chinese Communists, or the Soviets. He spent long 
hours following and trying to direct the battles in Hunan and northeastern 
Burma, but he also had serious distractions in his personal life. His wife was 
undergoing another spell of depression. Moreover, she had heard rumors or 
perhaps knew about an affair the Generalissimo had allegedly had with a Miss 
Chen Ying. Various stories described Chen as a nurse, a teacher, or a daughter 
of Chen Bulei, the Generalissimo’s con fi den tial and in flu en tial aide. Chun-
gking was a hothouse of lurid tales of corruption and sin within the establish-
ment. John Service reported the many rumors regarding the Chiangs, while 
noting that they might be “nothing more than malicious gossip.” According 
to one story, Mayling discovered in Kai- shek’s bedroom a pair of high heels 
that she’d never seen and angrily threw them out the window, where they 
struck a guard on the head. Another story had Mayling hitting her husband 
with a vase.125

 Rumors of the affair gained such currency that, after Wallace’s departure, 
the Chiangs held an unusual tea party for foreign journalists during which 
Chiang categorically denied the stories that were circulating and said that 
they jeopardized the revolution. His wife declared that “never for a moment 
did I stoop or demean myself to entertain doubts of his uprightness.” The 
extraordinary public denial, however, only drew more attention to the ru-
mors and suggested to many that there was some truth to them.126

 The Generalissimo’s possible dalliance added to Mayling’s desire to get 
away from Chungking. In addition to her emotional state, she had other 
health problems, including an eye malady and her recurrent skin disease. 
Mysteriously, she went first to Brocoio Island, Brazil, accompanied by Ai- 
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ling, who had also lost her standing with the Generalissimo. The two sisters 
stayed in Brazil for almost two months while Mayling was under medical 
care, and while Ai- ling reputedly was busy examining Kung family holdings 
and investment possibilities.127 In September, the party left Brazil for New 
York where Mayling again entered Presbyterian Hospital—and as before, 
took over an entire floor in the Harkness Pavilion. There she received treat-
ment for “a severe state of exhaustion” while visitors like Eleanor Roosevelt 
came to see her.128

IV

Marshall not only rejected Wallace’s recommendation that Stilwell be re-
placed; he gave the general a dramatic promotion. Following suggestions 
planted over the previous year by Stilwell, Marshall, again without asking the 
Chinese, offered Stilwell the command of the Chinese Army, later clarified to 
include the Communists.129 Immediately after reading the message, Stilwell 
sat down in his sweltering tent outside the destroyed town of Myitkyina and 
wrote a reply, agreeing that “only a quick and radical” solution could save the 
desperate situation in China. But, he warned, Washington would have to 
force the Generalissimo to give him “complete authority” over the Chinese 
Army. Once in command, Stilwell explained, he would launch a counterof-
fensive against the Japanese from Shaanxi with the par tic i pa tion of the Com-
munists, who, he said, “two years ago offered to fight with me.” Marshall 
agreed. His first step was to promote Stilwell to full general, a rank shared 
with only Marshall himself, Eisenhower, MacArthur, and Arnold.130

 The Joint Chiefs sent a July 3 memorandum to the President calling on 
him to send an attached letter to Chiang Kai- shek urging him to give Stilwell 
command of all Chinese armed forces in the field, including the Commu-
nists.131 Apparently without consulting with any other senior of fi cials who 
might have had a different outlook, Roosevelt made only a few softening re-
marks to the War Department letter and the historic message was soon on its 
way to Chungking.
 Ironically, Roosevelt by this time had seemingly put aside or forgotten the 
events since Cairo and his respectful feelings in regard to the Generalissimo 
had returned. A few days before the War Department draft message arrived 
on his desk, Roosevelt received H. H. Kung, who delivered a letter from the 
Generalissimo declaring that he saw the President as “an older brother as well 
as a friend.” Roosevelt responded af firmatively, telling Kung “con fi den tially” 
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that he hoped to arrange a four-power conference by the end of the year,  
including Sta lin as well as Churchill, Chiang, and himself. The President 
laughed and suggested that perhaps “Sta lin, Chiang, and I can bring Brother 
Churchill around [on decolonization].”132

 Marshall passed along to Stilwell key passages of the President’s letter to 
Chiang asking Stilwell be given command of the Chinese Army, but added 
the admonition that the support of the President and of Chiang Kai- shek had 
been withheld from Stilwell for so long because of “the offense you have 
given, usually in small affairs, both to the Generalissimo and to the Presi-
dent.” Marshall warned that Stilwell had to do ev ery thing in his power to 
avoid offending Chiang. In response, Stilwell simply promised “as a country 
boy” to tackle his new assignment “to the best of his ability.” He admitted no 
fault in his previous dealings with the Generalissimo and vaguely promised 
that he would “consistently and continuously avoid unnecessary irritations.” 
In his diary, however, he wrote, “The cure for China’s trouble is the elimina-
tion of Chiang Kai- shek.”133

 Stilwell’s man in Chungking, Brigadier General Benjamin G. Ferris, deliv-
ered to Chiang Roosevelt’s “recommendation” regarding Stilwell’s appoint-
ment. Roosevelt’s polite additions asserted there was “no intent” on his part 
“to dictate on matters concerning China.” But, the President’s message ex-
plained, China was “on the brink of collapse” and if nothing was done, the 
“common effort would suffer a major setback.” Roosevelt acknowledged that 
he was fully aware of Chiang’s view of General Stilwell, but he believed 
Stilwell was the best quali fied military leader to save the situation. He recom-
mended that Chiang bring Stilwell back and “directly under you . . . give him 
real military authority,” including over the Communist forces.134

For Chiang the proposal was stunning in its audacity. There had been noth-
ing like it in the sovereign history of China, except when foreign dynasties 
had conquered the country.135 Chiang of course saw the demand as a dire 
threat to his own power and to China’s in de pen dence, dignity, and self- 
respect, but instead of immediately and angrily rejecting it, he knew it was 
important to remain calm. He saw three choices: “refuse; accept; or postpone 
and see.” He decided to delay.136 The next day he replied with due politeness 
and reasonableness to the proposal. In fact his reply would have been almost 
as shocking to the neutral observer as the American request: he agreed to it. 
“In principle, I fully agree with your suggestion that directly under me Gen-
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eral Stilwell be given the command of all Chinese and American troops in 
this theater of war,” Chiang wrote Roosevelt. “But I would like to call your 
attention to the fact that Chinese troops and their internal political condi-
tions are not like those of other countries. Furthermore they are not as easily 
directed as the limited number of Chinese troops who are now fight ing in 
North Burma. Therefore if this suggestion is carried out in haste it would not 
only fail to help the present war situation here but would also arouse misun-
derstanding and confusion which would be detrimental to Sino- American 
cooperation.”137

 Chiang then appealed to Roosevelt as he had to Wallace for appointment 
of an in flu en tial personal representative with “full power . . . to constantly 
collaborate with me and also . . . [to] adjust relations between me and Gen-
eral Stilwell.” He then followed up with another message to the President 
contradicting his own regular warnings that resistance in China was on the 
verge of collapse. “China is not on the brink,” he said. “Although the situa-
tion is quite dangerous . . . based on my seven years experience in this war I 
can guarantee victory.”138

 Kung again succeeded in seeing the President to pass on this message. Af-
ter reading it, Roosevelt said that at the time of his own July 7 radiogram it 
was reported that China was indeed on the brink of military collapse. Kung 
then described the different personal and regional loyalties and allegiances in 
the Chinese military that required subtle leadership. General Stilwell, he said, 
“either due to his subjective attitude or lack of knowledge of this tradition or 
both, has run into disputes with Chinese military and political of fi cers.” But, 
Kung went on, “the question is whether or not General Stilwell can suc-
cessfully carry out his duties once all Chinese troops are under his control. 
Chiang Kai- shek is doubtful . . . Not all professional soldiers have the neces-
sary political and diplomatic experience and skill. Consequently, at the very 
beginning of this personnel decision, we must try to avoid misunderstand-
ings, which in turn could have a negative impact on the future of China’s 
political reconstruction.”139 After the friendly meeting, Kung reported back 
to Chiang that Roosevelt had agreed with the Generalissimo’s analysis.140

 Before leaving on his trip to Honolulu, the President wrote to Admiral 
Leahy: “There is a good deal in what the Generalissimo says.” He also sent 
another letter to Chiang urging him to arrange Stilwell’s assumption of com-
mand “at the earliest possible moment,” but accepting the idea of first send-
ing a senior political representative to Chungking.141 For Chiang, Kung’s re-
port and Roosevelt’s latest letter were highly encouraging. He wrote a journal 
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entry portraying himself as the calm, noble, superior man in the best neo- 
Confucian tradition: “All I can abide by is the heavenly principle and the 
eternal law . . . I [shall] take the worsening of the American attitude, the up-
heaval in our morale, and the military setback as ben e fi cial, not harmful to 
me. Even the American policy of making use of the Chinese Communists, if 
we can maneuver it to our bene fit, may not necessarily be disadvantageous to 
us.”142 But another blow quickly followed.
 While Roosevelt was in Hawaii conferring with MacArthur and Nimitz, 
the War Department sent him another message for Chiang that was in strik-
ing contrast to the President’s seemingly understanding and cordial discus-
sion with H.H. only a few days earlier. “Should our common goal of fight ing 
Japan unfortunately be stifled by your decisions,” the letter warned, “the 
United States and China would have limited opportunity for further cooper-
ation.” The unabashed threat was in effect to end not just American aid but 
the alliance itself. Upon receiving the letter, Chiang assumed that the words 
were not “literally” those of the President. Still, he wrote in his diary, “we 
must be psychologically prepared to fight this war alone.”143

 Roosevelt then sent Chiang a separate letter urging him to reach an agree-
ment with the CCP for joint military efforts against the Japanese because 
doing so would greatly improve Sino- Russian relations. Chiang suddenly sus-
pected that the United States wanted him to recognize Mao’s control in 
Northern China in order to create a “two Chinas” situation—which in turn 
would reduce the possibility of a postwar U.S.- Soviet quarrel over China. He 
again felt “disconcerted and humiliated.”144

At this time came the almost simultaneous news of the attempt on the life of 
Hitler and the resignation of the Tojo cabinet in Japan. Tokyo’s surrender, 
Chiang thought, would “not be long” in coming. He believed that if he could 
avoid a break with the Americans by temporarily giving Stilwell command 
with some controls, the crisis with America would pass and after the war the 
aggressiveness of the Russian and Chinese Communists would eventually 
push the United States into opposing them.145

 But immediately Chiang was to start down the path toward another defeat 
that would strengthen Stilwell’s hand and perhaps encourage his warlord op-
ponents. Having lost Changsha, victory in Hengyang, a hundred miles due 
south of Changsha, would, Chiang felt, be “Heaven’s blessings” and would 
“dissolve the diplomatic crisis and deliver us to safety.”146 The idea that the 
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Nationalist Army was about to collapse would be eliminated by such a vic-
tory. Again, Chiang did not want to support Xue Yue, the war zone com-
mander involved—so instead, as at Changsha, he directly conducted the de-
fense of Hengyang with loyal forces in the city and elsewhere, which added to 
the chaos. But this time he had a general, Fang Xianjue, who was willing to 
fight.
 In his mission to save the city, Chiang relied heavily on Chennault’s close 
air support. The tactic worked well at first. For a period in early July, fighters 
and bombers of the 14th Air Force so disrupted Japanese supply lines that the 
attack on the walled city ground to a halt. Then for one week, lack of fuel 
grounded the American pilots. In accordance with Stilwell’s wishes, the War 
Department still refused to allow Chennault to use aviation fuel from the 
B- 29 depot in Chengdu.147

 Meanwhile, on the ground, Fang repulsed three waves of Japanese assaults 
on Hengyang, reportedly killing 7,602 Japanese soldiers. But he lost most of 
his regulars—19,380 men—and by mid- July mostly auxiliaries and ser vice 
troops were in the front lines.148 Resupply became a critical issue. Chiang 
again did not fly or parachute in supplies, and Chennault, without telling 
Chiang, again requested that Stilwell authorize a single air drop of ammuni-
tion (presumably Chinese manufactured), in this case at Hengyang. Stilwell 
refused, saying he was concerned this would set a precedent for further de-
mands that could not be met.149 On July 20, Stilwell’s new chief of staff in 
Chungking, General Tom Hearn, suggested authorizing Chennault to drop a 
“token” of two hundred tons of ammunition into the city, but Stilwell in his 
reply recalled with satisfaction what he said was Chennault’s old promise “to 
beat the Japs with air alone.” In fact, neither Chennault nor Chiang had ever 
claimed they could beat the Japanese without the Chinese Army playing a 
key defensive role. But Stilwell went on to tell Hearn that if Chennault “now 
realizes he cannot do [this], he should inform the Gissimo, who can then 
make any proposition he sees fit.” This part of the message was inadvertently 
not passed to Chennault by Stilwell’s staff. But in a segment of the same mes-
sage that did make it to Chennault, Stilwell, turning aside a request for sup-
plies for Hengyang from Bai Chongxi and clearly thinking of his own immi-
nent takeover of the Chinese Army, grumbled, “I do not see how we can 
move until a certain big decision is made.” He added sarcastically: “You can 
tell the Chinese we are doing our best to carry out the plan the Gissimo in-
sisted on.”150

 In reply to Stilwell, General Hearn indicated that he was aware of “the 
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pending big decision” (Stilwell’s new appointment), but he recommended 
that in the meanwhile “drastic action” be taken “immediately” to aid the Chi-
nese in southeast China. Chennault had offered to convert one thousand tons 
of his Hump quota to arms and ammunition for the besieged forces with or 
without Chiang Kai- shek’s approval. Stilwell turned down these proposals as 
well as additional pleas for supplies from Xue Yue and Bai. In yet another 
clear reference to U.S. pressure on Chiang for his command of the Chinese 
Army, Stilwell told Hearn: “The time for half- way mea sures has passed. Any 
more free gifts such as this will surely delay the major decision and play into 
the hands of the gang. The cards have been put on the table and the answer 
has not been given. Until it is given let them stew.”151 The meaning was ap-
parent. Hearn informed Chennault that Stilwell agreed that in order to re-
store the situation in the east, a “real operation” was required, but “he is 
working on a proposition which might give this spot a real face- lifting and is 
loath to commit himself to any defi nite line of action right now. Conse-
quently, we must hold off in making any proffers of help to the ground troops 
until things precipitate a bit more.”152

 Bai Chongxi once again urged Chiang to pull back from a besieged city, in 
this case Hengyang, and concentrate on attacking the enemy’s lines of com-
munications. But Chiang still thought it was necessary to show the Chinese 
people as well as the Americans that the Chinese military was fight ing the 
enemy head on and could win. Still, as at Changsha, the imperative to win at 
Hengyang was not strong enough to compel Chiang to insist that ammuni-
tion and other supplies be flown to the defenders. Chiang told General Fang 
inside Hengyang to keep fight ing and ordered nearby armies to try to relieve 
the city. Stilwell’s U.S. Army observers reported that the 62nd, 69th, and 
37th armies did in fact take heavy casualties trying to break through the Japa-
nese forces surrounding the city, while three other armies also suffered severe 
losses while attacking Japanese supply lines. Henyang was fi nally secured by 
the Chinese on August 1.153 After the war, the government built a memorial 
of 5,000 skulls collected from unburied Chinese soldiers.154 The Chinese 
armies were not winning, but no one could say they were not fight ing.

V

On August 10, Roosevelt notified Chiang that with his concurrence he was 
again dispatching General Patrick Hurley as his personal representative to 
China. He also suggested Donald M. Nelson, former chairman of the War 



The China Theater 283

Production Board, as a presidential agent to study China’s economy. Again, 
he urged Chiang to hand over command of all troops to Stilwell “without 
delay.” Chiang mused in his journal, “What [I] must do is accept the humili-
ation and wait for my opportunity . . . all depends on my self- reliance, self- 
scrutiny, self- mastery, and self- strengthening . . . If it  comes to the worst, 
there will be no alternative except to unsnarl the [ball of ] twine with a sharp 
knife.”155 Chiang seemed to be thinking that at some point he would have to 
risk a break in the alliance with the United States.
 Meanwhile a “United States Army Observer Group,” unof fi cially called 
the Dixie Mission (a reference to the rebel side in China), arrived in Yan’an 
and set about determining what the Communists’ goals were. The most 
 in flu en tial of its reports were written by John Service, who was highly im-
pressed by what he saw and heard. In his conclusions and comments, he oc-
casionally put matters succinctly into perspective: “We cannot say with cer-
tainty that the Communist claims of democratic policies are true” and “[once 
the Communists are] the strongest force in China . . . they will then be free, 
immediately or gradually as circumstances dictate, to revert to their program 
of Communism.” But such qualifiers were overshadowed by his sweeping 
praise of the CCP and its leaders in Yan’an: “There is no criticism of Party 
leaders . . . there is no tension in the local situation . . . there is no feeling of 
restraint or oppression . . . there is no hesitation in admitting failure . . . there 
are . . . no beggars, nor signs of desperate poverty . . . [and there is] total . . . 
unity of army and people.” The Communist political program, he declared, 
“is simple democracy . . . much more American than Russian in form and 
spirit.”156

 Service did note something unusual: “In their thinking and expressions 
there is a noticeable uniformity.” This sameness of opinion, he suggested, 
“may be the result of training in Communist thought and of Party discipline. 
But it may also, partly at least, be due to the fact that the Communist Party 
has not had to be a catch- all like the Kuomintang. Those who dissented have 
been free to leave . . . In some cases they have been expelled. Those who are 
left do seem to really think alike.” Service seemed to imply that the remark-
able homogeneity of thought in Yan’an was a positive if mysterious trait.157 
Service and the head of the mission, Colonel David D. Barrett, both recom-
mended that the United States begin a program to supply arms and equip-
ment to the Communists—otherwise “the chances of civil war would increase 
and Mao would return to his close alliance with the Soviet  Union.”158

 Curiously, at this time, deep within the Stimson War Department a group 
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of analysts in the Military Intelligence Division (MID) were producing a 
book- length study of the strength, nature, and intentions of the Chinese 
Communist Party. The analysts examined 2,500 military intelligence reports, 
interviews, histories, and other documents both friendly and unfriendly to-
ward the CCP. They read all the reports from Stilwell’s headquarters since 
1942, including the reports of Davies and Service and the continuing dis-
patches from the Dixie Mission. Their study concurred with some of the 
sweeping and often superlative conclusions of Service and Davies. But the 
democracy of the Chinese Communists, the study concluded, followed “the 
pattern of the Soviet  Union,” where “real opposition groups are summarily 
repressed as ‘traitors.’” It may be necessary, the report said, for America to 
“establish military cooperation with the Chinese Communists . . . [but] it is 
completely unrealistic to deal with [them] on the assumption that they are 
not Communists.” The MID researchers also were devastating in their judg-
ment of the KMT’s corruption, disunity, and “lack of sincerity, as with the 
CCP, in its stated willingness to share power.”159 The report was released in 
1945 just as the war was coming to an end, and it had no in flu ence on think-
ing at the time, but it does show that there was an informed view in Wash-
ington of the CCP—one that was far more realistic than that held by most of 
the China specialists in the Foreign Service and the Department of the Army, 
the U.S. news media and academia, and many American political leaders.

By this time, Chiang had come to believe he would have to offer Stilwell 
overall command, even as he made it clear that the general would remain 
under his authority and he would have the right to dismiss him. Remarkably 
but not surprisingly Chiang did not appear totally cynical about negotiating 
this extraordinary arrangement with the United States. He even wondered 
once again if by careful management the dif fi cult affair could even “change 
weal to woe and defeat to victory.”160

 On the morning of September 7, Roosevelt’s envoy, Patrick Hurley, arrived 
in Chungking accompanied by the economist Donald Nelson. Hurley had 
gotten along well with both Chiang and Stilwell on his first mission to China 
(before the Cairo Conference). When the two Americans met for the first 
time with the Generalissimo that same day, Hurley said President Roosevelt 
proposed that Stilwell’s authority be similar to the Anglo- American integrated 
command headed by Eisenhower in Europe. The unspoken difference of 
course was that Americans made up the great majority of Allied ground as 
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well as air forces in Europe, while the Chinese Army was all Chinese. Hurley 
stressed that Stilwell would have to have “the full authority and con fi dence of 
the Generalissimo in undertaking his new assignment.”161 Chiang agreed, in-
dicating that he even saw the decision on Stilwell as possibly an opportunity 
for carrying out other reforms in the Chinese military with American person-
nel. But Chiang also stressed that the authority for receiving and distributing 
Lend- Lease supplies should be taken out of Stilwell’s hands and any Com-
munists serving under Stilwell would have to accept the Generalissimo’s final 
authority.162 Chiang was reassured by Hurley’s central message that Presi-
dent Roosevelt was not demanding anything; rather he was trying to satisfy 
Chiang’s “needs.”
 Chiang was doubly pleased to find Hurley “very sincere,” quite different, 
he thought, from “American of fi cials in the past.”163 After the meeting, in 
another indication that Chiang was taking the matter seriously, he requested 
a briefing from the British military representative in Chungking on the com-
mand setup in Europe with Eisenhower.164 The next day, he set down in his 
journal the “protocols” of Stilwell’s imminent assignment: under the Supreme 
Commander of the China Theater, who was Chiang himself, Stilwell would 
be “the vanguard commander- in- chief in charge of frontline military action 
in all war zones.” Notably, Chiang did not include the Military Council as an 
intervening authority. All war zone military troops, he wrote, would be under 
Stilwell’s command—including Hu Zongnan’s divisions, which were guard-
ing against CCP expansion in the Northwest. But he added a new, steep 
price: the United States would “provide all the supplies required by the War 
Zone troops.”165

On September 15, Hurley and Stilwell were called to a meeting by Chiang. 
Stilwell had just returned from a visit to the nervous city of Guilin, which 
Chiang had ordered its commander to defend to the death. Stilwell was al-
most certainly right that this was not the best strategy, although the Genera-
lissimo’s “do- or- die” order, like many similar ones he had given in the past, 
defied Stilwell’s standard complaint to Marshall that Chiang Kai- shek “would 
not fight.”
 Before Chiang could talk about his concerns over what was happening 
on the Salween front, Stilwell, according to Chiang’s diary, spoke in “defiant 
words” about the defeat of government troops at Quanzhou in Guangxi. 
More of Hu Zongnan’s armies blocking the Communists, Stilwell insisted, 
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should be dispatched immediately to the front line in Guangxi. Chiang was 
embarrassed by Stilwell’s tone, but he moved on to his immediate worry—
the persistent Japanese counteroffensive against the Chinese Y Force in Burma 
at the village of Long Ling. Chiang asked that the X Force now at Myitkyina 
immediately attack to the east in order to relieve pressure on Long Ling. 
Stilwell refused to do so, saying the X Force troops needed to rest. Chiang 
countered by saying that if this strategic movement could not be made, he 
would pull the Y Force back across the river to defend Kunming. Stilwell 
was “appalled.” He declared that such a deployment would torpedo the entire 
Burma campaign.166

 After the meeting, Stilwell did not confer with Hurley but rushed to in-
form Marshall by radio that Chiang Kai- shek, whom he called a “crazy little 
bastard,” was about to cause a total reversal of the situation in Burma.167 He 
blamed the defeats in Guangxi directly on Chiang, who he said regarded “the 
South China catastrophe . . . as of little moment,” and he charged that the 
talks on his appointment as commander of all Chinese forces “were drag-
ging.”168 He implied to Marshall that Chiang was deliberately not sending re-
placements to the beleaguered Y Force, although Stilwell should have known 
that the Generalissimo had rushed the 200th Division and 10,000 replace-
ments to support those troops.169 Stilwell’s warning by radiogram was relayed 
to Quebec where Roosevelt, Churchill, and the Combined Chiefs were meet-
ing, and provoked extreme alarm.
 After learning of a positive breakthrough by the reinforced Y Force on the 
Salween front, Stilwell did not send a follow- up report informing Marshall 
that the question had been overtaken by events. Instead, Stilwell moved fur-
ther to stir up a quarrel on the command issue, sending a memo to T. V. 
Soong declaring that he had “been delayed, ignored, double- crossed, and 
kicked around for years” in his attempt “to show the Chinese how they can 
hold up their heads and regain self- respect.” This patronizing note proposed 
who should be the Chinese minister of war and who should be named chief 
of staff—Chen Cheng and Bai Chongxi, respectively—and demanded for 
himself “nothing less than full power” over the Chinese Army. If his demands 
were not met, Stilwell wrote, he would recommend that the United States 
withdraw from China and “set up its Asiatic base in the territory of the Soviet 
 Union.”170

 Meanwhile in Quebec the Allied leaders were still under the impression 
that the situation in Burma was dire and that Chiang’s inactivity was to 
blame. Marshall’s staff drafted a letter for the President to send to Chiang 
that was more insulting and threatening than any in the past. Even Marshall 
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penciled in some moderating changes before passing it on to the White 
House. Hopkins was still absent while Secretary Hull was also ill and soon to 
resign. Months later, Roosevelt disclaimed authorship of the note and left 
Hurley with the impression that he, the President, had simply initialed it 
when it was presented to him in a pile of other of fi cial papers. But Roosevelt 
himself almost certainly added the incongruously friendly concluding pas-
sage: “I trust that your far- sighted vision, which has guided and inspired your 
people in this war, will realize the necessity for immediate action.” The very 
same day that this message went out, Roosevelt also signed off on a polite and 
friendly joint communication with Churchill to Chiang Kai- shek describing 
the developments at the Quebec summit, including the intention of the Al-
lies to liberate Burma and a seaport on the Chinese coast.171

 In the first message, drafted by Marshall’s staff, the President told Chiang 
in no uncertain terms not to pull back the Y Force from Burma and instead 
immediately to send reinforcements to that front. It ended with the warning 
that if the Generalissimo failed to act in Burma as the letter demanded, “you 
must yourself be prepared to accept the consequences and assume the per-
sonal responsibility.” On the question of Stilwell’s appointment the message 
added no new requirement to the set of remarkable powers that Hurley was 
already on the verge of obtaining for the general; the startling parts were the 
President’s hectoring tone and the clearly implied threat that all American aid 
would end unless Chiang “immediately” reinforced the Salween armies and 
“at once” placed Stilwell “in unrestricted command of all your forces.”172

 Stilwell received the radio message “to be delivered in person” early on the 
morning of September 19 and immediately saw it was “hot as a fire cracker.” 
In great excitement he rode in his jeep to Chiang’s residence at Yellow Moun-
tain. At that moment, a critical meeting was under way in the residence con-
ference room regarding the final terms of Stilwell’s new position. Chiang and 
Hurley were present along with T. V. Soong, He Yingqin, Bai Chongxi, and 
several other members of the Military Council. On the table were the draft 
commission for Stilwell, the draft directive by the Generalissimo, and a sim-
ple draft diagram of command channels. Hurley had asked Stilwell not to 
come to the meeting, but an orderly came into the room about 5:30 p.m. and 
informed the Generalissimo that the general had arrived. “Ask General Stil-
well to join us for tea,” Chiang said. “We will be glad to have him.”173

 Stilwell sent back word that he wished first to see General Hurley alone, 
and Hurley joined him on the long veranda. Stilwell said that he had received 
a message from the President to the Generalissimo and, moreover, Marshall 
had directed that since the communication was “in the nature of an ultima-
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tum” he was to deliver it in person. Hurley read the message. “No chief of 
state,” he told Stilwell, “could tolerate such an insult as this letter.” He then 
informed Stilwell of the prog ress in the talks that had been achieved that 
morning. Chiang Kai- shek, he said, had agreed to all the necessary condi-
tions for Stilwell’s appointment as field commander of the armed forces of 
China under Chiang’s leadership. Chiang had also accepted ev ery demand in 
the letter that Stilwell was just preparing to deliver. In addition, Hurley said, 
the Generalissimo “is ready to bring down troops from the north to reinforce 
you on the Salween front” and “is going to appoint you commander- in- 
chief.”174

 When Hurley pleaded for Stilwell to delay delivering the message, Stilwell 
refused. Hurley then asked that at least, before handing over the letter, Stilwell 
acknowledge to the Generalissimo that he (Chiang) had already agreed to its 
main points. According to Hurley, Stilwell replied, “No Pat, the President 
sent this message to me to deliver to the Peanut, and I’m going to give it to 
him right now.” Hurley made a last appeal: “Joe, you have won this ball game, 
and if you want command of the forces in China all you have to do is accept 
what the Generalissimo has already agreed to.” But Stilwell was determined. 
The two men rejoined the group. The Generalissimo was about to sign over 
command of the Chinese Army to a foreigner, but nonetheless seemed in a 
good mood. “I have a message from the President of the United States to the 
Generalissimo,” Stilwell said, handing the En glish text to the interpreter.175

 At that moment, wanting to minimize the embarrassment to Chiang, 
Hurley stepped forward and took the paper, saying that there was a Chinese- 
language version. He then asked Stilwell for the translation and gave that pa-
per to Chiang, who proceeded to read it in silence. T. V. Soong later told 
Alsop that the Chinese version was even more insulting than the En glish one. 
After a few moments, Chiang put down the letter and inverted his empty tea 
cup. “I now understand,” he said. Stilwell asked in Chinese, “That gesture 
still means, I presume, that the party’s over?” A Chinese staff of fi cer nodded, 
“Yes.”176 According to Hurley, as he and the American general walked out 
onto the porch, Stilwell, unaware that he had ruined his chances for the com-
mand he had dreamed of, said he hoped Hurley had not been offended at 
being bypassed in the deliverance of the message. Hurley said the potential 
for di sas ter was so serious the question was “insig nifi cant.”177

Everyone in the meeting, except T. V. Soong and Chiang Kai- shek, followed 
the Americans out of the conference room. Once alone with his brother- in- 
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law, Chiang burst into “compulsive and stormy sobbing.” After collecting 
himself, he told Soong that he was sure the letter was General Stilwell’s do-
ing. Stilwell, he said, would have to leave China. Chiang then set about draft-
ing a reply to Roosevelt. T.V. telephoned Alsop in his lodgings across the river 
to come to Yellow Mountain immediately and the eager young aide appeared 
early that evening at the Chiang compound. T.V. showed him Roosevelt’s 
 letter as well as Chiang’s quickly drafted reply translated into En glish. Alsop 
was astounded. The Generalissimo’s letter was addressed to “The hope of the 
world and the light of the West.”178

 T.V. and Alsop rewrote the message, dropping the fawning salutation and 
making the substance and tone much tougher. This draft declared Stilwell 
persona non grata and blamed him for “China’s fearful situation.”179 Early 
that night the Generalissimo wrote in his diary that the event that afternoon 
had been “the most severe humiliation I have ever had in my life.” He then 
sent a message to Hurley asking him to come to a late, private dinner. The 
distraught envoy, who had returned to his quarters, hurried back to the resi-
dence. Chiang was somber. During the light meal, he said he was deeply of-
fended by the letter’s tone. Most importantly, he declared there could be no 
further discussions “while Stilwell remains in China.”180 Chiang showed Hur-
ley the draft reply to Roosevelt that Alsop and Soong had written. Hurley was 
aghast. He felt it was far too strong and pleaded with Chiang to reconsider. 
His mission, Hurley thought, was facing a total failure. All he could do was 
try to calm ev ery one down.181

 The next day, Chiang told T.V. to tell Hurley that Roosevelt’s message rep-
resented the lowest point in the history of the U.S. leadership of the Alliance. 
Of the Chinese troops serving at that time, he said, 30 percent had been par-
ticipating in the Chinese Revolution and war of resistance since 1936 and 
even 1922. No Chinese soldier would accept the “patronizing attitude” of 
General Stilwell. Then Chiang warned that if Stilwell “did not show due dili-
gence, his life could be in danger at any time and any place.”182 The same day 
Chiang called Hurley again to Yellow Mountain and repeated the notion that 
the Chinese people, both military and civilian, would no  longer bear Stilwell’s 
humiliating behavior. But he still delayed sending his reply to the President.
 In the meantime, apparently attempting to demonstrate to Hurley and 
Roosevelt his willingness to be cooperative, Chiang approved a military plan 
to save Guangxi that Stilwell had submitted. Chiang also ordered the execu-
tion of the commander of the 93rd Army, who had given up Quanzhou with-
out a fight. Bai con firmed that Chiang planned to move another six divisions 
from the Northwest to help defend the South and Southwest. Finally, Chiang, 
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as he had in June, asked Bai to take command of the Fourth and Ninth war 
zones—replacing Xue Yue in the Ninth—and this time Bai agreed.183

 Meanwhile Stilwell, probably believing that his assumption of command 
would take place any day, at last ordered General Timberman in Kunming to 
fly about two hundred tons of ordnance to Guilin and Liuzhou. This was the 
first sig nifi cant provision of supplies by air that he (and ironically, Chiang) 
had authorized for the ground forces that had been resisting the Japanese of-
fensive in Hunan and Guangxi for five months.184

 But Chiang had told Hurley that Stilwell had become an insuperable ob-
stacle to cooperation between the two nations. The day after his meeting 
with Chiang, Hurley saw Stilwell and told him about the Generalissimo’s 
angry reaction to the letter and to Stilwell’s delivery of it. Hurley did not tell 
Stilwell that Chiang was determined to have him recalled. Stilwell thought it 
was funny and seemed to assume the Generalissimo’s wrath was a sign of his 
imminent submission. That night the general wrote his wife that he had 
“played the avenging angel,” and he dashed off a bit of doggerel for her:

I have waited long for vengeance—
At last I’ve had my chance.
I’ve looked the Peanut in the eye
And kicked him in the pants.

The old harpoon was ready
with aim and timing true
I sank it to the handle,
And stung him through and through.

The little bastard shivered,
And lost the power of speech.
His face turned green and quivered,
As he struggled not to screech

For all the weary battles,
For all my hours of woe,
At last I’ve had my innings
And I laid the Peanut low.

I know I’ve still to suffer,
And run a weary race,
But oh, the blessed plea sures!
I’ve wrecked the Peanut’s face.185
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 Servants and staff members had undoubtedly heard the Generalissimo’s 
sobbing after the meeting of September 19, and rumors spread through the 
city. “Rejoice with me,” Stilwell told his wife, “We have prevailed . . . his head 
is in the dust. The dope is that after I left, the screaming began and lasted 
into the night.”186 On September 23, Hurley drafted an optimistic report to 
Roosevelt only hinting at trouble by saying that he was advising the Genera-
lissimo not to make a response to the letter of September 19. He did not 
mention Chiang’s anger. At Stilwell’s request, Hurley deleted from his report 
a comment that Stilwell and the Generalissimo were “fundamentally incom-
patible.” He included, however, a paragraph that Stilwell had asked to be in-
serted: “The necessity of safeguarding American interests [has] put General 
Stilwell frequently in a position where he has had to differ with the Genera-
lissimo and stand alone in telling him the truth. This had in the past led to 
friction.” Hurley wished to accommodate Stilwell, who had just given him a 
paper laying out an agenda for renewing talks with the Generalissimo. Ac-
cording to Stilwell, Hurley thought the paper “would knock the persimmons 
off the tree.”187

 Stilwell’s proposed agenda started off with an imaginative arrangement for 
dealing with the Communist issue: the CCP would accept Chiang’s author-
ity exercised through Stilwell; CCP military forces would receive equipment 
and supplies for five divisions; the “Red Armies” would “be employed” north 
of the Yellow River; and the KMT and the CCP would drop their discussion 
of political matters until the Japanese were beaten. Stilwell’s agenda also con-
ceded that Lend- Lease matériel would be turned over to the Generalissimo 
upon delivery in China with the understanding that the X and Y forces would 
have priority, with second preference divided equally among the remainder of 
the first thirty new government divisions to be trained by the United States, 
the “Reds,” and the proposed Guiyang or Z Force in East China. In his haste, 
but not for the first time, Stilwell completely forgot about the air force. He 
seemed, however, to be proposing that the United States eventually arm sixty 
central government and five Communist divisions.
 Hurley told Stilwell that it was not Stilwell’s role to solve China’s internal 
problems. Hurley saw this as his own task.188 Hurley also persuaded Stilwell 
to say once again that he would in the future change his behavior in dealing 
with the Generalissimo.189 The next day, however, during a five- hour meet-
ing, Chiang made it clear to Hurley that the general had to go. Stilwell, 
he said, had never tried “to maintain good personal relations.” More impor-
tantly, while Stilwell “is a professional, works hard, is resolute, and good at 
his own military doctrine, which is to attack . . . he has no strategic thinking 
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. . . [or] basic political skills . . . [and] he is very arrogant.” Chiang said that 
President Roosevelt had had “very good intentions” in nominating Stilwell 
for the command position, but he (Chiang) had lost his “last drop of con fi-
dence” in the general.190 The U.S. government, Hurley conceded, must re-
consider its decision, and on Stilwell’s “new agenda” paper, he wrote, “Too 
late.”191 In a last- minute effort to save his job, Stilwell proposed dropping 
“the matter of the Communists” entirely and concentrating on building up 
government forces. But Chiang was unmoved.192

 The next day Chiang gave Hurley a formal letter in which he said he sim-
ply could not trust Stilwell as the overall commander of Chinese forces but 
he would welcome any other quali fied U.S. general to fill the position. He 
also welcomed the Americans’ taking over the Chinese military logistics com-
mand. Hurley, however, found segments of the note insulting toward Roose-
velt and said the language would have to be changed or he personally would 
not forward it to the White House. After T. V. Soong reworked the text, Hur-
ley found it acceptable and it was sent on to the President.193

 Rumors about what had happened at the September 19 meeting contin-
ued to circulate, and Chiang worried that his reputation, even his position, 
was in jeopardy. It was the lowest point in his career, worse even than the 
Xi’an kidnapping. “My heart is broken,” he wrote in his journal on Septem-
ber 30, 1944. “It is dif fi cult to go on . . . [I am] facing such insults within the 
Party and suffering laughing scorn at home. The humiliation . . . [has] put 
me in an embarrassing situation that I have never faced before.” Nonetheless, 
he declared that he had to carry on or else how could he “face the martyrs 
who have laid down their lives?” After all, he wrote, despite all the losses, 
all the destruction, all the calumny heaped on China, “There is no cause for 
worry if I maintain my self- con fi dence and refuse to be shaken.”194 If the 
United States “cut off all aid and support,” he told the Central Executive 
Committee, Free China could “once again hold out absolutely alone . . . if 
necessary . . . in [only] four provinces.”195

 After Washington received Chiang’s note asking for the recall of Stilwell, 
Roosevelt, with Hopkins again by his side, rejected Marshall and Stimson’s 
suggestion that he push the crisis over the brink by cutting off all U.S. aid. 
He gave way, however, to Marshall’s insistence that the United States not 
name an American commander of all of China’s field armies if Stilwell was 
not to have the position. Marshall also vetoed the President’s proposal that 
Chennault replace Stilwell, but then he pushed the odd idea that Stilwell, the 
four- star general, should at least be allowed to continue to lead operations  
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to complete the Ledo Road across North Burma. Stilwell seemed willing  
to take this demotion, calling the suggestion “encouraging,” but Chiang re-
jected it.196

 That night Hurley was unable to sleep. He had done ev ery thing possible 
to save the situation for Stilwell, but at 2:00 a.m. he dictated a message to the 
President, strongly recommending Stilwell’s recall. At daybreak, in a gesture 
of openness, he took the message to Stilwell. He showed it to the general, 
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who read it and said, “Pat, that must have been a dif fi cult message for you to 
write.” Hurley said it was the most disagreeable ser vice he had ever rendered 
his country. He accepted some of Stilwell’s suggested changes to the message, 
then sent it off. The issue, he wrote, came down to a choice between Stilwell 
and Chiang. Chiang Kai- shek, he said, “reacts favorably to logical persuasion 
and leadership, [but] reacts violently against any form of coercion.” And 
Stilwell, he went on, “is incapable of understanding or cooperating” with 
Chiang. Hurley then concluded: “Stilwell’s ev ery act is a move toward the 
complete subjugation of Chiang Kai- shek.”197

Roosevelt fi nally agreed that Stilwell would be recalled at once and he nomi-
nated General Albert C. Wedemeyer, one of the three generals Chiang had 
proposed (at Alsop’s suggestion), as the new China Theater chief of staff. Two 
days later, Stilwell declined the Generalissimo’s offer of the Grand Cordon of 
the Blue Sky and the White Sun award (“Told him to stick it up his——!”), 
then in a meeting with Theodore White, Brooks Atkinson, and Harold Isaacs, 
who was now with Newsweek, he gave a scathing indictment of Chiang Kai- 
shek, his army, and his regime.198 That afternoon Stilwell paid a farewell call 
on the Generalissimo. Hurley and T.V. were there. Chiang, who was wearing 
a dark blue Sun Yat- sen jacket over a black Chinese robe, was neither vindic-
tive nor gloating. Adopting a conciliatory tone, he said, “It is very unfortu-
nate we cannot work together. We have very different personalities and it 
may be good for us to work in different places for the same common goal.” 
In a dig ni fied response, Stilwell said that whatever the Generalissimo thought 
of him, he hoped he would remember “my motive was only China’s 
good.”199

 In his last hours in China, Stilwell dashed off several notes, including “a 
very decent letter” to Chennault, but the flier did not know that his re-
moval—at Stilwell’s request—was pending in Washington. Stilwell also wrote 
the Communist general Zhu De a few words expressing his “keen disappoint-
ment” that he was not to be associated “with you and the excellent troops you 
have developed.” Apparently he wrote none of the Chinese generals, includ-
ing Sun Liren, who had fought long and bravely with him.200 To the end he 
considered himself blameless in the breakup with Chiang. “At all times,” he 
wrote on an undated piece of paper, “my relations with Chiang Kai- shek were 
on an impersonal and of fi cial basis, and although we differed often on ques-
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tions of tactics and strategy, once the decision was made, I did my best to 
carry it out.”201 He left China on October 27.
 Two days after Stilwell returned home, the New York Times carried Brooks 
Atkinson’s long article on the general’s recall. Atkinson had not bothered to 
seek out Hurley, T. V. Soong, Joe Alsop, or anyone else who might have given 
some balance to Stilwell’s account. Atkinson described Chiang as becoming 
hostile during negotiations over the command question and as issuing a “per-
sonal ultimatum” to the Americans that Stilwell must go, without mention-
ing Stilwell’s delivery of Roosevelt’s prior ultimatum. Chiang, Atkinson re-
ported, demanded personal control of Lend- Lease resources and declared he 
would “not be coerced by Americans into helping unify China by making 
terms with the Chinese Communists.” Atkinson declared that “Uncle Joe” 
Stilwell was “more intimately acquainted with the needs and capacities of the 
Chinese army than the Generalissimo.” He also wrote that Stilwell was “com-
monly regarded as the ablest field commander in China since ‘Chinese Gor-
don,’” implying that in eight de cades the two generals in China best able to 
lead Chinese troops were both Anglo- Saxon. Stilwell’s ouster, Atkinson con-
cluded, “represents the political triumph of a moribund, corrupt regime that 
is more concerned with maintaining its political supremacy than driving the 
Japanese out of China.”202

 Chiang read the translations of these and the other articles that followed 
Stilwell’s return to the United States. The Communist bandits, he wrote, 
were taking advantage of this “perverted pro pa gan da” to “stir things up.” He 
insisted his mind was at peace, but he knew the fallout from the Stilwell affair 
would continue “for some time.”203 Actually, it would go on for de cades, for 
Stilwell had won the battle of words, a loss from which the Generalissimo 
and his regime would never fully recover.
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Yalta, Manchuria, and Postwar Strategy

Four days after Stilwell’s departure, Wedemeyer assumed all of his predeces-
sor’s positions. The tall, Kansas- reared general, like Stilwell, had never served 
in combat prior to World War II, but before joining Mountbatten as his chief 
of staff, he had played a major role under Marshall planning the Normandy 
invasion.1 Wedemeyer was a self- con fi dent, tactful, and observant of fi cer who 
during his first meeting with Chiang found him to be a “small, graceful, fine-
 boned man with black piercing eyes and an engaging smile.” The Generalis-
simo, wearing his Pershing- style uniform, constantly fluttered a small fan and 
seemed to be nervous and shy though “keenly alert.” Yet despite Wedemeyer’s 
respect for the Generalissimo and his position, he saw the same deep flaws in 
Chiang’s various armies as Stilwell did. Wedemeyer’s first impression was that 
“the Chinese [of fi cers]” were “apathetic and unintelligent” and devoted to 
“political intrigue and false pride.” Chinese of fi cials were afraid to report con-
ditions accurately, “lest their own stupidity and inef fi ciency” be revealed. A 
few days after his first meeting with Chiang, he concluded that the Generalis-
simo and his military of fi cers were “impotent and confounded.”2

 Wedemeyer also found the command structure in China shockingly cha-
otic. There was no overall general in charge of operations in East China. The 
Chinese staff in Chungking issued orders that might have nothing to do with 
what was happening on the ground. Deployments were piecemeal. There 
was no coordination between senior commanders in adjacent territories. 
Division- level command was “at best mediocre.” There was no working sys-
tem for replacing unit casualties with new personnel, and there was a lack of 
basic equipment, arms, supplies, and food.3 The general noted in particular 
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that after three years of alliance with the United States, Chungking still had 
no heavy anti- aircraft guns.4

 Unlike Stilwell, however, Wedemeyer believed that the Nationalist govern-
ment, “far from being reluctant to fight,” had shown “amazing tenacity and 
endurance in resisting Japan.” Industrialized and united France, he noted, 
had surrendered in six weeks, while China was still resisting after more than 
seven years and nearly three million total casualties.5 Also, most unlike Stil-
well, Wedemeyer had no illusions about the intentions of the Chinese Com-
munists.
 As he had promised in his message to Roosevelt, Chiang appointed an 
American—Major General Gilbert X. Cheves—as commanding general of 
the enormous and chaotic Chinese supply corps. Soon the logistics system 
was “beginning to work fairly well.”6 The most immediate issue, however, 
was the continuing Japanese offensive. After taking Guilin and Liuzhou in 
Guangxi province, the Japanese seemed likely to drive on to either Kunming 
or perhaps even Chungking. Chiang assured Wedemeyer that the Chinese 
Army would hold in Guilin, but in November both cities were evacuated. 
Wedemeyer’s new defensive plan “Alpha” concentrated on saving Kunming 
by deploying most of the X and Y forces from Burma to defend the city. In 
December, Western news dispatches from Chungking reported that the next 
few days could determine whether China would be “knocked out of the war.” 
Wedemeyer, fearing a Japanese paratroop and glider attack on Chungking, 
recommended moving the cap ital to Kunming. When Chiang replied that he 
intended to stay, Wedemeyer said in that case he would remain as well. This 
steadfastness impressed Chiang, who did not believe the Japanese would risk 
moving deeper into China, but if they did, wanted to make his “last stand” in 
Chungking, “to survive or perish.”7

 The attack never came. Meanwhile, in Leyte Gulf, an American naval ar-
mada destroyed most of what was left of the Japanese Navy, eliminating Ja-
pan’s ability to ship sig nifi cant tonnage to and from Southeast Asia. A few 
Japanese Army trains ac tually made the run from Saigon to Changsha to Da-
lian, but it was all in vain. Chennault’s planes dominated the skies south of 
the Yangtze and their bombing of bridges and railways soon made the corri-
dor of little use.8

 The Japanese Ichigo campaign boosted Mao politically and militarily but 
cost his armies virtually no casualties. According to a Comintern report for 
December 1944, in the seven- and- a- half years of war until that point, a total 
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of 103,186 men in the Communist Eighth Army had been killed. The CCP’s 
guerrilla- oriented New Fourth Army had very likely lost a few thousand men, 
but more than a million government soldiers had died. In other words, be-
tween Zhou’s earlier cited report to the Comintern in January 1940 and the 
December 1944 report—a time when Stilwell and others were insisting that 
the Communists were carrying the main burden of the war and that govern-
ment forces were doing nothing sig nifi cant—only about 70,000 Communist 
soldiers were lost.9

General Hurley replaced the irascible Clarence E. Gauss as the U.S. ambas-
sador to China. Before leaving, Gauss told Wedemeyer, “We should pull up 
the plug and let the whole Chinese Government go down the drain.”10 Hurley, 
while supportive of Chiang, also proceeded to carry out the second mission 
Roosevelt had given him—bringing about cooperation between the Nation-
alists and the Communists. Usually an exuberant optimist, Hurley believed 
that the key was to earn the goodwill and trust of the Communist leaders as 
he had done with the Generalissimo. He was still convinced that the CCP 
leaders were in fact not real Communists but “radish” in nature, as Sta lin and 
Molotov had described them—red only on the outside—and if treated fairly, 
would happily subordinate themselves to Chiang Kai- shek in a democratic 
coalition government.
 When Hurley asked permission to visit Mao in Yan’an, Chiang reluctantly 
approved. Hurley landed at the Communist base on November 7 and as he 
strode down the steps from the plane, he let out his Choctaw war cry to the 
bemusement of the waiting Mao Zedong. He carried with him a five- point 
peace accord, and after much “pulling and tugging,” he reached agreement 
with Mao on a revised version. The new draft put the KMT and the CCP on 
equal legal and political footing in a reor ga nized coalition government. All 
Chinese forces were to carry out the orders of the Military Council, but the 
CCP units were to remain intact, and supplies from foreign powers were to 
be shared equally. In return for these unprecedented gains for the CCP, Mao 
verbally pledged that the Communists would uphold Chiang’s leadership 
both as president and as chairman of the Military Council. After Hurley de-
parted Yan’an, the Communist Chairman was in a cheerful and jesting 
mood.11 The American envoy had given him virtually ev ery thing he could 
have hoped for—equal sta tus in what in effect would be a territorial division 
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of China but one with no real restrictions on either CCP expansion or its 
monopoly of political power in its areas.
 Hurley too was pleased. He believed that Mao’s private pledges that the 
Communists would accept Chiang Kai- shek’s leadership constituted a great 
breakthrough. But back in Chungking, Chiang lamented that Mao had 
“fooled” yet another American. T.V. told Hurley, “The Communists have 
sold you a bill of goods.”12 The fact that the amiable Hurley had approved 
Mao’s draft of the five points suggested to Chiang that there would probably 
be no respite in U.S. pressure to force a coalition government with the Com-
munists. The United States, he concluded, was still asking for concessions 
that, if implemented, would sac ri fice his government as well as his “personal 
dignity.” Again, he would show his “bottom line” in the negotiations with 
Zhou Enlai and Hurley, which was that the KMT would accept legalization 
of the CCP only after its military forces had been fully incorporated into the 
Central Army. This was to be the nub of the stalemate in the negotiations 
over the next two years—the Communists would only disband their army 
after a coalition government was established, but the Nationalists would not 
agree to a coalition government with any armed party. In a meeting with 
Chiang, Zhou declined to take the Generalissimo’s “unacceptable” position 
back to Yan’an, but, he said, negotiations should continue and he would ask 
for Mao’s ideas. Chiang detected that Zhou, the one Communist in whom 
he had any trust, “no  longer appeared as deferential as before.”13

 Seeking to encourage the Americans’ benign view of their party, Mao and 
Zhou sent a joint message to Wedemeyer asking him to pass on to the White 
House their desire to meet with President Roosevelt.14 Mao also told Colonel 
Barrett of the “Dixie Mission” that the CCP army “would serve with all our 
heart under an American General with no strings or conditions attached.”15 
Chiang likewise began the New Year with pronouncements intended to 
please the Americans. He promised adoption of a constitution at an early 
date, a return of government to the people, and immediate steps to liberalize 
and cleanse the administration. At a January conference including Zhou En-
lai, Chiang’s representative Wang Shijie proposed creating a war cabinet that 
would include CCP members; convening a committee of three composed of 
American, Chinese government, and CCP representatives to work out details 
on the incorporation of Communist troops into the Central Army; and ap-
pointing an American Army of fi cer to command the Communist armies for 
the duration of the war under the Military Council. Chiang believed that he 
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could propose such a decisive role for the Americans since they had accepted 
that the goal was to absorb the Communist forces into the government 
armies. In answer to these proposals, Zhou stressed that the CCP would sub-
mit its troops only to a new national coalition government.16

Although President Roosevelt had talked with H. H. Kung about an Allied 
summit including the Generalissimo, when the subject came up among the 
Big Three, the United States did not raise the question of Chiang’s atten-
dance. Roosevelt wanted to do nothing that might irritate Sta lin, since the 
President’s main goal at the summit was to formalize the Soviet commitment 
made at Tehran to take part in the Pacific War. At the time, the Pentagon and 
the White House, still uncertain when and if the atom bomb would work, 
believed the Japanese would wage a desperate fight on the home islands that 
could take another hundred thousand or more American lives. The previ-
ous fall, in meetings with W. Averell Harriman, the American ambassador to 
the Soviet  Union, Sta lin had con firmed that the USSR was prepared to fight 
the Japanese but his government had certain claims regarding Japan, Outer 
Mongolia, and Manchuria that had to be sat is fied. Roosevelt and Hopkins 
seem to have accepted without much discussion the idea that they would ne-
gotiate Moscow’s claims regarding China without even informing Chiang, 
who doubtless would want to argue with them that the Soviet  Union was in 
fact eager to enter the Pacific War and thus no serious concessions were nec-
essary.17 The American President and his chief adviser followed their game 
plan, no doubt believing that their own good intentions as well as military 
realities jus ti fied it. Sta lin, however, had no such fears about any disagree-
ments coming from Mao; one day before the summit began, he informed the 
CCP chairman of the event and its objectives.18

 The Big Three decided to meet at Yalta in Soviet Crimea, some eighty 
miles from Sevastopol, an area recently devastated by the advancing and then 
retreating German armies. Seeing the territory gave the Westerners some idea 
of the price Russia had paid in the war. As the formal unannounced sessions 
began on February 4, 1945, Chiang, still unaware of the meeting, had just 
sent Washington his proposed agenda for bilateral talks between his govern-
ment and the Soviet  Union, requesting U.S. suggestions and advice. In a 
great irony, the Far Eastern Bureau of the State Department, also uninformed 
about Yalta, curtly replied that the United States of course could not act as a 
mediator or adviser on matters between China and Russia.19
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 In addition to the Soviet  Union’s intervention in the war, the American 
President’s goal was to assure China’s recovery of all the territories seized by 
Japan, including Manchuria, which the USSR was to occupy temporarily. In 
exchange for the concessions Sta lin sought, Roosevelt asked that the USSR 
respect Chinese sovereignty, withdraw from Chinese territory after the war, 
and not interfere in China’s internal affairs. Sta lin readily agreed. Roosevelt 
also pushed the related idea of a joint U.S.- Soviet effort to promote a KMT- 
CCP coalition regime in order to prevent a civil war.20

 In a secret attachment to the Yalta Agreement, signed on February 11, the 
Soviet  Union agreed to enter the fight against Japan within ninety days after 
the defeat of Germany. In return it would receive the Kurile Islands and re-
turn of the southern part of Sakhalin Island off the Siberian coast; a joint 
Soviet- Chinese commission to operate the Manchurian railroads; lease of 
Port Arthur as a military base; internationalization of the commercial port of 
Dalian; and an understanding that in Manchuria “the preeminent interests of 
the Soviet  Union shall be safeguarded.” The agreement also guaranteed the 
sta tus quo in Outer Mongolia—in other words, that region’s nominal in-
depen dence under Soviet control. As for China, the document stated that 
the Chinese “shall retain full sovereignty in Manchuria.” In addition, Sta lin 
agreed that the provisions concerning Outer Mongolia and the ports and rail-
roads in Manchuria would “require the concurrence of Generalissimo Chiang 
Kai- shek” and this would be achieved through a pact of friendship and alli-
ance between China and the USSR.21

 But Sta lin also obtained a declaration by the three powers that the claims 
of the Soviet government [regarding China] “shall be unquestionably fulfilled 
after the defeat of Japan.” In other words, Chiang Kai- shek would be com-
pelled to concur in the decisions made without his knowledge. Roosevelt also 
agreed not to tell Chiang of the secret accord until twenty- five Soviet divi-
sions had completed, in “three or four months,” their move to the eastern 
frontier.22

 Immediately after the conference, Sta lin briefed Mao: The Soviet Red 
Army was coming! The Chairman cabled Zhou in Chungking right away, 
telling him to terminate the CCP- KMT talks under Hurley’s mediation and 
return immediately to Yan’an.23 Mao issued a call to all Communists to pre-
pare for a harsh and bloody struggle against America and Chiang Kai- shek 
(“Mei- Chiang”).
 When Roosevelt agreed to the secret commitments at Yalta affecting 
China, he thought that somewhere down the road he could “straighten the 
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whole thing out with Chiang Kai- shek.” Besides, he was tired and anxious to 
avoid further argument. The critical assumption was that the Soviet  Union 
was prepared, even eager, to cooperate in the postwar world as a “normal, sta-
tus quo power” and not as a revolutionary state determined to create an em-
pire of ideological satellites.24

Following the public announcement in February of the Yalta meeting—but 
not of course the secret agreements—Chiang felt “fear and suspicion” that 
something was being hidden. Yet as usual in dealing with the three powers, 
there was nothing he could do—except, in extremis, threaten collapse.25 But 
at home, things were going well. Wedemeyer soon presented Chiang his plan 
for taking the offensive in July or August against the Japanese. The American 
general was optimistic not only about the fight against the Japanese but about 
dealing with the Chinese Communists as well. The following month, he 
would tell the Joint Chiefs in Washington that he thought the Communist 
rebellion in China could be put down with “comparatively small assistance to 
Chiang’s government.”26 Hurley likewise believed that the military strength 
of the Communists was greatly exaggerated. His and Wedemeyer’s views en-
couraged Chiang’s own guarded optimism about the postwar period.
 The Generalissimo and Hurley, however, soon heard reports about a “be-
trayal” of China at the Black Sea conference, and Hurley decided to fly back 
to Washington to find out what had happened. Before Hurley departed, 
Chiang asked him to assure Roosevelt that, whatever the Chinese Commu-
nists did, the central government intended to convene the promised national 
assembly and establish a constitutional government. As for the Soviets, he 
believed that if the United States took a tough stand against Soviet interfer-
ence in China, the Russians would have to “think twice before they would 
supply the CCP with arms.”
 Rumors continued to circulate about the secret agreements at Yalta, and 
after much pressure, Chiang’s ambassador in Washington, Wei Daoming, 
met with Roosevelt, who confessed to the secret accord and showed him part 
of the record. Upon reading the ambassador’s report, Chiang’s first reaction 
was outrage. China had been “sold out” and the war of resistance had been 
waged “in vain!”27 The concessions on Manchuria themselves were not what 
distressed him; in less than a year he would be willing to offer Sta lin even 
more in that region. More galling to Chiang was the insult to himself and 
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China in the way the Anglo- Saxons had assumed the right to give away Chi-
na’s sovereign rights.
 But again Chiang quickly realized that he had no alternative but to accept 
the fait accompli. Consequently, his first decision after receiving the news 
was to ask Washington to receive a visit by his foreign minister, T. V. Soong, 
to obtain President Roosevelt’s advice about “our joint strategy” in dealing 
with Soviet Russia and the Communists. The White House turned down the 
request, administering another insult, but a few days later, Chiang did hear 
from Sta lin suggesting that they set a date for Soong to meet in Moscow with 
Molotov.28

 In Washington, Hurley stormed over to the White House where Roosevelt’s 
physical condition shocked him. The President’s “skin seemed to be pasted 
down on his cheek bones.” Roosevelt denied that China had been betrayed in 
any way at Yalta, but after several more calls, the President agreed to let Hur-
ley examine the full, secret Yalta file. After doing so, Hurley was stupefied. He 
saw the concessions on China as a serious violation of the Atlantic Charter’s 
principle that territorial adjustments must be in accord with the wishes of the 
peoples concerned. Feeling increasingly guilty about the matter, Roosevelt 
said he understood Hurley’s concerns. The President and other high of fi cials 
in Washington were in fact also having second thoughts about the entire Yalta 
agreement and overall relations with the Soviet  Union. Moscow’s aggressive 
actions in imposing a Communist government in Poland were especially dis-
turbing. Influenced by his astute deputy, George Kennan, Harriman belat-
edly warned that Sta lin’s goal was “the establishment of totalitarianism.”29

 Meanwhile, Hurley read a State Department paper dated February 27 that 
called for U.S. commanders to arm the Chinese Communists if U.S. land-
ings were made on the China coast and stated that the uni fi ca tion of China 
did not necessarily have to occur under the Generalissimo. Hurley was in-
censed that a draft of the paper had not been shown to him for comment. 
The recommendations, he charged, violated the policy of the President. He 
rushed back to see the ailing President, who agreed that the core of America’s 
China policy was support for Chiang’s government. Roosevelt trusted Hurley 
far more than he did either the State Department or the War Department. 
But Roosevelt also told Hurley, “Now, make it as easy as you can on [the 
Communist Chinese] and say ev ery thing favorable you can . . .  don’t destroy 
the basis for a possible uni fi ca tion of the armed forces by peaceful means.”30

 On April 2, Hurley held a press conference in Washington. On the basis of 
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his meetings with the President, he declared that the United States would 
recognize and support only the central government of China. A few days 
later, as Hurley departed for Europe to consult with Allied leaders on China 
policy, Mao ordered a pro pa gan da attack on “American imperialism.”31 At 
No. 10 Downing Street, Hurley got into a disagreement with Churchill, who 
said the U.S.- China policy was “the Great American illusion”—but he prom-
ised to support it.32

At 6:00 p.m. on April 13, Chiang was taking his evening stroll in his garden 
when an aide rushed out with an urgent message from the Foreign Ministry: 
Franklin Roosevelt had died of a cerebral hemorrhage. Chiang’s reverential 
attitude toward Roosevelt had faded after the Cairo Conference, the demands 
regarding Stilwell, and then Yalta, but he still respected and honored the 
American leader, who had shared Chiang’s dream of China as a great power 
allied to the United States. Consequently, Chiang worried that after Roose-
velt’s passing, U.S. policy might be “more in flu enced by Britain.” He had no 
idea if Truman was a “sincere” man.33

 Despite Hurley’s many strong disagreements with the Foreign Service of fi-
cers in Chungking over Chiang Kai- shek, he persisted in believing, like them, 
that the CCP was not truly Communist and therefore Sta lin had no special in-
terest in it winning power in China. In Moscow, after a series of meetings, 
Hurley was delighted to report to the new U.S. President that Sta lin and Mo-
lotov had agreed to completely support America’s China policy, including unifi- 
 ca tion of the armed forces of China under the leadership of Chiang Kai- shek.
 In the spring, Chiang convened the initial session of a preparatory com-
mission for the inauguration of a constitutional government. In an impor-
tant public speech he said that no one “conscious of standing at the bar of 
history would wish to plunge the country into civil war.”34 The Kuomintang, 
he promised the commission, would return “supreme power” to the people 
but only through the instrument of an elected peoples’ assembly. Meanwhile, 
he said, the Kuomintang would be willing to admit other parties into the 
government. Back in January, Zhou had agreed in principle to holding the 
preparatory commission, but now he immediately sent a letter to Chungking 
and a message to Hurley complaining that Chiang had unilaterally pro-
claimed the political blueprint for the future. Zhou called Chiang’s declara-
tion “deceitful, China- splitting and one- party controlled.”35
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 The Kuomintang also held its Sixth Party Congress, the first since 1938. 
The assumption that victory over Japan was soon coming excited the dele-
gates and even Chiang’s political enemies were willing if not happy to follow 
his lead. He submitted resolutions that the congress quickly passed: decree-
ing the imminent end of the period of tutelage or one- party rule; endors-
ing the passage of new laws to give legal sta tus to all political parties; and 
calling for multiparty, direct elections to local and provincial assemblies in 
which all adult citizens, regardless of education or wealth, would have the 
right to vote. The delegates set November for the opening of a national as-
sembly that would draft a democratic constitution to include all these and 
other provisions. The Sixth Party Congress was notably reformist as well as 
democratic in its edicts. It declared, for example, that the party had decided 
on mea sures to reduce agricultural rent, to resolve the questions of land ten-
ure and land taxation, and to introduce sex education as well as an eight- hour 
work day. Chiang made sure, however, that the congress selected executive 
and supervisory committees that would put the democratization pro cess un-
der his control.36

 Some old KMT veterans, like the Guangxi stalwart Bai Chongxi, argued 
that the constitution should not be put into effect until the Communists had 
been destroyed.37 Free, direct elections, they warned, would not be possible 
so long as the CCP controlled a great deal of territory and people.38 Chiang 
recognized the risks but felt that the critical need for good relations with 
the Soviet  Union and the United States jus ti fied them. In his own mind, he 
probably believed that he had enough leeway, popularity, and power to keep 
control during a period of political liberalization. Improving the lives of aver-
age Chinese was consistent with his political values and interests. Just as he 
had no strong tie or commitment to the cap italists of his country, so he felt 
no strong identity with the landed gentry. Thus he was very likely serious in 
supporting the verbal commitment of the congress to land reform. Moreover, 
during the congress, he tolerated widespread attacks on corruption and in-
competence within the government, the party, and the military, complaints 
with which he agreed.
 At the party meeting, members of the KMT Youth Corps, led by Chiang’s 
son, Ching- kuo, were among the most outspoken critics of general malfea-
sance in the party and government.39 Without question, father and son sanc-
tioned these attacks, believing that the openness to criticism would give cre-
dence to Chiang’s proclamation that democracy was around the corner but 
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also might have some effect. Foreign and in de pen dent Chinese journalists, 
however, took such candidness as simply con fir ma tion of rampant corrup-
tion.
 The Generalissimo also decided at this time to disband the political or 
commissar department of the Chinese armed forces. He did so partly in re-
sponse to American criticism, but also because the commissars starkly con-
flicted with Chiang’s demands that in a new accord with the Communists 
there would be only one, nonpolitical army in China—the National or Cen-
tral Army. Mao, of course, never made even a symbolic move to depoliticize 
his armed forces, and when the next month he convened his own Seventh 
Party Congress in Yan’an, the Chairman, unlike Chiang, heard no criticism 
of his party or administration, its army, or its policies.40 To the contrary, in 
the new CCP Constitution there was an increased centralization of power.41

I

After Ichigo, Wedemeyer ordered the building of new 14th Air Force bases 
northwest of Wuhan as part of his plan to retake the rice bowls of Hunan and 
Guangxi and then to seize a number of coastal ports, including Canton and 
Hong Kong. By the spring of 1945, with 1,050,000 Japanese troops south of 
the Great Wall, the Japanese commander in China, General Okamura Yasuji, 
attempted to preempt this offensive with attacks of his own into Hubei prov-
ince in central China.42 With Wedemeyer taking the lead, Chungking de-
ployed sixty- seven divisions with 600,000 troops supported by two hundred 
14th Air Force fighter- bombers. In three months the Chinese turned back 
the attack, proving that “with good commanders, modern weapons and ve-
hicles, and a steady supply of food and ammunition”—as well as a sizable 
advantage in numbers—the Chinese Army could successfully defeat a large 
multicorps Japanese force. At one point Chiang, without notifying Wede-
meyer, sent orders to He Yingqin, who was commanding the Chinese troops. 
When the American general strongly yet respectfully objected, Chiang, as he 
had on similar occasions with Stilwell, explained that he was only sending 
General He an opinion; but Chiang did not interfere thereafter. According 
to Wedemeyer, when confronted with “honey rather than vinegar,” Chiang 
“was eminently willing to accede to planning in which he had primarily an 
onlooker’s part.”43

 While these battles were raging, Hurley returned to Chungking and re-
ported on his conversations in London and Moscow. Chiang, however, gave 
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little weight to Sta lin’s professions of good faith—and the En glishman, he 
 assumed, would pursue his colonial agenda after the war. Chiang was still 
brooding about Yalta and hoped to negotiate with the Soviets on tsarist 
“rights” in Manchuria that Roosevelt had “returned” to the Soviet  Union, as 
well as on the bigger issue—the restoration of the Nationalist government’s 
sovereignty over the whole region. So when he learned that Truman had in-
formed Churchill and Sta lin that ev ery agreement made by Roosevelt would 
be “scrupulously supported,” he was “outraged.” Truman’s blanket declara-
tion had seriously undercut his le ver age with Moscow.44

 Around that time Sta lin ordered the Red Army’s 88th Brigade in the Far 
East to get ready to move into Manchuria. The 88th was an ethnic Chinese 
brigade made up of Chinese Communist resistance forces that the Japanese 
had driven into Siberia in the early 1930s. In constant training for some four-
teen years, this unit, with its Chinese- speaking Soviet of fi cers, had been wait-
ing for the opportunity to return.45 On April 6, Sta lin formally abrogated the 
Soviet- Japanese Neutrality Pact.
 Two weeks later, news reached Chiang that Hitler had blown his brains 
out and the Third Reich had unconditionally surrendered. Two American 
journalists described the reaction in China to the news as profound relief, “a 
winding horn to a beleaguered garrison heralding armies marching to lift the 
siege.” The next day, Chiang told his senior generals that the Soviet  Union 
would soon enter the Pacific War and occupy Manchuria, and he again 
pressed Hurley on America’s support for China’s territorial sovereignty over 
Manchuria. The American assured him that the United States would insist 
on “the principle that China’s sovereignty and territorial integrity must be 
guaranteed.” An American “guarantee” was what Chiang wanted most of all, 
but his main concern now was how to encourage both Washington and Mos-
cow to live up to their separate promises.46

 After Hurley informed Chiang that the Soviets planned to attack the Japa-
nese in Manchuria sometime in August, Chiang issued urgent instructions to 
his civilian ministries as well as the military to prepare for an end to the war, 
possibly before the New Year. The bureaucracy that had been in hardscrabble 
exile for eight years was suddenly tasked with planning the takeover of all 
civil affairs, including the maintenance of law and order in the Japanese- 
occupied areas (which were home to close to 150 million Chinese), the re-
turn of millions of refugees from their long internal exile, the handling and 
repatriation of two million Japanese civilians, the replacement of puppet of fi-
cials, and the preservation and transformation of banking and economic ac-
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tivity in the occupied areas.47 Meanwhile, military of fi cers, with their tiny 
inventory of trucks and destroyed rail lines, wrestled with a seemingly impos-
sible task—the transport of hundreds of thousands of troops throughout oc-
cupied China in order to accept the surrender of a million Japanese troops 
rapidly enough to preempt the Communists. Chiang’s government would 
be ready with plenty of plans—the dif fi culty as usual would lie in carrying 
them out.48

 Meanwhile, Mao concentrated not only on preparing his troops for the 
CCP’s movement into Manchuria behind the Soviet Red Army but also on 
seizing as much Japanese- occupied territory as possible in North China and 
elsewhere. On June 23, Chiang received a message from Yan’an that Mao was 
ready to resume negotiations. At the same time, Chinese Communist forces 
were attacking government troops in the mountains of Henan and even at-
tempting to occupy Lihuang, the wartime cap ital of Anhui. Other troops 
from the Eighth Route Army in the North continued to move south across 
the Yangtze. In July, too, Mao wrote three articles attacking America. He pre-
dicted an ideological and political confrontation in the immediate future be-
tween America and the Soviet  Union, and proclaimed the CCP’s “lean to one 
side” policy.49

 T. V. Soong, still premier as well as foreign minister, was irritated that 
Chiang included his own Russian- speaking son Ching- kuo as an adviser on 
the delegation going to Moscow to negotiate a key treaty with the Soviet 
 Union. But Chiang now viewed Ching- kuo as his principal Soviet expert, 
and they had worked out their strategy for the negotiations. Already, conser-
vatives in the KMT were demanding that there be no surrender on the issue 
of Russia’s satellite, Outer Mongolia, which China still claimed. Chiang was 
ready to accept in de pen dence for Outer Mongolia via a referendum, although 
he knew that what Sta lin proposed was “fake in de pen dence.” Still, he under-
stood this was the price that had to be paid if there was to be any chance of 
success for his postwar strategy.50

The Sino- Soviet talks began at the Kremlin on June 27. During a break in 
the negotiations, Sta lin invited Chiang Ching- kuo to a private meeting in his 
of fice. Afterward Ching- kuo optimistically reported back to his father that 
Sta lin had assured him the Soviet  Union would support the National govern-
ment in its efforts to unite China. Sta lin also told Soong that all military 
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forces in China must come under the control of the government, and that 
Soviet forces would begin withdrawal from Manchuria within three weeks of 
the Japanese surrender.51 The Moscow talks temporarily adjourned for the fi-
nal Allied summit, which opened at Potsdam in Soviet- occupied East Ger-
many, again without the presence of China’s leader.52

 Although the atomic bomb had been successfully tested the day before the 
conference opened, the United States curiously remained anxious for Soviet 
intervention in Manchuria to end the Pacific War. During the meetings, in 
fact, General Marshall sent a warning to MacArthur, Nimitz, and Wedemeyer 
to prepare for a sudden Japanese surrender, while Truman and his new Secre-
tary of State, James Byrnes, drafted an Allied declaration that offered Tokyo 
either unconditional surrender or “prompt and utter destruction.” Truman 
dispatched the draft “Potsdam Declaration” to Chiang Kai- shek for his signa-
ture. Once again the Allies had not given the Chinese leader an opportunity 
to par tic i pate in the preparation of a critical Allied document. But Chiang, 
without complaint, approved it immediately.
 Meanwhile, African- American army engineers fi nally completed the Ledo 
Road from Assam, India, to the Burma Road at Lashio, although from the 
halfway point of Myitkyina it was only a one- lane road and a pipeline. In 
July, the first month it was opened to trucks, the road delivered 5,900 tons of 
supplies as well as a great deal of illicit civilian traffic in goods carted in from 
India. The military deliveries over the road were a fraction of the astounding 
91,183 tons that American C- 47 pilots flew over the Himalayas that same 
month.53 But 73 percent of that airlifted tonnage went to support the more 
than 30,000 American military personnel in China at the time—each G.I. 
required almost two- thirds a ton of supplies each month.54 The recapture of 
North Burma and the building of the Ledo Road had engaged China’s best 
divisions through most of the war, consumed the great bulk of America’s 
Lend- Lease supplies to China through 1944, cost thousands of Allied lives, 
and profoundly distressed Sino- American relations, but in the end it played 
little role in China’s resistance against Japan or the defeat of the empire. 
Churchill and Chennault—and at one point, Roosevelt—had all argued in 
vain that this would be the case. Yet it is hard to fault the American Joint 
Chiefs and General Stilwell for the priority they gave this proj ect in 1942 as 
the best means to open up a supply line to China. As it turned out, virtually 
all the arms that Chinese forces inside China received from the United States 
during the war came via the Hump airlift. With no apparent irony, Chiang 
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suggested the route should be named the “Stilwell Road” to honor the gen-
eral whose “strong will” made it possible.55

While the other Allied leaders were in Potsdam, Chiang, in Chungking, set 
down his thoughts about the postwar world. Like Mao, he foresaw the com-
ing Cold War, writing that Russia had seized half of Europe and thereby taken 
America as its main “potential enemy,” but would need as long as twenty 
years to revive its economy and its military. China, of course, was also “ex-
hausted” but with its “great manpower and huge landmass” in the Far East, 
Chiang thought, it would “be on a par” politically with the Soviet  Union, the 
United Kingdom, and the United States. But if the Nationalist government 
tried to suppress the Chinese Communists militarily, he concluded, Russia 
would support Mao and the military outlook would be “bleak.” Fighting 
Russia would be “much more dif fi cult than fight ing Japan.” In effect, Chiang 
was conceding—for the first time—that a civil war in Manchuria and North 
China between the central government and a CCP army supported behind 
the scenes by Moscow would most likely end in a Communist victory.56

 To respond to these realities, Chiang concluded, China would need to 
 focus on friendly and cooperative relations with the Soviet  Union. But at 
the same time, Sta lin would have to believe that Nationalist China had the 
determination and the military strength if necessary to take on the Chi-
nese Communists, no matter how “bleak” the outcome. There was the rub. 
If China could develop into a “self- reliant country with a neutral foreign 
 policy,” Chiang wrote, then the USSR would “allow an in de pen dent [non- 
Communist] China to exist.” But if China was weak—that is, unwilling or 
unable to take on the Communists in Manchuria—the Soviets would sup-
port the CCP, no matter how accommodating the Nationalist government 
might be to Soviet interests. One possible solution, he wrote, was to cooper-
ate with the United States in “inner China” and with the Soviets in northern 
Xinjiang and Manchuria, as well as on the Outer Mongolian issue. It meant 
“focusing on economic relations with the U.S. and with Russia on political 
relations and the Chinese Communist problem.”57

 Ching- kuo’s cautious optimism after his talk with Sta lin, Hurley’s strong 
assurances regarding a U.S. “guarantee” on China’s recovery of Manchuria, 
and Wedemeyer’s con fi dence in the Nationalist army’s ability to deal with the 
Communists all played a role in Chiang’s new assessment. Although he ques-
tioned the assumptions behind these judgments and he had only recently ex-
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pressed again his deep skepticism about Sta lin’s intentions, he still made a 
great leap to conclude that because of global dynamics, Moscow could now 
“support the KMT rather than the CCP to unify China.”58

 Chiang knew that a massive U.S. airlift of government troops and supplies 
would be necessary for his forces to take over key occupied territories. Also, 
completion of the U.S. program to arm at least thirty- nine of his divisions 
and hopefully the ninety Roosevelt had promised would be critical to his 
strategy of persuading Sta lin to pursue a collaborative policy. Assurances of 
American assistance were in fact on the way. Three days after Chiang set 
down his thoughts on postwar policy, Wedemeyer, following a directive from 
Marshall, discussed with him U.S. plans to occupy temporarily certain sites 
in China following Japan’s surrender. Chiang welcomed the news and re-
quested that after the surrender, the United States transport several hundred 
thousand government troops into Manchuria and North China. The Chi-
nese government, he said, would assume responsibility as soon as possible for 
civil affairs in all areas, and the American units involved should avoid as far as 
possible any cooperation with Communist forces. Optimistic about Nation-
alist military prospects against the Communists, Wedemeyer agreed.59

 Meanwhile, Chiang vetoed any possibility that General Stilwell might  
land in China with the U.S. Tenth Army, which he now commanded. The 
War Department concurred. Then, only two weeks before V- J Day, Marshall 
implemented Stilwell’s recommendation and relieved Chennault of his com-
mand. During the entire war, Chennault’s Flying Tigers and then his 14th 
Air Force were the only American forces ac tually fight ing the one million 
Japanese inside China. Their achievements, while not living up to Chen-
nault and Chiang’s extravagant early promises, were nevertheless impressive. 
Chiang gave a farewell banquet in Chennault’s honor and presented him the 
Grand Cordon of the Blue Sky and the White Sun, a medal Stilwell had re-
fused.60 During the announced farewell drive of the American known as “Old 
Leather Face,” thousands (some claimed “millions”) of cheering Chinese so 
crowded the street that the driver turned off the engine and the multitude 
pushed the car through Chungking for four hours.61

 By August, the Stilwell- Wedemeyer program to train and arm thirty- nine 
divisions was more than halfway to its goal. When completed, this would be 
an imposing force of almost 400,000 men who were well fed and in above- 
average health for mostly poor, rural Chinese. Wedemeyer suggested add-
ing forty more U.S.- sponsored divisions for a total active duty army of 120 
divisions, including forty- one for local security.62 Seventy- nine top flight di-
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visions would transform the regime’s military capability and dramatically 
 enhance the government’s advantage over the Communists. Wedemeyer’s re-
ports and recommendations continued to encourage Chiang to believe that 
his postwar strategy was feasible—his army could defeat the forces of Mao 
Zedong in Manchuria and anywhere else in China provided Sta lin did not 
grossly interfere. Keeping Sta lin at bay would require heavy American pres-
sure, but U.S. involvement in the modernization of the Nationalist Army 
and in discouraging Soviet intervention would make it dif fi cult for Chiang to 
convince Sta lin that he was pursuing a friendly, increasingly neutral foreign 
policy toward the USSR.
 On August 6, a B- 29 dropped an atomic bomb on Hiroshima and some 
78,000 Japanese perished—most in an initial bright flash of time. Early the 
next morning, the USSR declared war on Japan, and almost 750,000 Red 
Army soldiers stormed into Manchuria. The elite units of Japan’s famous 
Guantong Army had already left to fight in China or defend the home is-
lands, and within five days the Soviets were deep inside northern Manchuria 
and moving toward the Chinese and Korean borders. The Chinese Commu-
nist of fi cers in the Soviet Red Army’s 88th Brigade, mostly Northeasterners, 
began to disperse to fifty- seven locations all over Manchuria where they 
would act as commanders of city garrisons and administrative heads.63

 On August 9, a second atomic bomb exploded, over Nagasaki. The next 
day, around 8:00 p.m., Chiang and other Chinese of fi cials were having din-
ner with the Mexican ambassador when they heard loud applause and then 
the sound of firecrackers coming from the nearby former middle school that 
served as a U.S. military headquarters. The Japanese government had an-
nounced its acceptance of the terms of surrender in the Potsdam Declaration. 
Chiang fin ished the banquet and then convened a meeting with senior mili-
tary of fi cers. He immediately ordered the dispatch of a radiogram instructing 
all Chinese military commanders to warn enemy units to surrender only to 
of fi cers of the Army of the Republic of China. He also dispatched a message 
to General Okamura in Nanking ordering him to cease all military activity, 
refrain from destroying assets, and accept the orders of General He.64

 Next, the Generalissimo met with Wedemeyer and of fi cially requested 
American help in disarming and demobilizing the Japanese forces in China. 
Wedemeyer cabled Washington, asking that seven American divisions land 
in key Chinese cities to take the Japanese surrender and preserve order until 
government troops could arrive. The American Joint Chiefs con firmed their 
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previous instruction that the Generalissimo would have jurisdiction over the 
surrender ev erywhere in China except Manchuria and Hong Kong, and they 
instructed Wedemeyer to assist the central government in deploying its forces 
rapidly to essential sites, assuring they would arrive before the Communists. 
In a seemingly contradictory statement, Wedemeyer was also told that while 
helping the National government take control of occupied China, he should 
strictly adhere to “the basic principle that the American Government would 
not support the Chinese Government in civil war.”65

 On August 11, Chiang sent a message to Zhu De and Peng Dehuai, com-
manders of the Communist Eighth Route Army (now called the 18th Route 
Army by the CCP), telling them that they should follow the orders of their 
Nationalist war zone commanders and that their troops should not move 
until they received orders from the Military Council. In his reply, Zhu De 
proclaimed the right of his forces to accept the surrender of the Japanese and 
puppet troops opposing him. The same day Chiang wrote Mao: “The eternal 
peace of the world is on the horizon . . . I hereby sincerely invite you to come 
to our temporary cap ital as soon as possible [for talks].”66

Chiang broadcasting news of the Japanese surrender and telling the Chinese people not to 
seek vengeance, August 15, 1945. Courtesy KMT Party History Institute.
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II

The day that the Soviet Red Army invaded Manchuria, negotiations on a 
Sino- Soviet treaty resumed in Moscow. Sta lin’s new demands at the previous 
meeting for military rights over most of Manchuria’s Guantong Peninsula 
had fi nally alarmed the Americans, and in Moscow, Ambassador Harriman 
advised T. V. Soong that he should reject them. Harriman also made strong 
representations directly to Sta lin, and Truman sent a letter asking that the 
Soviet leader not press the Chinese for further concessions. But in keeping 
with his decision to maximize good relations with Sta lin, Chiang authorized 
T.V. to give the Soviets what they wanted on this issue.67

 On the key question of noninterference in Chinese internal affairs, Soong 
accepted the ominously less- than- comprehensive wording of the Soviet 
pledge that “the Government of the USSR” would provide support and aid 
only to the central government of China. This left open a huge back door—
the Communist Party or some other “nonof fi cial” body in the Soviet  Union 
could provide assistance to the CCP. Secretary Byrnes had sent word to the 
Chinese via Harriman that the Soviet language on this subject ought to be so 
explicit that there could be no future misunderstanding. But again Chiang 
gave in because of his hopes for Sta lin’s cooperation on the big issues; if China 
had insisted on more explicit language there might have been no treaty and 
Soviet troops would still have completed their occupation of Manchuria. By 
not taking advantage of the U.S. backing for tougher language that Byrnes 
offered, Chiang lost an opportunity to try to formalize an American guaran-
tee of Soviet nonintervention in Manchuria. As it was, the treaty was initialed 
without such a firm guarantee and Molotov saw Soong off at the airport with 
a guard of honor.68

 Chiang Kai- shek told Hurley he was “generally sat is fied” with the outcome 
in Moscow, and for his part the American envoy saw the document as vindi-
cation of his dogged faith in Sta lin. The U.S. Embassy in Moscow, however, 
noted that despite Soviet pledges to turn over Manchuria to the Chiang Kai- 
shek government, “the scope and discipline of the Soviet military position in 
the region” would “make it easy for the Soviet Government to remain master 
of the situation—in all essential respects.”69

Mao’s actions in the period just before and after the Japanese surrender re-
flected his readiness “to seize the golden cudgel” when revolutionary op-
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portunities arose and—with bold, unexpected strokes—smash the existing 
order. On August 10, Mao ordered all guerrilla units in China proper to re-
group into regiments and divisions, to expand their territory, and to seize 
major cities and railways in Northern and Central China. Shanghai, Peking, 
and Nanking were special targets.70 Three days later, he told a meeting of 
Communist cadres that civil war on either a small or a large scale was certain. 
He dismissed the importance of the atom bomb and refused Chiang’s invita-
tion for talks.71 For a week, Mao believed that through a combination of his 
own audacity, the weakness and division of the Chiang regime, and Washing-
ton’s con fi dence in the moderation and good intentions of the CCP, he could 
seize control of many of China’s key occupied cities. If he succeeded, he and 
the Chinese Communists could then be seen by the world and most Chinese 
as the real liberators of China.
 That part of Mao’s strategy was a gamble, but the outcome in Manchuria 
was clearly in his favor. Three days before the Japanese surrender, Zhu De 
ordered four armed groups to move into Manchuria and coordinate with the 
Soviet Red Army. Principal among these were 100,000 troops of the Eighth 
Route Army under Lin Biao.72 Mao had fi nally linked up with the Soviet 
Red Army, a goal that he had pursued for nine years. He also dispatched the 
CCP’s native Manchurian troops under General Wan Yi to march north to 
the home region they had not seen for fourteen years. Zhang Xuezhi, brother 
of Zhang Xueliang, the Manchurian hero under house arrest, led another 
small group of Northeasterners back home. Meanwhile, Chiang Kai- shek re-
jected the advice of Bai Chongxi and others that he bring back the Young 
Marshal and give him a prominent role in Manchuria.73

 On August 15, Emperor Hirohito announced to the stunned but as always 
obedient Japanese people that the war was over—the Americans were com-
ing.74 That same day, the newly appointed Allied Supreme Commander in 
Japan, General MacArthur, issued General Order Number One, which the 
emperor also signed, specifying that in China, except for Manchuria and ar-
eas whose sta tus was in dispute such as Hong Kong, Japanese forces were to 
surrender only to the forces of the China Theater Supreme Commander, 
Generalissimo Chiang Kai- shek. He Yingqin directed Nationalist forces in 
the field where possible to advance quickly into Japanese- occupied areas ex-
cept for Manchuria. But most government troops were in the Northwest and 
Southwest and the commanders lacked trucks or access to working railways, 
which meant they required weeks of marching to reach the most important 
Japanese garrisons.75 Bai Chongxi urged Chiang to accept Okamura’s of fi cial 
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surrender of Japanese troops in China only after Chinese government troops 
had taken over each garrison. That would have freed Japanese troops to fight 
aggressively, not just defensively, against Communist forces trying to take 
over territory the Japanese controlled.76

 Instead, Chiang arranged a formal surrender date with Okamura, who 
agreed that the various Japanese garrisons in China, until relieved of their 
duty by government units, would resist if troops other than those of the cen-
tral government demanded their surrender. In practice, what this meant was 
that, with few exceptions, the cities remained in Japanese hands until govern-
ment troops arrived, but the Japanese garrisons did not carry out extensive 
patrols, and the Communists were able to move into the surrounding coun-
tryside. Within one year after Japan’s surrender, the CCP had expanded its 
area of control from 57 to 310 counties. In North China and the northern 
part of Jiangsu, stiff battles resulted as Communist units attacked Japanese 
garrisons and forts in some smaller cities and along rail lines. Some 7,000 
Japanese were killed or wounded in these engagements, but while the Com-
munists overran a number of Imperial garrisons, none surrendered.77

 In the Nationalist part of Shanxi, the warlord Yan Xishan began to re-
cruit Japanese of fi cers and soldiers to help fight the Communists, but when 
Chiang heard of this practice, he told Yan that it would provide the CCP 
 pro pa gan da opportunities. Also the Americans “would not appreciate it.” All 
Japanese prisoners, Chiang decreed, would be sent back to Japan as soon as 
possible after the government units had taken over their positions.78 If Chiang 
had followed Bai’s suggestion and ordered the Japanese to carry out aggressive 
patrolling of the rural areas they had previously controlled, Okamura, who 
was strongly anti- Communist, would have doubtless agreed.
 Wedemeyer employed the planes and ships at his command to rush three 
Nationalist armies to key points in the east and north. Over the next few 
months, American airmen and sailors would move 400,000 to 500,000 gov-
ernment troops into areas south of the Great Wall. This “spectacular” sea 
transport and airlift probably prevented the CCP from consolidating its con-
trol north of the Yellow River or even possibly the Yangtze. Wedemeyer per-
sonally viewed Mao’s party as a radical movement operating under the aegis 
of the Kremlin and thus a serious threat to U.S. interests in the region. Thus 
the general stretched his orders as much as possible, but there were strict lim-
its on how far he could go. Against Wedemeyer’s recommendations, Wash-
ington suspended all U.S. training of Chinese military units, and Wedemeyer 
himself reluctantly rejected some transport requests by Chungking for rea-
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sons of “non- interference” in the internal struggle. On instructions, Wede-
meyer began to dismantle “the elaborate apparatus of liaison and operational 
control, advice, and assistance” that he and Stilwell had built over four 
years.79

 Just as Mao’s plan for a sweeping seizure of territory began to unfold with 
attacks on some Japanese garrisons, he received a message from Sta lin warn-
ing that a full- blown civil war in China at this stage would be disastrous. Sta-
lin’s paramount concern was avoiding a third world war so long as America 
was the sole nuclear power. Because he would have exploited such a monop-
oly had it been his, he feared the Americans might do the same if events esca-
lated in China. “The only way out” of this con fin ing box on Soviet behavior, 
Sta lin reiterated, “was to end the American monopoly on the atom bomb,” 
which would take a few years.80

 In China as in Korea, Sta lin’s immediate goal was the departure of the 
American military. This required an American perception of a benign Soviet 
posture toward China. Consequently, Sta lin believed that he had to go some 
distance in seeming to carry out his repeated commitments that he would 
support Chiang as the leader of a united China—he had, for example, just 
signed a treaty promising to support only the Generalissimo’s regime. It was 
thus important to Sta lin that the Chinese Communists concentrate on con-
solidating their position in the countryside and avoid action that might pro-
voke the Americans.
 After receiving Sta lin’s August 20 message, Mao quickly reversed course. 
Two days later, the Central Committee informed all bases that with the help 
of the Chinese puppets, the Japanese army, and the United States, Chiang 
Kai- shek would soon dominate the big cities and transport routes in China. 
Thus, Mao declared, the new CCP strategy would concentrate on occupying 
small cities and villages, consolidating the liberation zone, and mobilizing the 
people. He told the Politburo: “For now, generally speaking, we want to fol-
low the French [Communist Party’s] path, that is, a government in which 
leadership is exercised by the bourgeois, but with par tic i pa tion by the prole-
tariat . . . this will continue for some time. We want to bore our way in and 
give Chiang Kai- shek’s face a good washing, but we  don’t want to cut off his 
head.”81

In Manchuria, the CCP immediately began the pro cess of incorporating 
75,000 former Manchuko puppet troops into its forces as well as thousands 
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of other fresh recruits from the mass of unemployed Manchurian youth and 
the 80,000 or so bandits roaming the mountains. Meanwhile, the Soviets 
were quickly turning over to the Chinese Communists a huge collection of 
liberated Japanese weapons and military supplies. The Red Army sent the 
more advanced weapons and machinery back to the USSR and kept older 
Japanese tanks and artillery in an arsenal on the Sino- Mongolian border at 
Manzhouli to be turned over later. They also gave the Chinese Communists a 
number of captured Japanese armament factories, and the CCP itself found 
several underground arsenals that the Soviets had missed.82

 With reports probably provided by Okamura, Chiang knew how many 
Japanese weapons and other items the Soviets had captured. In addition to 
huge numbers of rifles, ammunition, grenades, and small mortars, the take 
included 925 fighter planes, 360 tanks, 2,600 cannon, 8,900 machine guns, 
100,000 horses, and 21,000 “logistical vehicles.”83 Chiang of course inher-
ited probably even larger arsenals from those Japanese south of the Great 
Wall. Contrary to Mao’s later insistence that after V- J Day Sta lin abandoned 
the CCP until the fall of 1947, books from the Publishing House of CCP 
Historical Materials, articles in of fi cial Chinese Communist journals, as well 
as Soviet archival material recount at length the extensive and deep Soviet- 
CCP cooperation that began with the Soviet Red Army invasion of Manchu-
ria.84 In late August, however, Sta lin kept up the charade, telling Harriman 
that the Red Army in its sweep through Manchuria had not encountered any 
Chinese Communist forces. Sta lin said he expected the Chinese government 
would soon send troops to take over the Manchurian cities.85

In August 1945 Mao fi nally accepted Chiang’s invitation for talks, and Hur-
ley personally escorted the fifty- two- year- old Chairman on his first airplane 
ride ever—a flight from Yan’an to Chungking. Before leaving his base camp, 
Mao wrote an intraparty circular explaining that it would be necessary to 
make some concessions in the coming talks in order to derail the KMT’s civil 
war plot and win world sympathy.86 That same morning, the Generalissimo 
rose at 5:00 a.m. and prayed that Mao would have a change of heart and per-
mit the country to unite peacefully. He told a meeting of senior of fi cers, “We 
shall treat Mao with friendliness and sincerity,” and “in the political realm we 
shall be generous . . . [, but] militarily the uni fi ca tion of [government and 
Communist] forces must be thoroughgoing and genuine; [on this] there can 
be no compromise.”87

 Mao would stay in Chungking a full six weeks, lodging in a guest house 



Yalta, Manchuria, and Postwar Strategy 319

in the Generalissimo’s compound. That first night, to welcome the visitor, 
Chiang hosted a formal reception followed by a dinner party. The two men 
had not seen each other for almost twenty years, and upon meeting they 
smiled faintly. Chiang despised Mao as an enemy of Chinese culture and a 
Soviet lackey, while the Chairman viewed his adversary with both intellectual 
and ideological disdain. Each, however, had an appreciation for the other’s 
indomitable will.
 The difference between the imbibing, expansive, and humorous Mao and 
the teetotaling, taciturn Generalissimo was considerable. At one point, Mao 
raised a glass of the fiery liquor Maotai and proposed the ancient toast once 
made to emperors: “President Chiang Kai- shek, ten thousand years!”88 The 
talks began the next day with a team of of fi cials from each party holding for-
mal negotiations while Chiang and Mao stayed behind the scenes, meeting 
separately at least nine times, including for long private conversations that 
were formal but always civil. During these conversations, Chiang pressed 
home his points while Mao, to avoid an argument, was either vaguely agree-
able or evasive. In a notable concession, the Communists dropped their de-
mand for a coalition government and agreed to hold a political consultative 
conference to decide on the election of a national assembly. Chiang made 
a seemingly major concession himself: the CCP would be allowed to keep 
twelve separate army divisions for some time and to occupy one provincial 
governorship if the of fi cers and troops “really follow the orders and laws of 
the Government.”89

 The Communist delegation, led by Zhou Enlai, at one point proposed 
forty- eight CCP divisions and the CCP’s exclusive control of five provinces 
and four major cities in various parts of China. Chiang was exasperated with 
Zhou. “How can there be creatures of such a base and silly nature?” he asked 
his diary. Mao told Chiang that once agreement had been reached on the ar-
eas to be controlled by the CCP, he would completely withdraw Communist 
forces from elsewhere in China.90 Chiang’s agreement to even twelve CCP 
divisions ran counter to his pledge not to compromise on the principle of 
“one country, one army,” but it was to be a temporary arrangement. Two days 
after the Chungking talks opened, U.S. transport planes flew Chinese troops 
into Nanking and Shanghai.

On September 2, on the forward deck of the USS Missouri anchored in To-
kyo Bay, a collection of Japanese of fi cials in tails and top hats or army uni-
forms of rough cloth signed the formal Japanese surrender. Galaxies of ex-
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ploding firecrackers again crackled in the streets of China. Chiang, with 
critical help, had fulfilled his daily promise for seventeen years to redress 
the humiliation and shame in flicted on himself and on the great and noble 
China by the “dwarf pirates.” The Generalissimo, however, was not happy. 
“Everybody takes this as a day of glory;” he wrote, “I alone feel great shame 
and sorrow.” Sta lin and Mao, he feared, could “plunge China into chaos and 
anarchy.”91

 While his meetings with Mao were still going on, Chiang was sending out 
urgent orders to prepare for large deployments to Manchuria. Bai Chongxi 
argued that the odds were heavily against success. Chiang knew something of 
the extensive cooperation going on between the two Red armies in Manchu-
ria and also of new Soviet troublemaking in Xinjiang, but “the top priority,” 
he believed, had to be the effort to take over civil and military power in the 
Northeast. Following his July analysis, his strategy was to seek the optimum 
or near- optimum outcome, but be ready to retreat. This required demon-
strating a commitment to an all- out military effort in Manchuria, while se-
cretly keeping open the option of withdrawal from part or all of the region 
depending on how Soviet and American intentions played out in this early 

Chiang, declining the honor, sent General He Yingqin to Nanking to accept from General 
Okamura Yasuji the formal surrender of Japanese forces in China. Courtesy KMT Party 
History Institute.
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postwar stage.92 He named his son, Ching- kuo, as special Foreign Ministry 
commissioner responsible for negotiations with the Soviets in Manchuria. 
Ching- kuo was initially optimistic, but Soviet obstructionism soon com-
menced. Moscow informed Chungking that since the Sino- Soviet treaty had 
de fined Dalian as a commercial port in peacetime, the Republic of China 
could not land troops there. In addition, five hundred Nationalist of fi cials 
and bureaucrats arrived in Changchun, Manchuria, with the intention of 
fanning out through the region to assume control of local governments, but 
the Soviets would not give them permission to leave the city.93

 Behind the scenes, Soviet of fi cers recommended that the CCP deploy most 
of its now 500,000 or so troops to Manchuria.94 Mao hardly needed encour-
agement—for him, this was “the golden opportunity that occurs once in a 
thousand years.” The battle for Manchuria, he told his colleagues, would “de-
termine the fate of the revolution.” While still a guest in Chiang’s compound, 
Mao ordered the main forces of the guerrilla New Fourth Army to move 
from their various bases south of the Yangtze Valley to North China to block 
the route to Manchuria.95

 Originally, the U.S. Navy did not plan to transport government troops to 
Manchuria until sometime in December. But after Chiang warned that Mos-
cow would use the delay as a pretext to turn over the region to the CCP, Tru-
man arranged for the navy to transport over 200,000 Nationalist troops to 
Manchurian ports as soon as they were ready to depart. This was another 
signal of the American President’s keen interest in Chiang Kai- shek’s occupa-
tion of the Northeast and was an important factor in encouraging Chiang to 
fight for Manchuria.96

Meanwhile, at a September 18 tea party in Chungking, Mao proclaimed, 
“We must stop [the] civil war and all parties must unite under the leadership 
of Chairman Chiang to build modern China.”97 Chiang, too, spoke in con-
ciliatory terms. When Mao came into Chiang’s parlor on October 9 to say 
goodbye, Chiang pleaded with him to abandon armed force and compete on 
political and economic policies. Otherwise, the Generalissimo said, as “cul-
prits” of history the two of them would be answerable not only to their own 
country but “to humanity as well.” Chiang in turn went to Mao’s quarters to 
bid him farewell, but the Chairman asked to stay another night and leave in 
the morning. The two then talked until 9:00 p.m., making Chiang wonder if 
it was “remotely possible” that he had touched the Chairman’s heart.98

 The next day, Double Ten Day (the anniversary of the 1911 revolution), 
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Mao joined Chiang for breakfast while the of fi cial talks adjourned with the 
issuance of a vague but upbeat communiqué. The two sides agreed to estab-
lish a political democracy, unify China’s armed forces under the Generalis-
simo, and convene the political consultative conference “as soon as possible.” 
The devilish details were avoided. After Mao left, Chiang strolled in his gar-

Patrick Hurley, Chiang, and Mao Zedong, September 1945, during the KMT-CCP talks in 
Chungking. The six weeks of talks included many hours of private conversation between 
Chiang and Mao. Courtesy KMT Party History Institute.
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den. There had been scarcely any doubt in his mind before, but now it was 
certain—a political settlement that avoided a divided China would not be 
possible unless and until Mao came to believe that militarily he could not 
hold what he already had because the USSR would not give him the neces-
sary backing.99

 Back in Yan’an, Mao told his party comrades that the agreed statement in 
Chungking was “a mere scrap of paper,” and he informed the Soviet repre-
sentative that civil war was “virtually inevitable.”100 In a telegram to the 
Northeastern bureau, he declared that the party was determined to mobilize 
all resources to take control of Manchuria and to defend its positions in 
North China. Within six months, the Chairman concluded, “we must smash 
all Chiang’s military offensives . . . then we can . . . force him to recognize the 
autonomous sta tus of North China and Manchuria.”101 Mao at this point was 
thinking of a temporary two- Chinas outcome.
 With Chiang’s approval, Chen Cheng began to muster out more than two 
million of fi cers and soldiers of the National Army on the grounds that they 
were unfit to fight and wasted funds best spent on improving the quality of 
the stronger units. Bai Chongxi strongly opposed activating the program un-
til after the victory over the Communists, but the Americans favored it and 
Chiang went ahead. In the end, demobilization created masses of angry, dis-
affected, and unemployed of fi cers and soldiers. Meanwhile, unlike the Na-
tionalists, the Communists expanded whenever possible, taking in puppet 
troops and bandit fighters as well as ex- Nationalist soldiers. While the Na-
tionalists were shrinking, the Communists were growing.

General Du Yuming, who had been appointed commander in Manchuria, 
returned to Chungking and gave the Generalissimo his plan for taking over 
the region: deploying ten Chinese armies, building a local force with pup-
pet troops and of fi cers, and making use of former puppet civilian of fi cials 
throughout the region. Chiang, still not fully committed to the struggle for 
Manchuria, replied that he could only dispatch two armies, but he agreed to 
the use of puppet troops.
 In late October, General Rodin Malinovsky, the senior Soviet of fi cer in 
Manchuria, again denied the Chinese government permission to land troops 
in Dalian and Port Arthur, suggesting instead that they land at the ports of 
Chuluota and Yingkou. Ships from the U.S. Seventh Fleet with Chinese 
troops and their commander Du Yuming on board promptly sailed to Ying-
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kou. But the Soviet forces there had moved out and Chinese Communist 
soldiers were occupying the harbor. Malinovsky said the Soviets could not 
guarantee the safe landing of the Nationalist troops because the Soviet  Union 
could not interfere in Chinese internal affairs.
 Chiang saw the Soviet behavior as “treacherous” and “shameless,” and 
 although Ching- kuo continued to urge caution, he decided in response to 
carry out “an aggressive policy.”102 At Chiang’s request, the U.S. Navy landed 
Du Yuming’s troops at Qinhuangdao, south of the Manchurian border on 
the coast just south of the Great Wall. From there, Du began an advance 
“with full force and aggressiveness” into Manchuria and easily defeated Com-
munist units in the way.103 But Chiang, growing more pessimistic about 
Manchuria, worried that the Chinese people would not support a prolonged 
battle over the territory because the war years had “drained the economy and 
the peoples’ will to fight.”104 He began to favor the alternative plan to concen-
trate on “taking Inner Mongolia and strategic places in North China,” and 
then deal with the Northeast. He called it “curing the dead horse as if it was 
still a live horse,” implying that recovery of most of Manchuria or all of it 
was a moribund idea but that he would for the moment pretend it was 
not.105

 On November 12, Lin Biao’s soldiers moved into Changchun, the central 
Manchurian city where the headquarters of the Soviet Red Army’s expedi-
tionary force was located. Ching- kuo warned that if Nationalist troops were 
air- dropped into the city as planned, military con flict was bound to ensue.106 
In response, Chiang informed Moscow that he was moving the Chinese gov-
ernment liaison of fice in Changchun out of Manchuria and making known 
to the world Moscow’s failure to honor its treaty with China.107 He told his 
son that they would wait for the Soviet reaction to these mea sures. If there 
was in fact “hope of retrieving the situation,” he said, “we can then indicate 
that we really do not wish to establish our military power in the Northeast; 
neither do we wish to provoke anyone.”108 Chiang was apparently thinking of 
a compromise that might make it easier for Sta lin to accept Nationalist ad-
ministration of all—or at least part—of Manchuria.

III

In mid- November, Wedemeyer returned from a trip to Washington and re-
ported to Chiang that President Truman had pledged his continuing support 
of the Generalissimo. The United States would complete the rearming of 
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thirty- nine divisions and fif teen air squadrons and would establish a U.S. 
military advisory group in China. But, the general warned, this aid would 
stop if civil war broke out—a stipulation that gave the Generalissimo a strong 
disincentive, and Mao an equal incentive, for provoking civil con flict.109 The 
Joint Chiefs, while expressing full agreement with Truman’s China policy, 
including military aid to the Nationalist government, had at the same time 
instructed Wedemeyer in stronger terms than before that American forces 
were “not to become involved in the dif fi culties between the Nationalist Gov-
ernment Forces and the Chinese Communists.” Wedemeyer warned Chiang 
that “arrangements in the Northeast” were to be considered strictly a matter 
between China and the Soviet  Union, although the U.S. Navy would still 
transport some 200,000 government troops to the region.110

 Then, speaking personally, Wedemeyer said that despite Truman’s state-
ment of support, in his opinion the United States could not and would not 
furnish the necessary military aid that would allow the Central Army to take 
over Manchuria. Moreover, he warned, if without such aid the government 
did make an all- out effort in Manchuria, it would not have the strength to 
reestablish itself in North China. Wedemeyer urged Chiang to concentrate 
on holding the territory south of the Great Wall—a suggestion with which 
Chiang seemed to agree. In addition, he suggested that Chiang propose a 
temporary five- power trusteeship of Manchuria.111 However late, this was 
wise and unique counsel from an American. But it was not the of fi cial posi-
tion in Washington, which wanted the Nationalist Army, not a party allied to 
the Soviet  Union, to take over Manchuria—but also wished to avoid Ameri-
can involvement in a Chinese civil war. The solution to the dilemma these 
con flicting objectives posed was to pursue both.
 Wedemeyer’s new views and recommendations, blatant Soviet obstruction-
ism, Lin Biao’s increasing deployments in the Northeast, and General’s Du’s 
report that he needed ten armies to occupy the region all convinced Chiang 
to halt his army’s tentative operations to reclaim Manchuria. Judging by his 
diary comments in November 1945 and his actions thereafter, however, his 
decision to pull out of Changchun still did not re flect a final commitment to 
abandon the region but rather an effort to test both American and Soviet in-
tentions. Wedemeyer’s strong words had sig nifi cantly in flu enced Chiang to-
ward withdrawal, and the “dead horse” analogy had been in the back of his 
mind at least since the summer. Nevertheless, Chiang devised a two- pronged 
strategy: prepare for complete withdrawal while highlighting for Washington 
the crisis Moscow was causing. He hoped the Truman administration would 
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become seriously alarmed over Sta lin’s violation of his promises at Yalta and 
his other commitments to support only the Nationalist government. But he 
also wanted to keep open at least the possibility of moving in the direction 
that Ching- kuo still believed feasible—détente with the Soviets, including 
major economic concessions such as possibly splitting the Northeast region 
with the CCP, and possibly even making changes in China’s relations with 
the United States.
 Three days after his talks with Wedemeyer, Chiang informed the Soviet 
embassy that he was protesting to Washington Moscow’s actions in Manchu-
ria and the USSR would be responsible for the consequences.112 He ordered 
General Sun Liren to stop the advance of his New First Army to Mukden, 
and in an important speech to high- ranking of fi cers on November 16 said 
that even if he sent five armies into Manchuria they would still not be able 
“to gain solid local control.” Under the circumstances, he said, “We had 
rather leave the issue of Manchuria aside . . . the policy is to control the close 
areas [North China] and then expand our authority to the further areas.”113 
On November 17, Chiang wrote to President Truman explaining the abject 
failure of the Soviets to live up to their commitments.

The Soviets now suddenly changed their tune. In response to Chiang’s mes-
sage to their embassy, they said that the Russian government would strictly 
abide by the Friendship Treaty and that, in order to facilitate the National-
ist takeover of the region, they would postpone the Red Army withdrawal 
for another two months. Oddly, both Chiang and his son had come to be-
lieve that the postponement, which Mao very much wanted, would avoid a 
vacuum that only the CCP could fill. The Generalissimo became hopeful 
again. “So,” he mused in his diary, “Russia still cares about international 
opinion.”114

 On November 21, Malinovsky told Ching- kuo that he was sorry the Na-
tional government had withdrawn and that he was shocked to learn the Chi-
nese Communists had surrounded the KMT’s headquarters in Changchun. 
He agreed that the KMT- appointed mayors and other of fi cials could take up 
their duties around the region, and his staff began to negotiate Manchurian 
economic issues in a seemingly serious manner.115 Sta lin also accepted an ear-
lier proposal that Chiang send a special envoy to Moscow. Likewise Mal-
inovsky readily agreed to Chiang’s suggestion that the Red Army withdrawal 
be further delayed until February 1, 1946. Mao was delighted because he had 
in fact also requested the Soviets to further postpone their pullout.116
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 By early December, Ching- kuo was reporting to his father that the Soviets 
had “agreed to almost all of the Government’s proposals, including abolish-
ment of all non- government armed forces.”117 At Ching- kuo’s urging, Chun-
gking did not make a public case against the extravagant Soviet pillaging of 
equipment and factories in the region, a plundering valued by an American 
study at US$2 billion dollars.118

 In his 1957 book The Soviet  Union in China, Chiang charged that “domes-
tic and foreign interferences” were responsible for his failing “to adhere to 
[his] earlier policy” not to occupy Manchuria. Instead, he wrote, he commit-
ted “his best troops to Manchuria and got bogged down there.” He was ap-
parently referring not only to Russian promises of cooperation but also to the 
encouragement of Washington—aside from Wedemeyer’s personal advice—
for a Nationalist takeover of Manchuria, including the U.S. Navy’s agreement 
to transport six corps of Chiang’s troops to the region. In 1957 Chiang la-
mented that in this decision he had depended on diplomacy, thus “sacrificing 
substance for the shadow.”119 By early December 1945, wanting to test the 
Soviets, Chiang ordered Sun Liren to resume his advance to Mukden. Sun 
did so and encountered little Communist resistance.
 Back in Washington, on November 27, Hurley unexpectedly resigned in a 
huff, denouncing those in the State Department whom he accused of work-
ing against him. Alarmed at the turmoil around his country’s China policy, 
Truman decided he needed an even more distinguished envoy to achieve 
America’s goals in China before things fell apart. George Marshall had just 
retired from the army as one of America’s three most eminent generals, but 
his golden years would not be occupied with horseback riding and writing 
memoirs—at least not yet. He and his wife, Katherine, had been back at their 
home in Leesburg, Virginia, for only a few minutes when the President called 
and said: “General, I want you to go to China for me.” “Yes, Mr. President,” 
Marshall replied, and abruptly hung up. He wanted to break the news to 
Katherine after she had rested, but she first heard the news on the radio: her 
husband had agreed to go to China and bring about a democratic coalition 
between the Communists and the Nationalists.120

 When the Marshall Mission was announced, Zhou Enlai explained in sev-
eral internal policy papers that in the talks with this latest American envoy, 
the CCP goal would be to “neutralize the United States” and make use of 
“internal divisions in America on China policy.” Zhou was con fi dent that the 
“contradictions between the U.S. and Chiang Kai- shek” and “knowledge of 
the ideology and value system of Americans” would allow the CCP to emerge 
successfully from the inevitable collapse of the coming talks.121 All these ele-
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ments would in fact be key ingredients in the dynamics of the Marshall Mis-
sion, and no one knew better than Zhou the psychology of the earnest Amer-
icans.
 Meanwhile Sun Liren was on the outskirts of Mukden, but Chiang was 
still uncertain whether a reasonable solution with Sta lin was possible. “We 
should follow our plan that [in the worst case] we will withdraw our head-
quarters from the Northeast,” he wrote. “This is to avoid being hijacked by 
them and losing our freedom of movement . . . We must have extra caution 
now; there is no need for haste.”122

On December 8, before leaving for China, General Marshall had two memo-
rable meetings with President Truman and Secretary of State James F. Byrnes. 
The general said he understood that he was to do his best to in flu ence Chiang 
Kai- shek to make reasonable concessions in his negotiations with the Com-
munists, and he should imply to the Generalissimo that future U.S. aid was 
at stake. But, Marshall added, he was worried that if Chiang made no reason-
able concessions, the talks broke down, and the United States subsequently 
ended its aid to Chungking, there would follow “a resumption of power in 
Manchuria by Russia”—meaning that China at best would, like Eastern Eu-
rope and Korea, be divided into Communist and non- Communist parts. 
Such an outcome, Marshall said, would result in the “defeat . . . of the major 
purpose of our war in the Pacific,” that is, a strong and friendly China.123

 This was a tough, realpolitik view of the matter. Truman, with his own 
tough- mindedness and penchant for the idea of containment, immediately 
agreed, but he emphasized that the United States would not in any event 
send additional troops to China.124 In another meeting the next day, Marshall 
spelled out the policy implication that was not in his written instructions: in 
the event that he was unable to secure reasonable action by the Generalissimo 
in the interparty talks, it would “still be necessary for the U.S. Government, 
through me, to continue to back the National Government of China.” The 
President said this was correct.125 In Marshall’s publicly released directive, 
Truman instructed the general to tell Chiang Kai- shek that “a China dis-
united and torn by civil strife could not be considered realistically as a proper 
place for American Assistance.”126 But in another public statement of De-
cember 15, the President made clear that the National government of China 
was the “practical instrument to achieve the uni fi ca tion of China.” Unity in 
China, the President said, would require “prog ress toward democracy” but 
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also concurrently the elimination of “autonomous armies” such as those 
of the Communists. When Chiang read this statement he was extremely 
pleased. This was ev ery thing he had hoped for. The U.S. President had sup-
ported the Nationalist government and succinctly endorsed Chiang’s core 
principle in negotiating with the CCP.127

On December 16, Chiang visited Peking for the first time since the early 
1930s. One Chinese American who was there as a boy recalls that when the 
government troops had arrived two months earlier, there was looting and 
raping. Nonetheless, when the Generalissimo drove into the great plaza of 
the Forbidden City, 100,000 students gave him a tumultuous greeting, a wel-
come that excited him. In his speech he told the young crowd that in the past 
“we were like a pile of sand and this triggered the aggression of enemies. In 
the future, if we are to complete the cause of national reconstruction, we all 
must gather under the flag of the Three Peoples Principles, love and respect 
each other, and cooperate to achieve our goals.”128

 Following his remarks, thousands rushed forward to touch his clothing or 
simply gaze at him. It took half an hour for his bodyguards to get him safely 
into his car and away. The Generalissimo kept reassuring his security men, 
“They are well intentioned. They mean well.” A huge portrait of the thin, 
stern- looking Generalissimo soon went up over the entrance to the Forbid-
den City at Tiananmen.129

 Chiang then flew to Nanking. From the plane he could see the great tomb 
of Sun Yat- sen and he must have thought of his and Mayling’s last- minute 
escape by air in 1937 and the death and destruction the city had suffered. His 
heart “throbbed with a thousand emotions.” In one of his increasingly Chris-
tian references, he thanked “Our Heavenly Father” for the “glorious victory” 
and his own safe return. From the airport, sitting stiff and erect in the back 
seat of a long, open limousine, he rode through the streets lined with cheer-
ing citizens and tears filled his eyes. Back in the old residence in the military 
academy compound, he wrote a banner in his stiff calligraphy proclaiming 
the house “The Hall of Christian Victory.”130

At peak periods, unoccupied China hosted about 30 million refugees, al-
though once the fight ing and the Japanese had moved on, many returned to 
their homes. Several million of the long- term refugees were mostly former 
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urban dwellers who were government and party workers of middle or higher 
rank and who had waited out the war in Chungking, Kunming, and other 
free cities. A few hundred thousand military of fi cers with their families lived 
in the countryside, frequently moving, never sure what the next day would 
bring, surviving long and arduous times. Most had lived austere lives and 
survived Japanese bombings, disease, and food shortages.131 When they re-
turned to Nanking, Shanghai, and hundreds of other cities and towns where 
they had lived and worked before 1937, it was with a deep sense of triumph, 
self- satisfaction, and in many cases, en ti tle ment.
 Among the 150 million Chinese who had stayed behind, some had col-
laborated and  profited from the occupation, a few had resisted, and most 
had cooperated to the minimum extent necessary to get by. In the minds of 
many former exiles, however, a cloud hung over all educated, professional, or 
well- off Chinese who had remained—and as for themselves, they expected 
preferential treatment. The Generalissimo appointed mostly KMT generals 
as governors and mayors in provinces and cities, and most had not grown up 
in the areas they were now to govern. The practice of non- native governors 
was a Chinese tradition, but in the postwar environment it encouraged rather 
than discouraged cronyism and corruption. Most immediately harmful was 
Chiang’s appointment of southerners as governors of the Manchurian prov-
inces.
 Zhou Enlai’s agents and Chiang’s many other enemies exaggerated or fab-
ricated many accounts of corruption in the postwar period, but many were 
true. The candor on this subject shown by the newly freed press was impres-
sive. The papers of Shanghai, Tianjin, Kunming, Canton, Hong Kong, and 
other cities overnight resumed their freewheeling reporting and editorializing 
on the ills of the government.
 Some of those close to Chiang who were not corrupt, like Ching- kuo, 
Chen Lifu, Chen Cheng, and Zhang Qun, also brought word to him of the 
corruption that was rapidly spreading throughout the society. Only two 
months after Japan’s surrender, Chiang called in the newly appointed se-
nior of fi cials of Nanking, Shanghai, Peking, and Tianjin and scolded them 
for the bad discipline of KMT of fi cers taking over those cities.132 But while 
Chiang ranted against of fi cial dishonesty and demanded action to curtail it, 
he still considered it, like in fla tion, of secondary importance—it was bad, he 
thought, but not “rampant.”133 In addition, serious efforts to correct stealing 
by high of fi cials posed complicated political problems; thus in Chiang’s view, 
it was a reform that could continue being mostly put off until true political 
unity had been achieved.
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 Meanwhile, the CCP did not move into the cities nor did it take over huge 
bureaucracies and enterprises that offered the potential for self- advancement 
and enrichment. The Communists cadre in their harsh environment re-
mained underdogs who faced possible destruction by the much more power-
ful KMT. After V- J Day they expected not reward for past sac ri fice but greater 
sac ri fice to come.
 A special grievance arose among those Chinese who had stayed in Japanese-
 occupied areas when Chungking set the rate at which they could exchange 
their soon- to- be worthless puppet currencies for the of fi cial Chinese fabi. In 
September, one yuan in the Chungking fabi was worth thirty puppet fabi. 
The black- market exchange rate, which the expected collapse of Japan had 
sent spiraling upward over the previous year or more, was about two hundred 
to one. Chiang approved an of fi cial rate of exchange equal to the black- 
market rate, which led to stories that the government had divested millions 
of Chinese of their assets.134 The Dagongbao newspaper, for example, editori-
alized that citizens awoke one morning to discover that “most of them had 
lost their home and property . . . Wealth which had taken generations to ac-
cumulate was transferred in a twinkling to those with gold dollars and Na-
tionalist dollars in their hands.”135

 Subsequent scholars would cite the Dagongbao allegation that “most” Chi-
nese citizens in the formerly occupied areas—that is, the majority of over 150 
million people—literally lost overnight their “homes and property” as a result 
of the currency devaluation.136 But this charge does not hold up to serious 
examination. For one thing, the black- market rate is always quickly re flected 
in market prices. Most importantly, however, the exchange rate for swap-
ping the two currencies did not affect the value of land and houses, jewelry, 
or gold and silver—the traditional ways in which almost all Chinese saved 
wealth. Those few with debts denominated in puppet fabi ac tually bene fited 
from the plunge in that paper’s value.137 For well over a year, Japan’s defeat 
had been expected in the occupied areas, in fla tion and the black- market rate 
of the puppet currency had soared, and it was the rare Chinese who long be-
fore V- J Day had not divested himself of any substantial holding of puppet 
currency.
 Wedemeyer and Walter Robertson, acting chief of the U.S. Embassy in 
Chungking, met Marshall when he arrived at Shanghai International Airport 
on December 18, and escorted him to his room in the Cathay Hotel. There, 
the famous general showed Wedemeyer his instructions from President Tru-
man. After reading the document, Wedemeyer commented that the Nation-
alists still had most of the power and were determined not to give it up, while 
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the Communists were equally determined to seize all power with the help of 
the Soviet  Union. Peace between the KMT and the CCP, he thought, was 
“remote.” Marshall reacted angrily, saying that he intended to accomplish his 
mission and Wedemeyer was “going to help” him. He continued to be upset 
during a private dinner that night, and Wedemeyer, apparently intimidated 
by the rebuke, seems to have never again frankly told Marshall his views 
about what was happening. Despite this bad beginning, Marshall and Wede-
meyer became close over the next few months.138

 Chen Lifu had told the Generalissimo that he should turn down the Mar-
shall peace mission because if it failed as it probably would, the Americans 
would blame the Chiang government, not the Communists.139 But Chiang 
rejected this advice. Continuing American economic and military assistance 
was critical, including troop transport, but even more important was the 
promise of American political pressure on the Soviets. Moreover, Truman’s 
public statement of December 15 had dramatically underscored for Chiang 
that Marshall’s mediation effort was starting off in the right direction.
 The day after arriving in Shanghai, Marshall and his party flew to Nan-
king. The of fi cial cap ital and residence were still temporarily in Chungking, 
but Chiang Kai- shek and Madame waited for the distinguished envoy in the 
Generalissimo’s small two- story brick home in the compound of the Chinese 
Army headquarters in the old cap ital. (After V- J Day, the Generalissimo’s 
aides had proposed that he take over the palace- like residence of Wang Jing-
wei, but he had declined.) Marshall arrived at Chiang’s of fice in uniform, 
carrying a cane and wearing his tan British- style overcoat with its fur collar 
and his visored Army cap. Impressed, Chiang extended his hand and found 
Marshall’s shake as soft as his own.140 They had been on opposite sides in the 
ugly battles over Stilwell, but they shared a common temperament that al-
lowed them easily to put aside past con flicts and hard feelings. Chiang saw 
Marshall as a proud professional, a man of honor and dignity, “a fine Chris-
tian gentleman” whom he might win over as he had most other special repre-
sentatives whom Washington had dispatched to China over the years.141

 Marshall and Chiang both were introspective, reserved, and formal—in 
other words, stiff. During Marshall’s early days as U.S. Army chief of staff, 
when Roosevelt called him “George,” Marshall had suggested to the Presi-
dent that they keep to their formal titles. The Generalissimo would have 
agreed with that. Neither man had a great sense of humor. They valued disci-
pline, duty, patriotism, and honor—or as Chiang preferred to put it, sincer-
ity. According to Wedemeyer, whether on trips to world conferences, hiking 
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down from his Fort Meyers quarters to the Pentagon, or in China as Presi-
dent Truman’s special envoy, there was always “a reserve or hint of some mys-
terious, unseen but always present force which had first call on General Mar-
shall’s deeper thoughts.”142 Likewise, whether meditating outside a campaign 
tent, staring down at the fog- shrouded Yangtze, or peering from his new por-
trait over the gate to the Forbidden City, Chiang Kai- shek seemed detached, 
as though he were attending to some inexplicable but powerful destiny.
 During his first exchange with the Chiangs, Marshall said the President 
was “aware of the extreme dif fi culties in achieving successful negotiation” and 
that both the President and he himself understood that the solution to the 
problem involved the Communist Army and its refusal to surrender or relin-
quish its autonomy. For Chiang it was again exceedingly important to hear 
Marshall reiterate Truman’s statement on this subject.143

 In response, Chiang was surprisingly upbeat about the talks with the CCP, 
telling the new envoy that there were “signs of prog ress”: in particular, the 
Chinese Communists had followed the Soviets in all matters of broad policy, 
and Sta lin had recently appeared to reverse his “unfriendly attitude.”144 En-
couraged by this first meeting, Marshall and his aides flew to Chungking, 
where he set up his headquarters in a villa called “Happiness Gardens.” The 
next day, he and his staff met with the relaxed, engaging, and sophisticated 
yet unassuming Zhou Enlai. As usual, Zhou impressed the new group of 
Americans as their “kind of guy.” Flattering the United States shamelessly, 
Zhou said China should learn from America’s democracy, agricultural reform, 
and industrialization, to which Marshall in his reports expressed no skepti-
cism. “This intense Communistic thing,” he would tell an interviewer years 
later, “I was not aware of really in detail until I got over there after the war.”145 
That night, Chiang Kai- shek and Mayling gave an elaborate banquet in 
honor of the new envoy’s birthday. It was another good beginning.

The previous September, Madame Chiang had returned to China after a fif-
teen- month absence. During her long stay in the United States she had been 
almost totally out of the limelight—living mostly at the Kung residence on 
Long Island—but by phone she had quietly cultivated a range of Americans 
sympathetic to the Republic of China and Chiang Kai- shek. This nebulous 
and informal but powerful group of conservative congressmen, corporate 
 executives, publishers, retired generals, and missionaries soon came to be 
known as “the China lobby.” The ten lobbying firms that the Chiang govern-
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ment employed to work on its behalf were also part of the network.146 The 
pro- Chiang, anti- Communist campaign in all its various manifestations cre-
ated turmoil in American politics and in flu enced China policy under Tru-
man, but did not change the policy’s fundamental direction.
 The fifty- nine- year- old Generalissimo mentioned his wife little in his di-
ary during their long separation, but now they seemed ready to put their dif-
fi culties—the Stilwell matter, her bad moods, and his possible indiscretion—
behind them. While she was away there seem to have been no major rumors 
in Chungking of affairs or secret arrangements. She returned seemingly deter-
mined to make the marriage work, and they resumed holding hands in pub-
lic. In addition, the Generalissimo again began to rely on his wife in his deal-
ings with the Americans, a role that gave her much satisfaction. He insisted 
that she be present for all his meetings with Marshall, for example, “persisting 
even when she was sick or tired, or tried to beg off.” As had been the case 
with Stilwell, she often supported Marshall when he disagreed with her hus-
band. Marshall said years later that during his China mission “Madame was 
on my side” and he was “con fi dent” that she “always played fair.”147

While Marshall was having his initial talks in China, the American, British, 
and Soviet foreign ministers were gathering in Moscow. Sta lin convincingly 
assured Secretary of State Byrnes that he did not object to U.S. troops in 
China and he fully supported Chiang Kai- shek as head of the Chinese gov-
ernment. Like other senior American of fi cials before him, Byrnes left Mos-
cow believing that Sta lin intended to live up to his treaty with China, and he 
so informed Marshall. Marshall worked for the next year under the belief that 
the CCP’s only external source of major assistance, the Soviet  Union, was 
prepared to back with appropriate pressures whatever Marshall decided on 
during his mission.148

 But the Soviets continued to refuse to open the key Manchurian port of 
Dalian, and to ignore the new deadline of early February for the Red Army’s 
evacuation from Mukden, Changchun, and Harbin. In addition, the Red 
Army continued to allow Lin Biao’s CCP forces to move freely about Man-
churia in the 95 percent of that huge region in which there was no Chi-
nese government presence. Nevertheless, the government military forces were 
making prog ress. By the end of December, Du Yuming had captured most of 
the Manchurian ports except Dalian and Port Arthur, which the Soviets oc-
cupied under the Yalta Agreement.149
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 On Christmas Day, Chiang sent his son Ching- kuo to Moscow to evaluate 
Sta lin’s intentions, and, hoping to put Sta lin in a friendly mood, he followed 
through on his commitment to recognize Outer Mongolia’s “in de pen dence.” 
On January 10, 1946, he opened the historic People’s Consultative Confer-
ence with a keynote speech announcing that the government would immedi-
ately institute freedoms of speech, the press, religion, and assembly. Political 
prisoners, he said, would be released, and all political parties would hence-
forth be equal before the law. Elections would be carried out from “the bot-
tom up,” meaning that there would be direct elections to all representative 
bodies, including national ones.
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Chimera of Victory

Marshall’s immediate objective during his peace mission was to arrange a 
cease- fire. He again proposed that one way to “reor ga nize” CCP troops cur-
rently occupying territory and controlling local governments would be to 
“mingle them with government troops,” in other words, incorporate them 
into government units.1 Chiang, who had long sought just that arrangement, 
was again elated and concluded he could “certainly trust” Marshall to head a 
“Committee of Three” to negotiate the terms of the cease- fire. The commit-
tee, proposed by Marshall, would include a ranking Nationalist (Zhang Qun) 
and a Communist (Zhou Enlai) as well as Marshall.2 Another issue was re-
solved when Marshall surprisingly persuaded Zhou to accept continued U.S. 
transport of government troops to Manchuria, as well as a stipulation that 
during the cease- fire, government forces would be free to move “into and in 
Manchuria for the purpose of re- establishing Chinese sovereignty.”3 In only a 
few meetings in early January, the Committee of Three astonishingly reached 
an accord on military integration and a coalition government as well as a 
cease- fire, all with terms that favored the government. Years later, Chiang 
would lament that Marshall’s “stand and attitude” at this time had caused 
him to decide to fight for Manchuria.4

 While Mao seemed willing to agree to almost anything on paper, most 
important to him was what was happening on the ground. He sent another 
150,000 troops to Lin Biao in Manchuria and ordered him to incorporate 
an additional 200,000 local forces into his main units.5 Then, on January 
13, 1946, Chiang and Mao issued orders to their respective armed forces ef-
fective at midnight to stop all hostilities and all movement of troops, with 
agreed exceptions—most importantly the deployment of government forces 
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into Manchuria. Despite the cease- fire’s apparent advantages in Manchuria 
for the government, Chiang—as well as his generals—thought that overall 
the truce would be “disadvantageous” to the government. Yan Xishan, for 
example, warned that the truce would only give the CCP time to regroup 
and expand. But Chiang felt he had no choice—to protect his relations with 
the United States and encourage the Soviets to cooperate in the Northeast 
(Manchuria), he needed to proceed with the agreement. A three- party execu-
tive headquarters, which included an American element, moved to Peking to 
monitor the cease- fire.6

 Chiang’s hopes for a breakthrough with the Soviets were soon to be dashed. 

Zhou Enlai (left) with Zhang Qun, who, along with Marshall, composed the “Committee of 
Three.” The committee’s far-reaching cease-fire and coalition proposals distinctly favored the 
Nationalists, so it is unlikely that Mao Zedong was serious about implementing them. 
Courtesy Albert C. Wedemeyer Collection, envelope KK, Hoover Institution Archives.
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On January 14, Ching- kuo returned from his two- week visit to the Soviet 
cap ital, after having had two long unsatisfactory talks with Sta lin. The leader 
of the USSR had warned that the United States was trying to use China for 
its own purposes, and that only if Chiang Kai- shek did not allow “a single 
American soldier” to remain in China would the Soviet  Union tell the CCP 
to come to an “understanding” with the Generalissimo. Sta lin suggested that 
he and Chiang arrange a meeting. Ching- kuo sadly informed his father that 
Sta lin was “playing games” in Manchuria and following “his own plot.”7

 In his journal, Chiang wrote that in order to keep the country united, he 
could agree to sweeping economic concessions to the USSR and the depar-
ture of all U.S. troops. But he would not do so until after the Soviets had 
withdrawn from Manchuria and other areas in Northern China.8 Outwardly, 
Chiang appeared resolved on the Manchuria issue, and did not respond to 
Sta lin’s proposal for a summit meeting.
 Sure enough, the Soviet offers began to fall apart. Malinovsky of fi cially in-
formed Chungking that, for “technical reasons,” the Red Army could not 
meet the new February deadline for its pullout. The Soviet general also again 
demanded as reparation all Japanese- owned factories in the Northeast, assets 
that he himself valued at US$3.8 billion.9 These setbacks led to growing criti-
cism within the KMT of Ching- kuo’s—and implicitly the Generalissimo’s—
handling of Soviet affairs regarding Manchuria. Chiang, concerned, decided 
to take responsibility for this matter from his son and once again put the For-
eign Ministry in charge.10

 One month after Ching- kuo’s return from Moscow, Sta lin gave his famous 
February 9 speech declaring that World War II had been the “inevitable re-
sult” of “modern monopoly cap italism” and that the next war would spring 
from the same dynamic. Upon reading the text of the speech, Truman be-
came alarmed and angry, and ordered James Byrnes not to “play compro-
mise” any  longer. Among other things, the President said the United States 
should “rehabilitate China and create a strong central government there. We 
should do the same for Korea . . . I am tired of babying the Soviets.”11 In 
China, however, Zhou Enlai continued to convince Marshall that the CCP 
leaders were not ideological fanatics or allies of the Soviet  Union but rather 
political moderates committed to his peace plan.

Immediately after the cease- fire, Chiang began to receive a stream of reports 
of Communist attacks in North China as well as in Manchuria, where the 
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Soviet Red Army was reputedly supporting CCP units indirectly in some en-
gagements. On January 18, despite the cease- fire, Communist troops took 
two cities in Manchuria, including the important coastal port city of Ying-
kou. Chiang was now beginning to suspect that Marshall was not going to 
favor the government’s position as much as he had assumed. Marshall did not 
in his report to Washington note the seizure of Yingkou, an oversight that 
disturbed Chiang, who wrote that there had to be a point where “I need to 
make my final decision” in regard to Manchuria.12

 Further complicating matters for Chiang were countercharges by the 
Communists of Nationalist violations of the truce. Chiang lost credibility 
with the Americans when he initially turned down a proposal by Marshall—
one accepted by the CCP—to send monitors to Manchuria to investigate 
incidents there. Chiang feared the investigative teams would restrict him 
much more severely than they would Mao, whose rapidly growing military 
presence and activity in the region were mostly invisible to the outside world. 
Chiang’s relationship with the Americans was also likely impeded by Mar-
shall’s apparent ability, with the help of his cryptographic team, to read some 
of Chiang’s coded messages to his commanders in the field, which probably 
alerted him to cases where the Generalissimo was less cooperative than he 
pretended. Unfortunately the Americans could not read Zhou’s traffic, which 
was encoded in “one- time pads.”13

 Despite these charges of violations of the cease- fire, the peace pro cess, in-
cluding the meeting of the People’s Consultative Conference (PCC) in Chun-
gking, went smoothly. On February 4, Marshall told Truman that “affairs are 
prog ress ing rather favorably.”14 Privately, however, Chiang was becoming ever 
more worried about Marshall, who, he wrote, thought “he knew Chinese 
politics very well, but . . . does not.” Marshall’s remarks about the good in-
tentions of the Communists particularly bothered Chiang, who at this early 
date began to fear that the situation could begin to resemble that during the 
Stilwell era.15

 Marshall’s optimism, however, continued unabated. He was particularly 
pleased with the PCC, whose members were appointed by the KMT and 
the CCP, and which at the end of January, following up the proposals of the 
Committee of Three, issued a set of five resolutions setting out a framework 
for an interim coalition government. All parties in the proposed coalition 
would be required to recognize “the national leadership of President Chiang 
Kai- shek,” but the plan also provided a substantial check on the powers of 
the presidency: the State Council would be the supreme organ of the govern-
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ment, with half the seats going to the KMT, and although Chiang would 
have a veto, it could be overridden by a 5–3 council majority.16

 Despite misgivings, Chiang believed he had to be at least as supportive of 
the new government plans as Zhou, who had accepted all of them. He told a 
group of KMT of fi cials that the PCC resolutions would not necessarily be 
binding on the agreed- on National Assembly, which would draw up the con-
stitution, but in his closing speech to the PCC he praised the plan for its 
principles of “peace, democracy, uni fi ca tion, and solidarity.” Shortly before 
the PCC’s final vote on the plan, he issued a decree setting free “all political 
prisoners.”17 Mao, for his part, sent word to Marshall that his arrangement of 
the cease- fire was “fair.” “Chinese democracy,” the Chairman solemnly de-
clared, “must follow the American path.”18 Zhou reported to Mao that Mar-
shall had told him he trusted the sincerity of the Chinese Communists but 
was having dif fi culty persuading the Kuomintang leaders. Zhou told his sec-
retary that Marshall “reminded him of Stilwell.”19

 Popular reaction in China and in the Western press to the PCC agree-
ments was euphoric.20 In response to the prog ress being made, President Tru-
man proposed that Congress continue the Lend- Lease program for China 
and instructed the State Department to begin negotiations with Chiang Kai- 
shek’s government on the establishment of a U.S. military advisory group 
with a maximum of one thousand of fi cers.21 The Chinese army that the 
Americans would be advising was to be the agreed- on integrated KMT- CCP 
force led by the Generalissimo. But meanwhile, to provide balance and “save 
face” for the Communist military units, Marshall urged a separate program 
of American training and arms supply to the CCP’s armed forces.
 On February 25, Marshall, Zhang Zhizhong (the Nationalist chief com-
missar), and Zhou Enlai agreed on a phased reduction of the two gigantic 
contending armies, including the stipulation that in the interim period be-
fore complete amalgamation of the forces, the Nationalist government would 
be authorized to have fourteen divisions in Manchuria and the Communists 
only one. Under this remarkable concession by the CCP, Mao would have to 
reduce the then thirty Communist divisions in Manchuria to just one di-
vision, suggesting the agreement would in fact never be carried out. In an-
other unlikely- to- be- realized provision, government forces would, in the first 
phase, enjoy a five to one advantage nationwide over the Communists—that 
is, 90 KMT divisions to 18 for the CCP.
 According to the plan, these adjustments would be complete in eigh teen 
months and full integration of personnel into the new amalgamated KMT- 



344 the generaliss imo

CCP central armed forces would then begin. The combined force would be a 
nonpolitical military establishment—no more commissars of either party—
with Chiang Kai- shek as commander in chief.22

 Chiang had ev ery incentive to carry out these military agreements, but 
he believed the CCP would never do so and he hoped Marshall was becom-
ing aware of their “tricks.”23 Marshall, however, was in fact immensely pleased 
with the way things were going. He had accomplished the impossible—at 
least on paper. He complained that “certain cliques,” an obvious reference to 
hardline KMT factions, were trying to destroy the peace pro cess, but through 
the spring of 1946, he thoroughly believed that his plan could succeed—the 
Communists would give up their large army and territory, including their 
huge advantage in Manchuria, and work politically for national power under 
a Chiang- led government, so long as the KMT leader kept China headed 
down the path of American- style democracy.
 Deciding to make a personal inspection trip, Marshall and his staff, in-
cluding Zhou Enlai and Zhang Zhizhong, flew 3,000 miles throughout 
North China, visiting a dozen cities and towns. At Yan’an, crowds cheered 
wildly for the American general, who had long talks with Mao and Zhu De.24 
The trip, according to Marshall, “had most happy results.”25 Meanwhile, 
news of the Soviet pillaging in Manchuria spread in China and during the 
last week of February large- scale demonstrations in Chungking and other cit-
ies demanded the immediate evacuation of Soviet troops from Manchuria. 
Rioters sacked the Chungking of fices of the CCP’s New China Daily and the 
Democratic Daily of the Democratic League.26 While public anger toward 
Moscow was no doubt genuine, Chen Lifu or ga nized the riots. Later, Mar-
shall would attach great importance to these short- lived demonstrations and 
charge that they had provoked the CCP into changing its positive and rea-
sonable attitude toward the peace pro cess.
 It was now two years after Yalta and the Cold War was quickly and dra-
matically heading in a direction it would maintain for the next almost half- 
century. In March, Churchill proclaimed the descent of the “Iron Curtain” 
across Europe, and Ho Chi Minh and the French signed an agreement that 
supposedly ensured Vietnam’s peaceful and united future. Chiang was skepti-
cal: he wrote in his diary, “The Vietnamese civil war begins.”27 During this 
same period, George Kennan’s long telegram from the U.S. Embassy in Mos-
cow on dealing with the Soviet  Union’s ambitions marked the of fi cial begin-
ning of America’s containment policy.
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 On March 11, before returning to Washington to brief Truman, Marshall 
again presented his draft instructions for the three- party (KMT, CCP, and 
U.S.) field teams due to go to Manchuria to check on cease- fire violations. 
The guidelines stated that Communist troops should evacuate “any places [in 
Manchuria] to be occupied by government troops for the reestablishment of 
sovereignty” and should “not be permitted to occupy places vacated by the 
Russian troops.” These stipulations were consistent with the cease- fire agree-
ment to which Zhou had agreed. They also re flected Marshall’s continuing 
belief that the Communists truly wanted a democratic settlement under 
Chiang Kai- shek and that, if assured of this condition, they were willing to 
cooperate in the government’s takeover of Manchuria from the Soviets and to 
disband their army. This time, Chiang quickly accepted both the proposed 
visit of a monitoring team to Manchuria and Marshall’s guidelines. Zhou 
now objected, however, and the team’s departure was delayed.28

 The Chinese government then formally requested the immediate with-
drawal of all Soviet forces from Manchuria, but Malinovsky would not re-
spond to this request for twenty critical days. During this time, and only 
three days after Marshall’s departure for Washington, Soviet of fi cers secretly 
told the CCP that the Red Army would indeed start withdrawing from 
Mukden, Harbin, and other cities—and moreover, that CCP forces should 
move in behind them.29 Lin Biao’s Communist forces thus marched into 
some towns already evacuated by the Red Army and deployed closer to the 
outskirts of other major cities. In the countryside, as the Soviets folded their 
tents and departed their garrisons, they simply turned over administration to 
local authorities already set in place by the CCP.30 New Chinese Communist 
forces poured into southern Manchuria, but the emphasis was on the north-
ern part of the region. Sta lin wanted Mao to have firm control of at least the 
northern half of Manchuria by the time the last Red Army tank clanked 
across the Soviet- Manchurian border. Before Marshall left town, Zhou had 
explained that any CCP troop movement in Manchuria would simply be to 
maintain stability in the countryside.31

 In Washington, Marshall appeared oblivious to the growing military crisis 
in Manchuria and also in nearby Shandong, where new fight ing raged be-
tween the government and the Communists. In fact, he acted as if his mis-
sion’s success was assured. The Nationalists and the Communists, he declared 
publicly, “are now engaged in the business of demobilizing vast military forces 
and integrating and unifying the remaining forces into a Central Army.” It 
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was “very remarkable,” he said, “how we could straighten out what seemed 
impossible conditions . . . until we arrived, nothing could be done.”32

As the Soviet Red Army rapidly pulled out of southern Manchuria and Lin 
Biao’s forces moved in, Du Yuming’s armies, supported by air power, moved 
forward quickly to assert the government’s authority in the major cities and 
along the rail lines. In the first large- scale battle with the Chinese Commu-
nists, Sun Liren’s New First Army drove the enemy away from the outskirts of 
Mukden and entered the city on March 13, one day after the Soviet Red 
Army had pulled out. Chiang believed the situation would now get “worse 
and worse” and that he had to pursue his goal patiently and “step by step.”33

 Two weeks later, the Soviet embassy belatedly informed the Chinese For-
eign Ministry that the Soviet Red Army would be out of Manchuria by the 
end of April.34 When Marshall, still in Washington, heard this news, he be-
gan to believe that the Soviets were in fact not pursuing a hegemonic strategy 
in China. He thus began to shift away from seeing China in the context of 
containment of the Soviet  Union, as he had during his talks with Truman in 
December. Instead, he would come to perceive China as a swamp of internal 
strife requiring stability most of all. In his view, the CCP, at most, could 
be blamed for sharing responsibility for the ongoing violence with the KMT.35 
Chiang sensed this change and began to wonder if Marshall was willing to 
give up U.S. strategic interests in China in order to appease the Soviets. He 
also learned the unsettling news that Marshall wanted to provide the Com-
munist forces U.S. military training and weapons before the reor ga ni za tion 
of the two armies had begun and that he intended to eliminate the U.S. mili-
tary headquarters in China and send home the U.S. Marines. Chiang feared 
that Marshall’s “fame and legacy” was driving his “grandiose plans” for a peace 
settlement.36

Meanwhile, Mao told Lin Biao that the Communists had to stop Chiang’s 
expected occupation of Changchun, in which there was only a token Nation-
alist force and some remaining Soviet units.37 On April 14, Malinovsky led 
his last troops out of Changchun, and some 20,000 soldiers of the Commu-
nist Eighth Route Army, newly armed with Japanese weapons and some artil-
lery, immediately attacked the Nationalist force of 7,000 in the city. Most 
of the government soldiers were killed. Five hundred holdouts put up “an 
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Alamo- type defense” in the Central Bank Building until, led by their com-
mander, one by one, they made a last, desperate charge out of the building’s 
revolving door.38 Manchuria was now effectively divided into a southern area 
of fi cially governed by the KMT but heavily infiltrated by the CCP and a 
larger, completely Communist- dominated, northern region. Chiang ordered 
Sun Liren immediately to press northward to take back Changchun.39

 The State Department’s 1949 White Paper on the fall of China called the 
CCP capture of Changchun “a flagrant violation of the cessation of hostilities 
order,” but the authors did not suggest that it threatened the peace effort. 
Instead, they concluded that the principal dif fi culty this violation created 
was to strengthen the hand of “ultra- reactionary” groups in the Chinese gov-
ernment. But it was not just KMT “ultra- reactionaries” who were upset. 
Chiang did have to take into account the factional dynamics on the issues of 
war and peace, but his decisions regarding Manchuria since 1945 were his 
own.40

 On April 18, Marshall arrived back in Chungking accompanied by his 
wife, Katherine, who had accepted Mayling’s invitation to return with her 
husband. When the Marshalls landed at Chungking it was 100 degrees Fahr-
enheit. The dust, heat, and stench, Mrs. Marshall reported, were “beyond 
description.” The day after his return to Chungking, Marshall had a four- 
hour meeting with Chiang Kai- shek. The talk was blunt and continued the 
next day at Yellow Mountain.41 Marshall blamed Chiang and his regime for 
the calamity facing the peace pro cess. He charged that the Nanking govern-
ment had had an opportunity for peace in Manchuria but had not utilized 
the opportunity. He reeled off a long list of offenses he said Chiang’s “very 
poor” advisers had committed. These ranged from seeking unilateral con-
trol of Manchuria to closing Communist newspapers, buzzing Yan’an with 
a fighter plane, and troop movements in China proper in violation of the 
cease- fire. Marshall described these as “stupid actions” that were of no bene fit 
to the government and, far more serious, stimulated the CCP’s “suspicion of 
Government intentions.”42

 Marshall correctly warned Chiang that the Chinese Communists were tak-
ing advantage of the situation and becoming stronger daily, while the Na-
tional government was in a very dangerous position militarily, with overex-
tended lines and increasingly dispersed forces.43 In turn, Chiang provided 
Marshall with a long list of alleged Communist violations of the cease- fire, 
charging that since the January 13 truce, the CCP had launched 287 of-
fensives and captured 13 counties and 29 cities and towns. The seizure of 
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Changchun and the death of several thousand government troops, he said, 
was a very serious violation of the accords. But Chiang failed to convince 
Marshall that the Communists were even partially to blame for the dramatic 
breakdown in the talks.44

 When Marshall next saw Zhou he did not criticize the Communists for 
the capture of Changchun or for any other action, and Zhou assured him 
that the CCP “did not intend to monopolize Manchuria but instead desired 
international cooperation.” The CCP, he said, wanted the fight ing to stop 
and negotiations to begin immediately.45 According to CCP documents, 
Zhou recommended that the CCP pressure Marshall to force Chiang to ac-
cept a cease- fire—to the point if necessary of reaching an “impasse” in the 
talks with the American. Mao, however, instructed Zhou to maintain as 
friendly relations as possible with the envoy in order to avoid giving the Kuo-
mintang “a crack to crawl through.”46

 In a subsequent meeting, Chiang told Marshall it was impossible to bring 
about a compromise if the United States appeased the CCP after it had bla-
tantly ignored the three- party agreements. He said he was willing to negoti-
ate problems relating to Manchuria but only if the Communists first evacu-
ated Changchun. This suggested for the first time in the talks that he was 
willing to negotiate a cease- fire line north of Changchun, leaving the CCP 
with de facto control of more than half the territory of the region. At the 
same time, Chiang made clear that he could not accept anything less than the 
principle that Marshall and the U.S. government had previously accepted—
sovereignty over all of Manchuria rested with the National government.47 
Only when the United States fully supported the Chinese government, he 
said, would it be possible to include the CCP in a new administration. This 
was the original China policy that Marshall himself had suggested four 
months earlier and that Truman had endorsed.48 Later, Chiang wrote that in 
dealing with Marshall, he had to “stick” to his own policy but also continue 
to show “sincerity” because Marshall might change his views.49

 This meeting, particularly Chiang’s implied willingness to concede north-
ern Manchuria to the CCP, had an effect on Marshall. For the first time since 
his return, the American talked tough with Zhou, telling him that the Gen-
eralissimo’s proposal regarding negotiations after the return of Changchun, 
which would have left the Communists in occupation of northern Manchu-
ria, was a “great concession,” but that Communist actions had “heavily com-
promised” his efforts to persuade Chiang to cooperate. He implied that if the 
CCP could not accept Chiang’s proposal and withdraw from Changchun, he 
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would consider that he had exhausted his resources as a mediator. Chiang 
was very pleased when Marshall described this conversation to him.50 That 
day, April 28, the Soviets turned over Harbin, cap ital of Heilungkiang prov-
ince bordering Russia, to the CCP, and the next day regular troop units of the 
Soviet Red Army in Manchuria formally pulled back into the Soviet  Union.

I

On May 3, the National government moved back to Nanking. Marshall and 
his wife also moved, receiving the rather grand residence of the former Ger-
man ambassador as their quarters. Mrs. Marshall was much happier in Nan-
king than in Chungking. Madame Chiang and Zhou Enlai’s wife, Deng 
Yingchao (herself a ranking member of the CCP), saw her almost ev ery day, 
some days together. Katherine wrote a friend that she and the Generalissimo 
had “hit off a great friendship,” although all he can say is “how, how . . . 
good, good . . . and smile.”51

 The day after the move, Marshall had lunch at his new home with John 
Robinson Beal, a former Time magazine correspondent suggested by Wash-
ington to be the Generalissimo’s adviser on dealing with the press. Beal was 
badly needed: Chiang had little sense about how to deal with the press or 
even that the press needed to be dealt with. As Marshall explained the sit-
uation to Beal (in a fanciful explanation almost certainly originating with 
Zhou), political commissars serving with “the Chinese Reds” had been in-
cited by the KMT’s anti- Communist agitation to take control in Manchuria, 
and the CCP had reacted by capturing territory in violation of the January 
cease- fire agreement. After lunch, as the two Americans sipped Old Fash-
ioneds, the general, in a similarly implausible interpretation, said that since 
he could find “no overt act by the Russian Government” in aid of the Com-
munists, he believed that local Soviet commanders were on their own—in 
other words, contrary to Sta lin’s orders—providing rations and Japanese mu-
nitions to the CCP forces.52

 Perhaps Marshall did know about some Soviet support for the CCP but 
chose to ignore it. In a May 13 radiogram to the Central Committee, Zhou 
reported that Marshall had told him he was aware of “Soviet support to us” 
in the Northeast.53 Presumably Marshall obtained this information through 
his cryptographic team and mentioned it to Zhou inadvertently, but it does 
indicate he probably was not entirely blind to what the Soviets were doing. 
Several days later, New York Times correspondent Henry Lieberman, and 
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Charlotte Ebner of the Christian Science Monitor, both of whom had been 
captured and held briefly by the Communists at Changchun, spent two hours 
telling Marshall that the Communists had taken over most of Manchuria 
with Soviet help and likely could not be dislodged.54

 This firsthand report had no effect on Marshall. Despite his recent tough 
talk with Zhou, he continued largely to blame the Nationalists for the tur-
moil. In a report to Truman, he set out a slightly different scenario than he 
had to Beal. The troubles, he said, began when the Communists grew fearful 
of the good faith of the Chinese government in carrying out the PCC agree-
ments (agreements that would have given extraordinary advantage to the 
government). Then, according to Marshall, overcon fi dent Nationalist gener-
als in flu enced the Generalissimo to “precipitate” the government into “a dan-
gerous military position.” The Communists next “seized the advantage,” cap-
tured Changchun, and blocked the northerly advance of the Nationalist 
Army. Marshall also mentioned the CCP’s “jus ti fied complaints” of Nation-
alist misbehavior elsewhere in China, while on the other side only noting 
that there had been, “of course, a number of minor violations of the agree-
ment by subordinate commanders on both [sides].”55

 In the meantime, the U.S. Navy was still at work ful fill ing the American 
pledge to transport a total of 228,000 government troops to Manchuria. In 
late May, the last convoy was under way when Chiang asked Marshall to ap-
prove transportation by the United States of two additional armies. Marshall 
declined, claiming that doing so would “amount to supporting a civil war.” 
The completed huge troop lift had of course already served this purpose, 
 consistent with Truman’s policy at the time. Then in a letter to Truman, Mar-
shall conceded that, since the United States had already transported a quarter 
of a million Chinese government troops to the Northeast, it would be “most 
unfair” for the Americans to “as it were . . . leave them in the lurch.” His con-
cession was to approve the Chinese Defense Ministry’s request for six months’ 
supply of ammunition for its thirty- nine U.S.- trained and - armed divi-
sions.56

Once settled in Nanking, Marshall was soon trying to broker another ac-
cord, this one taking account of the Communist gains of the previous two 
months—gains that, he believed, were either carried out without orders by 
CCP commissars provoked by Nationalist actions or by Communist com-
manders taking advantage of an opportunity provided by the overextended 
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Nationalists. He told Chiang that the most feasible solution of the Man-
churian con flict was for Nanking to accept temporary Communist occupa-
tion north of Harbin and west toward Manzhouli on the Chinese border 
where Outer Mongolia, Manchuria, and Siberia meet. This was in line with 
Chiang’s own proposal and he agreed—though he insisted the Communists 
not occupy Harbin.57

 Alone with Zhou, Marshall indicated that a change in the agreed military 
ratio in Manchuria might also be possible, from 14:1 in the government’s fa-
vor to 5:1. At that moment the ratio on the ground ac tually favored the 
Communists by 3:2, and although their main forces in the Northeast were 
then retreating, as their overall numerical advantage grew, they increasingly 
regarded negotiations as unnecessary.58 As Zhou reported to the Central 
Committee, “The chances of making use of the United States and Marshall 
are diminishing daily . . . but we should still make ev ery effort to delay the 
onset of civil war.”59

 Chiang realized that the support of Truman and Marshall for his takeover 
of Manchuria, once strong and clear, had evaporated, but military successes 
had blinded him to the reality that he had foreseen the previous July and then 
again at the end of the year. At those times, he had realized that even with all-
 out U.S. material help, if Sta lin was determined to see Mao gain power in 
Manchuria or perhaps over all Chinese territory north of the Yellow River or 
even the Yangtze, it would probably be impossible for the Nationalists to 
win. But now he concluded that he could at least consolidate control over the 
southern half of Manchuria. Such a compromise, which back in November 
1945 he had first thought might possibly satisfy Moscow, was also consistent 
with Marshall’s latest idea.
 On May 20, Sun Liren’s American- trained divisions drove the Com-
munists from Sipingjie northward toward Changchun. Bai Chongxi, whom 
Chiang had just appointed minister of defense, was convinced that Lin Biao’s 
soldiers were in bad shape and he pressed Chiang to authorize a follow- up 
attack to retake Changchun.60 The day after he talked with Bai, Chiang told 
Marshall he agreed that retaking Changchun at that time would be inadvis-
able, and he left the next day for Mukden “to get control of the situation.” 
Although Madame Chiang was ill, he insisted that she accompany him.61

 Despite what Chiang had told Marshall, while the Generalissimo, the un-
well Mayling, and Defense Minister Bai were winging their way to Mukden 
in Marshall’s airplane, armored vehicles attached to Sun Liren’s army divi-
sions, meeting little opposition, were streaming through the gates of Changc-
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hun.62 As soon as Chiang and his party landed at the airport in Mukden, Du 
informed him that Changchun was in government hands. Following Mao’s 
orders to avoid major encounters, Lin and his 100,000 men had pulled out 
of the city the previous day and retreated to the Sungari River, the last re-
maining natural defense line before Harbin. Chiang was delighted with the 
news, and over lunch in the city, Bai strongly advocated moving on and at-
tacking Harbin. Chiang, hesitating, said he was afraid that Marshall would 
not be happy, but in the end he authorized Du to attack across the Sungari.63

 Lin Biao’s rapid retreat and Bai’s views convinced Chiang that only a third 
of the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) were quality troops with good Japa-
nese weapons.64 He wrote to Marshall informing him that government troops 
had retaken Changchun and reiterated his recent call for adherence to all the 
original agreements. He also pressed a new proposal: that American of fi cers 
on the monitoring teams have the deciding voice when differences arose.65 By 
radio, Marshall appealed several times to Chiang for an immediate cease- fire 
in order to “avoid the painful results of the previous mistakes.”66 Significantly, 
during Chiang’s absence from Nanking Marshall “talked a great deal” with 
the persuasive Zhou Enlai, with one session lasting six hours.67

 Although the Generalissimo’s idea of giving the mediators in the truce 
teams—that is, Marshall’s men—the deciding vote seemed on the surface 
reasonable or at least debatable, Zhou complained to Marshall that it was a 
“very sharp maneuver” that would allow the Nationalists “to conceive of all 
kinds of tricks to deceive the Americans.” Marshall readily agreed and ex-
plained to Washington that positive reaction in the American press and Con-
gress to Chiang’s proposal had provoked a new, virulent CCP pro pa gan da 
campaign against himself. Marshall told Chiang that the integrity of his posi-
tion as mediator was coming into question because of Chiang’s suggestion.68

According to Madame, she now tried to avoid “all par tic i pa tion in political 
activity” because the Generalissimo “did not want her to meddle in American 
issues.” But in fact she played an important role in the talks with Marshall. In 
addition to interpreting, she carried written memos and messages back and 
forth between the two men—and as the summer wore on, she had many pri-
vate conversations with the general. Despite her bad experience siding with 
Stilwell in 1943, she again showed “complete sympathy with and understand-
ing for the American point of view.”69 Marshall believed she was on his side.70 
Apparently in principle she was, but she was also working for her husband, 
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reporting Marshall’s thinking back to him and probably suggesting how best 
to handle the American general.71

Chiang was increasingly frustrated with Marshall, but his understanding 
of the balance of power between the government and Communist armies was 
badly flawed: incredibly he believed that government forces had all but 
“crushed the main force of the CCP.”72 The New First and New Sixth Armies 
pursued Lin Biao across the Sungari to a line only sixty miles from Harbin, 
which was 300 miles south of the Amur River and Russia. Upon returning 
to Nanking on June 3, Chiang met with Marshall for three hours. The Gen-
eralissimo was impatient and rapidly tapped a finger on the arm of his red 
leather chair. But with little or no pressure from Marshall, he agreed to halt 
“advances, attacks or pursuits” by his troops in Manchuria for fif teen days.73 
During the cease- fire, Chiang said, the Communists would have to show 
their sincerity by completing negotiations with the government on full termi-
nation of hostilities throughout China and by carrying out without further 
delay the agreement of February 25 regarding reor ga ni za tion of the armies. 
Chiang then told Marshall that this would be “his final effort at doing busi-
ness with the Communists.”74

 Three days later, Chiang and Mao issued separate announcements of 
 another cease- fire. As ordered, Sun Liren halted his advance and withdrew 
south of the Sungari. Years later, Chiang wrote that this cease- fire sapped mo-
rale and was the beginning of the government “debacle in Manchuria.”75 But 
even if General Sun had captured Harbin, the CCP and its troops would 
have escaped into the hinterland, which they almost totally controlled, and 
probably into Russia if necessary. The correlation of forces and circumstances 
would have continued overwhelmingly to favor the Communists. In any 
event, three hours after the declared cease- fire, government commanders in 
five zones reported Communist attacks. When 50,000 Communist troops 
surrounded the port of Qingdao in Shandung, Chiang asked for U.S. troops 
to transport government units to the city, but Marshall refused.76 According 
to the State Department’s 1949 White Paper, the Communist offensive in 
Shandong “proved to be a very disturbing factor.”77 But Zhou explained to 
Marshall that government provocations had caused the Communist forces to 
retaliate with an offensive, and Marshall seemed to accept this account.78 In a 
report to Truman, Marshall cited two nonviolent actions by Chiang as provo-
cations for the large- scale, Communist armed attacks during the cease- fire—
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Chiang’s absence from Nanking and Chiang’s proposal to give the Americans 
the deciding vote in the monitoring teams.79

 Despite his continued optimism and provocative Communist attacks dur-
ing the cease- fire, in late June Chiang con firmed in his journal that he did 
not intend “to push very far north.” He thought this strategy would avoid a 
confrontation with the Soviet  Union and would free government troops both 
to deploy into the huge Manchurian landscape behind their lines and to con-
centrate on eliminating the Communist forces in North China.80 On June 
29, Marshall concluded that he had “no basis for further negotiations,” and 
he warned Chiang that if the Chinese government tried to solve the problem 
by military means the American public would “judge that it had plunged the 
country into chaos by its implacable demands.” Furthermore, he said, the 
Generalissimo was “deliberately following the dictates of [his] Army [of fi cers] 
as did Japan to its ruination.”81 According to Marshall, these words had “tre-
mendous effect on the Generalissimo,” who quoted the Bible and “almost 
wept.”82 Interestingly, Chiang himself does not mention nearly crying on this 
occasion but does record that when he informed Marshall he intended to 
convene the National Assembly in the middle of October to return political 
power to the people, the American “was almost moved to tears.”83

 In a continuation of the same conversation, Marshall also had an informal 
session with Mayling in which he used the same strong language. She re-
ported back to her husband that the general had been “impatient and rude 
. . . very insulting . . . [and] arrogant.”84 But Marshall’s reaction to moves 
by the KMT and CCP were rapidly becoming less important to both sides. 
Chiang told the American general that he had made all the concessions pos-
sible, and began planning a full- scale offensive to take place between the Yel-
low River and the Great Wall.85 And even as Marshall was becoming sharper 
in his comments to the Generalissimo, further Communist attacks in Shan-
dong and Shanxi provoked him into telling Zhou that these actions had “un-
dermined his efforts”—a warning that went unheeded. Three days later, he 
even told  Zhou that many things that were happening were “merely retalia-
tion by the Government against Communist provocations.” On another oc-
casion he described reported Communist attacks as “wholly inexcusable.”86 
Chiang wondered hopefully whether Marshall was beginning “to lose con fi-
dence in the CCP.”87

On July 2, Marshall asked Acting Secretary of State Dean Acheson (Byrnes 
was in Paris) for his views on the China situation. The reply represented a  
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reformulation of what U.S. policy would be if the peace effort collapsed and 
full- scale civil war ensued. Truman’s secret December instructions to Mar-
shall, which Acheson may or may not have known about or remembered, 
had stated that for geopolitical reasons, even if talks broke down, the United 
States would support Chiang Kai- shek. The Acheson paper, by contrast, 
made no mention of this six- month- old position. Instead it suggested that if 
full- scale civil war broke out, the United States “could” maintain relations 
with Chiang Kai- shek’s government but “would” end material support and 
withdraw its remaining military forces. This major if informal reversal in U.S. 
policy, which may or may not have been seen by Truman, re flected Washing-
ton’s basic objective not to become involved in a civil war in China, especially 
since most of the of fi cials concerned did not think the non- Communist side 
could win.88

 Marshall’s comments on the Acheson memo marked another major change 
in his view of the China situation. Despite his recently harsher tone with 
Zhou, he had to come to the conclusion that Chiang and his regime were 
mostly responsible for the failure of the peace effort and that a full- scale civil 
war had already begun.89 Whatever the United States did short of massive in-
tervention with American troops, he believed, the Communists would even-
tually defeat Chiang Kai- shek and his armies. To Marshall the only options 
seemed to be to do nothing or to continue the seemingly futile effort of pur-
suing a peaceful, democratic, coalition government—and he chose the latter. 
Neither he nor anyone in Washington considered the third option: massive 
U.S. material support to help Chiang hold North China or China south of 
the Yangtze. In fact, Chiang himself never seemed to have seriously contem-
plated this alternative. He was willing to divide Manchuria with Mao, but for 
the rest of China it would be all or nothing.

On July 11, assassins in Kunming shot and killed a prominent leader of the 
Democratic League, Li Gongpu. Four days later, unknown persons killed 
Wen Yiduo, another league leader and an American- educated poet. A wave of 
protests swept the universities of China and a group of Harvard professors 
condemned the slayings. In a letter to President Truman, Marshall gave the 
impression that Chiang’s government, if not Chiang himself, was responsi-
ble.90 But the tiny Democratic League was a minor nuisance to Chiang and it 
seems unlikely he would have risked international censure by ordering the 
killing of the two relatively obscure fig ures in Kunming. By contrast, in mid- 
July, when three hundred Communist soldiers ambushed a supply convoy of 
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fifty- five Marines, killing seven, Marshall said the ambush “was defi nitely the 
work of the Communists,” but he did not press Zhou on the matter of culpa-
bility. Chiang thought Marshall in the case of the Marines had acted as if 
“nothing had happened.”91

 Now that the cease- fire had expired, Chiang launched campaigns to open 
up rail lines in Shanxi and to clear Jehol of Communist armies. General Fu 
Zuoyi prepared to take Kalgan, the ancient gateway through the Great Wall 
to the Silk Route, which the Communists had occupied since August 1945.92 
Other government troops along a broad front began pushing into Jiangsu 
north of the Yangtze, not far from Nanking.
 That month, the CCP’s Red Army  adopted a new name, the People’s Lib-
eration Army (PLA), and it dropped the fiction that its armed forces in Man-
churia consisted purely of Manchurians (or Northeasterners). The PLA 
launched limited offensives and counteroffensives in numerous areas includ-
ing Shanxi, Henan, Jehol, Shandong, and parts of Jiangsu, but generally out-
side of Manchuria the government forces seemed to be pushing back the 
Communists. The CCP, however, controlled all of the Manchurian borders 
with the Soviet  Union, and train loads of goods moved in both directions. 
The PLA also had of fices in North Korea, where it arranged the supply of 
military matériel for its forces in Manchuria, employing no fewer than two 
thousand railcars for this purpose.93

 In the middle of July, the Generalissimo and Madame Chiang left Nan-
king for Guling, located in the Jiangxi Mountains near the government train-
ing center of Lushan. Western businessmen, diplomats, and missionaries had 
established Guling as a retreat back in the nineteenth century. At five thou-
sand feet, it sits far above the mosquitoes and stifling humidity and heat of 
the Yangtze valley. Katherine Marshall went to Guling with Mayling and re-
mained for the summer. She loved it.94

 Marshall believed that Chiang had left in order to halt the negotiations 
and give his generals leeway to do what they wanted.95 He would come regu-
larly to the mountain retreat for short spells but resented the journey—two 
hours by plane, forty- five minutes by gun boat, thirty minutes by car, and 
then two hours via a sedan chair carried by cheerful coolies along a steep cliff-
side path.96 The Marshall house at Guling was across a mountain stream from 
the Chiang residence. When George was absent, Katherine and Mayling 
would lunch each day with scenery that “made Switzerland look mild.” Se-
dan bearers waited on the lawn all day to take them where they wished. Each 
evening, “in a scene out of the Arabian Nights,” Chiang Kai- shek would join 
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Mayling and Katherine for a ride up one of several nearby peaks. Although 
they could not speak each other’s language, Katherine taught the Generalis-
simo to play the German game of Chinese checkers. The Chiangs, she wrote 
home, had become her “wonderful friends.”97

 George Marshall, meanwhile, was “becoming more depressed ev ery day,” 
even though he persisted in believing that the key problem—the terms of the 
amalgamation of the Nationalist and the Communist armies—was “80 or 90 
percent solved.”98 In early July, he decided to recommend that the White 
House cancel its pending nomination—which Marshall had supported—
of General Albert Wedemeyer as the new U.S. ambassador to China and in-
stead nominate for the post the missionary John Leighton Stuart. Marshall 
felt the Communists would strongly object to Wedemeyer, and the U.S. Sen-
ate responded by approving the appointment of the seventy- year- old Stuart, 
a New Testament scholar and former president of Yanjing University in Pe-
king. The decision embittered the youn ger general Wedemeyer, who had al-
ready bought a civilian wardrobe for the job.99

 Stuart viewed the Chinese with “a mixture of impatience, affection, and 
zealous optimism.” He recognized that the Generalissimo’s failure or inability 
to curtail corruption was a major cause of China’s enormous troubles, but as 
a fellow Christian he had faith that Chiang understood the weaknesses of his 
country and his regime, wanted to correct them, and to a large extent could 
succeed. He also believed the CCP was a legitimate political party and that 
its relationship to Russian Bolshevism was “tenuous and insig nifi cant.” He 
worked mostly alone from his residence in Nanking, occasionally visiting the 
U.S. Embassy, which he did not trust. Instead, he relied heavily on his Chi-
nese secretary, a young man he had brought from his university whom em-
bassy of fi cers speculated was a spy for Dai Li or perhaps Zhou Enlai.
 On July 18, Marshall and Stuart made the trip to Guling, where the new 
ambassador presented his credentials to the Generalissimo. Marshall took the 
opportunity to lecture Chiang with “considerable frankness” about the “un-
controllable civil war” that loomed and the drastic effect the two recent assas-
sinations were having on world opinion. A few days later, the government 
declared that the two killers were junior of fi cers of the Kunming Garrison 
Headquarters Secret Police. The usual execution—a bullet to the back of the 
head—dispatched both men. Whether they had acted in de pen dently or on 
orders (as Marshall thought), or were themselves sacrificial victims, is un-
known. Whatever the facts of the case, the CCP greatly bene fited from the 
internal and international outrage it caused.100
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 Chiang’s responsibility for these acts on the mainland, as with other seri-
ous abuses of human rights by the police at that time, lay mostly in his ex-
pansion over the years of the various secret ser vices. These powerful, com-
plex, and to some extent uncontrollable groups indulged in intrigue, rivalry, 
and covert, often vicious, acts of oppression and vengeance. But in the post-
war years, the press was free enough to report on and denounce incidents of 
this sort—both true and false. As the critical Far Eastern Economic Review in 
Hong Kong noted at the time:

Millions of words are pouring forth day by day: reports, rumors . . . 
scoops which run to pure imagination . . . accusations and denuncia-
tions, statements and counterstatements, melodramatic appeals . . . The 
reading public is eager to hear the more the better about squeeze and 
graft, and the leftist press is certain to satisfy this popular demand . . . 
there is enough material for such reporting as assassination and kidnap-
ping occur quite frequently . . . the circulation of the liberal and leftist 
press has therefore risen phenomenally.101

II

As fight ing outside Manchuria escalated, Truman, in a letter drafted by Mar-
shall, warned Chiang that unless genuine prog ress was made soon toward 
a peaceful settlement, “it must be expected that American opinion will not 
continue in its generous attitude toward your nation.”102 As Chiang saw it, 
Marshall had le ver age to use against the Nationalist government but abso-
lutely none against the Communists, so he used what he had—his control 
of U.S. military aid and U.S. military sales to Nanking. Without any an-
nouncement the State Department began refusing to license military equip-
ment for China, even sales for which the Chinese government had already 
paid.103 Marshall informed Zhou that he had stopped “almost ev ery direct 
support” of the U.S. government for the Nationalist military. Zhou must 
have been delighted at the news: he had virtually achieved his objective of 
neutralizing the United States in the Chinese civil war.
 According to a Chinese scholar writing on the mainland in 1996, “CCP 
leaders [in the fall of 1946] saw clearly that the U.S. basically lacked the 
strength to intervene in China through military means.”104 Thus “it no  longer 
made sense to continue purely nominal [good] relations with the United 
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States that were of greater harm than bene fit.”105 Marshall was unaware of 
this new attitude. Instead, he had again explained the toughening CCP line 
as a sign that “liberal elements in the Communist Party” were “losing con-
trol and the radicals [were] becoming the leaders.” But he continued to be-
lieve the top leaders—Mao, Zhou, and company—were still acting in good 
faith.106 To Chiang, Marshall and Stuart’s continuing notion that the Com-
munists would truly compromise their revolutionary objectives was like “try-
ing to catch a fish in a tree.”107

 By September, government forces had taken over most of those localities 
and railways outside of Manchuria that the Generalissimo had demanded the 
Communists abandon after the cease- fire. The government offensive since 
July had been far more successful than Marshall had anticipated, but the vic-
tories had come at a high cost. According to a Nationalist general, the gov-
ernment had lost “one fifth of its troops and enough U.S.- supplied ammuni-
tion and equipment to or ga nize 18 new divisions.”108

 As the chill of autumn crept deeper into Manchuria, relations between 
Marshall and the Generalissimo grew testier. Marshall spoke increasingly 
roughly to the Chinese leader. He told him the only thing holding China to-
gether was Chiang’s prestige, which was rapidly deteriorating. When Chiang 
questioned what a group of Harvard professors who had protested the Kun-
ming assassinations knew about the circumstances, Marshall, obviously al-
luding to Chiang’s limited formal education, replied that they “were more 
than a bunch of military high school graduates.”109

 Meanwhile, Marshall’s relations with Zhou remained cordial, even close. 
One day, complaining to Zhou about Communist anti- American pro pa-
gan da, he again inexplicably leaked an intelligence source, saying that the 
United States regularly intercepted weekly “pro pa gan da orders from Moscow 
to the Communist units in Shanghai and Shanghai’s replies.” Marshall ex-
plained to Beal that he knew that as a result of this comment to Zhou the 
United States would “lose that [intelligence] source,” but “we know it [the 
information] anyway.”110 Still, it was another serious slip of the tongue, re-
flect ing the casual and relaxed relations between Zhou and Marshall.

In the middle of September, Chiang decided that after the expected capture 
of Kalgan (in Chahar province northwest of Peking) he would propose to 
Marshall a cease- fire, provided the Communists agreed to move ahead with 
the National Assembly and the establishment of a new State Council. He be-
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lieved his armies were now deployed to more defensible lines and he could 
make this final gesture. If, as he fully expected, the Communists rejected this 
proposal, he hoped Marshall might then fi nally lose con fi dence in them.111

 In response, Zhou insisted there had to be a cease- fire at once, and if Kal-
gan fell, there would be a “total national split.” Marshall assumed that if the 
attack on Kalgan was called off, Mao Zedong would be willing to accept a 
cease- fire, and he told Chiang that the CCP would not join an assembly or 
a coalition unless government troops stopped their attack.112 Chiang argued 
that occupation of Kalgan, only 150 miles from Peking and a gateway for 
both Nationalists and Communists moving into and out of Manchuria, was 
required to assure the security of the area south of the Great Wall.113 Mar-
shall, furious, sent a memo to the Generalissimo saying that he intended to 
ask President Truman for orders to return home.
 When the two men met again on October 4, Chiang tried to talk Marshall 
out of abandoning his mission, saying the crisis in China was the most im-
portant in the world.114 He asserted that he had “always treated people with 
sincerity” and had tried to treat Marshall in that manner as well.115 According 
to Chiang’s recollection, Marshall replied, “I am touched by your sincerity 
and your respect for me.” But, Marshall went on, because the internal war 
had not ended, he still planned to return to the United States. That evening, 
Chiang learned that Marshall had indeed sent a radiogram to the White 
House requesting his recall. Chiang immediately called in Stuart and said he 
intended to order a ten- day truce with certain conditions, and Marshall 
quickly rescinded his radiogram.
 Chiang offered a ten- day cease- fire, during which a five- man group chaired 
by Stuart would agree to settle two of the primary issues: representation in 
the State Council and announcement of the Communist delegates to the Na-
tional Assembly. At the same time, the Committee of Three chaired by Mar-
shall would decide on immediate steps to implement the agreed reor ga ni-
zation of the two armies, including the iden ti fi ca tion and location of the 
Communist divisions to be either amalgamated into the new Central Army 
or demobilized. Furthermore, Chiang wanted a timetable for carrying out 
this action.
 This time, Chiang shrewdly first raised his idea privately with the two 
American envoys, who were highly pleased. Then, in another astute move, he 
suggested that the American general and the ambassador put forward the 
proposal as their own. Marshall and Stuart agreed.116 Privately Chiang fully 
expected that the CCP would not accept the truce package, and indeed, 
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Zhou quickly rejected it, saying it was equivalent to asking the CCP to sur-
render.117 Instead, Zhou sent a memorandum to Marshall saying that if the 
attack on Kalgan was permanently called off, discussions could be held on 
the cessation of hostilities and other issues. “Permanently” was another new 
condition, and Marshall became more impatient with Zhou than at any time 
during the year. On October 8, he and Stuart issued a joint statement detail-
ing the latest developments, including the CCP’s rejection of their most re-
cent proposal. Marshall told Zhou that he saw no practical basis for continu-
ing the talks.118

 On Chinese National Day, October 10, Chiang made a conciliatory ad-
dress to the nation. While the Communists, he said, had turned down the 
truce proposal, he would continue to seek a settlement through mediation 
and consultation.119 Probably most informed Chinese believed that letting 
the U.S. ambassador chair a group that would decide how to end the fight ing 
and bring about a real peace accord was a good and fair idea. But Chiang’s 
words of compromise and reconciliation were not the only strategy employed 
that day. Also on October 10, government troops under General Fu stormed 
into Kalgan. As the Nationalist army took over the city, the Communists lost 
about 100,000 men and their forces in Yan’an became cut off from Manchu-
ria.120 Later, in announcing this and other victories, the Generalissimo pre-
dicted that the government would fin ish off the Communist armies in five 
months and con firmed that the National Assembly would be convened on 
November 12.
 Marshall, who had not yet given up, pressed Chiang to make a new, more 
generous offer to the Communists now that he had occupied Kalgan and 
several other important cities. He reminded Chiang that in early July he had 
said that it was necessary to deal harshly with the Communists and later to 
take a generous attitude. Chiang said this was true, and he suggested he could 
agree to an unconditional cessation of hostilities if the Communists would 
simply announce their delegation to the National Assembly.121 This was an-
other clever move. Mayling acted as the mediator between Chiang and Mar-
shall in the drafting of a new proposal along these lines. The final text that 
Chiang accepted was “very similar to what Marshall and Stuart desired” and 
probably what Chiang had expected. At the urging of General Marshall and 
Ambassador Stuart, Chiang issued it on the evening of October 16.122 Zhou, 
however, refused to consider any condition on the part of the CCP in return 
for an immediate and unconditional cease- fire. This was the second broad 
proposal supported by Marshall and Stuart that in a ten- day period Chiang 
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had accepted and the Communists had rejected—and Marshall was not 
pleased. During an October 26 meeting, Marshall told Zhou that Zhou’s 
mind was “so closed” that there was “little purpose in my arguing with you 
regarding various aspects of the situation.”123

That month, Marshall and Chiang received word that Joe Stilwell had died 
of liver disease at age sixty- three. Chiang ordered an elaborate memorial ser-
vice in Nanking, and some American of fi cers and soldiers who had served 
with Stilwell in Burma flew in for the occasion. Some 1,500 Americans and 
Chinese gathered in a large ceremonial hall, flowers covered the altar, in-
cense smoldered, and panels of Chinese calligraphy covered the walls with 
tributes from leading fig ures, no doubt including Chiang Kai- shek. Signifi-
cantly, however, Chiang’s diary that day did not mention the passing of Vin-
egar Joe.124

Manchuria had remained free of major military action since the June cease- 
fire. Now, with the Communists having rejected two settlement proposals, 
Chiang ordered his troops to attack Andong on the Manchurian–North Ko-
rean border, and they took the city on October 25.125 Chiang Kai- shek and 
Mayling, however, were not in Nanking that day—they had flown to Taiwan 
for their first- ever visit to the island. Taiwan’s peace, security, and economic 
development deeply impressed them. In particular, 90 percent of its industry 
was back to prewar levels of production and almost all of the major manu-
facturing and pro cessing facilities, previously Japanese property, were now 
owned and operated by the new Taiwan provincial government.126 With a 
separate currency, the island’s in fla tion rate was serious but only a fraction of 
that on the mainland.
 Although military and political developments in China proper seemed to 
be going his way, even in the fall of 1946 Chiang appeared to be thinking 
of the possibility of some day taking refuge on Formosa (as the Portuguese 
called the island). That might have been the reason he authorized a separate 
provincial currency for Taiwan, a practice he had sought to eliminate in his 
long fight for national unity against provincial power holders. One evening 
while in Taipei, he noted in his journal that the Communists had not infil-
trated Taiwan and overall it was a very politically “clean land.” He promised 
himself that he would “increase efforts to build up the province and make it a 
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model.” In this context, he added, “Then, no matter how cunning the Rus-
sians and the Communists, how can they beat me?”127

On November 5, 1946, the Republicans won a sweeping victory in the 
 American midterm con gres sional elections. Chiang could now expect the 
Republican- controlled Congress to act as a check on Truman’s China pol-
icy, which was one more reason to proceed with a final concession that, he 
hoped, would reduce any impression that the Nationalists were largely re-
sponsible for the failure of the Marshall Mission. Two days later, Chiang 
handwrote an order to all government troops in China to cease fight ing. He 
also went ahead with plans for convening the promised National Assembly. 
In response, Zhou charged Chiang with unilaterally convoking the assembly, 
which, he said, would create a “defi nite split in China” and meant a “slam-
ming of the door on negotiations.”128

 The National Assembly opened with Kuomintang and a few third- party 
delegates sitting in the big hall, but there were many vacant seats, presumably 
for the Communists and the Democratic League. A huge, heroic portrait of 
Sun Yat- sen dominated the auditorium. One of the Generalissimo’s old men-
tors and the temporary chairman of the assembly, eighty- two- year- old Wu 
Zhihui, walked onto the stage, then out of the wings came the Generalissimo 
in his plain military uniform—but this time with the gold collar plates of a 
general. His bald head gleamed. To the surprise of the American press, the 
delegates remained seated and offered only “mild and scattered applause.” 
Chiang told the assembly it was the most important event in the history of 
the Chinese Republic.129

 Kuomintang conservatives dominated the elected presidium of the assem-
bly but the initial sessions were chaotic, with much hissing and heckling. 
Nevertheless, the delegates fi nally set to work and on December 25 produced 
a draft constitution, which, as Marshall conceded, was “in reasonable agree-
ment” with the provisions proposed by the PCC, and also drew on Sun Yat- 
sen’s writings and the American Constitution. The U.S. Embassy described it 
as “reasonable,” “sound,” and “generally democratic and adaptable to China’s 
situation.”130

 While the assembly was deliberating the constitution, Marshall and Stuart 
had a frank discussion with Chiang during which the American general em-
phasized that China was approaching economic di sas ter. “It was useless,” he 
said, “to expect the United States to pour money into the vacuum being cre-
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ated by the military leaders in their determination to settle matters by force.” 
Presciently, he warned once again that the Communists could not be elimi-
nated before the fi nan cial foundations of the government and its army col-
lapsed.131 While listening to Marshall, Chiang’s jiggling foot went nervously 
“round and round and almost hit the ceiling.”132

 The Generalissimo dismissed the economic and fi nan cial threat with his 
hoary theory that China was overwhelmingly an agrarian, subsistence society 
and could carry on for a surprisingly long period even if the urban economy 
was in a state of apparent collapse. The agrarian base of China’s economy, he 
told Marshall, would not be seriously affected for two or three more years, an 
estimate that would prove to be not far off the mark. And in an equally pre-
scient judgment as that of the general, he said that unfortunately, military 
force had proven to be the only method by which the issue with the CCP 
could be fi nally resolved. Again re flect ing a vast and incomprehensible opti-
mism, he predicted that the PLA would be destroyed in eight to ten months 
but then explained that he intended to divide Manchuria with the Commu-
nists. He told Marshall that the region from Changchun south was the most 
valuable and the government was now strong enough to retain that area since 
Andong had been taken. He declared that he did not intend to advance to 
Harbin. Such an advance, he said, could create a dangerous Soviet reaction. 
Drawing the east- west line somewhat north of Changchun would ac tually 
have left approximately two- thirds of Manchuria undisturbed in the hands of 
the Communists.133 Chiang believed he was being highly realistic and offer-
ing an inspired compromise.

On December 6, 1946, Zhou informed Marshall that the CCP wanted him 
to continue his efforts provided Chiang Kai- shek immediately dissolved the 
National Assembly and restored his troop positions to what they had been on 
January 13, 1946. Marshall took this as the end of his mediation.134 Chiang 
had succeeded in maneuvering the Communists into put ting the ball out of 
play.135 Twelve days later, President Truman released a statement edited by 
Marshall that expressed deep regret that unity in China had been impossible 
to achieve, but it did not directly or indirectly blame the Chinese govern-
ment. Instead, it simply noted that “active negotiations” had been “broken 
off by the Communist Party.” The Chinese had to solve their own problems, 
the statement declared, and the United States would not interfere. But it 
twice asserted that the United States recognized the National government as 
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the legal government of China, and it declared that President Truman’s state-
ment of December 15, 1945, was still “valid,” although it clearly was not.136

 On Christmas Eve, two U.S. Marines allegedly raped a Peking University 
female student and the press eagerly spread the news. Some five thousand 
young Chinese poured into the streets of Peking to protest and demonstra-
tions spread quickly to other cities, but the authorities generally refrained 
from using force to suppress them. Eleven citizen or ga ni za tions in Shanghai 
demanded the withdrawal of all U.S. troops from China. Even KMT papers 
were demanding punishment of the marines.137 The same evening as the al-
leged crime, General Marshall with some of his staff went to the Chiangs’ 
Christmas Eve party at the big house in the Purple Hills. (Mrs. Marshall had 
already returned to the United States.) The Generalissimo was dressed in his 
black Sun Yat- sen uniform. Madame, who wore a black silk gown with green 
and gold brocade, helped make the martinis. A large panda- skin rug lying 
before a crackling fireplace drew gasps of admiration. A lighted Christmas 
tree was in the corner and Christmas carols from a record player filled the 
room. After the turkey dinner, a Chinese Santa Claus appeared and handed 
out gifts. This was to be the Generalissimo’s last truly merry Christmas for 
years to come.138

III

Everyone in Nanking expected Marshall to wrap up his mission soon, but 
still it came as a surprise when on January 7 the White House announced 
that he was returning to the United States the very next day. That afternoon, 
Marshall released a balanced statement blaming the failure of his mission on 
“extremists on both sides” but ac tually coming down harder on the CCP. In 
the previous few months, he wrote, the Communists had “indicated an un-
willingness to make a fair compromise,” and had failed to par tic i pate in the 
National Assembly although the constitution  adopted seemed “to include ev-
ery major point they wanted.” Among the Communists, he said, there were 
“liberals” as well as “radicals” and “dyed in the wool . . . irreconcilable Com-
munists.” He found similar obstacles in the KMT, where the “dominant re-
actionary group in the Government” and “the dominating in flu ence of the 
military” created the problems.139

 Chiang quickly arranged a farewell dinner and during the meal the two 
generals toasted each other. Marshall, according to Chiang, said he was im-
pressed with Chiang’s “thoughtfulness, . . . endurance, and sincerity.”140 The 
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two introverted personalities did in fact seem to end up with something akin 
to mutual respect and even restrained amity. The American envoy, always an 
of fi cer and a gentleman, never attacked Chiang personally in his reports or in 
conversations with his staff. Years later, he told his biographer that while the 
Generalissimo had “betrayed him down the river several times . . . I was and 
am fond of Chiang Kai- shek.”141

 While Marshall was in midflight over the Pacific, the White House an-
nounced that President Truman had nominated him to be the new Secretary 
of State. Chiang took Marshall’s failure to inform him about this appoint-
ment before leaving as a hurtful slight. The next day, however, Marshall sent 
a radiogram in which he apologized and explained that he had not learned of 
the appointment until he had left China. Chiang wrote that there was no 
point in knowing if this was true or not, for Marshall in any event had “kept 

The Chiangs with General Marshall and the visiting General Dwight D. Eisenhower, 1946. 
Years later Marshall told an interviewer that Chiang had “betrayed him down the river several 
times,” but he still was “fond” of him. Courtesy George C. Marshall Foundation.
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to the basic principles of courtesy.”142 The message con firmed for Chiang his 
belief that he had been successful in maintaining civil relations with Marshall 
and in the end had moved the general back to a more neutral position. He 
was convinced he had skillfully dealt with another exasperating and danger-
ous American experience—the result, he believed, of his patient leadership 
and perseverance combined with military decisiveness and a refusal to be in-
timidated by American threats to abandon him. This perceived diplomatic 
success compounded his new, misguided con fi dence in his ability to keep the 
PLA forces in the Northeast corralled in northern Manchuria while govern-
ment armies, in large- scale multicorps battles, “knocked out” the powerful 
Communist forces in southern Manchuria and south of the Great Wall.143

 Militarily, however, the New Year began badly. The Hsuchow command 
lost two battalions of American heavy artillery because it had deployed them 
near the front for too long, and Lin Biao’s small, surprise attacks across the 
frozen Sungari River destroyed two regiments from Sun Liren’s 50th Divi-
sion.144 Despite these initial setbacks as well as sporadic civil unrest and soar-
ing in fla tion, the popularity and legitimacy of Chiang’s government were at 
another peak. There was a sense of an expanding political order based on the 
new constitution, some prog ress in reconstruction, and the government’s 
military successes in 1946. Some critical Western observers looking back con-
clude that at this point, the Chinese public’s “iden ti fi ca tion of Chiang and 
his party with the Chinese state” was in fact at its “highest point.”145 When 
Chiang commissioned a review of foreign press reports on China, he was de-
lighted to learn that the most important newspapers in New York, London, 
and Paris agreed that on balance he had the upper hand.
 To deal with sky- high in fla tion, Chiang banned the selling of foreign cur-
rency and gold bullion, put a ceiling on interest rates, postponed numerous 
government proj ects, froze all wages at the January level, set prices for a num-
ber of essential goods (including wheat, cooking oil, and rice), and began 
supplying government workers in the cities with basic foodstuffs and cloth 
at fixed prices.146 These mea sures worked briefly, contributing to Chiang’s 
relatively high “approval rating,” but Chiang himself said he did not know 
whether they could resolve the serious problems.147

 The real cause of the fi nan cial crisis, of course, continued to be out- of- 
control military expenditures, which were still eating up more than 50 per-
cent and maybe as much as 90 percent of the budget.148 In early March, T. V. 
Soong and the Generalissimo had a “frank conversation” about the escalation 
of the war and how it was to be fi nanced. The Generalissimo insisted on in-
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creased pay for the troops, but T.V. resisted and fi nally resigned as premier 
and as chairman of the Supreme Economic Council. He told Beal he was 
happy to leave before the bottom fell out of the country fi nan cially, but May-
ling complained to Stuart, “They made my brother the scapegoat.”149 One 
reason Chiang may have wanted T.V. gone was a government report on gold 
manipulation in Shanghai, which implicated several of Soong’s subordinates 
in “highly questionable if not unsavory activities.”150 Although Chiang ap-
pointed him governor of Guangdong, T.V.’s in flu ence in the Chinese govern-
ment had ended.

IV

Meanwhile, more reports of serious military setbacks began to appear in daily 
reports to the Generalissimo. Chiang even flew to Jinan to direct personally 
the campaign in Shandong, ordering two army groups pursuing Chen Yi’s 
troops to carry out a north- south “sandwich strategy,” but poor intelligence, 
even with aircraft reconnaissance, led to di sas ter. After a Communist ambush 
the Nationalist forces fled in panic and the CCP captured several generals.151 

The First Couple and Ching-kuo (second row, right), ca. 1946, with Premier T. V. Soong (first 
row, right), who would resign in 1947 as the national currency entered its death spiral. 
Courtesy KMT Party History Institute.
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Chiang feared these ignoble defeats would feed “the inclination of his gener-
als to stay in the cities.”152 This may have been one of those times, as Mayling 
reported to Katherine Marshall, when Chiang went up on the roof and held 
his head in despair, moaning that he could not give an order to his generals 
and make them obey.153 In Manchuria, too, the Communist Lin Biao’s huge 
army again crossed the Sungari ice and pushed southward, seizing several 
towns along the rail line and isolating Changchun and Sipingjie—until Du 
Yuming counterattacked with twelve divisions and drove Lin back over the 
river.154 Chief of Staff Chen Cheng reassured the public that the Central 
Army would defeat the Communists within six months.155

 As economic conditions worsened in the cities, labor agitation increased. 
Labor leaders rhetorically linked their demands to those of the students who 
were calling for an end to the civil war. But the protestors were not pro- 
Communist, and when the CCP tried to recruit large numbers of  union 
members and students in the cities, it generally failed.156 Chiang believed that 
the Kuomintang could turn rising labor activism to its advantage by pressur-
ing industrialists and other major employers to grant better pay and working 
conditions. At his direction, Chen Lifu took the lead in organizing training 
centers for labor leaders, worker welfare associations, and paramilitary pro-
tection units. The goal was to make the workers feel that the Kuomintang 
was truly the protector of their interests.157 For a while, the effort seemed to 
be succeeding, but then it began to con flict with the need to fight in fla tion 
and rapidly unraveled.158

 In February, Chiang transferred Chen Lifu from the Ministry of Educa-
tion back to party headquarters to work on the election of National Assembly 
members as called for in the new constitution. The mechanics of a general 
election in war- torn China, with half or more of the country north of the Yel-
low River in the hands of the Communists, was dif fi cult enough, but the 
most vexing task for Chen was selecting the KMT members to be the party’s 
of fi cial candidates for the 2,908- seat National Assembly. Competition for 
such in flu en tial and thus potentially  profit able positions was fierce; thou-
sands of senior party members and ranking military of fi cers had been waiting 
years for the opportunity to achieve some national of fice.
 Chen Lifu also continued to be concerned with the general drift of the 
party, and he wrote several memoranda to the Generalissimo warning that 
greed, corruption, and a lack of willpower were weakening the Kuomintang 
and the country. He declared that pernicious “foreign in flu ences” were also 
at work, apparently referring to both cultural de cadence and demands for 
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Western- style civil rights. Only by a thorough purge of corrupt and undisci-
plined elements, he believed, could Chiang save the KMT and himself.159 In 
May, Time magazine ran a cover story on Chen reporting his philosophical 
ideals—“the essence of life is the performance of benevolence”—and his 
strong anti- Communism.160 Chen Lifu’s reputation for incorruptibility as 
well as loyalty was key to his standing with Chiang Kai- shek. His reform 
campaign, however, went nowhere because Chiang still believed it was not 
the time for sweeping out of of fice thousands of corrupt senior of fi cials and 
military commanders.

Taiwan had seemed wonderfully stable when the Generalissimo and Madame 
visited there the previous October. But in the winter of 1947 in Taipei the 
worst civil uprising in China in many years suddenly broke out. The stage had 
been set eigh teen months earlier when thousands of mainlander of fi cials and 
of fi cers accompanied the newly appointed Governor Chen Yi (not related to 
the Communist general of the same name) to the island and came to occupy 
virtually all political, administrative, and security posts, including control of 
all state- run—- meaning formerly Japanese private and government- owned—
enterprises, which dominated the economy. By the beginning of 1947, these 
Nationalist of fi cials had taken over or absconded with an estimated US$1 
billion in property and other assets.161

 A year and a half after “liberation,” resentment on the island was boiling, 
and on February 28, protests over the arrest of a woman selling cigarettes es-
calated into a major rebellion. In a radiogram to Chiang, Governor Chen 
blamed the violence on pro- Japanese members of the Taiwan elite along with 
radical elements who opposed retrocession of the island to China. Chiang 
thought the incident was likely a Communist plot.162 Chen Cheng, chief of 
the General Staff, urged him not to send more troops to Taiwan but instead 
to dispatch a delegation of senior of fi cials to confer with local leaders and 
 restructure the provincial government, especially in order to employ many 
more Taiwanese in its administration. But on the island the Taiwan Resolu-
tion Committee of civic leaders demanded that the government remove the 
Taiwan Garrison Command and “give up all weapons to the committee.” 
This demand, Chiang wrote, “crossed the red line of what the government 
can tolerate.”163 But it was only a rhetorical requirement from a powerless 
committee.
 No doubt in flu enced in part by his clear perception of Taiwan as the only 
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stable refuge for him and his army should he lose the mainland, Chiang or-
dered a brutal “kill the chicken to scare the monkey” sort of suppression. The 
21st Division sailed immediately for the island and on March 9, as the trans-
port ships arrived in Keelung harbor near Taipei, troops aboard began shoot-
ing anyone they saw on the docks or in nearby buildings. Disembarking, the 
soldiers joined the Garrison Command in rounding up listed individuals and 
executing them as examples. Decades later, the Kuomintang apologized for 
its handling of the “2/28 affair” and estimated 18,000 to 28,000 deaths.164

 On March 13, Chiang belatedly cabled Governor Chen to report that no 
revenge was to be taken against the Taiwan public. But events had already 
produced enormous carnage and international outrage. Ambassador Stuart 
gave Chiang a vivid and highly critical report, and Chiang, realizing he had a 
political and diplomatic di sas ter on his hands, ordered the establishment of a 
Taiwan provincial government, early election of mayors and county chiefs, 
priority appointment of native Taiwanese as director and bureau chiefs of 
government of fices, and privatization of certain state- owned enterprises.165 If 
he had taken these steps initially, the situation would very likely have calmed. 
He also replaced Chen Yi with Wei Daoming, a respected educator and for-
mer ambassador to the United States. The new governor ended martial law, 
abolished mail censorship, af firmed the freedom of the press, and began a 
pro cess of local elections. Some months later Chiang again demonstrated that 
for him loyalty could excuse dreadful behavior and he appointed Chen Yi 
governor of Zhejiang, his home province.

Meanwhile, Bai Chongxi and many other KMT veterans were unhappy with 
the decision of fi cially to end political tutelage. They believed that during a 
desperate civil war any democracy that emerged would be so imperfect and 
manipulated that it would be worse than continuing with authoritarian rule. 
In fact, Chiang’s democratic gestures did not come easily. Mayling once told 
Marshall that over the years she had tried to educate her husband on the sub-
ject of democracy but had only made a “two percent impression.”166 None-
theless, Chiang had seemed to be genuinely proud of the historic document 
produced by the provisional National Assembly in December 1946, even 
pushing through party approval of a new political program that guaranteed 
civil liberties. At the time, he appeared sincere about this newfound cause. 
But as student demonstrations and other civil disorders broke out in the 
spring of 1947, as the military situation grew steadily worse, and as heavy 
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politicking in ten si fied within the KMT for nominations to the National As-
sembly and the new Legislative Yuan, Chiang returned to his long- held belief 
that China was not ready for a truly democratic society. Even so, carrying 
through formally with the constitutional pro cess was important to shore up 
American and domestic support.167

 On April 17, Chiang announced the long- awaited reor ga ni za tion of the 
State Council. According to the new constitution, KMT and non- KMT par-
tic i pants would each have twelve seats in the council, but the five Legisla-
tive Yuan presidents were to be ex- officio members, which in effect gave the 
KMT a five- vote majority. Eleven seats were left vacant for the Communist 
Party and the Democratic League. Ambassador Stuart and his embassy con-
cluded that the caliber and standing of the KMT appointees indicated “real 
effort to place in positions of power and responsibility the most capable and 
modern fig ures” of the Kuomintang. No powerful military fig ures or mem-
bers of Chen Guofu and Chen Lifu’s notorious “C- C Clique” were on the 
list.168

 At this point, Chiang took a few days off and with Mayling and Chiang 
Ching- kuo made a trip back to the Chiang hometown of Xikou. He was 
happy to see that his mother’s tomb was covered by “prosperous grass and 
hundred- year- old [apparently transplanted] trees.”169

Stuart supported Chiang’s requests for a resumption of U.S. aid, but in his 
reports to Washington emphasized the de flat ing morale on the government 
side and the fi nan cial, strategic, and logistical factors that would sooner or 
later result in a total breakdown. Meanwhile, in Manchuria, the PLA contin-
ued to increase its capabilities thanks to successful conscription and Soviet 
aid. The government naval commander in Tsingtao reported that his ships 
had detected several Soviet freighters ev ery week unloading armed Commu-
nist troops and weapons at Yantai, the CCP- occupied port at the northeast-
ern tip of Shandong. The rail lines in Communist Manchuria suffered occa-
sional air attacks but were kept humming by a 300- man unit of Soviet Army 
Railway troops. Soviet doctors, too, were sent to help put down an epidemic 
of plague in the PLA camps. To pay for the imports of supplies and equip-
ment from Russia, in 1947, Communist Manchuria sent north by train 1.1 
million tons of grain as well as other products. Yet throughout the Chinese 
civil war, CIA assessments kept reporting that “there was no concrete evi-
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dence the Soviet  Union was currently supplying Japanese or Soviet material 
to the CCP.”170

 In May, Lin Biao launched yet another campaign, this time mobilizing 
400,000 troops and 200 heavy guns. Government forces in all of Manchu-
ria totaled only about 250,000, although they enjoyed the support of 130 
P- 51 fighters as well as a few B- 25 bombers. The battle for Manchuria, which 
would now determine the fate of China, was not a guerrilla war but a con-
flict of mammoth, multicorps forces clashing in conventional style with the 
outcome to be determined by leadership, air support, troop strength, weap-
ons, ammunition, logistics, intelligence, and troop morale. Lin once again 
achieved some early success, destroying several government regiments and 
for a while isolating garrisons at Changchun and Kirin. But he again suf-
fered heavy losses in his frontal attack on Sipingjie, and Sun Liren’s forces 
once more drove the Communist general back to north of the Sungari. A 
“rare published casualty fig ure” from the Communists revealed that they had 
“lost” 116,000 men in the period of March to May 1947, mostly in Man-
churia.171

 But Mao intended to keep up the momentum. In order to bolster his ef-
fort at wearing down the Nationalist ranks whatever the costs, he ordered a 
large- scale conscription drive in Manchuria. Like the government, the Com-
munists assigned quotas for each locality—in their case more than 100 men 
per district for each call up.172 The local CCP cadre always met their quota. 
During the course of the civil war, it recruited or conscripted approximately 
one million men in Manchuria alone.173

 The Communists achieved a sig nifi cant victory in April at Menglianggu, 
when Chen Yi’s East China Army wiped out General Zhang Lingfu’s “Most 
Courageous” 74th Division of 32,000 men. General Zhang, “a brave, honest, 
and loyal patriot,” a Whampoa and a Peking University man, together with 
four of his generals, committed suicide to avoid capture. Just fif teen days be-
fore his death, Zhang had sent a letter to the Generalissimo lamenting that 
Kuomintang generals and the military’s culture were “corrupt and hopeless.” 
Chiang felt the same way and he circulated the letter to all his top generals, 
which may have only further discouraged both the honest and the dishon-
est.174 At a ceremony commemorating those who had given their lives at 
Menglianggu, Chiang said the division was destroyed “most of all because 
our of fi cers are reluctant to work and cooperate and instead are all thinking 
how to keep their troops safe and intact . . . the rescuing divisions were never 
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where they had been ordered to be.” Chiang promised that a court- martial 
would carefully determine responsibility.175

 But Chiang’s lesson was not over. He ordered half of all senior and mid- 
level of fi cers serving in the Shandong front lines to leave the battlefield and 
attend a special seminar in Nanking. The Generalissimo’s first speech to the 
group carried the blunt title: “Government Military Senior Officers’ Shame 
and Self- Reflection.” “Senior of fi cers,” he said, implying that he meant virtu-
ally all ranking commanders, had “picked up the lifestyle and mentality of 
warlords. They  don’t want to sac ri fice but to protect their power, and they 
never seriously study military tactics and the [battlefield] situation.” In a par-
ticularly biting comment, he charged that the “difference of ev eryday life 
 between senior and middle level of fi cers and soldiers is unbelievably huge, 
resulting in low morale.” He seemed to have given up on the older com-
manders. “Young of fi cers,” he said, must learn from the martyrs such as Gen-
eral Zhang Lingfu. Afterward he wrote, “I have done my best to encour-
age, admonish, and enlighten our senior front line military of fi cers.” He 
decided to employ “tougher policies and extraordinary mea sures to stop the 
de cadence and the [overall downward] trend.”176 But he did not fire a hun-
dred senior of fi cers to make his point, or apparently even one. This was not 
the time, he felt, to truly shake up his army.

By the middle of 1947, a large majority of urban youth favored an end to the 
war and a coalition government, regardless of the concessions that would 
have to be made to the Communists. Polls, however, showed that only a small 
fraction still favored a Communist government or a Communist way of life. 
As Stuart put it, “95 percent of university students opposed the KMT and 90 
percent opposed the CCP.” Student- led anti- government demonstrations be-
ginning in May of 1947 escalated into a “tide” of demonstrations and strikes 
that swept through universities, colleges, and middle schools around the 
country.177

 Chiang was determined to crack down and his first new stringent move 
was to ban three newspapers in Shanghai and arrest the leaders of the student 
movement. Police also detained two hundred persons in Chungking, and 
during the next two weeks internal security forces in various big cities picked 
up large numbers of suspected “ringleaders.” Some suspects were abducted 
by police; others simply disappeared. When students at Wuhan University 
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stopped a police van taking away five professors, the police fired above the 
heads of the students, killing three people through dormitory windows. A 
furor erupted across the country.
 Chiang quickly backtracked away from his “tough” policy. He issued a per-
sonal statement condemning the police action and, after parents of the de-
tained students applied for writs of habeas corpus, he released almost all of 
them, although many of these students, along with activist faculty members, 
were dismissed from their universities. The chief of the detective squad of the 
Wuhan Garrison Command was found drowned in the Yangtze, an apparent 
suicide.178 The Dagongbao in Tianjin published fourteen outspoken editorials 
in support of the students before censorship was fi nally imposed and it and 
a number of other newspapers were banned; one editor, however, still gave 
speeches at three universities urging the students to expand their movement 
into industrial and commercial circles.179 The far- from- draconian suppres-
sion—which was perhaps subdued in part because of the disastrous blood-
bath in Taiwan—contrasted with the absolute nontoleration of public dis-
sent in the Communist areas, where habeas corpus was either unheard of or 
mocked. Chiang’s new crackdown was a fiasco. Inconsistently harsh and gen-
erally ineffective, it undermined the prestige as well as the authority of the 
regime.
 Meanwhile, in the United States, Truman’s China policy was coming un-
der increasing political pressure. The State Department, now under George 
Marshall, lifted the de facto arms embargo on China but made it clear that 
the Chiang government would have to pay for any American arms it desired. 
It would also need approval for each purchase, which could take months. The 
almost $1 billion in U.S. currency collected through soft U.S. loans during 
the war with Japan had been spent down to between $300 and $400 million, 
and Chiang could have used these funds to try to buy arms.180 He also could 
have dipped into the supply of gold that his trea sury had hoarded primarily 
in state banks in Shanghai. But he wanted to keep a reserve, probably think-
ing even more than before of the possibility of retreating to Taiwan. On June 
19, with the PLA surrounding both Sipingjie and Changchun, Chiang met 
hurriedly with Stuart to tell him that “the Manchurian situation was ex-
tremely serious.” With Soviet support, he said, the Communists “were con-
stantly gaining in numbers and equipment.” Explaining that he had only 
come to appreciate the gravity of the situation three days earlier, he told the 
ambassador that he now anticipated losing Sipingjie, then Changchun and 
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Mukden. A decision on Manchuria, he stressed, “must be made in a very few 
days.” Chiang seemed to be contemplating an immediate and total with-
drawal behind the Great Wall.181

 But the fight was not over. Instead of pulling back, Chiang mustered nine 
divisions from eastern Manchuria and Fu Zuoyi’s military zone in North 
China and sent these as well as most of the five corps in southern Manchuria 
to attack Lin Biao’s forces around Sipingjie. At the same time the three- 
division Nationalist garrison in Changchun burst out of its encirclement and 
advanced south, completing a large pincer closing in on Lin Biao’s attack 
force at Sipingjie. The Communist troops, who had just fought their way 
to that city center, broke and fled north around the attacking force from 
Changchun. Lin once more withdrew his battered forces across the Sungari, 
having lost another 40,000 men. Du caught up but did not pursue across the 
river.182

 Upon receiving news of the victory, Chiang perversely recommitted him-
self to holding the line at Changchun. Apparently still thinking only of 
southern Manchuria, he wrote that “without the Northeast, North China 
will be left defenseless.” But in fact without northern Manchuria and with 
Siberia in pro- CCP hands, the Northeast was defenseless.183

V

In the first week of July 1947, General Wedemeyer entered Secretary Mar-
shall’s of fice on the top floor of the State Department, a few hundred yards 
from the Lincoln Memorial. There Marshall told him that increasingly fierce 
accusations from Congress and the “China lobby” that the administration 
was pursuing a pro- Communist policy in China were compelling “a reap-
praisal of U.S. policy.” The recent lifting of the ban on the sale of U.S. arms 
to China was part of the response. But the U.S. government, Marshall indi-
cated, was at a loss over what to do next. He asked Wedemeyer to return to 
China as a presidential envoy for six to eight weeks and report back to the 
White House.184

 Wedemeyer assumed that his mission was a critical one and that Washing-
ton would take seriously his recommendations. Marshall, however, assured 
Stuart by radiogram that the visit was “a temporary expedient.”185 Chiang 
was of course pleased when informed of the visit. He viewed Wedemeyer as a 
friend as well as a frank critic who nevertheless fully understood the Com-
munists. The Communists, for their part, claimed Wedemeyer’s mission was 
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a sign that the United States was about to reverse its policy of disengagement 
from the Chinese civil war and go all out in supporting Chiang Kai- shek.186

 The general and his staff spent a month traveling around China, includ-
ing Manchuria. He interviewed people from all walks of life and with widely 
varying opinions. He also addressed a meeting of the State Council, all the 
ministers of the government, Ambassador Stuart, and of course Chiang and 
his wife. Chiang told the envoy beforehand to speak frankly in this off- the- 
record talk. At the last minute, however, he called Stuart and asked him to 
request that the general not be too critical in his comments (a message that 
Stuart elected not to pass on).187 Wedemeyer, meanwhile, felt that he had 
to be candid about the faults of the regime; otherwise, his planned recom-
mendation to President Truman that he approve immediate and large- scale 
American aid to the Chinese government would have no credibility.188 In his 
remarks, Wedemeyer described the maladministration and corruption ram-
pant in China, failings that Chiang himself had recently, albeit privately, be-
moaned. The general said that the government could not defeat the Commu-
nists by military means but had to improve the political and economic 
situation immediately in order to win the support of the Chinese people. 
Many of the KMT of fi cials attending the talk were offended, but others said 
they wept because they knew what Wedemeyer had said was true.189

 Before he returned to Washington, Wedemeyer had a six- hour meeting 
with Chiang, who explained at length the “objective reasons” for the faults 
of the Chinese government and Chinese society. Wedemeyer, however, made 
no apologies for his remarks and did not mention that he intended to rec-
ommend a major U.S. recommitment to Chiang’s government. Afterward, 
consciously practicing a restraint that he very likely thought Mencius would 
admire, Chiang wrote in his diary, “In this world all the dif fi culties and hu-
miliations are brought on by oneself, not others. But the United States at this 
point simply does not have a clear China policy. It is unfortunate.”190

 Once in Washington, Wedemeyer sent his con fi den tial report to Truman 
recommending immediate military and economic aid to China and raising 
his own old proposal that the United Nations place Manchuria under a “five-
 power” U.N. trusteeship, which would include the Soviet  Union. Marshall 
took no action on Wedemeyer’s report and chose not to release it on the argu-
ment that the U.N. guardianship proposal, if publicized, would be highly 
offensive to the Chinese. Wedemeyer was incensed, believing that Marshall 
had suppressed his report because of Marshall’s firm opposition to any mili-
tary aid to China.191
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The Great Failure

With his recent victory over Lin Biao still untarnished, Du Yuming was suf-
fering another bout of bad health, and in early July after Li Zongren declined 
the Manchurian command, Chiang chose Chen Cheng to replace him.1 On 
August 29, Chen became commander of the Northeast Headquarters, re-
sponsible for all political, economic, and military matters. Chen, now the 
leader of fourteen armies, persuaded Chiang to increase the total number of 
government troops to about 500,000. He also replaced many senior military 
of fi cers as well as the chairmen of all the provincial party committees in the 
region, a sweep that suggested the extent of corruption and ineptness he be-
lieved existed. He arrested some of the of fi cers and KMT of fi cials and “de-
ported” others back to Nanking.2 Ambassador Stuart reported that Chen’s 
reforms were having an “excellent effect on political and military morale.” 
But, he added, the sixth Communist offensive was expected as soon as the 
roads dried, and it was doubtful these changes would have suf fi cient time to 
offset the decay.3

 The heavy military manpower balance in Manchuria in favor of the Com-
munists, their control of probably 90 percent of the countryside in that re-
gion, their Soviet support, and their strong position in North China made 
Chiang’s decision to pour more troops into the Northeast a huge, irrational—
in fact, a mad—gamble. In addition to low morale and other disadvantages, 
his American- equipped divisions in Manchuria had no likely source of am-
munition, parts, or replacements for their American weapons and equipment 
and their inventories were running dangerously low. His thinking was per-
haps revealed in one journal entry where he wrote that without the North-
east, the naval ports of Shandong would soon be lost and all of North China 



The Great Failure 379

would be open to China’s enemies. Chiang seemed to be saying that whether 
he withdrew from Manchuria or was defeated in an all- out effort in the re-
gion, he would in either case eventually lose all of China.4

 Chiang’s continued denigration of his army of fi cers and KMT of fi cials 
 certainly underscored his previously sporadic but now prevailing pessimism 
about the long- term outcome of the struggle with the Communists. At a sur-
prise plenary meeting of the Executive Committee on September 9, the Gen-
eralissimo once again told his comrades that the Communists had proved 
themselves “abler and more devoted” members of a revolutionary party. “Re-
form and rejuvenation of the Kuomintang,” he declared, were “doomed.”5 
On other occasions he accused senior of fi cers of embezzling grain and money 
intended for the troops and expressed admiration for the discipline and mo-
rality of the Communists. As with similar harangues since early 1947, these 
may well have hurt rather than helped his efforts to change the of fi cers’ be-
havior.
 Meanwhile, in Washington, the suppression of Wedemeyer’s report pro-
voked much suspicion and protest. Under increasing political pressure, in 
October the Department of State devised a new economic assistance program 
for China. Marshall told the Senate that the plan envisioned about US$25 
million a month for a total of US$300 million annually, but it was uncertain 
when any funds would ac tually be available. Washington also authorized the 
new commander of the U.S. advisory group in China, Major General David 
Barr, to provide “advice on an informal and con fi den tial basis to the Genera-
lissimo,” and agreed that China could purchase ammunition from U.S. sup-
plies in the Pacific.6

On October 2, Communist general Lin Biao launched his sixth offensive 
against the government armies in Manchuria. Chen Cheng had had only 
about four weeks to implement his military and political changes, and his 
forces numbered approximately 300,000, not the 500,000 he had planned. 
This time Lin avoided frontal attacks on Nationalist- held cities. Instead he 
concentrated on disrupting the rail lines and the road links between them, 
attacking small and medium garrisons, and collecting grain from the fall 
 harvest.
 At this point, five or six Nationalist reinforcement divisions reached Qin-
huangdao on the Yellow Sea—just south of the eastern end of the Great Wall. 
With rail lines more disrupted than ever, all the government forces increas-
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ingly relied on air transport. General Claire Chennault, retired once again, 
had returned to China and established a commercial airline, Civil Air Trans-
port. His “CAT” planes were heavily involved in the daily lift of supplies into 
Mukden and other major government- held cities in the region.7

 Early blizzards swept the Northeast and Lin again retired with most of his 
forces back across the Sungari to train and refit. His men had in total killed 
or wounded 68,000 government troops and probably lost more themselves—
many to air attacks. But Lin’s army continued to grow, surpassing 500,000 by 
the end of the year.
 Meanwhile, in North China, the PLA continued to control Shandong and 
Hebei, except for the cities and some rail lines, and had opened up a whole 
new theater of operations in central China, threatening Nanking and even 
Wuhan.8 In early November Chiang received a report that on average each of 
his soldiers now had only 180 bullets and in suf fi cient daily food. “I really do 
not know what the future holds,” he wrote.9

 One November day, the Generalissimo was riding a black sedan to the Pe-
king airport. Early frigid winds from the north were already blowing hard 
through the hutongs of the city, and the people trudging along the streets had 
their faces covered with scarves or surgical masks. As the of fi cial car passed 
through the West Gate, a single shot rang out. The Generalissimo heard the 
“thang” of the bullet ripping through the sides of the auto, just above his 
head. One of his aides, General Sun Lianzhong, leaped from the car and cap-
tured the would- be assassin. Ambassador Stuart was told that the shooter was 
a subordinate of General Mou Dingfang, formerly commander of the Fourth 
Army, whom the Generalissimo had ordered court- martialed for graft. When 
Stuart saw the Generalissimo on the evening of December 2, Chiang was in 
“a more depressed state of mind” than the ambassador had ever seen him, but 
made no mention of the attempt on his life.10

 After talking to Chiang, Stuart again urged Washington to approve emer-
gency military assistance for the battered and demoralized Nationalist armies. 
He thought the Generalissimo would agree to almost any condition Wash-
ington might impose.11 In December, Chiang’s chief commissar, Zhang Zhi-
zhong, and Chiang Ching- kuo were separately urging the Soviet embassy 
in Nanking to help achieve a settlement.12 Vice President Sun Fo publicly 
warned that if the United States did not provide major assistance, the Nan-
king government would fall into the Soviet orbit. Chiang probably saw all 
this as a tactic to pressure the United States, but it also was clear, as Stuart 
reported, that the Communists were “winning on all sides” and it seemed 
“inconceivable” they would accept real peace talks.13
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 Even provinces south of the Yangtze were in a precarious position. In 
Guangdong, Guangxi, Hunan, Henan, Zhejiang, and Fujian the Communist 
underground was increasingly active. On Christmas Day, Mao predicted that 
with the imminent collapse of “America’s running dog,” Chiang Kai- shek, 
the strength of “the world anti- imperialist camp had now surpassed that of 
the imperialist camp.”14

 Despite his defeats during the Communist fall offensive, Chen Cheng an-
nounced on New Year’s Day 1948 that the Central Army had completed its 
battle preparations and that the crisis of Manchuria had passed. This was a 
stupefying statement. At that time Chen’s heavily outnumbered Northeast 
Army occupied about 2 or 3 percent of the entire region, and the Commu-
nist Army was still rapidly closing the gap in weaponry and training. The to-
tal lack of air power was the PLA’s main weakness, but its commanders knew 
how to play to its strengths. Before Chen could launch his attack and when 
the Arctic- like weather and thick mist severely reduced Chen’s use of his war-
planes to a mere twelve sorties a day, Lin Biao sent a mass assault across the 
ice- hard Sungari.15 The Communist general besieged Sipingjie but sent most 
of his 400,000- man force south of Mukden as well as Changchun. The gov-
ernment’s elite New Fifth Army, which had fought in Burma, moved out of 
Mukden but was surrounded by two columns of the PLA and two National-
ist divisions were destroyed.16

 Chen Cheng at first blamed two commanders for not marching forward to 
rescue the New Fifth Army. The accused of fi cers, however, convinced Chiang 
that they had not received any such orders, and Chiang concluded the fault 
lay with Chen’s headquarters. Chiang permitted Chen to transfer back to 
Nanking, then prevailed upon General Wei Lihuang to take command in 
Manchuria. Wei, who had successfully commanded five Chinese armies on 
the eastern front in the Second Burma Campaign, insisted on full military, 
party, and government powers in the region, and Chiang agreed. As another 
sweetener, Chiang found an additional 100,000 troops to make up for the 
forces lost by Chen Cheng, and he promised to send more supplies and in the 
future, more reinforcements.17

 The Communist winter offensive, however, was still gaining ground; 
Communist troops captured areas around Mukden and destroyed two more 
government divisions. After arriving in Mukden on January 22, Wei saw that 
he lacked secure supplies and reserves and assumed a totally defensive posi-
tion. A week later, Lin Biao cut the railway to Jinzhou southeast of Mukden 
and stormed all the garrisons along the line, destroying three more govern-
ment divisions.18 Meanwhile, students attacked the mayor of Shanghai, fac-
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tory workers went on strike, and even prostitutes were demonstrating. “The 
people are losing con fi dence ev erywhere,” Chiang wrote on February 3, 
1948.19

 Two days later, General Wei reported that he had only about ten days’ 
worth of “logistical supplies” and needed 200 billion yuan to purchase 
enough food “if the troops are to stay until the end of April.”20 But the Na-
tionalist government itself had begun to run out of troops and supplies. 
Against his early instincts and common sense, which had once convinced 
him Manchuria was a trap, for a year Chiang had kept pouring good troops 
after a host of dead and wounded. This bizarre policy seems to have been fu-
eled by Chiang’s belief that after the expected military loss in the Northeast, 
defeat in the rest of mainland China was inevitable—thus there was no in-
centive to save forces in order to hold the line somewhere south of the Great 
Wall.
 Chiang also worried that the time had passed for an orderly withdrawal 
from the Northeast, although that was not the case. Nevertheless, he told 
General Wei to pull his main forces out of Mukden and Changchun, clearing 
the railway as they advanced southeast to Jinzhou near the coast.21 But Wei 
refused, fearing an ambush and massacre of his troops and saying he did not 
want to abandon the 122,000 men trapped to the north in Changchun.22 He 
also said he needed to rest and re- outfit his armies in Mukden with flown- in 
equipment before starting out. PLA forces now enveloped the area around 
Mukden as well as much of the rail line to Jinzhou. In addition, Wei reported, 
the roads out of Mukden were thawing and would be extremely muddy until 
April; the rivers, too, were no  longer frozen hard enough to cross.23

 In a bizarre circumstance, for the next several months, Chiang could not 
or would not compel Wei to carry out his orders to withdraw while it was still 
conceivable.24 General Barr, in his 1949 wrap- up report to the Defense De-
partment on the debacle in Manchuria, emphasized that “the Generalissimo 
had directed General Wei Lihuang as early as the preceding winter [early 
1948] to prepare plans and ready himself for an attack early in May to open a 
corridor from Mukden to Jinzhou . . . [and] the Nationalist Supreme G- 3 
[the general in charge of operations] had made six separate trips to Mukden 
in an effort to press preparations for this breakout offensive.”25

From late January to early February, three major civil disturbances broke out 
in Shanghai culminating in outbreaks of mob violence. At the same time, the 
urban economy was barely functioning. Despite the economic reforms of the 
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previous year, the exchange value of the fabi had fallen from about 1,500 to 
one U.S. dollar in August 1945 to about 180,000 to the dollar in January 
1948. Foreign trade was almost at a standstill. Stuart noted a growing popu-
lar awareness that the regime was not likely to survive. The American and 
British embassies advised their nationals to leave North China.26 As the del-
uge loomed and ev ery one grabbed what they could, corruption exploded. 
The Far Eastern Economic Review in January 1948 summed up the despair of 
China as seen from Hong Kong:

One [cannot] cease to marvel at the extent to which in recent months 
sympathy with the Communists’ aims and programs finds vigorous ex-
pression from the most unexpected quarters in Nationalist China. Such 
expressions come even from conservative Chinese business men who 
have no love for Russia or socialism, men who in 1945 were solid sup-
porters of the National Government but feel now that life under the 
relatively honest totalitarianism of the Communists could not be worse 
than it is under the corrupt inef fi ciency of the Kuomintang.27

 Meanwhile in Washington, following the Truman administration’s prom-
ise of aid, Congress eventually approved US$463 million in economic assis-
tance along with an additional US$100 million to be used at China’s option 
for military purposes. There were contradictory reports on the degree to 
which the supplies were needed on the battlefield. General Barr reported that 
“no battle has been lost since my arrival due to lack of ammunition or equip-
ment,” whereas Stuart commented that in most war zones shortages of maté-
riel had weakened government defenses.28 The first military supplies pur-
chased by the new American funds did not begin to arrive until November 
1948, a year after Marshall had informed Congress of the aid proposal, and 
too late to play any role in the battle for Manchuria.29

 One Communist success now followed another in various parts of the 
country. Yichuan, a city halfway between Taiyuan and Xi’an, fell, put ting out 
of action a third of government troops in Shanxi. The eastern part of Gansu 
and the Northwest were now in danger and a potential corridor had opened 
to Szechwan. Madame Chiang told Stuart that the Communist forces had 
put out of action sixteen divisions, most of them American- equipped.30 
Chiang again ordered an attack out of Mukden to open the rail line to the 
sea, but Wei insisted that before he would risk his armies in the open coun-
tryside he had to have large reinforcements and more time for his troops to 
recuperate and reor ga nize. If his best army corps struck out for Jinzhou, he 
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was certain it would be ambushed and destroyed. Chiang now dispatched a 
new deputy commander to Wei’s headquarters with orders to tell Wei that, 
regardless of the dangers, he was commanded to move his best surviving 
armies out of Mukden and to concentrate on securing the rail line between 
that city and Jinzhou.31 Instead of obeying, on March 31, Wei flew to Nan-
king for a meeting with the Generalissimo, and the argument continued, 
with Chiang unable or unwilling to relieve Wei of his command.
 The enemy had probably taken even greater losses than the government, 
but there seemed to be no lack of replacements for the PLA, and captured 
U.S. weapons were increasingly available to arm whole Communist divisions. 
By this time, the government controlled a mere 1 percent of Manchuria and 
only 15 percent of China proper north of the Yellow River. Chiang yet again 
mourned the absence of of fi cers in his government who had the “character 
to save the situation.” “There are no such persons,” he wrote, asking again, 
“What can I do?”32

 The newly elected National Assembly, which opened on March 29, did 
not go smoothly. Some of the 2,908 members were angry at the dismissal 
of 120 of their loyal KMT colleagues who, despite party orders, had stood 
and won as in de pen dents, and thus filled all the “in de pen dent” seats.33 
Chiang gave the keynote speech, focusing on “the beginning of our demo-
cratic and constitutional history.”34 From the tenor of his address, one would 
have had no idea that the National Assembly, the government, and the giant 
armed forces all faced extinction.
 The assembly elected Chiang as the first president under the new Repub-
lic of China constitution. Then, in a shocking turn of events, the legisla-
tors selected Li Zongren as vice president even though Chiang had discour-
aged him from running. This was a serious rebuff to the Generalissimo, 
who was so upset he could not sleep that night and reputedly drank a rare 
spot of whiskey to help.35 Li’s ascension became a rallying point for the in-
creasing number in the party favoring a change in leadership, and after the 
election Chiang never invited him to par tic i pate in any important confer-
ence.36

 A week before the National Assembly met, Chiang had an unusually frank 
conversation with Ambassador Stuart, admitting that he should have heeded 
Marshall’s assessment that the government could not militarily defeat the 
Communists. But he believed he had been proven correct in his belief that 
compromise or cooperation with the Communists was impossible. Chiang 
told the sympathetic ambassador he “really wanted to reform but did not 
know how to go about it.” The conversation further con firmed Stuart’s long- 
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held view that Chiang needed only good advice and a lot of material assis-
tance to turn the situation around.37

In early May, during a conference at the Chiangs’ house in the Purple Hills, 
General Barr recommended that if the attack out of Mukden could not be 
made soon, the government should abandon Manchuria while it was still 
possible. Wei’s commanders, however, still insisted that a retreat was too risky. 
Barr was astonished that Wei Lihuang continued to get away with turning 
down direct orders from the Generalissimo, but Chiang agreed to another 
postponement.38 By midsummer the Manchurian plain had dried out, but 
otherwise Wei’s situation was bleaker than before in terms of supplies and 
morale. His one advantage, tactical airpower, was shrinking due to a lack of 
replacement aircraft and fuel. Chiang tried to find an of fi cer to replace Wei, 
but no senior general wanted the job. Wei remained hunkered down with 
150,000 to 200,000 men in Mukden and 100,000 in Changchun, the best of 
the government’s remaining armies.39

 On July 19, Wei Lihuang flew to Nanking for yet another critical round of 
meetings with the Generalissimo. To ev ery one’s surprise, Wei now said that 
his troops were rested and in high spirits. He was con fi dent he could defend 
Mukden, but to retreat as Chiang proposed would send morale on another 
downward spiral. He argued also that because the pullout might fail, defend-
ing Mukden was the safer course. Finally the Generalissimo agreed that Wei 
would stay in Mukden for three months  longer, preparing his army for an of-
fensive withdrawal in November. Years later, Chiang said he failed to pull out 
earlier because of “ob jec tions from high- ranking of fi cers and the in flu ence of 
public opinion, and politics . . . especially the tearful complaint of represen-
tatives from Manchuria.”40

 As the fall chill began to grip southern Manchuria, Lin Biao was ready to 
launch the CCP’s biggest military offensive ever—the Liaoshen Campaign. 
His 700,000 troops were refreshed and ready, with some divisions trained on 
captured U.S. arms. From intercepted messages and probably other intelli-
gence, Lin was certainly aware of Chiang’s intent to move his best armies 
south to Jinzhou, where they would be close to the evacuation port of Hu-
ludao. Lin Biao’s bold plan was to bypass Mukden and capture Jinzhou first, 
trapping the rest of the Nationalist armies in Manchuria. The pending Amer-
ican presidential election gave both sides a special incentive for a decisive vic-
tory in Manchuria, and the Soviets stepped up their unof fi cial assistance to 
the CCP, helping to rebuild the railway bridge across the Sungari.41
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 On September 12, the PLA assaulted the outposts around Mukden and 
along the rail line to Jinzhou. At the same time, with impressive speed, 
twenty- three PLA divisions, almost 300,000 men, created a siege wall around 
Jinzhou. Inside the embattled city were Fan Hanzhi’s 118,000 men of the 
Sixth Army, half of them Yunnanese who had little ammunition and no 
stomach for another bitter winter under siege.42 Barr and Chiang agreed that 
it was essential that Wei Lihuang order General Zheng Dongguo’s First Ar-
my’s six divisions to break out of Changchun and head for the coast and for 
the twenty- one divisions in Mukden to vacate that city and attack the Com-
munists threatening Jinzhou. Previously, Chiang had said that one army and 
one division should remain behind in Mukden. Now he was ready to aban-
don the city entirely and concentrate virtually all government forces in Man-
churia and a good many from North China on the battle for Jinzhou. Wei 
fi nally agreed to send forth a “Western Strike Force” of 90,000 men under 
General Liao Yaoxiang, but insisted he needed time to prepare for the bigger 
counteroffensive.
 Chiang flew to Peking to see the warlord Fu Zuoyi, chief of the bandit- 
suppression headquarters in North China.43 At their meeting the Generalis-
simo was highly pessimistic, suggesting that only a war between the Soviet 
 Union and the United States could save the situation. Fu was losing con fi-
dence in the Generalissimo, but for the moment he agreed to send one army 
and an additional division to take part in the battle for Jinzhou.44 Flying to 
Mukden, Chiang looked down on the Manchurian plain—a few hundred 
thousand Communist soldiers were spread out across the fallow wheat fields. 
During his meeting with Wei and his staff after the flight, he told them they 
all had to cooperate in the coming decisive battles—“otherwise, see you in 
the next life.”45 Yet overall Chiang now seemed or perhaps pretended to be 
optimistic, assuring his staff in Peking that with air power and reinforcements 
from North China a decisive battle could still be won.46 He planned for two 
government strike forces to converge from two directions on Lin’s twenty- 
three divisions, while the garrison inside Jinzhou counterattacked.47 Follow-
ing urgent pleas from Chiang, Washington fi nally agreed to the emergency 
delivery of 30,000 barrels of aviation fuel from Japan; Chiang promised his 
two strike force commanders they would receive increased air support.48

To slow the avalanche in the rapid fall of the yuan, Chiang’s government 
had tried pegging wages to the cost of living, freezing prices and wages, and 
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rationing industrial materials as well as consumer goods. But nothing worked. 
A standard sack of rice sold for 6.7 million yuan in June 1948 and 63 mil-
lion yuan in August.49 That month, the government announced a new cur-
rency called the gold yuan and a new law that required citizens to turn in 
all the gold and silver bullion they held in addition to the old currency, 
the fabi yuan. The rate of exchange was 3 million fabi to one gold yuan. Nan-
king announced that it would distribute no more than 2 billion of the new 
yuan and it banned wage and price increases as well as strikes and demonstra-
tions.
 Chiang appointed his son, Ching- kuo, to implement the program in the 
Shanghai area. Ching- kuo established control over the six or more police and 
intelligence or ga ni za tions in the city and cracked down hard on speculators 
and hoarders, including prominent businessmen and those connected to the 
Green Gang. He arrested the head of the Finance Ministry’s Currency De-
partment in Shanghai and a number of other high of fi cials for illegal smug-
gling of foreign currency and gold to Hong Kong. After that, the Shanghai 
banks turned over large amounts of foreign currency and gold bullion re-
serves. Ching- kuo, who repeatedly denounced the depredations of the rich, 
became a popular fig ure in the city. He emphasized that the KMT was the 
party of social revolution and his intent was not only to stamp out economic 
crimes, but also to end the unequal distribution of wealth.50

 Ching- kuo’s crackdown kept the new currency under control in Shanghai 
for a few weeks. Among those he arrested was the son of Du Yuesheng; after 
making a substantial payment to the government, Du was allowed to close 
his company and join his father, who had decamped to Hong Kong. Before 
leaving town, Du gave Ching- kuo a list of companies owned by David Kung 
—Madame’s nephew, the son of Ai- ling and H.H.—that were illegally stor-
ing goods. Ching- kuo put David Kung under house arrest, but Mayling trav-
eled immediately to Shanghai and met with the two step- cousins. “You are 
brothers,” she said to them, “You have no reason to fight each other.”51 She 
then sent an urgent message to her husband. Although Chiang was in a criti-
cal military meeting in Peking on the eve of the decisive battle for Manchu-
ria, he dropped ev ery thing and flew off to Shanghai to resolve the personal 
con flict, prompting General Fu Zuoyi to comment, “Chiang Kai- shek loves 
the beauty more than the throne.”52 After some negotiation, the young Kung 
reportedly turned over US$6 million to the government, then left for Hong 
Kong.53 Shortly thereafter he joined his parents, who had fled to New York a 
year earlier.
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I

On October 9, Wei ordered General Liao Yaoxiang to lead the Western Strike 
Force in a campaign to break through the PLA ring encircling Mukden and 
move down the rail line toward Jinzhou. The force out of Mukden employed 
only eleven divisions instead of the fif teen Chiang had ordered; once again, 
Wei was disobeying his commander.54 But Wei did carry out Chiang’s in-
structions to send the 52nd Corps on a surprise attack out of Mukden to 
clear the railway to the port of Yingkou—which lies at the northern edge of 
the Bohai Gulf about sixty miles along the coast eastward from Jinzhou—
and on October 11 the Nationalists recaptured this important port.55

 On October 12, while General Liao’s Western Strike Force engaged in fe-
rocious battles with twelve PLA divisions, Chiang ordered the strike force on 
the coast at Huludao to move north immediately and attack those PLA forces 
besieging Jinzhou. The PLA, however, stopped this strike force forty kilome-
ters from Jinzhou, and the Western Strike Force remained stymied halfway 
from Mukden.56 Meanwhile, PLA sappers blew holes in the walls of Jinzhou 
and the defenders fell back inside the devastated city.
 “This is the life and death moment for the overall military situation in 
Manchuria,” Chiang told his generals. Hoping against hope, he now threw 
ev ery thing he had into what he still believed might be the battle that would 
determine the fate of Manchuria and even settle China’s civil war. He ordered 
more divisions from North China to the rescue of Jinzhou, but it was 
too late. Chiang was back inside the wrecked city of Mukden on October 
15 when the last holdouts in Jinzhou surrendered. Of the 122,000- man gar-
rison, 34,000 had died in the battle. The PLA marched off 88,000 pris-
oners.57

 Liao Yaoxiang, still in the field between Jinzhou and Mukden, learned of 
the surrender and wanted to lead his eleven- division strike force to Yingkou 
and from there by ship out of Manchuria.58 On October 19 Chiang held a 
meeting in Peking with his generals Du, Wei, and Fu. Chiang wanted to con-
tinue the fight to retake Jinzhou. Du supported Liao’s call for a withdrawal to 
Yingkou, and Fu offered no opinion.59 At this point, Du reports in his mem-
oirs, Chiang became angry and suddenly leaped from his seat. “It was Mar-
shall,” Chiang grumbled, “this American, who lost us and lost China.” In 
1945, he told the group, he had initially intended to occupy only a small part 
of Manchuria north to Jinzhou, but Marshall’s actions and words had en-
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couraged him to move his best armies deep into Manchuria. The current de-
bacle was the result.60

 Chiang soon realized Liao’s force alone could not take Jinzhou and he be-
latedly approved the plan to march to Yingkou for evacuation by ship. Mean-
while, however, the Communist general Lin Biao had brought up twenty- 
four additional divisions in forced marches to confront the Nationalist force. 
Realizing his troops were far outnumbered, Liao tried to turn them back to 
Mukden, but they were blocked at the Yao River. After a day of vicious fight-
ing, the huge government formation broke and along with its several thou-
sand horses ran off in all directions on the flat land. Liao and his senior of fi-
cers were captured, along with 38,000 other prisoners, 22 tanks, 150 guns, 
600 vehicles, and 6,000 horses.61 Liao’s corps, which Chiang considered the 
government’s best remaining fight ing force, had been destroyed at a cost of 
70,000 captured and dead men (according to Chiang’s own estimate).62

 Upon hearing the news of Liao’s defeat, the 80,000 troops in Changchun 
soon surrendered. But Wei Lihuang still insisted on the defense of Mukden 
and even asked for ten more divisions. On October 30, the PLA broke 
through the walls into the eastern part of the city. As hand- to- hand fight ing 
raged, Wei and a number of his staff of fi cers flew out of the surrounded air-
port. On November 1, the senior remaining of fi cer went to the airport to 
meet the PLA and surrendered the city. On November 9, Chinese govern-
ment ships evacuated 140,000 troops and equipment from Huludao.63 The 
battle for Manchuria was over.
 Chiang stripped Wei of all titles and posts and put him under house arrest 
in Nanking to await trial for disobeying orders to move his troops out of 
Mukden until it was too late. Years earlier, Chiang had received and appar-
ently dismissed reports claiming that Wei was in touch with the CCP. Now 
there was much speculation in Nanking that Wei had been suborned by the 
Communists and had sabotaged the retreat. In fact, in 1955 Wei would re-
turn to Peking from Hong Kong and par tic i pate in various or ga ni za tions of 
the People’s Republic.64 Whatever the extent of his treachery, Wei’s ability to 
postpone for months the retreat resulted in the loss of 300,000 Nationalist 
troops. Of those, 246,000 were captured, and many if not most were quickly 
incorporated into the PLA. The next fight ing they would see would be in 
Korea.65 Later, Chiang would blame himself and others for not pulling out of 
Manchuria when he could have saved most of his armies in the region, but he 
never did explain why he had not fired General Wei. He accused Wei of 
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 cowardice at the end, but he did not blame him for the debacle nor mention 
his likely treason, perhaps because he (Chiang) had ignored early warnings 
about the general.66

The Chiangs had sponsored the construction of a new Christian church for 
Nanking, and on a Sunday morning after the terrible defeat, the couple, with 
Chiang’s two sons, attended a ser vice there. It was Mayling who had provided 
the money for the church and Chiang gave a little sermon himself. Drawing 
from Chronicles, he commented, “As for me, I had in my heart to build a 
house of rest for the ark of the covenant of the Lord, but God said unto me, 
thou shalt not build a house for my name, because thou hast been a man of 
war.” Chiang derived the lesson: “Man proposes but God disposes.”67

The State Department’s White Paper, issued in 1949, declared that Chiang’s 
government “in occupying Manchuria took steps contrary to the advice of 
competent United States military observers who were aware that the Govern-
ment could not reoccupy Manchuria and pacify the rest of China.”68 This 
claim is one of the most important unexamined, and incorrect, assumptions 
of the Chinese civil war.69 Wedemeyer did tell Chiang and the Pentagon in 
November 1945 that the Nationalists could not win in Manchuria and prob-
ably not in North China, but policymakers in Washington did not adopt this 
point of view. In addition, earlier that year Wedemeyer himself had been op-
timistic about the Nationalist Army’s prospects for dealing successfully with 
the Communists in the postwar period, including in Manchuria. Beginning 
with the negotiations on the Sino- Soviet treaty in the summer of 1945 in 
Moscow, the United States had made clear it wanted Chiang to take a tough 
stand in asserting Nationalist China’s sovereignty in Manchuria. After Japan’s 
surrender, America stood ready to transport almost a quarter million Nation-
alist soldiers to the region for this purpose and it completed the task dur-
ing the Marshall Mission. At the beginning of the mission, the firmly, albeit 
privately, stated policy objective of Truman and Marshall was to support 
Chiang’s takeover of all of Manchuria while trying to prevent a civil war. To 
accomplish this goal, the United States sought to promote a coalition govern-
ment, but did not make such a coalition a quid pro quo of U.S. assistance to 
Chiang. Marshall at first clearly encouraged Chiang to continue to try to as-
sert his authority throughout the Northeast. Marshall’s original peace plan 
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provided for a huge 14–1 advantage in government troop presence in Man-
churia, and gave the Nationalist government the right to deploy its military 
anywhere in the region in order to establish its authority. Marshall even 
promised to find surplus winter clothing for the Nationalist troops heading 
north. As noted earlier, as far back as mid- November 1945, Chiang had de-
cided tentatively to withdraw from Manchuria, but positive Soviet moves 
and Marshall’s initial steps and statements changed his mind.
 It was not until the spring of 1946 that Marshall began to tell Chiang he 
could not defeat the Communists in Manchuria, but even then, still believ-
ing a genuine coalition was possible, he did not urge Nationalist withdrawal 
from the region. Prior to Marshall’s arrival, Chiang had ranged from less to 
more pessimistic about Soviet cooperation in Manchuria and thus about 

A smiling Chiang in December 1948, shortly after his disastrous defeat in Manchuria, with 
new Vice President Li Zongren and Ambassador John Leighton Stuart on his left, and on his 
right, R. Allen Griffin, special representative, Mutual Security Agency to the Far East. 
Courtesy R. Allen Griffin Collection, envelope mB, Hoover Institution Archives.
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his own prospects in the Northeast, and probably he would have withdrawn 
if Marshall, during their first meetings, had strongly echoed Wedemeyer’s 
 advice.
 If Marshall had given this counsel and Chiang had agreed, it would have 
saddled the United States with the responsibility for helping the National-
ists assert and maintain control along a line somewhere south of the Great 
Wall. America would have been caught up in the enormous civil war over 
whether there was to be one China under the Communists or two Chinas, 
and if two, where the lines between them would be drawn. Almost certainly, 
neither Marshall nor Truman had thought this through; they simply wanted 
the best of both worlds—to avoid getting caught up in the civil con flict while 
maintaining a united, non- Communist, non- Soviet, allied China that in-
cluded Manchuria. Thus they pursued the chimera of the optimal solution: 
Mao’s abandonment of not only his revolutionary ideology, powerful army, 
and large territorial and population base, but also his support from China’s 
superpower neighbor, all in order to serve as junior partner in a democratic 
government and a truly amalgamated army under the leadership of Chiang 
Kai- shek.
 Within weeks of Marshall’s arrival, Chiang began to fear that the Ameri-
cans were headed down the path of appeasing the Communists, and he could 
have easily abandoned the struggle for Manchuria. It was primarily the Na-
tionalist military victories in 1946 that misled Chiang into thinking he could 
hold the southern half of Manchuria, and he proceeded to pour in more and 
more troops for another almost two years, even when, beginning in early 
1947, he again recognized that it was highly unlikely he could succeed. Dur-
ing the final and decisive 1948 Manchurian campaign from September to 
late October, Chiang, as usual, sent detailed instructions to the field com-
manders and often made it dif fi cult for his senior commanders to give their 
subordinate generals tactical as well as strategic orders. But according to Gen-
eral Barr, “in spite of this unorthodox procedure,” the plans Chiang made 
and the orders he gave in the decisive battles for Manchuria in the fall of 
1948 “were sound.” Had they been obeyed, the American general concluded, 
“the results probably would have been favorable.”70 Barr’s assessment seems 
highly doubtful given the powerful position the Chinese Communists with 
Soviet help had established in the region and the fi nan cial and moral decay 
within the Nationalist regime. But it does give some weight to the argument 
that had Chiang pulled out of Manchuria even as late as the spring of 1948, 
he might have had enough military strength to hold the line at either the Yel-
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low River or the Yangtze, albeit only with large- scale U.S. military and eco-
nomic aid.
 On October 29, 1948, Chiang explained to an American correspondent 
that, in his view, government leaders would have been ashamed to give up 
major cities of the country without a fight and as a result “we defended too 
many cities, and this stretched our supply lines.” China, he continued, had 
been left to defend the region alone. Chiang’s concerns about the conse-
quences of this defeat were prescient. The loss of Manchuria, he predicted, 
would “open a Pandora’s Box in the Far East,” and if China would fall to the 
Communists, Asia would become the key region for the Communist bloc, 
and “China will be its base.”71

After Manchuria, the defeat of the Nationalists may have been foreordained, 
but the cli mactic struggle in the Chinese civil war was still to come. The fate-
ful battle began in Central China only days after the fall of Mukden. The key 
area lay north of the River Huai, which flows westward midway between the 
Yellow River and the Yangtze. There 450,000 Nationalist forces under Gen-
eral Du Yuming, instead of withdrawing to south of the Yangtze, followed 
Chiang’s orders and waited for the coming onslaught. Without pausing to 
rest and regroup, Lin Biao led his grand army of 750,000 well- armed Com-
munist fighters down the frost- covered roads of Manchuria and past the 
Great Wall. On the night of November 1 they attacked and surrounded Tian-
jin. Government engineers countered by flooding the southern approaches to 
the city, submerging the surrounding network of canals and posing a serious 
obstacle. Undaunted, the PLA set about draining the area.
 Farther south, Chen Yi’s eastern armies, using captured American and Jap-
anese cannon, enveloped ten divisions at Nienchuang, located about thirty 
miles to the east of Xuzhou. Chiang ordered several government armies to 
the rescue, including the U.S.- trained and - armed Fifth Army and its tank di-
vision, which was led by the Generalissimo’s  adopted son Chiang Wei- kuo.72 
The Nationalist force moved slowly toward Nienchuang and in the initial 
engagement PLA units drove them back. Once again the Generalissimo was 
caught practicing mostly static defense combined with doomed relief mis-
sions, and in this case there were no compelling reasons of national morale 
or international sympathy and respect to warrant the sac ri fice. On Novem-
ber 20, as the Communists overran the Nienchuang pocket, the Nationalist 
commander shot himself and only 3,000 government soldiers escaped and 
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fled toward Xuzhou.73 Chiang got word to Wei- kuo not to let the PLA cap-
ture his one hundred American M3- A1 tanks, and the young Chiang sent 
most of them south to Nanking before fly ing out to the cap ital himself. 
There he arranged the transport of the tanks by rail and barge to Shanghai for 
evacuation to Taiwan.74

 Swollen by survivors of numerous defeats, Du Yuming’s government force 
at Xuzhou now numbered about 300,000. Even though Chiang had removed 
most of the Nationalist tanks from the battlefield, he planned another coun-
teroffensive with the supposed grandiose goal of turning the war around. He 
ordered the 12th Army to make the long trip north from Wuhan to take part, 
but it was encircled. Du Yuming was instructed to leave Xuzhou with his 
huge force and help the 12th Army escape.

Many intellectuals and various newspapers called for peace talks with the 
Communists, while Hu Shi, Wu Zhihui, and Dai Jitao encouraged Chiang in 
his moral and military last stand against “diabolical and implacable” Com-
munism. But Chiang had long known what he would do in these circum-
stances. He had seemed agitated during the final stage of the battle for Man-
churia, but the unruffled calm he now displayed impressed Ambassador 
Stuart, who thought he seemed con fi dent that all the di sas ters that had envel-
oped China and himself some day would pass and he would be vindicated.75 
A sense of impending calamity, however, gripped almost ev ery one else in 
Nanking. On November 13 Chiang’s longtime secretary and speech writer, 
Chen Bulei, whose son and daughter- in- law were members of the CCP, com-
mitted suicide, writing his leader that what he had recently heard and seen 
made it dif fi cult for him to live on.76

 On November 9, 1948, news arrived in Nanking that Harry Truman had 
scored an astounding upset over Thomas Dewey. Chiang sent a congratula-
tory message but also warned the President that the free world “could very 
likely lose China.” He made an emergency appeal for immediate military and 
fi nan cial support, called for a U.S. government statement supporting the 
Chinese government in its struggle against the Soviet- backed Chinese Com-
munists, and asked the President to send a senior American military of fi cer to 
China to study the military situation and make plans for military aid.77 He 
doubtless did not expect a positive answer.
 By now, most senior of fi cers in the Central Army felt that the situation 
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was hopeless. Some ranking of fi cials like He Yingqin were making prepara-
tions for flight to Canton or elsewhere, and some were already heading to 
Taiwan. The State Council ordered nonmilitary government of fices to move 
to Chungking and Canton. Vice President Li Zongren openly advocated a 
cease- fire and negotiations, making it clear that the Generalissimo was the 
“sole stumbling block.”78 In the gloomy atmosphere of defeat and despair, 
Chiang continued his Confucian calmness. Indeed, Stuart reported a baf-
fling “self- assurance and serenity,” and an almost “exaltation of spirit.”79 That 
week, Time magazine ran another cover story depicting how in “the vortex of 
. . . gathering di sas ter” Chiang “was buoyant and determined,” dodging in 
and out of his private map room, seeing dozens of visitors, and counseling his 
field commanders by long- distance phone.80 He knew where he was going.

Mayling had a standing invitation from the Marshalls to be their guest at 
their home in Virginia, and she and her husband agreed that, given the dan-
gerous situation, she would leave as soon as possible.81 On December 1, she 
flew to Washington and visited Secretary Marshall in the hospital room where 
he was recovering after removal of a diseased kidney. She made the same 
 requests to Marshall that her husband had made to Truman, adding that 
Chiang had offered to step down if that was in the national interest. Mayling 
also visited the White House, the State Department, and the Capitol, asking 
for $3 billion in aid. Truman’s economic envoy Paul Hoffman, however, re-
turned from a study mission in Nationalist China and recommended against 
further economic assistance. At the same time, the American Military Mis-
sion in Nanking reported that “the military position of the National Gov-
ernment had declined beyond possible recoupment.” Chiang, who certainly 
knew this, advised Mayling that her entreaties in the United States would not 
yield any result—she had best “come back and avoid any humiliation.”82

 The American Joint Chiefs and MacArthur now realized that the slim pos-
sibility that Chiang might hold the line somewhere in China had vanished. 
This was not entirely unwelcome news in Washington; a successful National-
ist stand at, say, the Yangtze would have led to strong calls in Congress and 
elsewhere in the country for large- scale American military intervention. Mac-
Arthur warned that the Soviet offensive had shifted from Europe to the Far 
East, but he was vague on what the United States should do about China. 
He made clear, however, that anyone in favor of sending American ground 
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troops to fight on Chinese soil “should have his head examined.”83 Even the 
most pro- Chiang Republicans did not advocate the use of American forces to 
save the Kuomintang.

On December 14, the PLA surrounded Peking and Fu Zuoyi, whose govern-
ment army numbered some 240,000 veterans, sent out peace feelers. Pro-
longed, secret negotiations soon began. Fu asked Chiang for permission to 
resign, but Chiang refused, telling him not to take the question of winning or 
losing “too seriously.” Losing, he explained, “can teach us lessons and make 
us strong . . . It is not a personal shame.”84 Fu went back to his secret talks 
with Mao. Down the rail line to Taiyuan the old warlord Yan Xishan and his 
100,000 men remained holed up in the fortress city with its thirty- six- meter-
 thick city walls.85

 Also by mid- December, Du Yuming, down to 130,000 men, was sur-
rounded near the Anhui- Henan border. The other remaining 100,000 or so 
soldiers of his several corps had been cut off in segments and liquidated 
or had surrendered. Surprisingly, Deng Xiaoping, who was directing overall 
Communist strategy in these battles, did not press the attack on Du’s encir-
cled forces, who were living in tents or in the open in below- freezing weather, 
kept alive by airdrops. The Generalissimo told Du not to try to break out to 
the south toward the Yangtze but to attack to the north, giving a “final and 
decisive battle.” “ Don’t think of evading the enemy,” he said, “but destroy 
them.” This attack, he said, would be key “to turning the military situation in 
our favor once and for all!”86

 Chiang knew that Du’s forces were doomed as were those of Fu and Yan, 
but both honor in the cause as well as the need for time to prepare for with-
drawal to Taiwan required that Du “fight to the last man.” Chiang may also 
not have wanted to be the Chinese who divided the Middle Kingdom at the 
Yangtze. In addition, by rejecting a general retreat to the “Long River,” he 
was also possibly trying to deny large fight ing forces to his likely Nationalist 
successor on the mainland, Li Zongren, who once Chiang was gone might 
hope for some American aid. Whatever the case, Chiang clearly had excluded 
the option of seeking to hold the line anywhere on the China mainland. On 
Christmas Day, Du reported that his men were “eating tree bark and grasses 
and to keep warm they were burning houses, clothes and furniture.” Of his 
hard core of 130,000 soldiers, however, only 10,000 had defected.87

 From his Wuhan headquarters, Bai Chongxi cabled Chiang that the mili-



The Great Failure 397

tary campaigns north of the Yangtze had been a total di sas ter; he then sent an 
envoy asking Chiang to step down. Vice President Li put forth a similar plan, 
openly talking about the Generalissimo resigning. This proposal from Bai, 
with whom Chiang had developed a close relationship since the beginning of 
the war with Japan, clearly stung him. On December 31 he wrote in his jour-
nal that the Guangxi Clique was once again “plotting against me and engag-
ing in their treacherous behavior.”88 But that same night, New Year’s Eve, he 
issued a statement declaring, “If peace can be secured, I am not at all con-
cerned about my own position. I will follow only the consensus of the popu-
lar feeling.”89 Meanwhile, his wife was working hard but, as he wrote, “get-
ting nowhere” in trying to obtain American help. He recognized that the 
situation on the mainland was “out of control,” but still he felt “at ease.” In 
his Confucian stoicism he even believed that in the midst of this great ca-
lamity his “personal cultivation” had made much prog ress—he was a bet-
ter man.90

 In the end game in China for America, Ambassador Stuart was advocating 
U.S. support for a coalition government, this time to be led by the Commu-
nist Party, which, he said, contained “indisputable elements of prog ress and 
reform.” The Foreign Service of fi cers in the embassy at this time had totally 
different opinions from their colleagues in the recent past, and Stuart re-
ported their “sincere” views that the Chinese Communists were not basically 
different from Communists in any other country and that a Communist- 
dominated government in China would be hostile to U.S. interests.91 But in 
either case Washington believed that American intervention, even on a mas-
sive scale, would fail in the end.

“Reports of lost battles swirl in like falling snow,” Chiang wrote at the end of 
the year. “North China and the below- the- wall region are on the brink of col-
lapse.” With the destruction of the railway between Kaifeng and Chengchow, 
he concluded, “the country is dead.” Still, he wrote, he “never relaxed for a 
single day,” taking pride that in all the turmoil there had been some success 
in rebuilding a railway from Zhejiang to Jiangxi and that several dams had 
also been constructed. “We must accomplish something,” he concluded, “no 
matter under what circumstances . . . I do not feel guilty. I tried my best.”92 
Although he had been thinking of withdrawal to Taiwan for more than two 
years, and as the most probable outcome for almost a year, since the debacle 
in Manchuria he assumed it was certain.
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 Nonetheless, on New Year’s Day, Chiang formally reviewed in his journal 
the reasons he could remain in of fice and those that could persuade him to 
step down. Staying on had only vague and uncertain gains, whereas by step-
ping back he could “shake up the inept party, military, and government ma-
chines; break up the stalemate in politics, and be ready to regroup for a new 
start from zero.” He told Bai that any peace would require the CCP to guar-
antee that “the legal framework and way of life of the Republic of China” 
would continue south of the Yangtze. Any sac ri fice to achieve this outcome, 
he said, including even the two of them “hanging as war criminals,” would be 
jus ti fied.93 Of course, he knew the odds of this happening were nil. By mid- 
January he had transferred the air force and navy headquarters to Taiwan, 
and by June, five- sixths of the thousand or so remaining aircraft of the Na-
tionalist Air Force in January would be on the island.94 Some factories and 
arsenals in Shanghai and elsewhere south of the Yangtze, too, had begun 
moving their best equipment to Taiwan.95

 These moves could hardly be masked, but following the dictates of Sun 
Tzu’s The Art of War, deception was a critical part of Chiang’s end game. The 
objective was to confuse Mao into believing that while Taiwan was Chiang’s 
last refuge he had other options, including making a stand in various places 
in south or southwest China. Mao did worry that once Chiang had stepped 
down and was replaced by Li Zongren, the United States would support the 
new government with tremendous amounts of aid, and possibly even war-
planes and troops, to try to retain a non- Communist China south of the 
Yangtze. Mao anxiously sent word to Sta lin that, according to an intelligence 
report, the United States intended to use atomic bombs and Japanese sol-
diers against the PLA.96 Sta lin was not worried. Through his British spies 
Kim Philby and others he had a good sense of the likely range of Anglo- 
American policies in China—and such an intervention was not being men-
tioned in Washington, not even by the Generalissimo’s most ardent support-
ers in the “China lobby.”
 Already there was considerable chaos in the mainland ports from Shang-
hai south. Government of fi cials, merchants, businessmen, and their families 
crowded aboard freighters, ferries, tugboats, and any other type of vessel 
available for the trip across the Taiwan Strait. Huge army units with their 
weapons crowded the docks as well. The ports of Keelung and Gaoxiong 
on Taiwan were clogged. The Generalissimo ordered Young Marshal Zhang 
Xueliang and his concubine, Edith Chao, packed off to the island.97 Many 
well- to- do Chinese were fleeing not to Taiwan, whose future was highly 
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doubtful, but to Hong Kong and beyond, primarily the United States. Ching-
 kuo thought briefly of sending his wife and children to Hong Kong or to 
En gland, but he had no funds to support them and he rejected the option of 
accepting support from the Soongs.98

 Veterans of Ching- kuo’s Youth Army, who were now back on active duty as 
commissars in the newly revived Political Department of the military, were 
screening the hundreds of thousands of civilians headed for Taiwan. Ching- 
kuo had other special roles. Late one night in mid- January, with his father’s 
orders in hand, he and a group of armed commissars in a convoy of army 
trucks appeared at the Bank of China in Shanghai. Ching- kuo had picked 
up Yu Hongzhun, the bank president, who dutifully opened the vaults and 
watched as the soldiers loaded boxes of gold bullion, silver coins, and for-
eign currency into the trucks. Soon a navy ship with the trea sure aboard was 
steaming down the Whangpoo and on to Amoy—not Taiwan. This was the 
first of two shipments to Taiwan of China’s fi nan cial reserves. Sending it via 
Amoy was part of the Generalissimo’s plan to confuse Mao as to where he 
intended to make a stand.99

 At the end of 1948, Ching- kuo had also supervised the first shipment 
on two naval frigates of thousands of priceless objects from Peking’s world- 
famous Palace Museum and other collections. After the Japanese seizure of 
Manchuria in 1931, Chiang Kai- shek had ordered the transport of these trea-
sures in more than 19,000 crates first to Shanghai and then Nanking and fi-
nally up the Yangtze Gorges to Chungking and hiding places in the moun-
tains of Sichuan. Since 1946 they had been back in Nanking, but the crates 
remained unopened. Now, in January, Ching- kuo oversaw the loading of two 
additional shipments of the artifacts, which with their longtime curators and 
guards sailed directly to the port of Keelung in northern Taiwan. In total 
about 3,800 crates were shipped to Taiwan, or only about 22 percent of the 
artworks, though the shipment represented “the cream of the collection.”100

II

On January 6, the PLA launched its long- awaited attack on the besieged, 
shivering, and hungry divisions of Du Yuming at Chinglungchi in Anhui. 
Du radioed the Generalissimo that he had given the effort all he had and was 
preparing a last, desperate counterattack. He mentioned that he was also in 
pain from a kidney ailment, having recently given one kidney to a brother. 
Chiang replied that he had no other senior of fi cer with the fight ing skills and 
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spirit to replace him.101 In the ensuing days, Du’s divisions and battalions en-
gaged in fierce hand- to- hand fight ing across concentric trenches that had 
been dug around their encampment by swarms of rural laborers recruited by 
the Communists. On January 9, Du radioed that his best armies had all been 
destroyed and he and the survivors could only “fight to the end.” Chiang told 
Du that he was sending a plane the next morning to bring him out. The fol-
lowing dawn, however, Chiang learned that the PLA had wiped out Du’s last 
formations and rounded up the survivors, among them Du. The commander 
of the successful Y Force in the second Burma campaign proved himself cou-
rageous and loyal to the end: he would remain a prisoner for the next twenty-
 five years. Chiang comforted himself with the thought that he had not previ-
ously stepped down as President because of the responsibility he felt for Du 
and his men. “In my heart I am not guilty,” he again wrote.102

 In mid- January Mao issued eight conditions for negotiations with the 
Kuomintang, including punishment of war criminals, especially all the 
Chiangs and Soongs except Chingling; abolishment of the “constituted au-
thority”; and the “reor ga ni za tion of all reactionary troops.” In other words, 
unconditional surrender. Had the situation been reversed, Chiang would 
have demanded no less.
 Four days later, Chiang presided over his last meeting of the Executive 
Yuan. When the majority present called for a cease- fire and peace negotia-
tions, Chiang indicated he intended to give up his of fice. On January 21, 
he informally “stepped down” as president and commander in chief of the 
Republic of China, but he did not “retire” or “resign.” Vice President Li un-
derstood the importance of this semantic distinction. Li would simply be 
“acting” President. Chiang also retained his position as director-general of 
the KMT and could count on the support of most of the surviving KMT 
generals.
 The next morning, Chiang sat down and again penned his own brief, but 
remarkably candid, analysis of the failure of his once powerful regime. At this 
time, he did not blame Marshall or the Americans in general. Rather “the 
major reason for this defeat,” he wrote, “is that we are in a transitional 
 period where the old system has been abolished but the new system is yet 
to be built.” He implied again that the fatal flaws were the incoherent, frac-
tious, and undisciplined party and army that he led, as well as his own fail-
ure to have built a modern and effective or ga ni za tion. “From now on,” he 
concluded, “the business of nation building and army reform must focus on 
building a system and a structure.”103
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 Chiang had never stolen from the state and he did not have his own private 
cache of gold. To cover his immediate expenses before arriving in Taiwan, 
he borrowed one million of the rapidly depreciating new gold yuan (about 
US$10,000 at the of fi cial rate that day) from the Farmer’s Bank, which was 
controlled by Chen Lifu.104 That same day, in a large black sedan with secu-
rity vehicles following, the Generalissimo and his son rode out to the Purple 
and Gold Mountains. After twenty minutes, father and son were at the tomb 
of Sun Yat- sen, riding under a three- arched gate engraved with two characters 
that Chiang had most likely selected: “universal love” (pu ai). Leaving the se-
dan, father and son slowly walked up the eight long sections of steep stone 
steps, resting occasionally. Left alone by their guards, they entered the mau-
soleum and stood silent with heads bowed before the recumbent marble fig-
ure of China’s first modern revolutionary.

The two Chiangs and their entourage then drove to the Nanking airport and 
flew away on a plane named “Mayling.”105 They stopped in Hangzhou where 
Chen Cheng, who had flown in from Taipei, joined the party as did Ching- 
kuo’s wife and four children, who had been living in Hangzhou. That night, 
Zhejiang governor Chen Yi, who had carried out the Taiwan Massacre, gave a 
dinner in the Generalissimo’s honor. It was a cold affair. Not only was there 
no heat, but the Chiangs were intending soon to arrest and execute Chen Yi, 
who was suspected of talking secretly with the Communists. The Chiangs 
also probably hoped his execution would dispel some of the anger in Taiwan 
over the terrible “2/28” affair and its aftermath.
 The next morning, the Chiangs’ plane made the short hop from Hang-
zhou to a grass airfield at Elephant Mountain near Xikou. When the party 
arrived at the hamlet, all the residents were in a nervous state. The Chiang 
relatives of course had heard news of the military di sas ters in Manchuria and 
a few hundred miles away in Xuzhou and also of the President’s “withdrawal” 
from of fice. Many were quickly packing up. Word spread that those wishing 
to leave should go to Ningbo and await instructions.106

 The following day, Chiang read a report that in order to spare the an-
cient cap ital of China, General Fu Zuoyi had agreed to a face- saving “non- 
surrender” accord with the PLA, but one that Fu had honorably delayed until 
after Chiang’s “resignation.”107 Fu’s twenty- odd divisions and several artillery 
brigades were incorporated into the PLA, retaining their unit integrity. Some 
of his generals even kept their commands, at least for a while.108 In the up-
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coming Communist regime, Fu, the most senior general to surrender with-
out a fight, would become minister of water conservancy and later a vice 
chairman of the National Defense Council.109

 Soon after his arrival in his home town, Chiang wrote a radio message for 
his wife. He advised her not to make any further speeches promoting him in 
the United States. He said he intended “to take two to three years to do some 
solid party building.” In fact, he sounded so optimistic he appeared delu-
sional. “I think that in the next twenty years,” he wrote, “I will be one of the 
few people in the world who will be able to achieve world peace. Therefore, 
there is no need to seek foreign help for my career.”110

On January 31, in a bitter north wind, the people of Peking, who three years 
earlier had lined the streets to welcome Chiang Kai- shek, now greeted the 
new liberators. A large Mao portrait replaced the one of Chiang over the 
gate to the Forbidden City. Mao, however, did not pass through the city wall 
but established his headquarters at the old Summer Palace. There he, Zhu 
De, and Zhou Enlai smoked cigarettes, drank tea, and continued to discuss 
where the Generalissimo would likely make his next stand, the best timing 
and place of the crossing of the Yangtze, and whether the United States might 

After “stepping down” in January 1949, Chiang arrives at the town of Xikou, where, hoping 
to confuse Mao, he will linger for several months on his way to Taiwan. Courtesy KMT Party 
History Institute.
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still intervene. When Anastas Mikoyan, the Soviet Communist Party’s senior 
Politburo member, visited, Mao said he wanted to postpone establishment of 
a new Communist government so he would have enough time to purge the 
country of “counterrevolutionary elements.” Following Sta lin’s orders, how-
ever, Mikoyan insisted that the CCP take over Shanghai, Nanking, and other 
cities as soon as possible and form a revolutionary government—one that the 
Soviet  Union could openly support.111

According to Li Zongren, the Nationalist Army still had 3.5 million men, at 
least half of whom had weapons and could fight. The Communists had at 
least 2 million fighters. But Li lacked ammunition and fuel, and Washington 
made plain to him that it would not even entertain the idea of sending more 
military supplies or fi nan cial aid. At a February war- planning meeting in 
Nanking, General Tang Enbo simply refused to cooperate with Li’s proposal 
for deploying Tang’s 400,000 men in defense of the Yangtze, insisting that he 
concentrate his defenses closer to Shanghai. This, he said, was Chiang Kai- 
shek’s plan.112 While Ambassador Stuart was telling Li that the United States 
would do nothing to help the Nationalists, boxcars loaded with Soviet sup-
plies and special equipment were rolling regularly down the repaired rails 
from the Russian border to junctions close to the Yangtze.

It was probably clearer to the men in Washington than to the suspicious 
Mao that the Generalissimo intended only to fight brief holding actions 
on the mainland while he withdrew trusted troops and selected civilian per-
sonnel and their families to Taiwan. Given the strategic reasons pushed by 
MacArthur, domestic political considerations, and American leaders’ feeling 
of moral obligation, the U.S. administration and the Congress came to feel 
that denial of Taiwan to both Mao’s Communists and Chiang Kai- shek’s Na-
tionalists was the best possible outcome for the island and the United States. 
President Truman approved a secret policy paper that declared this the pre-
ferred outcome. At a National Security Council meeting, Acheson empha-
sized that it was important to conceal carefully “our wish to separate the is-
land [Taiwan] from mainland control.” One idea, the paper noted, was a 
U.N. trusteeship. But the most direct way to achieve the policy goal of a non-
 Communist Taiwan, the paper concluded, would be discreetly to promote a 
Taiwan in de pen dence or autonomy movement.113

 Taiwan, however, was already crowded with several hundred thousand Na-
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tionalist troops and intelligence and security of fi cers. This huge presence, the 
continuing effects of the brutal suppression of 1947, and the geographic iso-
lation of the island made a successful Taiwanese rebellion highly unlikely—as 
the CIA and the U.S. consul general in Taipei, Kenneth Krentz, well knew. 
The Americans were mostly concerned that Chiang’s generals on Taiwan 
might strike a deal with the Communists, as many of their colleagues on the 
mainland had. Although not directly stated in the policy paper, the Ameri-
cans believed that a more feasible alternative to a native uprising was a take-
over of Taiwan by military commanders on the island who were “liberal and 
ef fi cient.” Acheson assigned the counselor at the U.S. Embassy in Nanking, 
Livingston T. Merchant, to explore the political situation on the island. After 
a few days in Taipei and without talking to Governor Chen Cheng, Livings-
ton advised the Secretary of State that Chen could not provide the “liberal, 
ef fi cient” administration the United States desired. Instead, he recommended 
that Washington of fi cially ask President Li Zongren to dismiss Chen and ap-
point as the new governor General Sun Liren, who was now deputy army 
commander on Taiwan and chief of training. When Ambassador Stuart in 
Nanking proposed this action to Li, the new acting president said only 
Chiang Kai- shek could make such an appointment.114

 Meanwhile, General Sun received an invitation from General MacArthur 
to visit him in Tokyo. Through Chen Cheng, Sun requested the Generalissi-
mo’s permission to accept the invitation. Chiang was angry but not surprised 
that the Supreme Commander in Japan had not invited Chiang Kai- shek. He 
knew the American administration wished he would leave the scene. Never-
theless, from Xikou, he gave his approval and MacArthur sent his plane to 
fetch Sun. The Chinese general from Taiwan spent three days in Tokyo. Ac-
cording to one report, MacArthur told Sun that the Nationalist government 
was doomed. If Sun took over responsibility for Taiwan’s security, the Su-
preme Commander reportedly said, the United States would support him. 
Sun replied that he was loyal to the Generalissimo.115

 Afterward, Sun sent a letter to an American of fi cial in Washington whom 
he knew, reporting MacArthur’s discussion of the possibility of a “free prov-
ince” of Taiwan. Sun did not inform Chiang Kai- shek of the letter. But in 
Washington, a senior CIA of fi cer called in his intelligence counterpart in the 
Chinese embassy and warned him that they should be wary of Sun. When 
Sun returned to Taiwan he reported MacArthur’s proposal to Chen Cheng 
who informed Chiang Kai- shek. Sun then traveled to Xikou where Chiang 
told him to “go back to Taiwan and keep up the good work training the 
army.”116
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 In Xikou, Chiang instructed his son to direct the air force to build an 
 airfield on the island of Zhoushan just off the Zhejiang coast. The Genera-
lissimo was planning a staged retreat in which Tang Enbo’s troops and oth-
ers from the central coastal region would not go immediately to Taiwan.117 
Ching- kuo then flew back to Shanghai. There, on the night of February 10, 
with another presidential order in hand, he led another group of his Youth 
Army veterans to the two state banks in Shanghai. They loaded the last of the 
bullion and other assets of the two banks onto their trucks and drove quickly 
to the navy yard on the Whangpoo River. A navy frigate loaded the trea sure 
on board and sailed directly for Taiwan.118 According to a statement made in 
the U.S. Congress, the total value of the two shipments of transferred assets 
in 1949 U.S. dollars was US$300 million.119 Chiang had long been saving 
these trea sures for the contingency of an escape to Taiwan.120

 In his black gentry robe, Chiang spent many days at the small cabin on the 
mountain above his mother’s grave. Ching- kuo accompanied him on long 
walks on the mountain paths, sometimes through the snow. The Generalissi-
mo’s staff believed he was spending his days thinking.121 But he was not in 
isolation. A stream of visitors poured into the little hamlet—anxious gener-
als, government ministers, governors, and senior party of fi cials seeking in-
structions and encouragement. Their careers, their lives, and their families’ 
lives seemed on the verge of extinction. Chiang gave the commanders de-
tailed military orders on the massive multifront withdrawal to the coast and 
to the south and southwest. Others were told to assure that administrators 
kept government ser vices going as long as possible. Breakdowns occurred, 
but somehow many trains kept running, some planes continued fly ing, and a 
lot of ships carried on sailing between the mainland and Taiwan. Most of the 
KMT military and civilian of fi cials who continued doing their jobs would be 
left behind, ful fill ing their duties to the end. Perhaps hundreds of thousands 
or more of those who made it to ports still in government hands would find 
that no passage was available. There was a limit. Taiwan could and would 
take only so many.

Back in Nanking, several senior Chinese of fi cials, former strong supporters of 
Chiang Kai- shek, told Ambassador Stuart that Chiang was hampering both 
the peace negotiations and military preparations for the Yangtze defense line. 
On March 25, Li appointed Shao Lici, Zhang Zhizhong, and others to a ne-
gotiating delegation to Peking. Behind the scenes, Chiang demanded that the 
Nanking government stop the peace negotiations. He was suspicious of Shao 
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Lizi (iden ti fied later as a secret CCP member since 1922), whom he pre-
dicted would “totally betray us.”122 Another KMT delegate, Liu Fei, vice min-
ister of defense, had reportedly been working secretly for the CCP for many 
years.123 No sooner had Zhang Zhizhong, Liu Fei, and Shao Lici reached Pe-
king than they all defected.
 The Generalissimo, Ching- kuo, and others were watching a Peking opera 
performance at a grammar school in Xikou when they heard the news. Li 
Zongren and his colleagues hurriedly met with Chiang in Hangzhou. Ac-
cording to Chiang, Li said the peace talks had failed and Chiang should re-
turn to head the government. Chiang ignored the request, saying, “Whatever 
you do, I will support you.”124 Li did not believe this for a minute. But his 
government made a public statement that the talks in Peking had failed and 
the government would move to Canton and continue to fight the Commu-
nists.125

 When Li’s government moved south, the Soviets withdrew their embassy 
from Nanking to Canton, but the United States chose to have Ambassador 
Stuart remain in Nanking—a signal that Washington wanted to keep the 
door open to reconciliation with the Communist regime. The CCP response 
was not encouraging. Mao had told the Soviets that in its foreign relations, 
the CCP would adopt the strategy of “cleaning house before entertaining 
guests.”126 When the PLA reached Nanking, soldiers were sent into Ambas-
sador Stuart’s residence and even into his bedroom where he lay ill. Mao also 
seized American consular of fices in Peking and arrested the U.S. consul gen-
eral in Mukden.
 But Mao would soften his stance toward the Americans in Nanking. 
Pressed by Sta lin and himself worried about a possible last- minute American 
intervention in support of Li Zongren, Mao authorized gestures to encourage 
Stuart to believe the CCP was in fact interested in U.S. recognition and eco-
nomic aid.127 Zhou passed this message to Stuart, who since November had 
been recommending that Washington pursue such a possibility. On May 30, 
Zhou Enlai even sent a verbal communication to President Truman via an 
intermediary saying that he (Zhou) headed a “liberal” faction in the CCP 
leadership opposed to Liu Shaoqi’s pro- Soviet “radicals.”128 Many years later, 
a ranking CCP of fi cial told an American scholar that Mao and Zhou’s only 
intent was to forestall an eleventh- hour U.S. military intervention.129

 In late April, Yan Xishan’s old cap ital of Taiyuan fi nally fell. Yan had flown 
away supposedly in search of reinforcements, but he remembered to take 
with him the province’s gold reserves. The Japanese commander in Yan’s ab-
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sence, Imamura Hosaku, and five hundred public of fi cials gathered in the 
governor’s residence and committed collective suicide by poison.130

 The time had come to leave Xikou. Ching- kuo sent Faina and their four 
children ahead by plane to Taipei and he and his father each paid their last 
calls at the tombs of their respective mothers. Then, with a reduced entou-
rage, they drove to the small dock at Elephant Mountain where they boarded 
a navy frigate, which, to ev ery one’s surprise, Chiang ordered to sail to Shang-
hai.131 The next morning the party arrived and set up headquarters in a hos-
tel on Rue Père Robert.132 In a statement, Chiang promised another “Sta-
lingrad.” A great show was made of preparing for a final street- to- street battle 
to the death. The U.S. consulate general predicted a bloodbath that would 
leave the city in ruins. Meanwhile, most of Tang Enbo’s soldiers were fly ing 
or shipping out to Zhoushan Island or directly to Taiwan.
 On May 3, from his redoubt in Guangxi, Li sent a message asking Chiang 
for full authority to make all military and personnel decisions and for the re-
turn of all government assets recently sent to Taiwan. He even suggested that 
Chiang “go overseas to seek foreign aid.” “I have fought the CCP all my life,” 
Chiang replied, “and I will never give up this responsibility. If the country 
had only one inch of free land left, how could I not but stay and fight?”133

 On the morning of May 6 in cool spring weather, the frigate SS Kuang Jing 
steamed down the sluggish Whangpoo, past the malodorous Suzhou Creek, 
and by an endless line of gritty workshops, boatyards, sampans, and hovels. 
Artillery was firing in the distance as the two Chiangs leaned against the rail-
ing. The frigate did not steam for Taiwan, but 140 miles after leaving the 
wide mouth of the Yangtze put in at Zhoushan Island, just off the mouth of 
the Yong River and not far from Fenghua County.134 There the Generalissimo 
conducted an “inspection” of Tang’s 125,000 troops who had come from 
Shanghai.135 With eighty- two temples and nunneries and some four thou-
sand Buddhist monks, the island was known as “Heaven of the Sea and King-
dom of the Buddhists.” Chiang curiously spent several more weeks medi-
tating and wandering about the island, visiting the temple that honored 
Guanyin, the favorite goddess of Taiwan. But he ordered his son to fly back 
to Shanghai to give final instructions to the commanders who remained in 
the city.136

 By now about five thousand refugees were arriving in Taiwan each day, and 
Chen Cheng had already redeclared martial law, a so- called emergency mea-
sure that would remain in effect on Taiwan for almost fifty years.137 On May 
22, at the Shanghai Naval Yard, Chiang Wei- kuo fin ished loading his last 
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American tanks onto a commandeered freighter, and with his wife steamed 
for Taiwan. On the civilian docks, tens of thousands of people were bat-
tling to board the last ships leaving for the island. Many if not all paid for 
their tickets with gold they carried with them. Years later, one prominent 
mainlander on Taiwan recalled that the ship he and his mother and siblings 
boarded was so crowded that it threatened to swamp the moment it left the 
dock. The captain would not continue until all the passengers had thrown 
enough gold into the river or onto the dock that the vessel could safely steam 
away. Remembering that an overloaded ship fleeing Manchuria the previous 
year had sunk with 6,000 refugees aboard, the passengers complied.138

 Ching- kuo joined his father on Zhoushan Island and fi nally they set sail 
for Taiwan. The PLA entered Shanghai on May 25, find ing it had been aban-
doned in good order. Back in Taiwan, Sun Liren told American of fi cials in 
Taipei that he thought Taiwan would fall as a result of internal fight ing and 
lack of or ga ni za tion rather than from a massive PLA attack. He said he had 
little ammunition and no heavy machine guns or artillery. When the Genera-
lissimo’s frigate docked at the Gaoxiong Naval Base in southern Taiwan, Gen-
eral Sun was there to greet him.139
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Streams in the Desert

Upon arriving in Gaoxiong, Taiwan, one of the first things Chiang did was 
appoint an ad hoc group of ten loyal men to study mea sures to reor ga nize 
the party. At a meeting of this KMT reform group on July 6, Chiang de-
creed that the KMT must be a “revolutionary democratic party instead of a 
pure democratic party.” This edict and Chiang’s six guidelines for reor ga ni za-
tion basically reaf firmed the Leninist, nondemocratic structure of the KMT, 
which was to include a supposedly enlightened authoritarian political leader-
ship “throughout society.”1 This time, Chiang meant to see that “tutelage” 
included effective and pervasive dictatorship as well as good governance.
 Continuing his relaxed pace, Chiang lingered almost a month in southern 
Taiwan. On June 25, as the semitropical summer heat settled over the region, 
he and his son flew from Gaoxiong to Taipei. Through the windows of their 
aircraft, they could see to the east most of the forty- eight mountain peaks 
that grace a third of the island. To the west lay a seemingly endless, flat quilt 
of rice paddies. After the leaders landed at the small, scorching Taipei airport, 
a black Japanese limousine—the departed governor’s former car—carried the 
Chiangs up a steep, winding road to a modest house near the top of cool 
Grass Mountain, soon to be renamed Yangming Mountain after a favored 
philosopher. The house, which had previously belonged to the Japanese state-
 owned Taiwan Sugar Corporation, had a stunning view of the valley below.2 
For his part, Ching- kuo rented a modest house on Chang’an East Road in 
the city.
 Since their departure from Nanking in January, Chiang Kai- shek and his 
son had spent many hours alone discussing how they and the Republic of 
China could survive. The first priority, they clearly believed, was to consoli-
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date the government’s hold on Taiwan, which would mean eradicating Com-
munist agents and Taiwanese dissidents. Chiang gave his son broad authority 
over internal security, intelligence, and paramilitary or ga ni za tions. While in 
Gaoxiong, Ching- kuo established a political action committee to coordinate 
the myriad intelligence and secret police bureaucracies that had crowded 
onto the island. During the year, internal security men arrested about 10,000 
Taiwanese for interrogation and put more than a thousand to death in an-
other horrific example of “killing the chicken to scare the monkey.” Given 
the absence of any or ga nized, much less violent, underground Taiwanese op-
position, these killings were as malicious as those the CCP would soon carry 
out on the mainland to condition the populace to accept the permanence of 
the new order. Another key element of internal security among the KMT in 
Taiwan was enhanced surveillance of all senior Nationalist generals on the is-
land no matter how trusted, including Chen Cheng and Sun Liren.
 The Chiangs’ second priority was intensive preparations to resist the in-
evitable Communist assault, which Chiang estimated would take the PLA at 
least a year to prepare. The priority given to the defense of Hainan, Zhoushan, 
Quemoy, and various other offshore islands in Nationalist hands would de-
pend on the feasibility and bene fits of trying to hold each one. Military prep-
arations for the defense of Taiwan itself involved not only training but also an 
intense effort to eliminate the various abuses that had afflicted the National-
ist military for so long. The Chiangs agreed on the immediate centralization 
of all fi nan cial matters in the military, most especially payrolls. In one stroke 
this change did away with the principal form of graft as well as most “ghost 
soldiers” on military unit rosters.3

 The third priority was currency stability. The island’s separate currency 
since its liberation in 1945 had largely protected it from the tornado of in fla-
tion on the mainland. Moreover, the first postwar Chinese provincial govern-
ment in 1945 had taken over vast land holdings, real estate, and business and 
fi nan cial assets from the Japanese government and Japanese companies, and 
these acquisitions had provided a huge and instant source of revenue for 
spending and currency support. In October 1948, Wei’s provincial govern-
ment, unquestionably with Chiang Kai- shek’s approval, had banned the sale 
or transfer of food and other products from the island to the mainland, fur-
ther insulating Taiwan’s economy from the tribulations across the Strait.4 
Shortly after his arrival in southern Taiwan, Chiang noted that all the neces-
sary gold and hard currency funds for monetary reform in Taiwan were in 
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place. On June 15, the Taiwan provincial government issued a new currency, 
the Xin Taibi (New Taiwan Dollar).
 In June, the CIA, referring to KMT- administered territory on both the 
mainland and Taiwan, concluded that Nationalist China was “virtually bank-
rupt”; the “pro cess of disintegration and fragmentation is so far advanced 
as to render almost impossible the establishment of a functioning govern-
ment.”5 The U.S. consulate in Taipei and the CIA predicted not only eco-
nomic collapse in Taiwan, but also terrible food and housing shortages, grave 
health problems, and social chaos, fragmentation, and disintegration. But 
under the direction of Chen Cheng’s commissioner of fi nance, C. K. Yen, 
and the Central Bank’s O. K. Yu (who had opened the vaults in Shanghai), 
retail prices in Taiwan advanced only 35 percent in March over February—
nauseatingly high by most standards but not at all stratospheric in the con-
text of the mainland, where the in fla tion rate had risen 20 to 50 percent in a 
single day.6

 Shortly after the Generalissimo’s arrival in early June, C. K. Yen, a techno-
crat trained at the American- run St. John’s University in Shanghai, pegged 
the New Taiwan Dollar to gold, with conversions allowed freely—a remark-
able policy for a government supposedly about to “disintegrate.” At Chiang’s 
insistence in early 1950, the government set a limit on the amount of New 
Taiwan Dollars that could be converted to gold each month. But for six 
months there was no limit and the currency gained credibility.7

 The strengthened Taiwan Garrison Command remained disciplined, and 
in the cities summary executions of looters, including miscreant soldiers 
and others disturbing the public order, took place on a daily basis.8 Despite 
American predictions to the contrary, no major health problems erupted as a 
result of the gigantic human in flux. After months of makeshift bedding and 
board, necessary housing was found for the refugees and the military, in large 
part by taking over former Japanese- owned residences, schools, military quar-
ters, and other buildings.
 During the summer harvest of 1949, with the help of the American- 
supported Joint Commission on Rural Reconstruction (JCRR), Chen Cheng 
began a major land reform. At the end of the Chinese civil war, Japanese gov-
ernmental bodies, individuals, and companies together owned a stunning 
66.7 percent of the land on Taiwan, including uninhabited mountainous re-
gions. Chen Cheng sold a good part of this appropriated land—21 percent of 
all cultivable acreage on the island—on cheap credit to poor Taiwanese farm-
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ers. The government also mandated a sharp reduction in rural land rents to 
37.5 percent of the annual yield of chief crops like rice.9

 This reform was an instant success, made politically easy by the fact that 
the KMT at this point was reapportioning land that had not been in Taiwan-
ese hands for de cades, and to which the arriving mainlanders had generally 
not made a claim. The initial reforms immediately created a base of genuine 
political support for the Kuomintang among Taiwanese farmers, and the next 
stages would strengthen it. Although most professional, intellectual, and ur-
ban Taiwanese understandably remained viscerally anti- KMT, the party for 
the first time had a foundation of popular support in rural areas. Chiang 
strongly approved of Chen’s reforms, and they eventually began to earn praise 
from Americans and agrarian reformers around the world.
 But threats from the mainland were never far from mind. In a paper called 
“On People’s Democratic Dictatorship,” Mao reinforced American anxiety 
about Taiwan’s falling under the Communists. The Chairman again made 
plain that Communist China would be a committed ally of the Soviet  Union, 
including in war, and an enthusiastic supporter of Communist revolution 
around the globe.10 After it was published, CCP police beat and arrested the 
U.S. vice consul in Shanghai, William Olive, who was walking on the street, 
and he died in detention. Washington recalled Ambassador Stuart immedi-
ately and prepared to close its various missions in China. At the same time, 
Liu Shaoqi, now general secretary of the CCP Secretariat, left Peking for a 
secret meeting in Moscow. During his talks with Liu, Sta lin emphasized that 
the Chinese Communist Party should lead the anti- imperialist revolution in 
Asia, diverting and weakening the United States. The mission of the Soviet 
 Union, Sta lin made plain, would be to strengthen itself in order to defeat 
the imperialists when, inevitably, they began World War III. But, Sta lin ex-
plained, until the Soviet  Union could build up its strategic power, it would 
have to avoid direct con flict with the United States. It would, however, sup-
port Communists in other struggles and would provide extensive military 
equipment and advisory assistance in the liberation of Taiwan. Soon after Liu 
returned to China, large numbers of Soviet military advisers began to arrive 
in China and Soviet MIGs deployed into airfields near Shanghai.11

Chiang’s truncated regime now had few foreign friends, much less a super-
power ally. To strengthen what little international support he had, he and 
Ching- kuo flew to the Philippines and proposed to President Elipido Quirino 
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a Far East “ union” that would include Taiwan, Thailand, Indonesia, South 
Korea, and possibly Indochina and Japan. The U.S. government opposed 
such an alliance, but Chiang was con fi dent that “in the end” it would hap-
pen—which eventually it did with the Southeast Asia Security Treaty Orga-
nization and an informal network of bilateral U.S. security agreements with 
Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan.12 While he was there, Chiang reportedly 
raised the possibility of transferring a portion of his government’s gold reserve 
on Taiwan to the Philippines, just in case.13 From Baguio, the two Chiangs 
flew to Canton for a meeting with Li Zongren. There Chiang told the KMT 
Central Executive Committee that he “shouldered a great deal of responsibil-
ity” for the defeats they had suffered, but that Canton must be held. He de-
clined Li’s requests, however, that the Nationalist Air Force return to the 
mainland to help in this mission.14 A few weeks later, father and son took off 
for South Korea for talks with President Syngman Rhee, who had endorsed 
Chiang’s idea of an anti- Communist alliance.
 In August, back in Taiwan, Chiang read reports of the release in Washing-
ton of the State Department’s thousand- page publication popularly known as 
the White Paper, which set out to explain the course of Sino- American rela-
tions from 1944 to the collapse of the Nationalist government on the main-
land, to the imminent communization of China.15 It strove to be objective, 
but its drafters shared a deep dislike of Chiang and the Nationalists. Except 
for the turnover of Japanese arms to the PLA, they did not discuss the Sovi-
ets’ essential role in Mao’s remarkable triumph.
 Chiang himself did not disagree with the main conclusion of the White 
Paper. He had publicly admitted that the unfathomable failures of his regime 
were the principal cause of its own defeat—and even his first private exposi-
tions on the subject after his “retirement” took the same line. But unlike the 
State Department, he believed that those failures would not have led to the 
collapse of the KMT without the support the Soviet  Union had given the 
Communists. He was not the only one to disagree with the White Paper’s 
conclusions. U.S. Secretary of Defense Louis A. Johnson, an avid proponent 
of aiding Chiang, refused to have the Defense Department iden ti fied in any 
way with the publication. With dissenting voices like Johnson’s in Washing-
ton, Chiang remained hopeful that there could be a turnaround on China 
policy in the United States. But with the Democrats in power for nearly four 
more years, something dramatic would have to happen.
 On August 24, the Generalissimo and Ching- kuo flew to Chungking for a 
long visit with Central Army commanders in the region. The month- long 
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stay during such critical days lent credence to Chiang’s talk of establishing a 
final redoubt in Sichuan and neighboring areas. Mao was still concerned that 
the Western Allies would seek to intervene militarily from below China’s 
southern borders into the southwest, and Chiang wanted to encourage this 
fear.16

 There was also an old score for Chiang to settle during his visit. “Old 
Yang,” General Yang Hucheng, the Young Marshal’s partner in the Xi’an kid-
napping in 1936, was still imprisoned in Chungking. The Young Marshal 
had convinced Chiang of the falsehood that Yang was behind the pair’s deci-
sion to take their leader captive. Chiang would go to his death convinced that 
without the kidnapping, the history of China would have been completely 
different—and before leaving Chungking, in an unusual display of cruel per-
sonal revenge, Chiang reputedly ordered the execution not only of Yang but 
also his son, a daughter, a secretary, and the secretary’s wife.17

 Back in Taiwan, Chiang named Sun Liren as Taiwan defense commander, 
a move aimed in part to improve the image in America of the Chinese mili-
tary establishment. Sun, however, felt he was powerless to do much because 
Chen Cheng, who was his superior, refused to give him adequate supplies or 
support—no doubt on orders from the Generalissimo. Sun felt the need for 
matériel was urgent: he predicted that the PLA could land 200,000 soldiers 
on Taiwan within twenty- four hours from an armada of 1,000 junks.18

On October 1, Mao Zedong stood on the walls of the Forbidden City in Pe-
king and proclaimed the founding of the People’s Republic of China (PRC). 
A few days later, the indomitable Bai Chongxi pulled out of Canton, retreat-
ing with his worn- out, mostly middle- aged soldiers to Guangxi, where they 
had started out a quarter- century before. Only two days later, Canton fell, 
and Li ordered the seat of government moved to Chungking. On October 
10, from Taipei, the Generalissimo promised to fight on until he had de-
feated the Communists.
 After taking Amoy, the PLA landed several thousand troops on the off-
shore island of Quemoy. Fighting from tunnels and gun emplacements dug 
into the island’s stone hills and cliffs, Nationalist artillery men and machine 
gunners rained down a withering fire on the attackers. Low- level strafing of 
the exposed invaders on the beaches helped to break up the attack. The Na-
tionalists killed or captured most of the Communist force.
 After these small but welcome victories, a political breakthrough with the 
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United States occurred—or so Chiang thought. On November 3, the new 
U.S. consul general John J. Macdonald presented Chiang an of fi cial U.S. dé-
marche intended to shock him out of what was assumed to be his reported 
delusions about possible American support. The message told Chiang in no 
uncertain terms that American military forces would not be coming to his 
rescue. In passing, the démarche also highlighted the existing “misgovern-
ment of Formosa” and the serious unrest among native Taiwanese. It con-
cluded with an assertion that the future American attitude toward Formosa 
would “depend largely on the action of the present Chinese [KMT] Adminis-
tration in establishing an ef fi cient administration which would seek to bring 
the people a higher level of political and economic well- being.”19 Chiang 
asked Macdonald to whom the message was addressed. When the American 
replied it was meant for the Generalissimo, Chiang seemed “very pleased.” 
Then—anything but chastised—he served tea to the American in “a friendly 
and cordial atmosphere.” Chiang was not shocked at all by the intended 
warning; instead he was delighted. He immediately called a meeting with 
Chen Cheng, Ching- kuo, and a few others. The United States, he told his 
of fi cials, was now willing to deal with him directly and personally. He had 
“not been completely deserted by his old friend and ally.” Chiang interpreted 
the message from Washington to mean that if the Nationalist government 
carried out suf fi cient reforms, America would change its attitude on military 
assistance to the island. Of course, Chiang was ready to agree in principle 
to anything the Americans wanted—except turning over power to someone 
else. After the meeting, which lasted into the night, he left for his retreat on 
Yangming Mountain to meditate.20

 A curious interplay followed in which the Generalissimo and Chen Cheng 
followed up the démarche by telling Macdonald that the Nationalist leaders 
were full of plans for a range of reforms exactly along the lines the Americans 
wanted. Chiang and Chen also emphasized the threat of invasion from the 
mainland and asked for an enlarged economic aid program, military assis-
tance “of a technical nature,” and an American military advisory group. In 
his reports to Washington, Macdonald was now optimistic about the regime’s 
possible survival. He recommended that the administration agree to the Chi-
nese requests and do so promptly.21

 Acheson quickly and categorically rejected this idea and refused to list any 
reforms on the island that might cause the United States to change its pol-
icy. He informed Macdonald that the Chiang regime had the economic and 
military means to save the island if it had the will and the ability, and he 
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chided Macdonald for his suddenly optimistic reports. Finally, the Secretary 
instructed Macdonald to see C. K. Yen and Sun Liren and ensure that they—
and through them Chiang Kai- shek—understood the intent of the U.S. pol-
icy statement: America did not intend to intervene in any way militarily to 
assist Taiwan.
 Around this time, the KMT Central Committee still based in Chungking, 
including Zhang Qun and Yan Xishan, asked Chiang to return to the new 
provisional cap ital to lead the government, which in a major understatement 
they described as “collapsing.” “For the Party and the revolution,” Chiang 
declared, “I have to go back to Chungking.”22 Still inspired by what he took 
to be a new and promising American attitude and by his government’s recent, 
minor military victory on Quemoy, Chiang was ready to show again that he 
personally had still not abandoned the mainland.
 On November 14, he and Ching- kuo flew off to the old city on the river 
cliffs, now a maelstrom of despair and panic.23 Well before they landed at the 
familiar airport, it was clear the situation in Sichuan was hopeless. Next door 
in Yunnan, Governor Lu Han, who had promised Chiang in August that he 
would fight to the end, was completing his surrender negotiations with CCP 
agents. In October, Bai Chongxi’s Fourth Army had evacuated to the island 
of Hainan and his remaining troops had retreated into Indochina where the 
French had interned them. (Later, they made it to Taiwan.) Bai himself did 
not go to Indochina but flew to Chungking, where he told Chiang that Li 
Zongren, who had fled to Kunming, was going to the United States for med-
ical treatment.24

Meanwhile, Liu Bocheng’s and Deng Xiaoping’s PLA columns were closing 
in on the city. Chiang delayed leaving Chungking because he wished to give 
the remnants of Hu Zongnan’s once mighty army of more than 300,000 the 
chance to complete their flight from the Sichuan- Shaanxi border area to 
Chengdu.25 He was outraged at the bald refusal to follow orders of some gen-
erals in the region, like Song Xiliang, whose 100,000 troops “never fired a 
shot.”26 Chiang deployed what forces he had along the river, but on Novem-
ber 28 he and Ching- kuo visited the government buildings in Chungking 
and found them empty—all senior provincial and city of fi cials had fled.27 
That night, Chiang’s party could hear gunfire a few miles away. As in other 
besieged cities that he had abandoned over the years, Chiang flew out of 
Chungking for the last time at nearly the final hour.28 Perhaps no other leader 
in modern times had escaped from so many last stands.
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 The Chiangs lingered at their next stop, Chengdu, for more than two 
weeks. Father and son paid their respects at the grave of Dai Jitao, the father 
of Wei- kuo. The previous February, Dai, in deep depression over the triumph 
of the Communists, had committed suicide with an overdose of sleeping 
pills. On December 8, the Nationalist government formally moved to Taipei, 
and the American embassy followed. Still in Chengdu, Chiang fi nally re-
ceived reports from Taipei that Consul General Macdonald had on instruc-
tion categorically stated that the United States would not come to the aid of 
the Nationalists. “U.S. China policy is so unwise and so wrong,” Chiang told 
his journal, “that I worry about the security of the United States.”29

 Chiang asked all the Nationalist generals in the area to come to a meet-
ing to discuss the defense of Chengdu, but some simply refused.30 From 
 Kunming, Lu Han suspiciously suggested that the Generalissimo remain in 
Chengdu five more days. Expecting another kidnapping, Chiang’s entourage 
at 2:00 a.m. on December 10 woke him and proposed that the party leave 
quietly through the rear gate of the army academy where they were staying. 
Chiang refused, saying he would leave as he came in. He and Ching- kuo, 
 allegedly singing the national anthem, walked out the main gate and were 
driven to the airport.31 They took off in a DC- 4 heavily loaded with fuel. Fly-
ing by dead reckoning, the plane droned for hours over the vast territory now 
controlled by the Communists and landed in Taipei in mid- morning.32

 Now that acting president Li Zongren was in the United States for an in-
defi nite stay, party veterans urged Chiang to resume the of fice. Ching- kuo, 
however, argued that if his father took back the presidency, Li could blame 
the Generalissimo for any failure to win support in the United States. Chiang 
accepted his son’s advice and postponed formally taking leadership.33

I

During this time, Chiang’s reformist personnel appointments and pro gres-
sive policies were making it increasingly dif fi cult for Americans to contem-
plate a Communist takeover of the island. Taiwan’s new civilian and military 
chiefs were in fact all pro gres sive, American- educated men. In the midst of 
a reign of brutal political oppression, a meaningful land reform was under 
way; in fla tion was being sig nifi cantly reined in; and the economy had re-
turned to the peak levels reached under the Japanese. During the summer of 
1949, the Provincial government placed 2,000 native Taiwanese in lower-  
and middle- grade jobs in the Provincial Civil Service. Regulations for local 
self- government, including elections for village and county chiefs, were in 
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place, although only KMT members and in de pen dents could run for these 
of fices. In the context of these changes, leading U.S. Republicans such as 
William Knowland, Walter Judd, Styles Bridges, and Joseph McCarthy ac-
cused Under- Secretary of State Acheson of “sabotage of the valiant attempt of 
the Chinese Nationalists to keep at least part of China free.”34

 Nearly all the old warlords who had bedeviled Chiang for four de cades had 
no armies and absolutely no power in the party or the government on Tai-
wan. Bai Chongxi, who had an honorary position on the island, was the ex-
ception, even though Chiang never forgave his advice at the end of 1948 that 
he should resign. Even the Whampoa Clique was not what it used to be. He 
Yingqin, for instance, received a sinecure in Taipei and devoted himself to 
working with the global Moral Rearmament nongovernment group. And 
Chiang readily agreed with Ching- kuo’s insistence that Du Yuesheng and 
other unsavory types associated with Shanghai gangs be kept out of Taiwan. 
The once powerful Soong in flu ence had been reduced to Mayling and her 
niece Jeanette Kung, who remained as her aunt’s close companion and some-
thing like a chief- of- staff, and in New York, to Jeanette’s brother David, who 
continued as a close adviser, fundraiser, and coordinator in America. T.V., 
along with H.H. and Ai- ling Kung, had fled to America with all the other 
young Soong descendants. The departure of the Soongs re flected in part 
Chiang Ching- kuo’s long- held dislike for these wealthy relatives and his skill 
in convincing his father to ease them out.
 By the end of 1949, Chiang felt that his government had already accom-
plished a great deal on Taiwan. He started “to feel alive again.” Acknowledg-
ing that over the past year he had suffered “total defeat” politically and mili-
tarily, he promised himself that he would make a new beginning, “create a 
new history.”35 He suggested to his son that they take a break at Sun Moon 
Lake, a stunning spot he had heard of high in the mountains of central Tai-
wan. On the first day of their arrival, Chiang received a message reporting the 
fall of Chengdu. He sat for a moment in thought. Then waving his body-
guards away, he and his son walked to the edge of the lake where a local fish-
erman rowed them out in his small boat. The elder Chiang cast out the fish-
erman’s net and as he dragged it back in he saw that he had caught a very 
large fish. The fisherman claimed it was the biggest he had seen in twenty 
years. “It is a good omen,” said Chiang.36

The Soviet  Union’s first atom bomb test in 1949 dramatically in ten si fied 
American fears of a global Communist threat. Then in December, Mao ar-



Streams in the Desert 421

rived in Moscow aboard Chiang Kai- shek’s old armored train. The visit for-
malized the very real possibility of a huge Communist bloc extending from 
East Berlin and the Adriatic to the Bering Strait and then south to the South 
China Sea and the Himalayas—a radical and revisionist ideological and 
 military empire. Alarmed, General MacArthur sent more cables to the Joint 
Chiefs stressing the importance of preventing the early fall of Taiwan. He 
told visiting congressmen in Tokyo that the United States should send Chiang 
Kai- shek five hundred fighter planes for use by American “volunteers” in the 
mold of the Flying Tigers. Defense Secretary Johnson also stepped up his 
campaign urging support for Chiang. In response, the Joint Chiefs recom-
mended sending small amounts of military supplies and a military advisory 
group, but reiterated that they had no interest in sending American troops to 
the island.37

 Acheson believed that even if U.S. aid helped postpone the fall of Taiwan 
for a year, it would also deepen American involvement in the island’s ultimate 
collapse. Such a connection, he thought, would provide Moscow with mag-
nifi cent diplomatic and pro pa gan da opportunities.38 Meanwhile, some voices 
at the State Department—such as that of George Kennan, then head of pol-
icy planning—continued to advocate making Taiwan a trustee territory of 
the United Nations. He and others still could not explain convincingly how 
this could be accomplished, however, and on January 5, President Truman 
made U.S. policy clear in a public statement: the United States would not get 
involved in the Chinese “civil con flict” and it would not provide military aid 
or advice to any “Chinese force on Formosa.”39 Upon hearing the news, 
Chiang lamented that Marshall and Acheson “have done this to me, and de-
stroyed the Republic.”40 On the same day, the United Kingdom recognized 
the People’s Republic—a big blow, Chiang wrote, equivalent to “Russia’s in-
vasion of China” in 1945. Still, he thought, Taiwan’s military and economic 
situations were “not that bad,” and a “U.S.- Taiwan military alliance is a 
must—time will tell.”41

Preparing for the Communist invasion of Hainan and Taiwan, Lin Biao was 
collecting thousands of junks along the Guangdong and Fujian coasts. Short 
in stature but long on aggressiveness, Lin would soon have more than 800,000 
troops poised across the Strait for an amphibious landing that threatened to 
be more than three times the scale of the assault on Normandy. To resist the 
attack Chiang had 670,000 troops on Taiwan and Quemoy, Matsu, Hainan, 
and a few other small offshore islands. Only 300,000 or so were combat 
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ready, however; the rest were old or sick or without weapons. In addition, the 
Generalissimo counted in his inventory a few hundred tanks and, assuming 
adequate purchases of parts and fuel, several hundred operational World War 
II aircraft. Yet despite the mismatch in forces, vast stores of ammunition for 
the Nationalist Army were piled up in bunkers around Taiwan, and a gargan-
tuan battle seemed in the offing.42

 Throughout the winter, Chiang spoke several times to the new Academy 
of Revolutionary Study and Practice, located on Yangming Mountain, on 
why the Kuomintang had lost to the Communists. Initially, he had blamed 
the collapse on the decay of party, military, and government structures on the 
mainland. Now, however, he stressed that the failure was due first of all to 
a lack of an effective “political and personnel monitoring system” especially 
in the military; that is, he blamed ineffective internal security and commis-
sar or ga ni za tions. “Traitors, collaborators, opportunists, and defeatists” flour-
ished, he said, because there was “no strong and highly disciplined [security] 
or ga ni za tion.” “The PLA sneaked in and sabotaged us,” he said in one lec-
ture, adding on another occasion that the CCP “could always get our top se-
cret documents, plans, and strategies.” Consequently, according to Chiang, 
“one million [of our] troops surrendered before firing a single shot.”43

 Chiang did admit to the Standing Committee that he had to be “held re-
sponsible for the loss of the . . . country in such a shockingly short period,” 
but, he went on, “the social foundation of our party and its reputation . . . 
went down so quickly, there must have been deeper reasons.” At times he 
blamed the final collapse on his having been forced to step down from the 
leadership and the mistakes of his successor, Li Zongren. “What I created in 
20 years was wiped out completely,” he said. He insisted that the reason he 
had failed while “so close to final victory” was that he had turned party man-
agement over to “others,” meaning apparently the Chen brothers.44 He spe-
cifi cally blamed his brother- in- law, T. V. Soong, for having “mishandled the 
country’s economy and messed up the country.” Later, he told one of T.V.’s 
young nephews that “Every time that I have done anything with T. V. Soong, 
it has turned out to be a bad luck business (dao mei sheng yi).” He chastised 
himself for not knowing “how to differentiate able personnel from incompe-
tent ones.”45

 Chiang also made plain that the effort to end tutelage had been prema-
ture and was part of the problem. The elections in 1946 for the National 
Con stitutional Assembly and then the 1948 elections to the National Assem-
bly and the Legislative Yuan, he indicated, had resulted in “in- fight ing and 
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self- aggrandizement” among senior party members. The infight ing and cor-
ruption caused by the elections constituted “the shame of his life.” This was 
only one of the many great embarrassments he had cited over the years, but 
his vivid description of the malevolent consequences of the elections, which 
he believed represented a gross “humiliation,” demonstrated how strongly 
he now felt that the attempt at democratization had been a di sas ter. (It is 
 dif fi cult, however, to see how the tribulations and excesses of the brief demo-
cratic experience had much of an effect, except on inhibiting, at least for a 
time, Chiang’s efforts to crack down on dissent and ferret out spies.) He also 
blamed the overall debacle on rampant factionalism and a lack of loyalty to 
“the revolutionary leader.” The Kuomintang, he thought, needed new blood 
and young members. To answer this need, Chiang proceeded to dismiss 
 veterans in the civilian ranks, order several hundred incompetent generals 
to retire, and disperse these generals’ subordinate senior of fi cers into other 
units.46

Ching- kuo now took over active, not just pro forma, control over internal 
security. His highest priority was ferreting out spies and moles in the military, 
rather than focusing on suspected native Taiwanese dissidents. In the first 
half of 1950, three hundred alleged Communist spy cases were uncovered, 
which involved more than 3,000 people. For the first time in KMT China, 
one or ga ni za tion now knew the names of ev ery military or civilian secret 
agent in the government, military, and party. Using the Communist model, 
security police recruited clandestine agents in ev ery government of fice and 
major private company as well as in all military headquarters.47

 According to Ching- kuo’s deputy Wang Sheng, during this period the se-
curity forces executed about 15 percent of those arrested.48 Following one 
round of arrests and executions, four hundred underground Communists re-
portedly gave themselves up in a single month. Among those who did not 
surrender but were supposedly discovered to be Communist moles were a 
number of army generals (some along with their wives), including the deputy 
chief of staff, a division commander, and an air force general. Later, Ching- 
kuo would claim that by the end of the year they had “eliminated almost all 
Communist infiltration.”49

 In December, Chen Cheng was still devoting himself to the evacuation 
of people and matériel from the mainland, and K. C. Wu—another favorite 
of both Mayling and the Americans—was made governor of Taiwan. Wu, a 
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Princeton Ph.D., had held many key jobs on the mainland, including act-
ing foreign minister, and he soon began complaining to American diplomats 
about the detentions and executions, most of which he believed were arbi-
trary. General Sun also told his American friends that the thousands of intel-
ligence personnel squeezed onto the island simply had to justify their exis-
tence. Some of these comments by the general, the governor, and others were 
probably clandestinely listened to by Ching- kuo’s men, for the Generalissimo 
and Ching- kuo now launched a campaign of intimidation against the coterie 
of of fi cers around Sun, some of whom had served with him since the 1937 
Battle of Shanghai. Ching- kuo’s of fi cers arrested two of Sun’s subordinates—
both of whom happened to be “beautiful  women.” One was Sun’s En glish- 
language secretary, the other the head of the Women’s Corps. Both were sent 
to prison for ten years, a short tenure for “bandit agents.”50

 But serious dissent within the party now became evident. On January 12, 
1950, an extraordinary meeting took place at the Academy of Revolution-
ary Study and Practice during which, to ev ery one’s amazement, Chen Cheng 
openly criticized the leader. In his journal, Chiang wrote that Chen had 
shown “disagreement and unhappiness with me” and had suggested that “my 
talk is old fashioned.” According to Chiang, Chen even accused him of “in-
tervention and . . . interference” in Chen’s work and responsibilities, which 
he felt had created “chaos in Taiwan.” These remarks “shocked ev ery one in 
the meeting,” Chiang reported, but the Generalissimo only “politely admon-
ished” his longtime favorite for his insolence. Chen, he wrote, was showing a 
“completely abnormal mentality.”51

 But doubts about the Generalissimo were festering among the “most loyal” 
cohort who had fled with him to the island. That same day, Chiang learned 
that most of his top generals opposed his bizarre idea of hiring Japanese mili-
tary trainers and advisers, including the infamous General Okamura Yasuji, 
the last commander of the Japanese Expeditionary Forces in China.52 Very 
likely the main cause of the dissatisfaction, however, was the refusal of the 
United States to provide military aid and the assumption that if Chiang left 
the scene, the Americans might reconsider.

In January, George Marshall resigned as Secretary of State because of ill health 
and Truman named Under Secretary Dean Acheson to replace him. Acheson’s 
thoughts on most matters, including China, were similar to those of Mar-
shall. On January 12, speaking at the National Press Club in Washington, 
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Acheson not surprisingly again put the blame for the “loss” of China squarely 
on the shoulders of Chiang Kai- shek. Even more upsetting to Chiang, when 
he read Acheson’s comments, was his defi ni tion of the essential U.S. defense 
line in the Pacific as running from the Aleutians, through Japan, the Ryukyus, 
and the Philippines. South Korea and Taiwan were not spe cifi cally mentioned 
but both were pointedly outside the defense line—even though both coun-
tries were being threatened by Soviet- supported military forces.
 Chiang wrote that Acheson’s speech had left him more humiliated, de-
pressed, and alarmed than at any time since the Jinan Incident with Japan in 
1928. Even when fleeing the mainland a year before, he had believed that if 
he could hold out, world events would somehow turn in his favor. But now 
the statements of Acheson and Truman made clear that as in 1937 he again 
faced an overwhelming enemy alone, and this time he had no refuge up a 
great river or across another strait. For a moment, he was badly rattled. It 
seemed that soon he would face a personal choice between a martyr’s death 
and shameful foreign exile. Unable to give up entirely his hope for American 
support, he blamed London more than Washington, for in his view the Brit-
ish example had led Acheson to give the green light to Mao Zedong to cap-
ture the last non- Communist redoubt in China. Acheson, Chiang thought, 
even had the looks and manners of a proper En glishman.
 Mayling flew into Taipei the next evening and Chiang met her at the air-
port. She had been gone thirteen months—the third time she had been sepa-
rated from Chiang for more than a year. Unlike her previous visits to the 
United States, on this last trip she apparently did not suffer from clinical 
 depression; age had apparently tempered this af flic tion. Judging by the ac-
counts of relatives and staff, an affectionate relationship between Madame 
and Chiang immediately resumed. For “Kai,” the boy from Xikou, the old 
romantic, whatever the strains and dif fi culties, she remained a great prize.
 As the couple rode back to the Shilin residence, Mayling must have briefed 
Chiang on the political dynamics in Washington around the China issue. 
The Republicans, led by Senators Knowland and Bridges, had vehemently 
attacked Truman’s January 5 statement that the United States would not send 
military aid to Taiwan. Senator Joseph McCarthy was beginning his attacks 
on John Service and other Foreign Service of fi cers for being pro- Communists 
or worse.53 But most promising were the efforts of Senator H. Alexander 
Smith, a Republican from New Jersey who was arguing in strong but mea-
sured terms for U.S. engagement in the defense of Taiwan and Chiang Kai- 
shek. After a trip to Asia that included a talk with the Generalissimo, Smith 
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had publicly recommended sending U.S. troops to occupy Taiwan indefi-
nitely.

Despite this encouraging report, Chiang remained greatly troubled and frus-
trated. He began drafting a book en ti tled The Survival of China and the Des-
tiny of Asia. In it he wrote that if Taiwan was conquered he would fight “to 
the last drop of blood and then commit suicide.” He vented his rage on the 
“heinous En glish,” whose goal was “to choke to death the soul and spirit of 
the Asian people.” George Marshall, he wrote, had “never missed an oppor-
tunity to humiliate Asians” but neither Marshall’s behavior nor even that of 
the Russians was as bad as that of the British. Acheson, he noted, was “100 
percent En glish” by ancestry; thus he was prepared “to sell out the interests of 
America.” As intently as in the midst of any of his past crises, Chiang envi-
sioned himself as a martyr doomed to give his life for the cause: “I will die for 
the liberation of China and the Asian people.” But soon calm and the faith of 
Jonah returned. In order to come back alive, he wrote, “I have to kiss the lips 
of death.” In public, he now not only talked of a victorious defense of the is-
land against all odds but even launched the cry heard for the next twenty 
years—“Counterattack the mainland!” (Gongfu dalu!)54

 The same day as Acheson’s speech, Chen Cheng and K. C. Wu, in a meet-
ing with Chiang, pushed for more native Taiwanese appointments, even as 
governor of the island (replacing Wu). Chiang found Chen “arrogant” and 
Wu “too easy to anger.”55 Nevertheless, the next month Chiang informed the 
surprised Chen that he intended to appoint him premier. To have fired the 
incorruptible Chen, who was credited with the land reform program, would 
have displeased even pro- Chiang Americans. Besides, Chen was an honest 
and effective administrator. So Chiang promoted him, con firming Chen’s 
position as second in command.

Meanwhile, in Moscow, Acheson’s speech con firmed for Sta lin and Mao their 
belief that the United States would not intervene in Communist efforts to 
take over South Korea, Taiwan, or Vietnam.56 Both believed that by correlat-
ing the forces of their two Marxist countries, they “had brought about defini-
tive changes in the world power structure in favor of the Soviet- led camp.”57 
The struggle in Vietnam was initially a guerrilla one and was already under 
way. The question was: should the next liberation effort begin in South Ko-
rea, or Taiwan?
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 As far back as May 1949, Mao had suggested to Kim Il- sung that he launch 
his planned attack on South Korea during the first half of 1950, and while in 
Moscow he ordered the transfer to the North Korean Army of an additional 
14,000 PLA soldiers of Korean descent, along with their equipment. Mao, 
however, now preferred that Kim delay the military seizure of South Korea 
for a year because he planned for the invasion of Taiwan to take place in the 
late spring of 1950—only months away. Sta lin left the timing of the two lib-
eration wars up to Mao and Kim. He made clear that the Soviet  Union would 
not par tic i pate directly in either war except for air defense and massive mate-
rial aid. A Soviet air division with Russian pilots would soon be training more 
than a thousand Chinese pilots.58

 At the end of January, Chiang told the Academy for the Study and Practice 
of Revolution that in the United States there were two policies on China. 
One, he said, “is the Defense Department policy, which proposes to give aid 
to Taiwan and include Taiwan in the U.S.- Pacific defense sphere.” The other 
policy was that of the State Department, “which hopes that Taiwan is de-
stroyed, the quicker the better.” The State Department policy, Chiang said, 
would of course “embolden the Communist Chinese to attack Taiwan.”59 
Two weeks later, Mao and Sta lin signed the Sino- Soviet Treaty of Friendship, 
Alliance, and Mutual Assistance, which implicitly promised Soviet military 
assistance in the event the United States attacked China. The Communist 
leaders no doubt saw the treaty as a further deterrent to any U.S. inclina-
tion to want to help Taiwan resist an attack. But Chiang believed the accord, 
like the Soviet- Nazi Pact of 1939, would alarm the United States and thus 
do the Nationalists “a good ser vice.” At times, Chiang, like the State De-
partment and the CIA, assumed that a massive PLA attack on Taiwan, sup-
ported by Soviet- supplied jet fighters or even Soviet- piloted MIGs, was only 
months away. But on other days, he grabbed at thin hopes, speculating that 
Sta lin might “be happy to keep me alive as a force to hold Mao Zedong in 
check.”60

II

Although the White House continued to block military aid of any sort for 
Taiwan, Chiang was able to acquire some unof fi cial and backdoor military 
assistance. Under a private arrangement, a group of retired American mili-
tary of fi cers, under retired admiral Charles M. Cooke (who had worked with 
Chinese intelligence during World War II), arrived on Taiwan to serve as 
 advisers to the Nationalist armed forces. And the Defense Department may 
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have “neglected” to inform the Department of State of some surplus items 
that were sold and delivered to Taiwan. In a 1996 interview, Chiang Wei- kuo 
related how in 1949 he was able to purchase in Hawaii for his American- 
made tanks a warehouse of “surplus” ammunition at a good price.61

 On February 3, 1950, Li Zongren informed Taipei that for health reasons 
he had to remain in the United States, and the next day, Chiang decided in 
principle to resume the presidency. He thought that if he did not do so, not 
only would Taiwan be “destroyed but also the Chinese race as well.” These 
sorts of narcissistic fantasies were not repeated in public nor apparently even 
to his own staff. Chiang sent Li a radiogram praising his ser vice but in his di-
ary called him “a shameless scum.”62

 As his new foreign minister, Chiang named George Yeh, a modern, pro- 
American graduate of Amherst and Cambridge.63 Americans liked his exu-
berance, openness, and candor. Yeh’s appointment meant that as war loomed 
ever closer, the premier, the governor, the foreign minister, the army com-
mander, the fi nance minister, and the head of the Central Bank were all indi-
viduals respected by Americans, especially representatives of the U.S. govern-
ment. Four of the six held American degrees; five spoke flu ent En glish; and 
five were under the age of fifty- three. Another American- trained economic 
fig ure was K. Y. Yin (Yin Zhongrong), who as head of the Economic Stabili-
zation Board and then as economic minister had played a key role in the is-
land’s growing economic stability. This was an attractive team—and all of 
them were close to Madame Chiang.
 On March 1, 1950, Kai- shek and Mayling stood on the balcony of the 
Presidential Palace and waved to the crowd of some 100,000 “enthusiastic 
citizens” celebrating Chiang’s resumption of of fice. Chiang wanted youn ger 
men in the Legislative Yuan and the National Assembly—men loyal to him 
and free of the old cliques and factions. But 470 members of the Legislative 
Yuan had managed to flee to Taiwan, and since they and the National Assem-
bly members had been elected on the mainland under the 1946 Constitu-
tion, he could not alter the membership without damaging his legal claim to 
be the head of the constitutional government of China. Representatives of 
the various national bodies, more than two thousand in all, would continue 
to exercise their sinecures for another forty years. Chiang would have little 
respect for them, but often in his diary bemoaned, “What can I do?”64

 In Yunnan, Lu Han fi nally defected to the CCP, but 2,000 loyal National-
ist troops in the province took sanctuary in the mountains of the Shan state 
of Burma. Chiang dispatched General Li Mi, a former commander of these 
troops, to Burma to take charge of this hardy band of “KMT irregulars,” who 
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soon took over the opium trade in northern Burma.65 Meanwhile, 80,000 
Nationalist troops under General Xue Yue and many thousands of refugees 
from South and Southwest China had taken refuge on semitropical Hainan, 
China’s second largest island after Taiwan. Hainan was only fif teen miles from 
the mainland and, unlike in Taiwan, many CCP guerrillas were hiding out 
in its mountains. In March more than 100,000 PLA troops stormed ashore 
against light resistance. When Chiang gave the order to withdraw, 70,000 
Nationalist soldiers and refugees successfully evacuated to Taiwan.66

 Shortly after the Hainan pullout, Chiang ordered Tang Enbo’s 120,000 
troops from the Zhoushan islands southeast of Shanghai also to evacuate to 
Taiwan. Chiang was increasingly worried about the rapid development of the 
PLA Air Force and he wanted to concentrate all his strength on Taiwan. His 
senior military of fi cers, however, including Chen Cheng and air force chief 
Zhou Zhirou, “vehemently opposed” this move as a blow to the morale of all 
the homesick mainland soldiers on Taiwan, who would see such a retreat as 
evidence they would never return home. Angry at the opposition, Chiang 
wrote that Chen Cheng, whom he had just appointed premier, had “lost 
the revolutionary character of a quali fied military of fi cer.” On May 16 all 
the troops from the islands of Zhoushan were safely evacuated to Taiwan, 
and a few days later, in a further sign of the discord between Chen and 
Chiang, Chen told Zhang Qun he was determined to resign as premier be-
cause the Generalissimo “always intervened in his affairs” and the situation 
was “hateful.”67

 During this time, to keep the PLA off- balance and as another way to boost 
morale, Chiang ordered pin- prick “commando raids” along the coast, air at-
tacks against targets on the mainland, and a nominal sea blockade of main-
land ports. He also proceeded with his controversial idea of bringing Japanese 
military advisers and trainers to Taiwan. Western advisers, he said, ignored 
the importance of spirit and focused entirely on professionalism and tactics, 
and in the past this attitude had had an unfortunate in flu ence on Nationalist 
of fi cers and soldiers. Chinese of fi cers also had picked up the “Western habits 
of free thinking and enjoyment of a rich material life.” Thus, he explained, he 
had invited Japanese military professionals to join the Nationalist military 
academies to teach “the soldier’s spirit—a willingness to die.”68

 The ad hoc group of ten that had been studying party reform presented 
its draft proposals to Chiang in mid- May. As Chiang had wished, its guide-
lines called for a return to the centralized, Leninist or ga ni za tional model of a 
“revolutionary democratic” party as Sun Yat- sen had  adopted in his last two 
years. But according to this blueprint, the Kuomintang’s control would in 
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practice be more pervasive than ever before. Chiang intended to have the 
real dictatorial powers he never enjoyed on the mainland. “All decisions” 
down to the basic level would be made through the party system. In other 
words, throughout the society—in government, the military, business, the 
media, schools, farm or ga ni za tions, and churches and temples—party units 
would monitor and direct major decisions.69 The blueprint suggested a quasi-
 totalitarian regime similar to the Communist system in its social and political 
control. Chiang told the group, however, that given the existing military situ-
ation he would put the plan aside for the time being. One thing he did do 
was to institute an oath of loyalty to himself in the senior ranks of the party, 
the same type of oath that Sun Yat- sen had demanded.70

 In the spring of 1950, the Legislative Yuan surprisingly vetoed Chiang’s 
proposal to give full emergency powers to the State Council and its chairman 
(that is, Chiang himself ) beyond those set out in the constitution. Angry at 
this display of what he took to be disloyal factionalism, Chiang said Chen 
Lifu, who controlled a large bloc of old C- C Clique legislators, was “lying 
and playing dirty.” At this point, in a foul mood about the cliques, Chiang 
decided to go ahead with “the party purge” despite the imminence of an inva-
sion. He thought it best to proceed with the purge while “the media was 
 under control.” Military commanders were also targeted. Feeling that they 
were still treating their troops as “their own personal property, [re flect ing] 
their power and sta tus,” Chiang ordered several hundred more generals 
to  retire. And when he learned that troops of the 45th Division had commit-
ted “robberies and other crimes,” he disbanded it and retired all the of fi cers 
and men.71

The CIA estimated that 370,000 troops of the PLA’s Third Field Army were 
now positioned on China’s central coast and that at least 450,000 troops of 
Lin Biao’s Fourth Field Army were nearby and available to support an inva-
sion of Taiwan. The PLA had also assembled some 5,000 junks and towable 
craft for the assault.72 While they did not look formidable, the junks, which 
had substantial wooden hulls and one- foot- thick hardwood keels, would not 
be easy to sink with the naval and aircraft weapons available to the National-
ists. Mao’s forces were also mobilizing by air: radio transmissions indicated 
that PLA pilots were fly ing over Chinese cities for the first time.73 According 
to the CIA, the PLA already possessed 100 to 150 jet warplanes—an impres-
sive achievement on the part of the Soviet  Union as well as the People’s Re-
public.74 Taiwan had no such aircraft.
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 In May, Kim Il- sung began moving his tanks and elite infantry units to-
ward the border with South Korea. On May 13, after fly ing to Peking in a 
Russian plane, Kim told Mao that he had secured Sta lin’s consent to the “lib-
eration” of the south, and he wanted to launch the invasion as soon as possi-
ble. When Mao asked for con fir ma tion from Sta lin, Moscow replied that if 
the Chinese disagreed, the invasion “must be postponed.” Mao told the im-
patient Kim that U.S. involvement in a Korean con flict was possible and that 
he had expected that the attack on South Korea would follow the PLA libera-
tion of Taiwan. Nevertheless, he agreed to Kim’s plan and promised Chinese 
support.75

 Mao could easily have insisted that the invasion of Taiwan take precedence, 
but he did not.76 One explanation is that the striking defeat of the PLA’s am-
phibious attack on Quemoy the previous September had made the Chairman 
doubly cautious about moving a half million men across eighty to a hundred 
miles of open water to attack Taiwan. Very likely the Chairman wanted to 
have a substantial air force with jet fighters and a large naval presence to deal 
with the Generalissimo’s small inventory of World War II fighter planes and 
frigates. At the same time, the chances of a successful attack by the North 
Korean Army against the unprepared and much weaker army of the Republic 
of (South) Korea appeared high.77 If Kim could conquer South Korea, it 
would demoralize the Nationalists on Taiwan, and the island might then fall 
without a shot being fired.
 Whatever the reason, Mao’s decision to agree to the early launching of 
Kim’s invasion would have far- reaching consequences. If Kim had not at-
tacked the South in 1950 and instead Mao had launched his junk armada 
against Taiwan in June, almost certainly the Truman administration would 
not have intervened to save Chiang Kai- shek. In addition, Mao’s remarkable 
victory over Chiang Kai- shek on the mainland had generated an unbridled 
ambition in the Chairman, one that would have been fueled by a military 
success on Taiwan. Around the time that Kim Il- sung was in Peking, Ho 
Chi Minh secretly arrived to discuss the Vietminh’s coming military offen-
sive. Mao, viewing the United States “as both a hostile enemy and a ‘paper 
tiger,’” saw three opportunities for transforming “through the barrel of the 
gun” the existing order in East Asia and thus in the world—Korea, Taiwan, 
and Vietnam.78

On Taiwan, the spring harvest of 1950 produced a bumper crop thanks to 
the initial land reform and other efforts by the Joint Commission on Rural 
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Reconstruction, such as supplying fertilizer to farmers via loans. The price of 
rice in the market consequently fell by 40 percent. In addition, despite the 
near- term life- or- death threat he faced, Chiang rather surprisingly insisted 
that the military budget remain fixed, and apparently it did during this criti-
cal year. The government was thus able to contract the local issue of the New 
Taiwan Dollar, preventing further price increases. All of these developments 
helped further stabilize Taiwanese society.79

 In May, the Chiangs moved into their new of fi cial residence in the Shilin 
District of Taipei. The grounds and buildings had originally been built by 
the Japanese governor- general as a “gardening laboratory.” It was a beauti-
ful, quiet place situated at the base of Good Fortune Mountain, a foothill of 
Yangming Mountain. Paddy fields covered the plains to the west and north, 
through which the Keelung River snaked its way to the East China Sea. The 
original house was small, with many large windows providing pleasant views 
of the dense, tropical gardens.
 Next to the residence, the Chiangs built a small chapel, which they called 
Triumph Song Hall after their chapel in Nanking. They attended ser vices ev-
ery Sunday, sitting in two upholstered chairs in the front. Other Christians 
such as Chen Cheng, Zhang Qun, and He Yingqin and their wives sat on 
straight- back chairs as did Ching- kuo, Faina, and their four children, Alan 
(15), Alex (14), Amy (11), and Edward (2). The pastor from the post- V- J 
days in Nanking, Chen Weiping, conducted the ser vices.80 Chiang himself 
preached a sermon on Good Friday, talking with the pastor about what he 
wished to say, but having no written text. Soldiers were required to listen to 
the sermons, which could be three hours long. For her part, Madame began 
holding prayer meetings in Triumph Song with a group of Christian  women 
ev ery Wednesday—meetings that would go on even during typhoons. At that 
time, Taiwan seemed in need of prayer. The CIA once again told the White 
House that the PLA would probably seize the island before the end of 1950.81 
Hong Kong merchants were reporting that Chinese agents were buying up 
five-  and ten- horsepower motors to install on wooden landing barges being 
built for the invasion.82 And the U.S. State Department was urging all Amer-
icans on the island to leave.

The White House continued to write off Taiwan as a lost cause, but down 
in Foggy Bottom, some diplomats were still searching for a way to save the 
island. Dean Rusk brought John Foster Dulles, a prominent Republican, on 
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board as a special envoy to provide advice on the Taiwan issue. Dulles be-
lieved that the United States should not allow the native Taiwanese to be 
ruled by either the Communists or the Nationalists, and Rusk thought it was 
time for a total reappraisal of policy toward the island. “Formosa,” Rusk 
 believed, was “a place to draw the line [against Communist expansion].” 
Acheson and others, however, continued to adhere to the theory that the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China would eventually follow the Titoist line and that 
keeping the door open to this probability was the best way to serve America’s 
long- term strategic interests. According to this view, it was essential that the 
United States not back an in de pen dent Taiwan and thus provide Peking an 
issue with which to rally the Chinese people, including the mainlanders on 
Taiwan, against the United States. Such a scenario, it was feared, could some-
day even provoke a Sino- American war, but at a minimum, it would keep 
China closely allied to the Soviet  Union.83

 Back in March, the CIA station in Taipei had cabled Washington that 
General Sun was planning a coup. The next month, the American military 
attaché in Taiwan reported that a high- level of fi cial, assumed to be Sun, had 
told him that under Chiang the situation was “hopeless” and there needed to 
be “drastic mea sures to save the situation.”84 Moreover, in meetings with the 
Generalissimo, Sun continued to oppose the work of the political commis-
sars, and on one occasion even boldly told Chiang that his use of Japanese of-
fi cers in the military did not serve the country’s nation- building goals. Then 
on May 6, Chen Cheng personally asked Chiang to accept his resignation, 
saying he no  longer had the health, personality, or ability to serve  longer.85

 Chiang sensed a growing threat to his own power and reportedly at times 
was heard slamming objects about his of fice and shouting in his phone.86 In 
early May, according to a top secret State Department memorandum dated 
May 3, 1950, General Sun “confided” to the Americans that he was “pre-
pared to wipe the Formosan slate clean and assume full military control with-
out losing (support of ) the Chinese Air Force and Navy.” The State Depart-
ment paper discussed the U.S. options should Sun successfully carry out a 
coup. But it prefaced this discussion with a warning about Sun’s “political 
naiveté” and an injunction that “The [U.S.] Government should in no way 
be involved in Sun’s coup d’état.”87

 Dean Rusk and others at the State Department met on May 30 and drew 
up a new plan to present to Acheson: The United States would inform 
Chiang Kai- shek that the only way to avoid a bloody Communist takeover 
of Taiwan was for Chiang to request U.N. trusteeship, leave the island, and 
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turn over control to the army commander General Sun.88 The plan, how-
ever, did not involve encouragement of a coup by General Sun. Nevertheless, 
the State Department reportedly asked President Quirino if the Philippines 
would give the Generalissimo political asylum if he were to flee Taiwan. 
Quirino’s reply: “no.”89

 In early June 1950, Rusk, who during the war in Burma had had friendly 
relations with Sun Liren, received a secret note from him, hand- delivered by 
a Chinese friend of the general. In the letter, Sun proposed to lead a coup 
d’état against the Generalissimo and he asked for the support or acquiescence 
of the United States. Alarmed that Sun would be killed if his message got 
back to Taipei, Rusk burned the note and reported the incident directly to 
Secretary Acheson, who promised to take up the matter immediately with 
President Truman.90 One possibility, which Rusk did not consider, was that 
the letter was a forgery intended to justify Sun’s early arrest for plotting a 
coup.
 On June 23, Rusk called on Hu Shi, who now resided in New York, and 
apparently raised the possibility of his replacing Chiang. Hu refused. It ap-
pears that Rusk had hoped the Generalissimo would step down if Hu pub-

Chiang inspects troops at the Nationalist Army training center in southern Taiwan with 
General Sun Liren, an American favorite who was already suspected of coup plotting. 
Courtesy KMT Party History Institute.
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licly put himself forward. At this point, Acheson apparently discussed the 
situation privately and off the record with the President. Then, on June 23, 
the same day that Rusk talked with Hu, Acheson held a news conference and 
announced that Truman’s January 5 statement on China and Taiwan was still 
American policy: the United States would stay out of the Chinese civil war.91

 Not knowing of these events, MacArthur sent in another stinging message 
declaring that the fall of Taiwan would destroy the military position of the 
United States in the Far East. Here he used for the first time the description 
of Taiwan as “an unsinkable aircraft carrier and submarine tender.” He also 
allowed the Nationalists to purchase napalm bombs for their air force from 
supplies he controlled.92

III

Early on the morning of June 25, the Generalissimo’s secretary, Shen Zhan-
ghuan, woke his boss to announce that Ching- kuo had come with an impor-
tant message. Chiang hurriedly put on his black robe and went into his of-
fice. Ching- kuo reported that following a lengthy artillery barrage, North 
Korean infantry and armored units had crossed the 38th Parallel. Chiang sat 
down. “I knew this would happen,” he said.93 In fact, he had not anticipated 
the attack on South Korea, but had long predicted an eventual clash between 
the United States and the Soviet  Union. Now, he thought, the beginning of 
that superpower war had probably started in Korea, and it could well save 
Taiwan. He would have to wait and see what President Truman would do.
 That Sunday, Truman authorized MacArthur to send military supplies to 
the South Koreans and to use U.S. fighters to attack North Korean tanks. He 
also quickly appealed to the U.N. Security Council and received a resolution 
calling for the immediate cessation of hostilities in Korea and a withdrawal of 
North Korean forces to the 38th Parallel. He stressed that the United States 
would wait for the North Koreans to flout the U.N. resolution before taking 
further action. Meanwhile, Acheson proposed that the President send ele-
ments of the Seventh Fleet into the Taiwan Strait to prevent hostile action 
from either side. He also emphasized that the United States “should not tie 
up with the Generalissimo” and suggested that the sta tus of Taiwan “might 
be determined by the United Nations.” The President added, “or by the Ja-
pan Peace Treaty.” Truman, however, said nothing about Taiwan or China in 
his instructions.94 He later told an aide that he was more worried about Mo-
hammad Mossadegh and Iran than Formosa.95
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 Chiang waited three days with no definitive word on what the United 
States would ac tually do. He and his people still did not know whether the 
action in Korea was to be an ominous forerunner of their own fate or a stream 
flowing to the river of their deliverance. Mayling fired off cables to Chiang 
Kai- shek supporters in Washington, while Chiang and his son closely fol-
lowed military developments in Korea and ordered reconnaissance flights and 
sea patrols to look for any sign of a PLA flotilla gathering along the China 
coast.
 But there was also an important internal matter to be taken care of—the 
threat the Chiangs believed General Sun Liren posed to their rule and thus 
to the survival of their exile regime. Very likely father and son feared that 
whether or not America intervened in the Korean con flict, the event could 
prod Sun and perhaps Chen Cheng into action. Thus on that very event-
ful day, Chiang called in Sun and warned him against “playing treacherous 
games.” If Sun did not change his thinking, the Generalissimo said, he would 
be deprived of all posts. In his diary, Chiang even wrote that General Sun was 
“collaborating with the Communists.”96 But still, Sun remained commander 
of the army.
 Finally, the concrete American reaction to the North Korean invasion 
came: on June 27, President Truman announced that he had ordered U.S. air 
and naval forces to support the troops of the South Korean government. Fur-
thermore, he said, given the circumstances, Communist occupation of For-
mosa would constitute a direct threat to the security of the Pacific and the 
United States. Thus he had ordered the Seventh Fleet to repel any attack on 
Taiwan, called on the government in Taipei to cease all air and sea operations 
against the mainland, and declared that “the determination of the future sta-
tus of Formosa must await the restoration of security in the Pacific, a peaceful 
settlement with Japan, or consideration by the United Nations.”97

The wonderful news for ev ery one on the island was that America would pre-
vent the PLA’s invasion of Taiwan. Almost as welcome was Truman’s decision 
directly to intervene to defeat the North Korean invasion of the South. And 
even if South Korea was eventually lost to the Communists, it was hard to 
envision the United States abandoning its newly proclaimed protection of 
Taiwan—even if only because for de cades to come it would be a relatively 
easy commitment for the U.S. Navy and Air Force to carry out.
 The bad news for Chiang, however, was that Truman’s latest statement had 
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said nothing about support for the government on Taiwan, much less for the 
Generalissimo. Instead, the American President had indicated that the sta tus 
of Taiwan and thus of Chiang Kai- shek was unresolved. This position con-
tradicted Truman’s statement of January 5 that Taiwan was a part of China. 
Now it was obvious that the White House intended to develop a U.N. option 
for Taiwan, the first step in a legal separation of the island from China.
 Chiang immediately convened a series of policy meetings in Taipei. Tru-
man, Chiang said, had “ignored our sovereignty, treating us worse than a co-
lonial nation.” But, he realized, he had to make the best of the good news, 
while pushing his friends in the United States to persuade the administra-
tion to abandon the idea of an in de pen dent Taiwan. Chiang agreed that For-
eign Minister Yeh would draft a statement indicating that the Republic of 
China was suspending its naval and air operations against the mainland as 
the United States had requested, but also stressing that Taiwan was an inte-
gral part of China and that Truman’s declaration did “not in any way affect 
China’s authority over Formosa.”98

 In the interest of building support for Taiwan in America, Foreign Minis-
ter Yeh also proposed that the Generalissimo offer to send 33,000 Nationalist 
troops to fight in Korea. Chiang at first reportedly opposed the idea but fi-
nally approved it on the condition that the United States fully equip the Na-
tionalist soldiers involved with modern weapons and provide two years of 
training. According to Dean Rusk, Yeh assured the Generalissimo that the 
Americans would reject this offer.99

When Sun Liren heard of the proposal to send three Nationalist divisions 
to help defend South Korea, he was “very enthusiastic” and asked to lead 
the expedition. But Chiang wrote in his journal: “Sun’s character and princi-
ples worry me very much.” During a meeting with other senior command-
ers, Chiang told the shocked of fi cers that Sun had no credibility and was 
“treacherous.”100 A few days later, political and intelligence of fi cers reported 
to the Generalissimo what he wanted to hear: Sun’s headquarters was “once 
again found to have CCP spies.”101 Still, to fire Sun or detain him at this stage 
would have given ammunition to Chiang’s many enemies in the Truman ad-
ministration. Consequently, Chiang left the general in his command. As Yeh 
predicted, Washington did decline Taipei’s offer of troops for Korea. Truman 
and Acheson did not want to get “tied up” with Chiang.102

 Meanwhile, Mao was surprised by the strong reaction of “the paper tiger.” 
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He ordered mass pro pa gan da and mobilization campaigns against the Ameri-
can imperialists and formation of a new Northeast Border Defense Army of 
700,000 that would deploy near the Sino- Korean border and prepare to enter 
the war. The PLA rushed huge stockpiles of war matériel to the Yalu River 
frontier.103 At the same time Mao increased military aid to Ho Chi Minh.
 In early July, Chiang Kai- shek publicly charged that the Soviet  Union had 
instigated the Korean War and predicted that Mao would eventually order 
Chinese Communist troops into the con flict.104 Fulfillment of this prediction 
would put the United States and Communist China at war and fundamen-
tally change American views of Chiang and Taiwan. But Americans as a na-
tion and a people, he thought, were “so shallow” they were unpredictable, 
and in private, he grumbled that most Americans still thought that Taiwan 
and Chiang Kai- shek were “already gone.”105 Believing Mao would assume 
that the U.S. commitment to defend Taiwan was a hollow gesture, he in-
structed Chief of Staff Zhou Zhirou to prepare to evacuate Quemoy. Because 
of Truman’s restrictions, Chiang said, Nationalist planes could no  longer 
bomb PLA concentrations opposite Quemoy and this made the island more 
vulnerable to attack. Zhou Zhirou and Chiang’s unof fi cial American military 
advisers argued against pulling out of Quemoy. They thought it would be 
seen as accepting the division of Taiwan and the mainland. But for the time 
being, the “prepare to evacuate” order stood.106

 With Truman’s approval, MacArthur rushed four occupation divisions 
from Japan to Korea—but they experienced one defeat after another. Perhaps 
it was a growing pessimism about American prospects in the new war that 
made MacArthur reportedly tell the Nationalist Chinese ambassador to Ja-
pan, to Chiang’s delight, that he “strongly supported” the Generalissimo.107 
MacArthur, in fact, was insisting more loudly ev ery day on all- out assistance 
to the Nationalists, the use of Nationalist troops, and the incorporation of 
Taiwan as a key strategic asset for the protection and pro jec tion of U.S. 
power.108

On July 31, the Generalissimo and Madame Chiang welcomed General Mac-
Arthur at the Taipei International Airport. MacArthur and his entourage 
were making the trip without having notified the State Department or the 
White House; in fact, Acheson was “startled” when he learned about it.109 
During the elaborate briefing prepared for him in Taipei, the renowned 
American soldier sat between Madame and the beaming Generalissimo, who 
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was deeply struck by MacArthur’s commanding presence and aura of cer-
tainty. The Chinese briefers set out the many serious shortages of matériel 
within the Nationalist armed forces but emphasized the spirit and fight ing 
quality of their troops. The briefing greatly impressed MacArthur, and he 
promised, again without authorization, that Taiwan would get ev ery thing it 
needed.110 Afterward the American visitors rode up Yangming Mountain to 
their lodgings at the President’s retreat. That night, the Chiangs hosted Mac-
Arthur and his senior staff at a Chinese dinner. As the toasts were made, the 
President and his wife must have found it hard to believe that only six weeks 
before, the end had seemed near for the Generalissimo, the Kuomintang, and 
the Nationalist government.
 Early the next morning, Chiang and his guest talked for two hours over 
breakfast. MacArthur promised that the U.S. government would soon have 
“an of fi cial policy regarding the provision of military protection for Tai-
wan.” Chiang, for his part, offered MacArthur full command of the Chinese 
armed forces—the third American to whom he had proposed this honor—
but MacArthur gracefully declined.111 In a public statement issued before his 
departure, the American general said the two sides would “meet any attack a 
hostile force might be foolish enough to make” and expressed his admiration 
for “the Generalissimo’s indomitable determination to resist Communist ag-
gression.” In an eagerly received compliment, MacArthur declared that For-
mosa compared “favorably with many of the democracies of the world.”112

 Chiang was jubilant. MacArthur, he wrote in his diary that night, was the 
“number one American political and military leader since FDR.” “He is a 
friend in need and my best [American] friend.”113 As if to con firm Chiang’s 
reaction, MacArthur immediately dispatched six U.S. Air Force jet fighters 
to Taiwan. On August 4 the planes—the first jet fighters Chiang had ever 
seen—put on an air show above cheering crowds in the streets of Taipei.114 
But MacArthur’s gesture did not receive the same applause in Washington. 
The U.S. Joint Chiefs pointedly informed MacArthur that the President’s 
intention was to defend Taiwan without stationing U.S. forces on the island, 
even in the event of an attack. In other words, for the time being, the Seventh 
Fleet alone would assure the island’s defense.115 The jets returned to Japan.
 In Tokyo, MacArthur followed up his visit by sending his deputy chief of 
staff, Major General Alonzo Fox, with a survey group to assess in greater de-
tail Chiang’s military needs. MacArthur ordered Fox to have nothing to do 
with the State Department’s representatives in Taipei, one of several moves by 
MacArthur that made clear he had dissociated himself from Truman’s poli-
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cies on Taiwan. Meanwhile, Karl Rankin, a career diplomat who had been 
sympathetic to the Nationalists, took over the embassy in Taipei as minister 
rather than ambassador—a White House effort to retain flex i bil ity for the 
future. After their first meeting, Rankin described the Generalissimo as “a 
Chinese gentleman to whom truth, modesty, loyalty, and magnanimity are 
among the greatest of virtues.” Chiang knew this was a U.S. Foreign Service 
of fi cer he would like. Thereafter, embassy reporting would contain no more 
complaints about police mea sures on the island. In any event, as Rankin 

A month after the beginning of the Korean War, General Douglas MacArthur, Chiang’s new 
“best friend,” arrives in Taipei. Each man wrote his name on the photo. Courtesy KMT Party 
History Institute.
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found out, martial law was not always harshly applied. When he arrived, 
squatters occupied half the American embassy grounds and it took two years 
for the police to clear them away.116

Ching- kuo reported to his father that the PLA had begun moving troops 
away from the Zhejiang and Fujian coasts and north to Shandong opposite 
the Korean Peninsula. In response to this news, Chiang cancelled his earlier 
order to withdraw from Quemoy and the other coastal islands—that is, until 
he received a secret radiogram from Acheson saying that the Seventh Fleet 
would not help defend these islands. Chiang immediately reinstated the 
withdraw order as “urgent.” He reversed course again two weeks later, how-
ever, cancelling his evacuation order as the possibility of a PLA assault on the 
island dropped further out of sight.117

 During this time, Chiang continued to build the case against Sun Liren, 
with additional intelligence reports again claiming that several senior of fi cers 
in Sun’s headquarters in Taiwan were Communist moles.118 Chiang also initi-
ated investigations of of fi cers close to Chen Cheng—the second- highest- 
ranking of fi cial on the island. In mid- August he deprived the commander of 
the 19th Army of his post, noting in his journal that this of fi cer “is a con-
fidante of Chen Cheng and follows Chen Cheng’s orders.”119 The Chiangs 
wanted to send a warning to Chen as they had to Sun Liren, and Chen re-
ceived it, resigning his army commission on August 28.120

 Strengthened politically by the collateral effects of the Korean War, Chiang 
now felt con fi dent enough to formalize establishment of the long- planned 
party reform group—the Central Reor ga ni za tion Committee (CRC). This 
proj ect would involve carrying out the planned large- scale dismissal or retire-
ment of party of fi cials and the reorientation of the party, its political pro-
gram, and the military. As part of this initiative, Chiang disbanded the KMT 
Central Standing Committee and the Central Executive Committee. He then 
personally selected the members of the CRC, among them Chen Cheng, 
whom Chiang suspected of disloyalty and had recently branded in his journal 
as “useless”—but who was still premier.
 In addition to Chen, the Central Reor ga ni za tion Committee consisted of 
Ching- kuo, thirteen other trusted aides and associates, and one native Tai-
wanese. The average age was forty- six and the oldest member was only fifty- 
eight—a striking departure from the senior KMT committees of the previous 
ten years or so. All had received college degrees or an equivalent. (In the fu-
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ture, even midlevel KMT cadre would be required to have graduated from 
college.) Five members of the committee—almost a third—came from Zheji-
ang. Most importantly, all had personal ties to the Generalissimo. There were 
no C- C Clique members in the CRC and no representatives of the warlords 
or the Soongs.121

 The primary objectives of party reform, Chiang stressed to the group, were 
to eliminate corruption and factions, to bring in youn ger party members, 
and to focus on serving society and the masses. Party authority was to be cen-
tralized as never before in the hands of Chiang Kai- shek and his son, but the 
change was portrayed as essential to achieve the necessary and long- sought 
unity. Chiang, it seemed, was convinced that his labors would someday, prob-
ably long after he was gone, produce a rule of law; an open, prosperous, well-
 educated society; and a multiparty but strictly controlled representative sys-
tem of governance in which stability and the welfare of the common people 
would be the most important goals.122

 This was an interesting quasi- Marxist rhetorical phase for the strong anti- 
Communist KMT leader, re flect ing in part his admiration for aspects of the 
Chinese Communist Party. More often than before, in his diary and his 
closed talks he invoked the Marxist theme about serving the “masses.”123 He 
openly preached within the party that it was necessary to learn from Mao 
Zedong in order to defeat him.124 He even urged party members to learn the 
Marxist, dialectical way of thinking. “Our attitude of disdaining the dialec-
tic,” he wrote, “was the reason why we were defeated.”125

 Mobilization of the youth was another Communist priority the Chiangs 
were determined to emulate. Ching- kuo, not surprisingly, became head of a 
new youth or ga ni za tion with the usual overly descriptive name, the National 
Salvation Anti- Communist Youth Corps. Notably, the corps fell not under 
the Ministry of Education but the General Political Warfare Department, 
which provided of fi cers to “teach and train students from elementary school 
to college.”126 Standardized teaching and military training, Chiang explained, 
were key to carrying out the party’s “principles and goals.”127

 The young Chiang also assumed leadership of the Academy of Revolution-
ary Study and Practice, one of the Generalissimo’s favorite new institutions 
on Taiwan. Over the years, the academy would provide messages of political 
indoctrination to tens of thousands of government, military, and party of-
ficers. In the Chinese manner, these graduates, no matter how short the 
course, would look upon their nominal “dean,” Chiang Ching- kuo, as an 
important mentor. As the party cadre increased, so did the number of party 
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members. In 1950 there were approximately 50,000 KMT members on Tai-
wan. By 1952 the membership would stand at 282,000, of whom about 50 
percent were of mainland origin; in addition, 170,000 of the total were civil-
ians, and 112,000 were a part of the military. As in the Chinese Communist 
Party, a new Discipline Commission was established to investigate charges of 
corruption, including at the higher levels.128

 The Reform Committee would also restore the Leninist doctrine of demo-
cratic centralism as the guiding principle of the Kuomintang. The basic or 
lowest- level or ga ni za tion was to be the party cell. The new rules would re-
quire ev ery KMT member to belong to a cell and to attend its meetings. The 
cell would be a working unit carrying out party policy, developing and dis-
tributing pro pa gan da, preventing Communist infiltration, and reporting sus-
picious and illegal behavior. Party journals cited the Chinese Communist 
Party example as evidence of the advantages of using the workplace as the 
basic unit of party or ga ni za tion in the cities; and in rural areas, villages rather 
than towns or districts were the foundational element.129

 For the first time, Kuomintang cells would be formed in the Legislative 
Yuan, and henceforth, legislators would be given their guidance or instruc-
tions via the party. KMT cells would be created throughout the government 
and the military. Private businesses of any size would be “encouraged” to al-
low party cells within their factories and of fices. Every school and ev ery non-
profit or ga ni za tion had party cells, and if big enough, a web of cells. Again 
following CCP practice, members of Kuomintang cells practiced mutual 
 criticism, self- criticism, and investigations of loyalty and honesty. Party- 
conducted polls conducted by the cells sought to learn the needs and opin-
ions of the people in order “to develop the mass line.”130

 In addition to these individual- level directives, major sectors of business, 
industry, and infrastructure were under government control, including steel, 
mining, petroleum, electric power, railways, ship building, sugar, alcohol, to-
bacco, and forestry. Privatization, except in connection with land reform, was 
not a goal.
 Chiang’s strong anti- Communist defenders in the U.S. Congress seemed 
unaware of these striking similarities with the techniques of the Communist 
parties of the world. Yet Chiang’s aim was not profoundly to transform hu-
man relations and the world, as Mao aspired to do, or to dominate other 
peoples and eventually the world as the fascists intended. Instead he hoped 
to assure stability and unchallenged political power in order to preserve his 
position and the goal of national unity, defeat any attack from the mainland, 
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and build a modern and prosperous Chinese society on Taiwan. The val-
ues taught in the new KMT were the same as in the old New Life Move-
ment—patriotism, loyalty, discipline, honor, benevolence, love, and anti- 
Communism.
 When Chen Lifu sought to convene a plenum of the Central Committee 
to approve the reforms, he asked why the party’s fi nan cial records were not 
open to all committee members. His request set off a flurry of alarming criti-
cisms. In a letter to Chen’s ailing brother, Guofu, Chiang described Lifu as 
“incompetent” and declared that he was not to par tic i pate any  longer in 
party- building decisions.131 “The Commander in Chief,” Chiang wrote, 
speaking of himself in the regal third person as he now occasionally did in his 
diary and letters, would “take care of things for the party.” According to Lifu, 
he learned that Ching- kuo was about to arrest him and he fled to New Jersey, 
where he opened a chicken farm with a loan from H. H. Kung. Like a num-
ber of senior Kuomintang veterans, whatever his sins, it seemed that Chen 
Lifu had not amassed even a modest fortune.132

IV

Truman and Acheson feared that MacArthur’s endorsement of Chiang Kai- 
shek could provoke the People’s Republic into entering the Korean War, a 
development that at that early stage could have been disastrous.133 Truman 
sent Harriman off to Tokyo to tell MacArthur that the President did not 
want him “to permit Chiang to be the cause of a war between the United 
States and China.” MacArthur promised to carry out any orders received 
from the President, but he made it clear that he disagreed with the adminis-
tration’s policy toward China and Chiang Kai- shek.134

 On August 31, Truman, in response to a reporter’s question, said that after 
the Korean War ended there would be no need for the Seventh Fleet to de-
fend Taiwan. In other words, the U.S. commitment to prevent an attack on 
Taiwan was temporary. Chiang believed the detested En glish were again re-
sponsible for this “turning point” in Truman’s China policy.135 Meanwhile, 
the U.N. Security Council also continued to debate complaints from the 
People’s Republic that the United States was taking an aggressive stance 
against China by deploying U.S. military aircraft and naval vessels to Taiwan, 
and that U.S. warplanes had violated Chinese territory across the North Ko-
rean border. In the course of the debate, the U.S. representative, Warren Aus-
tin, proposed that the Security Council send a team to the relevant site in 
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Manchuria to investigate the charges. The Nationalist representative to the 
Security Council, Jiang Tingfu, concluded that the next proposal would be 
to send a delegation to Taiwan to investigate the other charge; moreover, he 
feared that if his government vetoed this effort, it could set the stage for a 
move to give the China seat in the Security Council to Peking.136

 Chiang became very emotional in one meeting on this subject, insisting 
that he would instruct Ambassador Jiang to veto any such proposal. He cal-
culated that if the United States was determined to bring the People’s Repub-
lic into the Security Council, it would do so no matter what his government 
did.137 Chen Cheng then stood up and asked the Generalissimo “to calm 
down and be prudent.” At this impertinence, Chiang became even more up-
set. Chen, he wrote in his journal that night, “thinks he is wiser” and a “states-
man” but “his views . . . are nothing but useless comments.” “They all hu-
miliated me,” he complained.138

 On September 12, the audacity of Chen Cheng continued. Chiang heard 
that in one meeting Chen had called him “authoritarian and a dictator” and 
that for the first time with others present, he had threatened to resign. Those 
in the room, Chiang wrote, thought Chen “was crazy . . . but I just laugh.”139 
A week later, Chen sent in yet another letter of resignation. After six months 
as premier, he wrote, he had made “little contribution” to either domestic or 
foreign affairs, and he again pleaded to be allowed to leave due to a “serious 
illness.”140 But Chiang rejected Chen’s latest resignation just as he had the 
others.

V

Meanwhile, Truman had appealed successfully to George Marshall to return 
to government ser vice; he was to be secretary of defense, replacing the pro- 
Chiang Louis Johnson. Despite their differences in the past, Chiang con-
cluded that Marshall’s appointment could bene fit the Kuomintang since it 
signaled to the world, including the Soviet  Union, that the United States was 
“preparing for the worst” with the Soviet bloc. Marshall, he noted, had never 
“smeared” him in public and the two of them had “pretty good personal com-
munications.”141 But in America, the Republicans were taking a less sanguine 
view of the appointment. Some conservatives even denounced as a Commu-
nist agent the military leader who had guided America to victory in both 
theaters in World War II. Senator William E. Jenner called him “a front man 
for the traitors.” This low mark in the partisan debate made it more dif fi-
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cult—but not impossible—for Truman and Acheson to continue holding 
open the possibility of a U.N. decision about Taiwan’s sta tus.
 By this time, most of the North Korean Army was in the far south of the 
Korean Peninsula, massed around the Pusan pe rim e ter, seemingly the last 
foothold of the American- led U.N. forces. Then, on September 14, MacAr-
thur landed U.S. troops at Inchon just south of Seoul and threatened to trap 
the North Koreans. That day, Chiang predicted the Soviet  Union would ur-
gently press Mao to enter the war. In fact, in mid- September, Sta lin cabled 
the Chairman asking if he could send troops to save Kim Il- sung. Mao was 
ready.142

 By September 27, except for small pockets and a few snipers, Seoul was 
free of North Koreans. MacArthur and Syngman Rhee walked into the dev-
astated cap ital and declared South Korea liberated. It had been a brutal war. 
In August and September, the Korean People’s Army had lost 13,000 pris-
oners and suffered 50,000 casualties. The Communists, however, were not 
about to give up the fight. About 25,000 North Korean troops had escaped 
Seoul and marched north. And on the diplomatic front, Zhou Enlai warned 
publicly that China would not allow the imperialists to take “aggressive ac-
tion” against its neighbor (he sent the same message to Washington through 
the Indian ambassador in Peking). In a meeting with Zhou at his Black Sea 
villa, Sta lin promised that the Soviet  Union would meet China’s entire re-
quirement for artillery, tanks, and other equipment if the PLA massively in-
tervened in Korea. He added a promise to send sixteen Soviet air regiments to 
the PRC for use in Korea, although they would not be permitted to fly be-
hind enemy lines.143 From September 1950 to November 1952, the PLA Air 
Force would grow from about 150 to 1,400 Russian- made frontline aircraft, 
including 700 MIG 15s—evidence of a huge “Lend- Lease” program that 
could have virtually assured a successful PLA invasion of Taiwan if the air-
craft had not been diverted to the Korean War effort.144 At the end of 1950, 
Sta lin was convinced there was imminent danger of a world war, but backing 
a massive intervention in Korea by China was, he thought, a gamble worth 
taking, especially since his British spies told him the Truman administration 
was determined to limit the war to Korea.145

 In the post- Inchon euphoria, the idea of fin ishing off Kim Il- sung’s Com-
munists and uniting Korea seemed logical to the Truman administration and 
most members of the United Nations. As for the possible reaction of the 
Communists, MacArthur told President Truman that if the Chinese inter-
vened, the U.S. Air Force would in flict on them “the greatest slaughter.”146 
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The next night, the first regiment of “Chinese volunteers” crossed the Yalu 
into North Korea. By late November, despite MacArthur’s bravado, the 
American and South Korean forces were in full retreat.
 MacArthur was stunned. “We face an entirely new war,” he declared. He 
asked permission to bomb military bases inside China and to accept Chiang 
Kai- shek’s offer of 33,000 troops, an offer Chiang in fact had not renewed.147 
The Nationalist divisions, he said, were his command’s only source of trained 
reinforcements that could be in action in fourteen days. With as many as 
60,000 Nationalist troops, he believed, he could secure a defensive line across 
Korea (implying that without such support he could not hold).148 Marshall 
and Acheson, however, continued to argue that using Nationalist troops in 
Korea or in major attacks against the mainland would cost the United States 
the support of critical allies, probably end the U.N. mandate that had legiti-
mized the U.S. intervention, and very likely not contribute sig nifi cantly to 
the war effort. The administration was determined to keep the war restricted 
to the Peninsula. But the Chinese “volunteers” continued to push southward, 
and to even Mao’s surprise, in fourteen days occupied almost all of North 
Korea. Back in the United States there was growing alarm over the sudden 
reversal of fortune, and Chiang groused that “Americans never remain calm 
when things are not going their way.”149

 At this point, the British KGB “mole” McLean was head of the American 
desk at Whitehall and his fellow spy Philby was the representative in Wash-
ington of the British Secret Intelligence Service (SIS). Through the reporting 
of these phenomenally well- placed spies, Sta lin now knew that the United 
States would not use nuclear weapons and hence Mao could try to push the 
Americans off the Korean Peninsula.150 Interestingly, at this time, Chiang also 
drew the line at employing these weapons against China. It “would not help,” 
he wrote in his journal, because “the root cause of the war is the Soviet 
 Union.”151

 By mid- December, Communist troops, although they were taking heavy 
losses, were close to moving into South Korea, and the United States made 
clear it would accept a cease- fire at the 38th Parallel.152 MacArthur continued 
to urge the use of Nationalist forces, but in a December 8 interview with 
CBS News, Chiang, instead of renewing his offer of troops for Korea, said 
that if the U.N. air and naval forces would support his government in fight-
ing its way back to the mainland, the consequent diversion of Communist 
forces would mean the Korean War would be turned around in favor of the 
free world.153 Chiang knew that the Americans were in no position to provide 
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massive air and sea support for any Nationalist attack across the Strait and 
that his forces were hardly prepared for such a venture.
 Later, Chiang would specify that before sending his troops onto the main-
land, at least two years of preparation would be necessary, even if the United 
States promised complete air and naval support. MacArthur, too, was hesitat-
ing on a full- scale invasion. He called instead for Nationalist guerrilla raids 
against the China coast, claiming that such actions could “cripple” China’s 
capability to wage an aggressive war. But conservative American politicians 
acted as if a grand Nationalist invasion across the Strait was a real possibil-
ity.154 Senator Joseph McCarthy declared that Truman should be impeached 
if he did not accept Chiang’s offer to retake the vast continental country he 
had lost less than two years before.155

In early January, as Chinese and North Korean troops stormed through Seoul 
and headed south, great anxiety gripped the Pentagon, the White House, and 
the American public. On January 10, the Joint Chiefs once more rejected 
MacArthur’s proposal to employ Chinese Nationalist troops in his com-
mand.156 In response, the Supreme Commander reported that given the re-
strictions on him he could not both hold South Korea and defend Japan, and 
in a stunning conclusion recommended total withdrawal from the Korean 
Peninsula as rapidly as tactically feasible.157 In Peking, the Chinese were “in 
an exalted state of mind.”158

 Chiang told a group of KMT of fi cials that the party could not count on a 
failure of the Communists in Korea to bring it success.159 But he was most 
worried not about the military crisis in Korea but about a proposed cease- fire 
resolution in the United Nations that involved appointing an “appropriate 
[international] body” to discuss the sta tus of Taiwan and China’s representa-
tion in the United Nations.160 In a hyperbolic outburst, Chiang called the 
proposed resolution that excluded the Republic of China from the pro jected 
meeting the “most despicable and nasty” decision by an international or ga-
niza tion in the twentieth century, and an act portending “the doom of the 
world.”161

 Reflecting the rank defeatism in MacArthur’s headquarters, the United 
States voted in favor of the U.N. cease- fire resolution, even though it would 
have drawn the truce line south of Seoul and represented a stunning U.S. 
defeat. Mao, however, wanted total victory. He immediately rejected the 
cease- fire and ordered his troops to continue their advance to the Korean 
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Strait and the Yellow Sea. On January 23, no fewer than 300,000 Chinese 
and North Korean troops launched a final offensive to drive the Americans 
and their U.N. allies into the sea. When MacArthur again warned Washing-
ton that his position on the Peninsula was completely untenable, Acheson 
concluded the general was exaggerating in order to win approval to extend 
the war into China and employ Nationalist forces.162

 But despite skepticism in Washington about MacArthur’s take on the situ-
ation, the U.S. Joint Chiefs ordered him to begin planning for a retreat from 
the Korean Peninsula. Chiang, too, told his generals that a total American 
defeat in Korea was now possible and they should expect a PLA attack on 
Taiwan in May and bombing raids as early as March.163 To steady his gener-
als, he remained impressively calm. But within a few days, Chiang’s intelli-
gence informed him of an encouraging report by senior American generals 
returning to Washington from an urgent inspection visit to Korea. The team, 
put together by Marshall, reported that the American troops on the front 
lines in Korea could in fact hold their positions and had no plans to retreat. 
Morale was said to be good.164

 Chiang welcomed this report even as he gave orders to “plan for the worst.” 
But the battle in Korea did in fact turn against the Chinese. The American 
forces met the new Communist offensive with hundreds of thousands of 
bombs and artillery shells, and only two days after it began, the attack ground 
to a halt and the Eighth Army and the U.S. Marines began to push back. 
Because China had rejected the U.N. cease- fire, the United States also pro-
posed a resolution condemning the PRC as an aggressor. This was, of course, 
highly welcome news to Chiang, but he was furious when the United States 
also suggested that the General Assembly set up a mediation committee to 
continue to work with Peking on a solution to the war.165

 Relief came the next day, however, when Chiang learned that the U.S. rep-
resentative at the United Nations, Ernest Gross, had declared that the U.S. 
government would not discuss Taiwan in any future international conference 
without the presence of the Republic of China. When the U.S. Senate fol-
lowed up by passing a resolution that strongly opposed the PRC’s entry into 
the United Nations, Chiang thanked God for this “blessing on the Republic 
of China.” Congress, he believed, had foiled the State Department’s “con-
spiracy,” and Mao had played a key role by rejecting the earlier cease- fire 
proposal. The next consequence of Mao’s decision was passage by the U.N. 
General Assembly of the U.S.- proposed resolution condemning the People’s 
Republic as an aggressor. All this seemed to be another act of providence. 
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“God has rewarded the Republic of China as a Christian country,” he wrote, 
obviously referring to Taiwan’s leadership. But Chiang also knew that the 
Truman team was keeping its options open—eight months into the war, the 
United States was still not providing any real military aid to Taiwan.166

On April 5, the Republican House leader, Joseph Martin, read a letter on the 
House floor from General MacArthur supporting the congressman’s pro-
posal to open a second front in China with Nationalist troops. Outraged at 
the general’s repeated public intrusions into policymaking, Truman relieved 
MacArthur of his various commands. Upon hearing the news, Chiang de-
clared that the move con firmed the “pathetic foolishness of the U.S. Govern-
ment” and represented yet another step in the conspiracy of Acheson, Mar-
shall, and the British to destroy his government. He ordered Zhang Qun to 
fly to Tokyo and express his deep sympathy to the ousted general.
 In late April, Allied forces repulsed another PLA attack, in flicting heavy 
casualties and then pushing farther north. The new commander in Korea, 
General James A. Van Fleet, urged Washington to order the U.N. forces to 
pursue the enemy back to the Yalu, but to retain the support of the United 
Nations and its allies, the administration decided to work for a cease- fire and 
a truce at the 38th Parallel.167 Washington made clear to Moscow that the 
cease- fire talks would not include the sta tus of Taiwan or Chinese represen-
tation in the United Nations. Chiang welcomed this statement as “the first 
U.S. declaration of support for the Republic of China in the previous three 
years.”168 By mid- June 1951, Mao and the CCP Politburo had decided to ac-
cept a cease- fire that would restore the border at the then current line of con-
trol, which was slightly north of the 38th Parallel, and that the armistice talks 
need not address the sta tus of Taiwan or the U.N. issues. On- again, off- again 
peace talks began in July, but the cease- fire was hardly that—rather, that 
month the war turned into a long and costly stalemate fought pretty much 
along the line of control.
 Despite the political gains for the Nationalist regime, Chiang continued to 
fixate on the “conspiracy” by Washington and London to neutralize Taiwan 
and develop a Chinese or Taiwanese Third Force to replace him and his Kuo-
mintang regime.169 He immediately saw signs of this plot in the Washington-
 promoted decision that neither Taipei nor Peking would be invited to par-
ticipate in the upcoming negotiations on a peace treaty with Japan. Since 
Chiang’s regime controlled less than a hundredth of China’s territory and Pe-
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king was in disrepute in the United Nations, this was a rational solution to 
the problem of which government would represent China—neither would. 
But Nationalist China led by the Generalissimo had fought Japan for eight 
years and lost three million citizens and soldiers in the struggle, and Chiang 
was overcome by deep shame and rage at the slight. He could not believe that 
Truman and Acheson were so “rotten and stupid” as to exclude their wartime 
ally from the peace conference.170 He again found refuge in hyperbolic rheto-
ric: he described Nationalist China’s omission from the conference as “an un-
precedented and incomparably great insult” that had never happened before 
“in history at all times and in all countries.”171 He even insisted to his staff 
that he wanted to break off relations with the United States, but they talked 
him out of it.172 When Governor Dewey, on a trip through Asia, discussed 
the subject with him, he “blew up.” He and Madame “were the most furious 
people Dewey had met in the orient.”173

 The peace conference was held in San Francisco in September 1951. In the 
final wording of the resulting treaty, Japan renounced its rights to Taiwan, 
but otherwise the document did not refer to the sta tus of the island: Taiwan 
was not “returned to China” as promised at Yalta and Cairo. The United 
States did, however, urge Japan to negotiate a separate peace treaty with the 
Republic of China. This suggestion did not mollify Chiang because he sus-
pected that Washington and Tokyo were not serious. He thought the Truman 
government might be keeping open the question of Taiwan’s sta tus as “bait 
for a [permanent] truce in the Korean War.”174

Washington’s policy did in fact seem intended both to avoid further compli-
cating the possibility of an acceptable peace in Korea and to keep open the 
possibility of a future rapprochement with China. The administration fi nally 
approved an immediate grant of $50 million for military aid to Taiwan and 
an additional budget of $237 million in such assistance for the 1951 fiscal 
year. In July, however, Chiang learned that delivery of all the promised U.S. 
weapons and supplies would be delayed until the next year because Korea 
and Western Europe were to receive priority.175 Further discouraging news 
came when Chiang’s old teacher, Hollington Tong, returned from a visit to 
America to report that Taiwan could not trust the U.S. promise of military 
assistance. Marshall’s “personal feelings toward us might have improved,” 
Chiang wrote, but his “policy to eliminate the Republic of China and aban-
don Asia has never changed.”176 Washington, he believed, was simply holding 
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open the promise of aid as a way of “threatening or luring us into a state of 
collapse.” The intentions of the Americans, he said, were “extremely vicious 
and despicable.”177

 When Washington began negotiating security treaties with Japan, the 
 Philippines, New Zealand, and Australia, but not with the Republic of China, 
for Chiang it was “like waking from a bad dream,” causing him to change his 
“views of forty years about the United States.” His agitation with America 
now led to another bout of virtual paranoia. Marshall and Acheson, he wrote, 
“want to . . . eradicate us completely. So that [they] can invade new colonies 
to fulfill their crazy ambition to control the yellow race.”178

 Chiang’s obsessive mistrust of the American agenda was further fueled 
when the new U.S. Military Assistance and Advisory Group (MAAG) arrived 
on the island and its commander, General William C. Chase, early on com-
plained of a number of practices. Chase criticized the “Soviet- style” commis-
sars in the Nationalist military and he was flabbergasted at the presence of 
Japanese advisers called “drill masters,” among them General Okamura, one 
of the succession of Japanese commanders in China who had implemented 
the “kill all” liquidation campaigns.179 In all, seventy- six former Imperial of fi-
cers eventually wound up in Taiwan, some staying until 1969.180

 Chase also strongly recommended that the Nationalists incorporate their 
troops on the offshore islands into units on Taiwan—in other words with-
draw them—and reor ga nize and consolidate the still undermanned divisions 
in the army as a whole. To Chiang, these criticisms and suggestions were fur-
ther evidence that the Pentagon, under George Marshall, was seeking to break 
up the Nationalist military and “liquidate” him and his administration. Like-
wise, he initially saw proposals by Chase and the U.S. Agency for Interna-
tional Development (USAID) director that American of fi cials audit the ac-
counts of the Nationalist military and government as “a naïve” plot to control 
the fi nances of his regime.181

 With few exceptions, however, Chiang continued to limit his tirades on 
the evil forces at work in Washington to his private journals and, on rare oc-
casions, closed in- house meetings. In the end, despite his blustering, he was 
pragmatic. He pulled the Japanese “drill masters” out of any training and 
lecturing duties that might put them in contact with the Americans, and he 
reversed himself on resisting American auditing of Taiwan’s military and gov-
ernment spending, deciding after all that it would be good for the “verifica-
tion of accounts.” Finally, he agreed to reduce the Nationalist Army’s 67 divi-
sions to 31 and eventually to 21. He absolutely refused, however, to withdraw 
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from the offshore islands or to eliminate the commissar corps, although he 
did agree to reduce the amount of time that military units devoted to politi-
cal instruction. He believed American pressure to eliminate the commissars 
was related to their supposed desire to turn over the Nationalist military—
and indeed the government—to Sun Liren.182

Chiang also eventually showed his basic pragmatism regarding the peace 
treaty with Japan. For some months he feared that Prime Minister Yoshida 
was trying to arrange something less than a separate peace accord with Taipei 
in order to keep open the door to future recognition of Peking—and Yoshida 
in fact probably was thinking along these lines. Despite his deep admiration 
of many aspects of Japanese culture, at one point Chiang wrote that the Japa-
nese people of the day were “worse than the cunning prewar warlords,” and 
he ranted in his diary about the return of Japanese “imperial ambition.” But 
he also wrote that his government’s future depended on cooperation among 
“Japan, Free China, and the United States.” So in the end, he relinquished 
the right to compensation from Japan for war damages and made other com-
promises necessary for an agreement.183
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Managing the Protector

While each side had considerable misgivings about the other, collaboration 
between the Americans and the Nationalists continued to increase steadily 
during the early 1950s. In Korea, Nationalist of fi cers translated intercepted 
Communist Chinese battlefield communications, prepared psychological 
warfare leaflets, and assisted in the handling of 21,000 Chinese POWs, en-
couraging (and when necessary, severely pressuring) as many as possible to 
defect. The CIA bought Claire Chennault’s Civil Air Transport (CAT) and 
ran 15,000 CAT flights to Korea from Taiwan, transporting and supporting 
Nationalist interpreters, intelligence liaison personnel, and “instructors” for 
the captured Chinese “volunteers.”1

 Over the  longer term, however, Taiwan’s most important area of coopera-
tion with the United States would be its role in collecting intelligence on the 
mainland. When the Korean War started, the United States had essentially 
no worthwhile intelligence sources inside China. The Nationalists claimed to 
have many agents still operating on the mainland and unlimited potential for 
gaining others. Spies moving into and out of China from the offshore islands, 
particularly the smaller Tachens, became the most common way of getting 
low- level information on what was happening on the mainland. But as the 
Communists instigated strict population control and surveillance methods, 
even these agents did not survive long.
 Interviews with former military, intelligence, and Foreign Service of fi cers 
who served on Taiwan during the 1950s and 1960s suggest that most Ameri-
can of fi cials dismissed as essentially useless the agent- based intelligence on 
the People’s Republic produced by the Taipei government. In his memoirs, 
James Lilley, a distinguished CIA of fi cer with a China background, reported 
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that in the late 1960s, the CIA in Hong Kong learned that Peking had com-
promised “all” of Taiwan’s intelligence operations against the mainland.2 To 
many on the scene, it appeared that the huge intelligence bureaucracies on 
the island considered unreliable or even bad intelligence as better than no 
intelligence, and the effort continued.
 The most useful information came from the non clandestine Foreign 
Broadcast Information Service translations of mainland China radio stations, 
the secret interception by the National Security Agency (NSA) of China’s 
military and civilian radio and telephone communications, airborne probes 
of China’s coastal air defenses, and eventually flights by U2 spy planes. But 
neither the CIA nor Nationalist intelligence ever penetrated anywhere close 
to the inner sanctum of the Chinese Communist leadership even at the pro-
vincial level.
 Like their ineffective attempts at agent infiltration, Nationalist harassment 
attacks accomplished nothing. After the Chinese intervention in Korea, Tru-
man secretly instructed the Seventh Fleet not to interfere with small- scale 
Nationalist operations against the mainland and against PRC shipping. These 
paramilitary activities involved quick in- and- out raids to blow up a bridge, 
obtain local documents, or kidnap a local Communist cadre. They did insig-
nifi cant damage to China’s economy and military preparedness and provided 
no important information. But as long as the bloody war with the Chinese 
went on in Korea, these efforts in a very minor way punished and slightly 
distracted a country that the United Nations had deemed an aggressor.

The only sizable offensive operations that the Nationalists ever carried out 
against mainland China were undertaken by General Li Mi, whose 50,000 
men had fled into Burma in 1949 and settled down in the remote Shan Hills, 
married local  women, and taken over heroin drug trafficking from local 
gangs. Li Mi retained his connections with Taipei and the U.S. Office of 
Policy Coordination (OPC), successor to the OSS. In 1951, he carried out 
two Burma- based attacks into Yunnan with 2,000 men, some Nationalist 
Special Forces from Taiwan, and several American OPC agents. The PLA 
quickly scattered the invaders, who fled back to Burma, where, known as the 
“KMT irregulars,” they resumed their control and protection of the region’s 
heroin traffic.3 For Chiang, even in failure the Burma operation had its good 
results—strengthening the hostility between the United States and the Peo-
ple’s Republic as well as collegial bonds between Nationalist and U.S. agen-
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cies. For Truman, too, the Burma operation was a safe way to show that, as 
the Republicans were demanding, he was using Chiang’s troops somewhere 
to harass the China beast. But the unfavorable mission did lead to a change 
in U.S. intelligence operations. The CIA director, Walter Bedell Smith, had 
opposed the operations as a certain debacle whereas OPC had heartily ap-
proved; the failure led to the incorporation of OPC into the CIA.
 Aside from the Burma fiasco, the most important military activity that 
Chiang’s forces ever engaged in after 1949 was interdiction of China’s coastal 
traffic off Zhejiang and Fujian. This maritime activity, operating from the 
offshore islands, reached a peak in the first half of 1951 with the PLA Navy 
reporting 137 incidents of Nationalist “piracy.” Nationalist warships and 
planes also interdicted sixty- seven foreign vessels trading with China, half of 
which were British freighters coming out of Hong Kong. For a few years, 
Chiang’s effort to impose a blockade of two coastal provinces created some 
transport bottlenecks on the mainland and interrupted fishing off the East 
China coast.4

As the American presence on Taiwan grew, Soong Mayling remained her hus-
band’s principal counsel on American matters, a role she had filled since her 
return to the island in 1950. She was also Chiang’s senior liaison with the 
chief of the growing CIA station and the director of the Taiwan branch of the 
NSA. The staffs of the CIA and NSA Taiwan bureaus soon ballooned to a 
total of more than six hundred Americans. One day, Kai- shek and Mayling 
discussed how they felt about the cloak- and- dagger Americans and found 
them “not easy to get along with”; they seemed “impatient and likely to show 
off.” “We should be careful and endure them,” they concluded.5

 The couple seemed closer than ever, continuing to sleep in the same room 
with their beds divided by a screen, praying together, and strolling the gar-
dens of their various residences hand in hand.6 Part of the first couple’s close-
ness was the ever growing importance of Christianity in their lives. Mayling 
had always been devout but never particularly pious. Then one day, upon re-
reading the story of the crucifixion, she realized for the first time that “Christ’s 
suffering was for her.” After this born- again experience, she was “not only 
intellectually but personally attached to God.” Her health problems, how-
ever, which included neurodermatitis, insomnia, and periodic nervous break-
downs, were returning.7 She sought solace not only in her religion but also in 
painting in the Chinese style. Chiang observed that she was “painting day 
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and night,” with her subjects mostly bamboo and orchids.8 “Of all the things 
God gave her,” a nephew said, “she was most pleased by her new found abil-
ity to paint.”9

 When she was away, Chiang missed her even more than in the past. In 
August 1952, she flew to San Francisco on a commercial Pan Am flight for 
medical treatment, and he sent her a telegram ev ery few days, more often 
than on any of her previous trips. “I think about you all the time,” he said in 
one; and in another, “I sense the feeling of melancholy in your letter. Please 
be patient and follow doctors’ instructions. I hope you pray often.”10

Joint U.S.- Nationalist intelligence and military operations, expanding U.S. 
military training on the island, growing economic aid, and other U.S.- Taiwan 
ties were locking the Truman administration into political and diplomatic 
support for Chiang’s government. Chiang, however, still perceived most 
Taiwan- related actions by the Truman government as part of a plot to get rid 
of him. Thus when the U.S. Congress passed the $300 million Taiwan mili-
tary aid bill, he felt there was “nothing to feel fortunate about.”11 Even the 
arrival in early 1952 of the first U.S. heavy weapons—one hundred and forty-
 two 75mm cannon—did little to change Chiang’s views of the Truman team. 
He hoped that Eisenhower would win the U.S. presidency, and to help, he 
instructed Ching- kuo’s secret police to turn over to supporters of Joseph Mc-
Carthy raw and some apparently forged material from old Chinese security 
files on those anti- Chiang State Department of fi cials serving in China during 
World War II and immediately after, such as John Service and John P. Da-
vies.12 The Communist threat was a central theme in the brutal American 
political campaign, during which Eisenhower declared that he would repudi-
ate the Yalta agreements, roll back the Iron Curtain, end the war in Korea, 
and “unleash” the Generalissimo against “Red China.”
 During the Truman period, Chiang did not press on the Americans his 
increasingly high- decibel domestic theme of promising an early “counterat-
tack” to recover the mainland. In July 1952, he fi nally showed his mainland 
invasion blueprints to the visiting U.S. Chief of Naval Operations, Admiral 
William N. Fechteler, who, after examination back in Washington, declared 
them “totally impractical.”13 But Chiang continued talking up the “counter-
attack” for military and mainlander civilian morale as well as because it was 
central to his rationale for ruling over the island. He thought “recovery of the 
mainland”—one way or the other—was destined some day, but he did not 



458 the generaliss imo

expect the “counterattack” in his lifetime. “Realistically,” he wrote, “the resto-
ration of our country is almost impossible in the [foreseeable] future. My 
con fi dence in the revolution and restoration of our country, however, has 
never swayed . . . From now on ev ery plan must be designed for the success of 
my successors, not for my own success.” He carefully kept this realistic ap-
praisal from the Americans as well as his own people.14 Likewise, in his mind, 
the military debacles in Korea and the continuing long- grinding stalemate 
there con firmed that he had been right in avoiding sending troops by attach-
ing conditions that always made such a deployment appear a long- term pos-
sibility at best. When in 1952 Admiral Arthur W. Radford, the new com-
mander of the Pacific Fleet, asked him if 50,000 Nationalist troops would be 
available, Chiang said he could only agree to one division or about 10,000 
troops. The subject was never pursued.15

After Eisenhower won the November election, Mayling, who had moved to 
the Kung’s Long Island estate, wrote the President- elect, “As you may well 
imagine, we are indeed delighted.”16 Chiang, however, cautioned her not to 
overdo the embrace and raise suspicions. In his diary he concluded that if 
Eisenhower ac tually carried out the confrontational policies in Europe, Ko-
rea, and elsewhere that he had promised during the campaign and the Soviets 
had resisted, Moscow’s “only option would be war.”17

 Shortly before Eisenhower gave his State of the  Union message to Con-
gress, Chargé Rankin informed Chiang that the President would order the 
Seventh Fleet to continue to defend Taiwan from any mainland attacks but 
lift its orders to prevent Nationalist attacks on mainland China. Rankin, ob-
viously under instructions, then asked Chiang for a commitment that he 
would not initiate action by his armed forces against the mainland without 
consultations with the United States.18 Eisenhower had “unleashed” Chiang 
only secretly to chain him up again, but the restriction did not bother Chiang 
as long as it was not public. He regretted that Eisenhower had not discussed 
the matter with him ahead of time, but still he felt “the policy is correct and I 
should praise him.”19 Following his bouts of paranoia over the intentions of 
the Truman team, he now enjoyed one of his seizures of euphoria. Eisen-
hower, he wrote, had shifted the leadership of “the anti- Communist forces in 
Asia from Japan and India to the Republic of China.”20 Chiang’s jubilation 
about the new administration, however, was not to last.
 To the surprise and chagrin of hawkish Republicans, the President reduced 
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America’s military budget, opted to continue Truman’s policy of “contain-
ment not liberation,” and left standing the geopolitical priority of Europe 
first, Asia second—a longstanding grievance of Chiang Kai- shek.21 To offset a 
planned reduction of U.S. conventional forces, the United States would now 
rely on “massive retaliation,” meaning nuclear weapons. The strategy of nu-
clear retaliation against conventional threats profoundly raised the risk and 
the cost of a possible U.S. con flict with China, which ironically increased 
the incentive for U.S. détente with the Peking government. Chiang was not 
happy about any of these developments, but he made little comment on the 
subject.
 With Eisenhower’s obvious full approval, the new Secretary of State, John 
Foster Dulles, pursued a dual Taiwan strategy similar to that of the Truman 
and Acheson team. His first cluster of priorities was defense of Taiwan, pro-
motion of the island as a free market (Chinese style), and employment of 
Taiwan as an intelligence platform and special operations base for pressur-
ing and harassing the mainland. But the second broad strategic goal was 
to keep open the possibility of eventual U.S. reconciliation with mainland 
China by bringing about a mutual end to hostilities across the Taiwan Strait 
and then promoting some sort of two- Chinas or one- China, one- Taiwan ar-
rangement.22

During his State of the  Union message, Eisenhower had also hinted that, if 
necessary, the United States would use all the weapons available to it to end 
the war in Korea. The President’s intentions were to let the Communist Chi-
nese know that unless there was an armistice soon he would move “decisively 
without inhibition in our use of weapons” and would no  longer con fine hos-
tilities to the Korean Peninsula.23 Eisenhower followed up his State of the 
 Union remarks with a secret message to Peking implying—but not saying 
explicitly—that if the fight ing did not stop in Korea he would authorize the 
use of nuclear weapons.24 Years later, Ike told President Lyndon Johnson that 
he had passed this warning to China through two private channels—Prime 
Minister Nehru of India and Chiang Kai- shek.25 The Generalissimo was 
 delighted to be entrusted with conveying such a message. He probably in-
structed Ching- kuo to deliver the note through secure channels to their old 
friend Zhou Enlai, and very likely Ching- kuo used a secret intermediary with 
the CCP who lived in Hong Kong, an in de pen dent journalist named Cao 
Zhuren.26 Mao’s immediate reaction to the U.S. message was to dispatch his 
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top nuclear scientist, Qian Sanqiang, to ask Sta lin to provide nuclear weap-
ons to the People’s Republic as a deterrent.27

 On the night of February 28, 1953, Sta lin told his inner circle that he had 
decided to advise the North Koreans and the Chinese “to get the best deal 
they could” in the talks. It seems that he ignored Mao’s request for nuclear 
weapons. Five days later, Sta lin died, supposedly of a cerebral hemorrhage. 
The next evening, Zhou Enlai was in Moscow conferring with Georgi Malen-
kov, Nikita Khrushchev, and the soon- to- be- executed chief of the secret po-
lice, Lavrenty Beria. The new Soviet leaders told Zhou it was time to end the 
war. The prisoner- of- war issue was the one remaining obstacle to an agree-
ment, and Zhou and the Russians quickly decided the Communists would 
offer to let neutral in de pen dent countries determine the wishes of the POWs 
on both sides—the very same compromise the United States and United Na-
tions had proposed more than a year earlier.28

 Press reports began to indicate that Eisenhower would settle for the peace 
terms set out by Truman—Korea would be divided. This was a possible model 
for a two- Chinas solution of the Taiwan conundrum, which, of course, was 
anathema to Chiang Kai- shek. He asked Rankin to inquire how the Ameri-
can government would face “the ghosts of the American and Korean soldiers 
who had died in the war.”29 Dulles, Chiang now wrote, was “a purely oppor-
tunistic politician,” and Eisenhower’s policy toward the Republic of China 
was “the same as in the past”—replace Chiang Kai- shek and seek to turn 
Mao into another Tito.30 By May, he had come to believe that Eisenhower 
did not have “common sense” and that the British simply ordered the Presi-
dent around as they had other Anglophile American leaders.31

On May 25, an agreement in principle emerged on a POW exchange and 
a permanent cease- fire. Three weeks later, Syngman Rhee, the President of 
South Korea who had bitterly fought the idea of partition, allowed more than 
27,000 anti- Communist North Korean prisoners to “escape” and threatened 
to withdraw the South Korean Army from the U.N. Command. In response, 
Communist forces immediately attacked South Korean frontline units, and 
the peace accord seemed to be coming apart. On June 22, when Chiang re-
ceived a message from Rhee describing how “the U.S. had betrayed Korea,” 
he  couldn’t help “trembling and being frightened.” Obviously referring to the 
United States, he wrote in his journal that “imperialism and power politics 
are birds of a feather.” He had to try to help Rhee “save himself from a dan-
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gerous situation,” but he was “more worried” about what these developments 
meant for himself.32

 Chiang sent two telegrams to Eisenhower urging the United States to sign 
a mutual security treaty with the Republic of Korea (South Korea) before the 
Korean cease- fire accord went into effect.33 But he also sent a sympathetic re-
ply to Rhee along the lines of his journal comments. Washington evidently 
intercepted and decoded this communication, which it interpreted as en-
couraging Rhee in his stand. Outraged, Dulles sent a scathing message warn-
ing Chiang that if Rhee did not cooperate, U.S. troops would pull out of 
Korea—and moreover, if this happened, the United States would also “recon-
sider its policy toward Taiwan.”34 This was a startling threat. Chiang thought 
he had been trying to resolve the dispute, but Dulles and Eisenhower now 
“threatened” him.35 Chiang prayed for Rhee “day and night,” but Eisenhower 
sent an ominous message to the South Korean warning that unless he “im-
mediately and unequivocally” cooperated with the peace pro cess, the U.N. 
Command “would affect another arrangement.”36 The next day, Chiang ca-
bled Rhee advising him that if he received an absolute guarantee of a U.S. 
security treaty following the formal cease- fire and if the United States did not 
ask for the return of the Korean POWs to their camps, Rhee should accept 
the cease- fire plan.37

 Rhee followed this advice except he also managed to squeeze a promise out 
of the Americans that if he cooperated, the United States would provide 
South Korea a substantial increase in military and economic aid. Moreover, 
although the armistice went into effect on August 25, Rhee never of fi cially 
signed it—a gesture that Chiang admired. He thought Rhee was a true revo-
lutionary who “understands the U.S. the most clearly.”38

 It was evident that in an extreme situation, Eisenhower would not hesitate 
to cut off an important but de pen dent anti- Communist ally. The lesson for 
Chiang was obvious. Still, like Rhee, he believed it was necessary to make a 
show of in de pen dence, and on July 16, in the middle of the Rhee crisis, with-
out consultation with the United States, he authorized a landing of National-
ist troops on PRC- held Dongshan, a relatively large island located between 
Quemoy and the mainland port of Swatow and inhabited by about 750,000 
people. Chiang’s intention may have been to add Dongshan to the Nationalist-
 held list of islands, or more likely simply to show a flash of in de pen dence just 
after his essential ally, the United States, had threatened to desert him. What-
ever the motive, the effort was unsuccessful: the PLA soon counterattacked 
and drove off the Nationalist force.39
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Mao could claim victory in the Korean War in the sense that his PLA forces 
had pushed the U.S.- led coalition out of North Korea and fought it to a 
standstill near the 38th Parallel. But the Communists had failed in their goal 
of seizing South Korea, and Mao had lost face on the POW settlement, and 
on having been driven out of South Korea. Moreover, Nationalist Taiwan and 
Chiang Kai- shek now appeared secure for the indefi nite future. For the So-
viet  Union the Korean War was costly fi nan cially but from Moscow’s per-
spective worth ev ery kopeck. China was now even more bitterly estranged 
from America and de pen dent on the USSR.
 Some Nationalist of fi cials worried that the Korean settlement amounted 
to the collapse of the anti- Communist front, but Chiang “felt contented.” 
With the ambivalent outcome of the Korean War, he believed circumstances 
made Eisenhower now “defi nitely” committed to the defense of Taiwan (even 
to building up its armed forces beyond that required solely for self- defense), 
as well as to making Taiwan an economic success. In addition, for the foresee-
able future, the possibility had passed that Peking would receive the U.N. 
Security Council seat, and the defection to Taiwan of 14,000 of the 21,000 
PLA soldiers captured by the U.N. Command was a huge political and moral 
triumph.40

 Eisenhower’s views were not so benign as Chiang thought. After the end of 
hostilities in Korea, Eisenhower believed that ideally the United States should 
reexamine its China policy, including the question of Chinese representation 
in the United Nations.41 He doubted that “a strict embargo” of China made 
sense, and at one point even told the National Security Council that he would 
sell jet fighters to Mao Zedong if doing so would promote U.S. interests. But 
the President, along with Dulles and other senior advisers, also agreed that 
they “were stuck with Chiang Kai- shek.”42 This jaundiced view of the Gen-
eralissimo was not much different from that of Truman and Acheson. In a 
conversation with Rhee in November that in some ways epitomized the bi-
zarre situation, Chiang suggested, apparently in jest, that if the Americans 
asked about their military discussions they could simply say they had agreed 
to counterattack at the same time. Rhee agreed.43

 Despite the much stronger political position of the Chiangs at home and 
abroad, they still feared that once the Generalissimo was gone, Chen Cheng 
and Sun Liren would cooperate to deny Ching- kuo his legacy. Even so, 
Chiang promoted Sun to full general in May 1953 and the next year ac tually 
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reappointed him commander of the army—a remarkable development for 
an of fi cer who allegedly had harbored Communist agents.44 For his part, 
Chen Cheng remained premier and in various meetings continued to chal-
lenge Chiang, who would further disparage him in his journal but nonethe-
less in the coming year choose him as his Vice President and formal successor. 
Although these two appointments may seem odd given Chiang’s misgivings 
about the two leaders, they were in fact impressively calculating moves that 
applied Sun Tzu’s theory of how to deal with a popular internal enemy.
 Meanwhile, Chiang’s chief of staff, General Zhou Zhirou, was feuding 
with the Generalissimo’s brother- in- law, Mao Bangzhu—sibling of Mao 

In a moral victory for Chiang, 14,000 Chinese POWs from the Korean War who chose to go 
to Taiwan rather than return home march in celebration after their arrival in Taipei. Courtesy 
Central News Agency, Taipei.
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Fumei. The Soviet- trained Mao Bangzhu had been appointed deputy chief of 
the air force in 1937 and since 1943 had been head of the (Chinese) Air 
Force Procurement Office in Washington. In March 1951, Mao accused Zhou 
of skimming off money from purchases of aviation fuel from the United 
States.45 Chiang investigated and found that, despite the recent fi nan cial re-
forms in the military, the funds in question had in fact been deposited in 
Zhou’s personal account in Hong Kong and that many other aspects of air 
force accounting involved “corrupt practices and illegality.” But in key cases 
Chiang continued to give loyalty priority over prosecuting corruption; in this 
case, he decided that in order to “protect Zhirou’s [and the air force’s] reputa-
tion,” he had to give him “immunity from legal action . . . and help him 
come to his senses and improve.”46 Mao Bangzhu, for his part, was also skim-
ming off huge amounts of government funds: U.S. courts eventually awarded 
the Taipei government US$6 million in a judgment against him and his Swiss 
bank accounts. By then, Mao had fled New York and was arrested in Mexico 
along with his American secretary. He spent two years in jail, but was released 
in 1954 because the Mexican court found the charges to be “political.”47

Although the dream of a return to the mainland and adherence to the prin-
ciple that Taiwan was a part of China rationalized the control of Taiwan by 
the KMT, the regime existed primarily because it functioned as a police state. 
During the early 1950s, the threat from native Taiwanese nationalists re-
mained insig nifi cant, but the “white terror” continued. In the 1990s, the 
Ministry of Justice informed opposition legislators that the security files for 
that period had long since been burned, but there is an of fi cial number for 
all arrests under martial law from 1949 to 1986, when the decree ended 
—29,407. (If the same proportion of the U.S. population had been arrested 
during that time frame, there would have been about 615,000 detentions.)48

 Ching- kuo’s medley of counterintelligence operations continued to con-
vict more than six hundred persons a year as spies or subversives, and when 
Ching- kuo visited Washington in 1953, Dulles gently suggested that he im-
prove human rights in his country. Security arrests and convictions in Taiwan 
went up the next year, but fi nally declined in 1955.49 Governor K. C. Wu, 
according to his own testimony, was among the few of fi cials who dared criti-
cize the political terror of the time. In January 1952, Wu later wrote, he went 
to the President to complain about “outrages of the secret police” and warned 
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that if Ching- kuo continued to head the secret police he would “become the 
target of the peoples’ hatred.”50 In his journal at that time, Chiang did not 
mention these dramatic charges but wrote that Wu’s “threatening misbehav-
ior is excessive . . . My worst fear is that he might be out of his mind.”51

 More than a year later, the Wu affair fi nally came to a head. In March 
1953, Wu had sought to resign because of illness, but while Chiang told him 
to wait another month, in his diary Chiang claimed that Wu had been “dis-
honest,” and speculated again that Wu was having mental problems.52 In 
April, Chiang agreed to accept Wu’s resignation but the next day recorded 
that Wu had sent a letter repenting his mistakes. According to Wu, however, 
Chiang made threatening statements to him and, shortly after, an automo-
bile accident convinced Wu that there had been an attempt on his life.53 May-
ling, meanwhile, flew home from New York to intercede on Wu’s behalf, and 
the next month, Wu and his wife received their passports and left for the 
United States. In articles and speeches the following year, Wu publicly broke 
with Chiang, charging that Ching- kuo’s secret police engaged in torture and 
blackmail.54 The controlled press on Taiwan claimed that Wu had fled the is-
land because of pending corruption charges, but few believed this, especially 
in the United States. Later that year Chiang authorized Wu’s sixteen- year- old 
son to leave Taiwan and join his parents. Wu’s charges against the secret po-
lice activity in general were well founded, but whether his life was in danger 
or the charges against him had any validity is unknown. In any event the 
whole affair greatly distressed Soong Mayling. Mrs. Rankin visited her and 
found her very depressed and implying that Wu’s case had contributed to her 
condition.55 Soon after, Chiang persuaded her to return to the United States 
for more treatment. She left Taipei again and on April 29, 1954, checked into 
the familiar Franklin Hospital in San Francisco, reportedly suffering from al-
lergies. Chiang wrote that one day without seeing her felt like a three- year 
separation.56

Five months after the Korean Armistice, a National Security Council policy 
paper approved by Eisenhower stated that the United States would, with-
out directly involving U.S. forces, “encourage and assist the Chinese National 
Government . . . to raid Chinese Communist territory and commerce.” The 
United States prohibited Nationalist attacks on ships in mainland ports and 
obvious nonmilitary targets such as passenger ferries, but in effect it sanc-
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tioned the continued stopping and searching by the Nationalist Navy of for-
eign shipping in the Taiwan Strait and the seizure of any “strategic materials” 
bound for China. American encouragement of such action well after the end 
of U.S.- Chinese hostilities in the Korean con flict and its continued defense 
of Taiwan by the Seventh Fleet amounted to U.S. support of the Nationalists 
in the mostly dormant but still festering Chinese civil war. The U.S. Military 
Assistance and Advisory Group came close to direct involvement, for the first 
time assigning its of fi cers to the offshore islands where, together with CIA 
of fi cers, they planned minor attacks and harassment against Chinese Com-
munist elements.57

 Chiang was pleased with this hostile U.S. policy toward the mainland, but 
he was cautious in terms of ac tual actions he permitted. His strong supporter, 
Karl Rankin, warned Washington that the joint raids simply amounted to 
“tickling the Communist tiger with a feather duster” and if China should 
 attack the islands from which the raids were launched, world opinion might 
think such an attack was jus ti fied.58 According to U.S. of fi cers who served 
on the Tachens, the Nationalist covert activity essentially meant encourag-
ing the pirates who had long lurked in the area.59 General Chase called the 
of fi cer who coordinated these activities his “Vice President in Charge of Pi-
rates.”60 Motorized junks armed by the Americans would hijack Chinese fish-
ing junks and other small vessels along the China coast, bring home seized 
food shipments, and sell durable items in Hong Kong. Sometimes the Na-
tionalist raiders would provide a pro pa gan da lecture to the captured fisher-
men before turning them loose.61 The American marines on the islands were 
frustrated with the refusal of the Nationalists to or ga nize more serious opera-
tions against the mainland and Chinese shipping. The Americans believed 
the Nationalists feared that if they “really hurt the Chicoms,” the PLA would 
chase them off the Tachens, which were vulnerable to attack.62

 As during the Truman period, for both Chiang and Eisenhower the special 
operations in the Taiwan Strait demonstrated to their domestic supporters 
that they were doing something to hurt the Communist Chinese. Eisenhower 
and Dulles also thought it placated Chiang in his fixation on “the counterat-
tack.” For Chiang, it again increased hostility between the United States and 
China, fostered the growth of important pro- Chiang components in the CIA 
and the U.S. military, and brought a flow of money and equipment into 
Ching- kuo’s special operations. Finally, various agency and personal agendas 
were advanced by the millions of U.S. dollars made available for this covert 
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activity. As a former CIA of fi cer recalled, the covert relationship became “a 
cornucopia of money, arms, equipment, and training for the Nationalists.”63

Given his “unleashing,” it seemed beholden on Chiang to present of fi cially 
to the new U.S. administration a plan for a full- scale counterattack. In June 
1953, through the good of fices of Ambassador Rankin, he made his first 
 proposal to Washington for a history- shaking invasion of the mainland. Of 
course, Chiang knew that Eisenhower would not entertain a large- scale war 
against China on the eve of ending the long and costly “limited” engage-
ment in Korea. Thus the grand attack he proposed would come only after 
three to six years of preparation, during which time the Americans would 
arm and train an additional sixty Nationalist divisions. The ultimate goal was 
a Normandy- like invasion of the mainland by 600,000 Nationalist troops. At 
first Chiang suggested that only U.S. logistical support would be necessary, 
but later he sometimes included U.S. air cover and naval transport as well—a 
substantial difference.64 Repeatedly, he sounded his basic theme: the Far East 
would not be stable or peaceful until the root of con flict in the area—Com-
munist China—was removed.65 As recounted earlier, in private he believed 
that any such attack would not come in his lifetime.

In September, Chiang Ching- kuo made his first trip to the United States, 
touring various parts of the country, and in the cap ital meeting with the Pres-
ident, the Secretary of State, the director of the CIA, and others. Long con-
sidered in Washington to be the heir apparent to his father but a shadowy 
fig ure, he made a good impression. He did not raise the subject of the coun-
terattack or press for aid, but called for closer relations and cooperation.
 Soon after Ching- kuo returned home from his Washington trip, Vice Pres-
ident and Mrs. Richard Nixon visited Taipei and were also house guests of 
the Chiangs. The Generalissimo and the Vice President talked for seven 
hours, sometimes alone except for an interpreter. In his memoirs, Nixon tells 
us he believed the counterattack plans as outlined by his host were “totally 
unrealistic,” but he felt he “could not tell Chiang outright that his chances of 
reuniting China under his rule were virtually non- existent.” Instead, Nixon 
reported, he “made it clear that American military power would not be com-
mitted to support any invasion [Chiang] might launch.”66 This polite but 
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supposedly categorical refusal of American par tic i pa tion was the most explicit 
rejection to date by the Eisenhower administration of any U.S. direct par tic i-
pa tion in the “counterattack.” There is no record in Chiang’s diary that Nix-
on’s comment surprised or upset him, since his concern continued to be that 
the Americans not make such statements in public. Meanwhile, Chiang in 
his public speeches promised that the restoration of “freedom and light” to 
the mainland would come in the not distant future.67

As the KMT irregulars in Burma stepped up their incursions into China, the 
Burmese government publicly demanded that the United States do some-
thing to end the aggression. Early in 1953, Dulles pressed Chiang to with-
draw Li Mi’s forces, but, in his usual fashion, Chiang reacted to this “interfer-
ence” by ordering an acceleration of aid to the “irregulars.”68 Eisenhower had 
pressed Ching- kuo on the issue when Ching- kuo was in Washington, and 
Dulles followed up with heated messages to the Generalissimo on the sub-
ject, but still Chiang did nothing. Finally, in December 1953, the U.N. Gen-
eral Assembly condemned Taipei for its activities in Burma, and following 

Chiang toasting his distinguished visitor, Vice President Richard M. Nixon, in October 1953. 
In the early 1970s Chiang would come privately to despise the American leader. Courtesy 
KMT Party History Institute.
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more strong pressure from Dulles, Chiang at last ordered military planes to 
bring out more than 5,000 KMT soldiers and de pen dents. Many of those 
who arrived in Taiwan, however, were reportedly hill people, not ethnic Chi-
nese. Chiang and the CIA in fact kept most of the KMT fighters in Burma as 
a guerrilla force that was at least marginally cohesive and, they thought, po-
tentially useful in the looming struggle to keep Indochina out of the hands of 
the Communists.69

During the Eisenhower years, Chiang would warn the Americans many times 
that abandonment of the offshore islands would lead to disintegration of 
the established order on Taiwan. But he himself did not really believe that 
doomsday forecast, as demonstrated by his own two “urgent” orders back in 
July 1950 to withdraw from Quemoy and Matsu. Eisenhower, Nixon, and 
others in the senior American leadership believed the Generalissimo’s much 
vaunted “counterattack” was fantasy. But the inexplicable idea did spread in 
the White House and elsewhere in the administration that if the United 
States declined to help defend the tiny islands or tried to compel Chiang Kai-
shek to abandon them, morale on Taiwan would quickly collapse and Chiang 
would be overthrown by his generals—or worse, he might even defect to Mao 
Zedong.70

 It is safe to say, however, that it never seriously occurred to Chiang to aban-
don his secure life and position of power on Taiwan as well as his fundamen-
tal political and religious beliefs to live under a Communist regime. Chiang 
had already received more than US$500 million in American military aid 
and budget support in addition to US$200 million in economic assistance; 
another $US500 million for the armed forces had been approved and was on 
the way. As he would reveal in 1965 remarks to Walter Judd, he felt like God 
had ordained Taiwan as his sanctuary where he could fi nally institute the or-
derly and prosperous society he had always dreamed of as a future model for 
China. Likewise, Chiang’s middle-  and upper- class military of fi cers would 
not abandon the stable and increasingly comfortable lives that American lar-
gesse had provided in order to put themselves under the control of a Com-
munist state that had recently killed about a million landlords and many 
 others of the old order. A repeated analysis by the American intelligence com-
munity during the Generalissimo’s time on Taiwan concluded that as long as 
the U.S. pledge to defend Taiwan had credibility, the great majority of the 
mainlanders on the islands would “come to terms with a Taiwan future.”71
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 In another scenario described in a National Intelligence Estimate in Sep-
tember 1954, if the Nationalists perceived that their interests and those of 
the United States were “increasingly divergent,” this could “conceivably lead 
them [meaning Chiang Kai- shek] to take steps in the hope of involving the 
U.S. and Communist China in a war.”72 Chiang did believe a world war be-
tween the democracies and the Communists was inevitable and could result 
in the Kuomintang’s triumphant return, but he was by no means certain of 
the outcome of such a large- scale con flict. He did not have faith that if such a 
war occurred, the American public and hence the U.S. government, Republi-
can or Democratic, would stick it out. His views of America’s China policies 
during the Stilwell years, the Marshall Mission, and the Truman- Acheson pe-
riod, as well as his recent bitter experience with Eisenhower and Dulles over 
Korea and Burma, had convinced him that a U.S.- China war could end up as 
another stalemate and thus be a further incentive for U.S.- China détente—
in which case he and Taiwan would likely end up far worse off. Several of 
Chiang’s decisions over the next de cade and more would demonstrate this 
firm conclusion. Nevertheless, his posturing would occasionally make it ap-
pear that he wanted to start a global con flict.

II

By the middle of 1953 Ho Chi Minh had seized control of most of the Viet-
namese countryside. Chinese arms aid to the Vietminh was running at 1,000 
tons a month and many PLA technical personnel and advisers were serving 
secretly with Ho Chi Minh’s forces. With the end of the Korean War in July, 
Mao poured more artillery and anti- aircraft weapons into the fight. To coun-
ter this effort, American aid to the French campaign reached $1 billion. 
Eisenhower thought the situation “was not alarming,” but Chiang looked at 
the French and American efforts in the Indochina crisis with a jaundiced 
eye.73 In November 1953, in a moment of candor, he told Rankin and a 
group of visiting Americans that the United States was “expending its re-
sources in Indochina to no purpose whatsoever.” The Far East, he said, would 
never be stable until the root causes were dealt with—Communist China and 
the Soviet  Union. To the astonishment of his guests, he went on to say cate-
gorically that the American attempt to save the French in Vietnam, Laos, and 
Cambodia was “a pure waste.” Under questioning from the shocked Ameri-
cans, Chiang evidently realized that he had gone too far, and he agreed that 
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under the circumstances the United States should try to aid the French—but 
in fact he continued to believe the odds against success were high.74

 In March 1954, the Vietminh surrounded Dien Bien Phu and the future 
of Indochina suddenly seemed to hinge on the fate of this beleaguered base. 
The Chinese rushed to the front more than a hundred additional cannon and 
60,000 artillery shells, while from Taiwan the CIA flew CAT planes over 
Dien Bien Phu, dropping supplies.75 Admiral Radford and the French mili-
tary proposed using three nuclear weapons to break the siege. Nixon and 
Dulles seemed to agree with this idea, but to Eisenhower such a horrific ac-
tion to save a colonial government in an undeclared war could not possibly 
be jus ti fied. “You boys must be crazy,” he said in a National Security Council 
meeting. “We can’t use those awful things against Asians for the second time 
in ten years. My God!”76

 Eisenhower briefly considered asking Chiang Kai- shek to send troops but 
cast the idea aside because it might have provoked Chinese Communist in-
tervention. Meanwhile, Chiang confided to his journal that the French were 
doomed and the U.S. strategy was in vain.77 But he continued to cooperate as 
requested. Looking for a way out, the Soviets and the Western Allies agreed 
to a conference in Geneva to discuss Korea and Vietnam. It was the PRC’s 
first attendance at an international conference and Zhou Enlai represented 
China. But to assure the final fall of Dien Bien Phu, Mao rushed to the front 
two more Chinese- trained Vietnamese artillery battalions and told the Chi-
nese PLA advisers “Do not save artillery; we will supply and deliver suf fi cient 
shells to you.”78

 On May 7, 1954, while the Geneva Conference was going on, the French 
forces at Dien Bien Phu surrendered, and the White House indicated it could 
accept the idea of a partition of Vietnam. The Communists were concerned 
that if they insisted on total victory in Indochina and the fight ing continued, 
the “worst case” for possible U.S. intervention was possible.79 Chiang thought 
that however the con flict was concluded, it would “bene fit Taiwan’s prepara-
tions for the counterattack,” meaning greater U.S. military aid.80 So after sev-
eral weeks of adjournment, the foreign ministers convened again and on July 
21 signed an accord that divided Vietnam at the 17th Parallel into a Com-
munist north and a non- Communist south with a national plebiscite to pro-
duce a united government within two years. Dulles, who did not sign the ac-
cord and famously declined to shake hands with Zhou, was determined from 
the start not to carry out the agreed elections. Chiang told the Americans 
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that “whether . . . partition, or general elections are held, or Laos and Cam-
bodia are recognized as neutral, the final result would be the taking over of 
the entire area by the Communists.”81 Twenty painful years later, he would be 
proven correct.

III

Ever since taking of fice, the Eisenhower team, without giving it much 
thought and departing from the Truman- Acheson policy, had been prepared 
to help Chiang Kai- shek defend Quemoy and the other offshore islands. 
In November 1953, a National Security Council paper provided that the 
United States, without committing U.S. forces, would “encourage and assist 
the Chinese National Government to defend the Nationalist- held offshore 
islands against Communist attack and to raid Chinese Communist territory 
and commerce.”82 A year later, after the ambivalent endings to the con flicts 
in Korea and Vietnam, the administration was even more determined than 
before to draw the line against any further Communist territorial advances, 
however tiny.
 In 1954, Mao launched a pro pa gan da campaign calling for the “liberation 
of Taiwan.” Internal CCP documents emphasized that creating a crisis to be 
centered on Quemoy was meant primarily to raise the political consciousness 
of the Chinese people and stir up revolutionary enthusiasm for socialist con-
struction at home.83 Probably more important in Mao’s mind, threatening 
the islands demonstrated that Moscow’s new global posture of peaceful coex-
istence did not mean the Chinese civil war was over or that the PRC accepted 
Taiwan’s separation from China.84 The PLA began to store up supplies for a 
massive shelling of Quemoy and Matsu.85 As tensions built up, Dulles told a 
press conference in Manila that the United States would be jus ti fied in 
 concluding that the defense of Taiwan “comprehended” the defense of the 
offshore territories, implying that direct U.S. involvement in their defense 
might be called for.86

 On September 3, 1954, PLA batteries fired thousands of shells at Quemoy. 
In response, Nationalist artillerymen rolled their American cannon in and 
out of deep tunnels cut in the island’s granite cliffs and hills and fired back; 
the Seventh Fleet in Yokosuka put to sea; and cap ital ships of the U.S. Navy 
in the Atlantic streaked for the Pacific.87 From what occurred afterward, it 
seems clear that Mao never intended to invade Quemoy or Matsu, which by 
their geographic closeness to the China coast—and the fact that they were 
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never ceded to Japan as were Taiwan and the Pescadores—provided Chiang 
Kai- shek a critical political link to the mainland. The CCP leader did not 
want to cut these links any more than did Chiang.
 The crisis focused on Quemoy, 153 square kilometers of granite that also 
had rice paddies and an airfield. Chiang believed that with adequate supplies 
the island could withstand a long siege. But without U.S. air and naval inter-
vention, he and the Americans knew, the PLA could eventually cut off the 
island’s air and sea support.88 After leaving the Philippines, Dulles, on Sep-
tember 9, stopped over in Taipei for five hours. This was Chiang’s first meet-
ing with the powerful Secretary of State with whom he had verbally crossed 
swords over Burma, and he was more nervous than usual. Crossing his legs, 
he jiggled his foot more quickly than he typically did but continued to smile 
softly. When he raised the subject of a security treaty between the United 
States and the Republic of China, Dulles simply explained that “certain dif fi-
culties” lay in the way. But at a press conference afterward, when questioned 
about the PLA attacks on the islands, Dulles declared that Taiwan “does not 
stand alone.”89 Chiang was initially sat is fied. He thought Dulles was “gener-
ally good.” But a few days later he decided the short visit was an “insult,” and 
that Dulles had not shown “sincerity.”90

Although two American of fi cers on Quemoy died the first day of the shell-
ing, there were few Nationalist casualties and Ambassador Rankin described 
the PLA effort as “all- but ineffective.”91 In response, however, Nationalist 
planes bombed the port of Amoy and surrounding facilities, and raiding par-
ties attacked along the coast.92 On September 12, Nationalist planes hit tar-
gets fifty miles inland and two days later Taipei claimed that they had sunk a 
thousand- ton tanker. Curiously, the PLA’s MIG- 15s, piloted by veterans of 
the Korean War, did not challenge the far inferior Nationalist aircraft, which 
were mostly World War II–era F- 47 Thunderbolts. Clearly Mao was not 
throwing ev ery thing into the Quemoy campaign, much less thinking of at-
tacking Taiwan.
 Nonetheless, U.S. defense of fi cials, the media, and soon Eisenhower and 
Dulles began to think that Mao was in fact determined to take Quemoy. 
During various National Security Council meetings from September 12 to 
November 2, Admiral Radford and all the Joint Chiefs except Army General 
Ridgeway recommended immediately put ting U.S. troops on Quemoy and 
the other offshore islands, joining Chiang Kai- shek in bombing the main-
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land, and even, if necessary, using nuclear weapons to repel the Communist 
Chinese. Chiang now had 40 percent of his army on the tiny offshore islands, 
so the fall of these locations would have been a blow to the security of Tai-
wan, but even then hardly a fatal one.93

 At the National Security Council meetings, Dulles at this time stressed 
that the United States could only prevail in a war with China with the use of 
nuclear weapons, and he and Eisenhower both told the group that a general 
war with the People’s Republic would lead to war with the Soviet  Union.94 
These thoughts brought realism into the discussion of what was at stake, and 
although they had all approved earlier policy papers and public statements 
committing the United States to defending the islands, the President, Dulles, 
and Secretary of Defense Charlie Wilson all suddenly made it clear that they 
did not think Quemoy and Matsu were worth defending.
 At one point, the President decreed that the United States would not in 
fact use its armed forces to defend the offshore islands. But at the same time, 
the talk of a sell- out by Chiang if he was forced to abandon Quemoy wor-
ried the President. The “Generalissimo,” he fretted, if pushed too far could 
“quit the U.S. cold and renounce Formosa”—in other words, defect with his 
armed forces to Mao Zedong.95 As late as February 1955, the President was 
citing CIA field reports about the “possibility that whole units of Chiang’s 
army were ready to jump to the Communist side.” Consistent with the posi-
tive National Intelligence Estimate of the morale of Nationalist military and 
civilian leaders, CIA analysts in Washington did not give credence to these 
rumors, which senior Taiwan of fi cials had probably floated with CIA of fi cers 
in the hope of shoring up more support for the KMT.96 But in the National 
Security Council they were believed.
 Khrushchev arrived in Peking on October 1 determined to establish a 
closer relationship with China. To begin with, he scrapped all the secret 1950 
agreements between Mao and Sta lin, including the Soviet occupation of Port 
Arthur, and promised to supply more arms factories and a new loan of 520 
million rubles. Mao pointed to the ongoing Quemoy crisis and once again 
asked for Soviet help in building a Chinese nuclear weapon. The Soviet leader 
replied that China was safe under the USSR’s nuclear umbrella but he prom-
ised to consider providing a research reactor.97 A joint Sino- Soviet communi-
qué on the occasion promised “unity of action to safeguard the security of the 
two states.”98

 Meanwhile, Dulles encouraged New Zealand to introduce a resolution in 
the U.N. Security Council calling for a cease- fire in the Strait, a tactic that 
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Truman and Acheson had tried in vain. Chiang saw this as a U.S. scheme.99 
But as a concession to Chiang, Dulles sped up negotiation of a U.S. security 
treaty with Taipei, proposing that the treaty guarantee the security of Taiwan 
and the Pescadores only, but that it also include a phrase that other territories 
could be included by mutual agreement. Chiang at first objected to Dulles’s 
proposal and even more strongly to the U.N. cease- fire idea, which, he feared, 
could lead to a one China–one Taiwan situation. But he quickly reconsid-
ered: if he signed he would have an alliance with the United States equal at 
least in theory to a NATO partnership, and as for the New Zealand initiative, 
he realized Peking would not accept it.
 Chiang also agreed, in a separate secret exchange of letters attached to the 
treaty, that the two governments would say that the use of force in the area by 
either party would be subject to joint agreement. Privately he thought this 
was “intolerable” and a humiliation, but the treaty was “a light of hope in the 
darkness.”100 He wrote to Eisenhower that he was sat is fied with the accord 
but it would be good “psychological warfare” for the United States publicly 
to assure the Chinese Nationalists that it would provide logistical support for 
the defense of the offshore islands. Eisenhower declined to do so. In fact, he 
informed Chiang that it would be a military mistake to crowd more Nation-
alist troops onto the small islands.101

 The artillery duel between Quemoy and an Amoy suburb continued, and 
Nationalist reconnaissance reported continued PLA ground and air force 
buildups in the region. In November 1954, Peking gave long sentences to 
thirteen U.S. airmen shot down over China during the Korean War, which 
provoked a storm of anti- Peking sentiment in America. Senators called for a 
U.S. blockade of the People’s Republic and Joseph McCarthy demanded that 
the United States free Chiang Kai- shek to attack China’s “soft underbelly.”102 
But in a National Security Council policy paper in December, the adminis-
tration reaf firmed the recent decision that the United States would not com-
mit U.S. forces to defend the offshore islands “except in the event of a Com-
munist attack on Taiwan.”103

 In the New Year, Chiang publicly predicted war “at any time” and Mao 
ordered an armada of a hundred planes to attack the much smaller Tachen 
islands, some two hundred miles north of Taiwan. On January 18, 1955, 
four thousand PLA troops seized the even tinier island of Yichang, seven 
miles from the Tachens, and Eisenhower again worried that the Chinese 
would ac tually invade Quemoy, causing another piece of real estate to be lost 
to the Communists during his administration, and that Chiang Kai- shek 
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could “turn against us.” Dulles also now inexplicably echoed Chiang’s warn-
ing that the fall of Quemoy would have “a catastrophic effect” on Nationalist 
morale. The President again reversed himself. The time had come, he said, 
“to draw the line”—meaning fif teen miles from the China coast around small 
islands that before 1949 were never administered as part of Taiwan.104

 Eisenhower and Dulles now agreed that the United States would announce 
that it would defend Quemoy and Matsu “as long as the Chinese Commu-
nists profess their intention to attack Taiwan,” a threat that Peking frequently 
reiterated.105 In return, Chiang would only be asked to withdraw from the 
distant Tachens with U.S. Navy assistance. Thus, just one month after the 
last policy had been reaf firmed, the National Security Council on January 19 
approved a dramatically new course of action. When Chiang received the 
American proposal, he was pleasantly astounded. The U.S. government was 
going to make a public commitment to defend the offshore territories even at 
the cost of all- out war with China and possibly the Soviet  Union. He readily 
agreed to withdraw from the Tachens. Then, at the President’s request, the 
U.S. Congress passed a resolution giving him authority to use the armed 
forces of the United States to defend Taiwan and the Pescadores and “such 
related positions and territories” as he judged necessary to assure achievement 
of this goal.106

Complications quickly ensued. Dulles informed the British ambassador of 
the plan, and the next day, the ambassador rushed back to inform Dulles 
that Winston Churchill and his cabinet were “greatly disturbed.” The United 
Kingdom would support the New Zealand resolution in the United Nations 
calling for a cease- fire in the Strait only if the United States made no commit-
ment to defend Quemoy and Matsu. Informed of this development, Eisen-
hower changed his mind yet again. At a National Security Council meeting 
on January 21 it was decided that a return to the previous policy was the 
 wisest course—the United States would defend Quemoy and Matsu only if 
the attacks on them were “presumptively . . . a prelude to [an] attack upon 
Formosa and the Pescadores.”107 On January 29, Dulles informed Chiang’s 
foreign minister, George Yeh, who was in Washington, that in fact there 
would be no U.S. public statement regarding the two principal offshore is-
lands. He did say that Chiang could be told privately that under “existing 
circumstances” the United States would in fact assist in the islands’ defense, 
but sharply hedging this commitment, he added that it was a unilateral U.S. 
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decision and could depend on appropriate action by the United Nations. In 
addition, it could be withdrawn at any time without charge of bad faith.108

 When Chiang learned of Eisenhower and Dulles’s extraordinary backtrack-
ing, he was infuriated. Another American President had reneged on a firm 
pledge—and this time only days after it was made. It was yet another exam-
ple, he thought, of how the United Kingdom still “controlled” U.S. diplo-
macy. His anger was no doubt in good part genuine, but as in the past the 
situation also provided an irresistible opportunity to severely chastise the 
Americans and stir up their fears that he would react in some extreme way. 
Such fears would compel the U.S. leaders to mollify him on other matters, 
spe cifi cally military and economic assistance and diplomatic support.
 Outside the American and Nationalist leadership, only London knew of 
the briefly promised, unquali fied but now canceled, public declaration that 
the United States would help defend Quemoy and Matsu. Nonetheless, 
Chiang told Rankin that the latest reversal could encourage the Communists 
to attack the offshore islands and if so, the United States would bear the 
 responsibility. As he was fond of doing, he sternly lectured the sympathetic 
diplomat, talking about “honor, probity, equity, and sincerity,” implying that 
Washington had shown none of these. The Nationalist leader was in “the 
most nervous state” Rankin had ever seen him. He rubbed his bald pate, 
wiggled his foot, and wrung his hands. He said he would not withdraw from 
the Tachens and if its forces were lost and even if Taiwan was lost, “China’s 
honor would be preserved for posterity.” Finally he said he assumed that in 
its relations with his government, “the United States knew it was not dealing 
with children.”109

 Chiang’s indirect scolding of the President as passed on by Rankin had its 
effect. Eisenhower was apparently distraught over giving in to Churchill and 
reversing the pledge he had given the Nationalist leader. He sent a message to 
Chiang on January 31, 1955, in which he af firmed that the U.S. government 
would not make an announcement on the subject but under “present cir-
cumstances would in fact come to the aid of the Nationalists if a major at-
tack was made against Quemoy and Matsu.” This commitment was the one 
Dulles had made but without the heavy qualifiers.110

 Eisenhower now accepted Admiral Radford’s rather extreme view that the 
loss of Quemoy and Matsu would “destroy the reason for the existence” of 
the Nationalist forces on Formosa and this conclusion jus ti fied all- out U.S. 
intervention to save the islands. In a letter to Churchill, Eisenhower endorsed 
this thesis as well as the more cataclysmic notion that Peking’s goal was to 
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seize Quemoy and Matsu, then Formosa, then Japan.111 U.S. interagency in-
telligence estimates again contradicted this far- fetched scenario, but the Pres-
ident this time rejected Churchill’s renewed plea that the United States limit 
its commitment to the defense of Taiwan and the Pescadores.
 Chiang proceeded with the withdrawal from the Tachens as agreed, and 
when Dulles saw him in Taipei in early March the Secretary of State explained 
that for political reasons the public position of the United States would be 
that since Quemoy and Matsu have a relationship to the defense of Taiwan, 
the President “may judge their protection to be appropriate.” Chiang took 
this as a reiteration of Eisenhower’s pledge. Then, turning negative, the Secre-
tary addressed the question of the counterattack, telling Chiang frankly that 
by “constantly talking about an armed re- conquest of the mainland” the Na-
tionalist government seemed “rather foolish” and exposed itself to “a mea sure 
of ridicule abroad.” Opportunities for action might arise in the future, the 
Secretary went on, but the Republic of China could not create these possi-
bilities, nor could they be predicted. Taiwan, he said, had a different role to 
play.
 Far from being angry, Chiang said he “fully shared” the Secretary of State’s 
views regarding the future task of the Nationalist government on Taiwan. 
The primary role was not that of a reconquering force but of an alternative 
model for China’s development. Even so, he told Dulles, when “it  comes to 
domestic pro pa gan da . . . it is a different matter as we have the need to sus-
tain . . . morale.” This was a candid and clear explanation of the tactical and 
psychological reasons that Chiang felt he had continually to threaten to in-
vade the mainland, but its import seemed to make little impression on 
Dulles.112

 The same month, the fear of imminent war flared again when the U.S. 
National Intelligence Board concluded that the PLA had completed final 
preparations for an attack on Quemoy and Matsu. Dulles once again reported 
to the National Security Council that there was “at least an even chance the 
United States will have to go to war” over the islands—a war in which “we’ll 
have to use atomic weapons.”113 Eisenhower and Dulles both then set out to 
try to convince the American people that atomic weapons were “interchange-
able” with conventional weapons.114 The President publicly warned that in 
a war in the Far East, “tactical small atomic weapons would probably be 
used.”115

 These remarks, breathtaking in their implications, sparked mass protests 
around the world and warnings of a world war and nuclear desolation—
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all over two little islands, claims to which were highly debatable, and from 
which repeated paramilitary attacks against the mainland had been launched. 
A nuclear attack by the United States against China would have been im-
mensely unpopular ev erywhere, including in the United States, and fiercely 
opposed by most U.S. allies, including probably all of NATO. Only the year 
before, Eisenhower had seen the moral and political di sas ter and probably 
military debacle of using nuclear weapons to try to save Dien Bien Phu.
 Stung by the world’s reaction to his rhetoric, Eisenhower once more re-
verted to his earlier position. At a clas si fied meeting with con gres sional lead-
ers on March 30, he said that if a Chinese Communist attack on Quemoy 
and Matsu did not seem to portend an attack on Taiwan, “the United States 
would stay out.” There was nothing said about the psychological collapse of 
Taiwan or the falling dominoes he had described to Churchill. The next day 
in the Oval Office with his core National Security Council staff, Eisenhower 
con firmed that war with China over Quemoy and Matsu was “undesirable” 
because the Allies would not support it, U.S. public opinion would be di-
vided, and it would have a “disastrous effect on the [U.S.] economy.”116

 Public threats by American leaders that they might use nuclear weapons in 
a con flict with the People’s Republic gave Mao an opening to renew his plea 
to the Soviets that China needed assistance in constructing such weapons as a 
deterrent. Khrushchev, looking ahead, decided it was better after all that the 
Chinese have their own umbrella and themselves deter or deal with any fu-
ture U.S. nuclear attack, and he agreed to build a cyclotron and reactor in 
China.117 The gift was also intended to persuade Mao to support Khrush-
chev’s new policy of détente with the West, which included discussions about 
a U.S.- Soviet summit and a global strategy of peaceful resolution of con flicts. 
The nuclear aid was the biggest present he could have given the Chinese 
leader, and it had the desired effect. An editorial in the March 7 People’s Daily 
signaled the beginning of China’s “peaceful liberation” policy, including to-
ward Taiwan.

IV

The talk of peace from Peking and of détente from Moscow, as well as the 
continued absence of PLA air attacks against Quemoy, quickly deflated the 
war scare in the United States. But the trauma of the crisis made Eisenhower 
determined to get Chiang off the “infernal” little islands, as he now called 
them. In April, he dispatched Admiral Radford and the diplomat Walter 
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Robertson to Taipei with a dramatically new plan to solve the problem. In 
a meeting that ran on until 11:00 at night with Chiang, Soong Mayling, 
and Foreign Minister Yeh, the two envoys explained that President Eisen-
hower had categorically decided that the United States would not help de-
fend Quemoy and Matsu because doing so would “undoubtedly require 
 nuclear weapons” and would cause “tremendous” opposition at home and 
abroad.118

 The two envoys for President Eisenhower went on to say that if the Gen-
eralissimo withdrew from the offshore islands under U.S. Navy protection, 
the United States would join with the Nationalist government in creating an 
interdiction line running four hundred miles through the South China Sea, 
the Taiwan Strait, and the East China Sea, from Swatow in Guangdong prov-
ince in the south to the port of Wenzhou in Zhejiang province. The purpose 
of the joint interdiction by the two navies would be to search all ships in the 
area, foreign or Chinese (including junks), and seize all “contraband and war-
 making materials.” The interdiction force would also replace Quemoy and 
Matsu as early defense blocks to any invasion force leaving Amoy or Foo-
chow. The joint naval action, Radford said, would in effect be “a blockade of 
China’s coast,” and it would be dif fi cult for Peking not to challenge it with 
military force, but the PLA Navy would have to fire first on U.S. Navy ships 
and thereby assume the burden of starting a war. Eisenhower, in effect, was 
offering to engage in what many would see as acts of war against China 
in  undisputedly Chinese waters. Robertson urged the Generalissimo to give 
“full consideration” to “all implications” of the interdiction proposal, seem-
ing to suggest that a con flict between the United States and Communist 
China would most likely result. Radford apparently assumed that Chiang 
would see this outcome as being in his interest.119

 If Chiang wanted to encourage a Sino- American war, here was his chance—
an opportunity offered by the American President himself, who seemed on 
his own to have devised this scheme so full of flawed assumptions and unpre-
dictable and possibly profound consequences.120 Chiang had had no idea 
what message Redford and Robertson intended to deliver. But instead of 
consulting privately with his wife and foreign minister before replying, he 
immediately turned down the proposal. In sorrow rather than anger, he said 
that his government and armed forces would defend Quemoy and Matsu 
with or without U.S. help. To abandon the islands would be “to lose the re-
spect of the Chinese people.” The Generalissimo and Madame Chiang then 
took a short break.121



Managing the Protector 481

 When the couple returned to the room, Chiang calmly recounted the 
changing U.S. commitments to him regarding the offshore islands. He then 
explained that if he pulled out of Quemoy and Matsu the Chinese people 
would not support him, then “the United States would have to find another 
Chiang Kai- shek” and inevitably, the situation would lead to “pressure for a 
trusteeship for Formosa.” But, he said, he had no wish to embarrass the 
United States. Where matters were in doubt, he went on, “[Nationalist] 
China should be the loser, not the USA.” He said he had no desire to in-
volve the United States in a war on behalf of his government and that he un-
derstood President Eisenhower’s position. But he believed the Communists 
would not attack Quemoy and Matsu except as part of an attack on Taiwan 
and this would not happen until Russia was ready to order a world war. Thus 
there was “no need to get jittery or to worry over these two islands or the 
buildup on the China coast.” In other words, the blockade was not needed 
and there was no need to risk a war.122

This was an improbable turnaround in Chiang’s assessment of the threat 
from the mainland to Taiwan as well as the offshore territories.123 The Ameri-
cans must have been puzzled—that is, until a meeting the next evening. 
There Chiang gave Radford and Robertson what was undoubtedly his most 
important reason for turning down Eisenhower’s offer to blockade much of 
China’s coast. He told them that he simply “lacked faith” that after he had 
given up the islands, America would long continue the proposed blockade. 
Implicit was his calculation that if the proposed U.S. naval action threatened 
war with China, the United States, facing severe domestic and world opposi-
tion, would soon back down, or if a con flict ac tually began, the Americans 
would eventually seek peace and desert Taiwan. Concluding the talks on a 
cordial note, he asked Radford and Robertson to convey to the President his 
“great respect and personal faith in U.S. motives” and offered his “humble 
apology” for not being able to go along with the President’s bold proposal.124

 Chiang’s sangfroid reaction was not repeated in his diary. He thought the 
Americans were “completely deceiving” and “naïve and ignorant” to think he 
would believe them. He also believed the proposal was a British- originated 
plot to get him off the offshore islands.125

 Most people on these islands and Taiwan, military and civilian, knew that 
the Generalissimo had successfully resisted American pressure to withdraw 
from Quemoy and Matsu. Senior of fi cers and of fi cials also probably were 
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aware that Chiang had rejected the stationing of an American Marine divi-
sion and a U.S. Air Force air wing on Taiwan, as well as other U.S. entice-
ments to give up the “infernal” islets. U.S. military aid continued to flow to 
the troops on Quemoy and Matsu, and U.S. Army advisers even continued 
to work there. In fact, soon after the Radford and Robertson visit, Chiang 
deployed another division to Quemoy without telling the Americans (Gen-
eral Chase objected, as did the State Department, but since the deployment 
was already under way, Washington acquiesced).126 The offshore defenders 
and the PLA forces opposing them settled back into their tense but peaceful 
coexistence. Depending on the wind, each side wafted pro pa gan da balloons 
toward the other, sometimes with gifts of soap attached.
 In Chiang’s eyes, he had achieved a moral victory over the Americans, cap-
ping the other major bene fits he had wrung from the crisis—the mutual se-
curity treaty and increased economic and military aid from the United States. 
Mao, however, had received more—the promise of nuclear weapons from the 
Soviet  Union. In addition, the same week that Radford and Robertson were 
in Taipei, events were propelling the United States and People’s Republic to-
ward their first- ever bilateral talks.
 On April 23, 1955, at the Bandung Conference of Asian and African na-
tions, Zhou publicly declared that China was willing to sit down with the 
United States and enter into negotiations over relaxation of tensions in the 
Far East, “especially . . . tension in the Taiwan area.”127 He repeated that 
China was willing to pursue the liberation of Taiwan by peaceful means. In 
response, Eisenhower announced that he was ready to talk, “if there seemed 
to be an opportunity for us to further the easing of tensions.”128 Dulles said 
that America would “not, of course, depart from the path of fidelity and 
honor toward our ally, the Republic of China,” but Chiang read the decision 
otherwise.129 If and when Peking seemed willing, Chiang clearly believed, the 
Republican administration would be tempted to seek peace in East Asia and 
weaken the Sino- Soviet bloc through détente with the People’s Republic and 
resolution of the Taiwan issue through a two- Chinas or a one- China, one- 
Taiwan solution.130

Chiang Ching- kuo’s covert action units included a special- operations group 
stationed in Hong Kong responsible for assassination and sabotage on the 
mainland. In 1955, this group reportedly recruited a worker at Hong Kong’s 
Kai Tak Airport to plant a bomb in the wheel well of an Air India Constella-
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tion plane scheduled on April 11 to fly to Bandung, Indonesia, with the Chi-
nese delegation to the conference aboard. The main target was China’s for-
eign minister, Zhou Enlai. The Burmese leader U Nu, however, invited Zhou 
to fly with him from Rangoon to Bandung and Zhou agreed. Because the 
change in Zhou’s travel plans was kept secret, the bombing plot went ahead 
as planned, and the plane blew up over the South China Sea, killing all the 
other members of the Chinese delegation.
 There is reputed evidence that the CIA provided both the bomb and the 
detonator and possibly originated the operation that was carried out by the 
Nationalist intelligence unit in Hong Kong. According to Stephen Tsang, 
evidence now suggests that Zhou knew of the plot beforehand and secretly 
changed his travel plans. Circumstantially, it appears that Chiang Kai- shek 
and at least Chiang Ching- kuo must have authorized the assassination of the 
elder Chiang’s erstwhile friend in the CCP.131 Sixteen years later, Zhou had an 
intriguing discussion of the 1955 Air India bombing with Henry Kissinger. 
Zhou told Kissinger that the man who planted the bomb had fled to Taiwan. 
Zhou, however, did not accuse the Nationalists or Chiang Kai- shek of in-
volvement—instead, he volunteered the thought that “such things are some-
times not the responsibility of [a] government, rather some individuals may 
do it on their own.”132 But after the 1955 incident had occurred, Chiang in 
his diary noted that the plane had caught fire and “all the Communists” were 
killed. “It’s a pity,” he added, “that Zhou Enlai was not on the plane.”133 This 
does not prove that Chiang had known about the plot beforehand—in fact, 
he may later have passed the word to Zhou that he had not, thus inspiring 
Zhou’s 1971 comment to Kissinger. Nevertheless, despite his occasional se-
cret exchange of messages before and after with Zhou, Chiang had clearly 
soured on him as a friend.

During this period the Chiangs stepped up their covert and paramilitary op-
erations against the Communists, and now that their relations with Washing-
ton were more secure, they decided to move against the Generalissimo’s 
 domestic opponents as well. One morning in May 1955, Ching- kuo’s secu-
rity police went to General Sun Liren’s residence and told him he was under 
house arrest. The year before, Chiang had removed Sun from all his com-
mand positions and appointed him his personal chief of staff; now the gen-
eral was charged with sedition and one of his of fi cers was accused of plotting 
to kidnap the Generalissimo. Chiang had long considered Sun one of the 
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most likely generals to lead a coup against him and while the likelihood of 
that had sharply decreased, he increasingly seemed to fear that after his own 
death, Sun, possibly together with Chen Cheng, would pose the greatest 
threat to Ching- kuo’s succession. Chiang did not think the Americans were 
involved, but still, he wrote, “we must be extremely cautious.”134

 When Admiral Radford in Washington heard of the arrest he was appalled. 
The conservative friend of the Chiangs sent word to the Generalissimo that 
Sun was “the most able general in the Nationalist Army; he could not possi-
bly be a Communist”—adding that Sun “was right in his criticism of the 
commissars.”135 Stuck with the unpopular job of heading the commission of 
in quiry, Chen Cheng produced an ambivalent report, and Chiang decided 
there would be “no punishment” for the general but he would be kept “under 
observation” at his home in Taichung. Ambassador Rankin visited Sun and 
found him “enjoying his rose garden.”136 The house arrest turned into thirty- 
three years of forced seclusion.
 Ching- kuo also considered his foster brother a potential rival. A few 
months before Sun’s arrest, Chiang Wei- kuo returned from a study mission 
in the United States expecting to be appointed deputy director of military 
intelligence. But according to Wei- kuo, Ching- kuo persuaded his father to 
appoint him to a less sensitive post in G- 3 operations.137

In the early 1950s, U.S. economic aid and surging new con fi dence in Tai-
wan’s security began to have an effect. Between 1951 and 1964 American 
economic aid would total $1.5 billion, the largest such program per cap ita in 
the world. The grants accounted for approximately 40 percent of cap ital for-
mation in Taiwan during these years and were mostly spent on infrastructure 
and human resources. The technocrats C. K. Yen and K. Y. Yin were joined 
by the engineer and physicist K. T. Li (Li Guoting) in managing economic 
and fiscal affairs. The chairman of the key Joint Commission on Rural Re-
construction (JCRR) was the distinguished Jiang Menglin, a Columbia grad-
uate and former president of Peking University. These were men respected 
for their ability and integrity and they added to the list of senior of fi cials 
whom the Americans admired. Below these top policymakers a large num-
ber of economists and fi nan cial specialists, many Western- trained, formed a 
large corps of highly capable, mostly honest, midlevel professionals and tech-
nocrats.138

 From the beginning, Chiang pretty much allowed such capable bureau-
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crats to manage the island’s economy and fi nances, including U.S. aid and 
land reform. Both Chen Cheng and Chiang Ching- kuo argued that raising 
standards of living had to have the highest priority next to security, because 
in the long run higher living standards were essential to the survival of the 
regime.139 Chiang obviously agreed and he strongly backed Chen Cheng in 
continuing to push ahead with land reform. Although the regime was redis-
tributing the land of Taiwanese, not mainland, gentry, if on the mainland 
Chiang had had the same tight political control, he would almost certainly 
have done the same there. In January 1953, the government announced the 
biggest step in the reform program: no landlord could own more than 7.2 
acres of medium- grade rice fields. The percentage of farm families that tilled 
their own land rose from 36 to 65 percent and tenant families dropped to 
only 11 percent.140 As compensation for their expropriated land, the land-
owners received stocks in four government (formerly Japanese) corporations. 
The biggest landlords, mostly well- educated men usually living in the towns 
and cities, bought up stocks from the others and they and their descen-
dents became the first new business magnates on the island, playing a major 
role not only in expanding the old industrial sector but also in fi nanc ing and 
managing the new light industries that with government encouragement 
sprouted up in the 1950s.141

 The JCRR was heavily involved not only in redistributing land and pro-
moting increased productivity and income on the farms, but also in improv-
ing rural health. Key proj ects included the control of tuberculosis and vene-
real disease and the upgrading of maternal and child care. By 1960, health 
workers had virtually eliminated malaria and had decreased the incidence of 
both tuberculosis and the infectious eye disease trachoma by 80 percent. 
Eventually, hundreds of provincial health stations provided basic care for all 
farm families on the island for modest fees.142 This was the beginning of a 
stunningly peaceful revolution in the lives of a rural population in Asia, and 
it laid the foundation for the takeoff of Taiwan’s urban economy in the 
1960s.
 Chiang was understandably proud of the successful land reform and other 
rural programs, which soon became highly praised achievements even in 
American liberal circles. This nonviolent and nonpunitive reform was espe-
cially commendable when compared to the million or more deaths that oc-
curred in the 1950s when Mao con fis cated land on the mainland—deaths 
that were considered by Mao to be an essential feature of the pro cess of revo-
lution. Aside from its domestic implications, the triumph in farming helps 
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explain Chiang’s success for two de cades in maintaining considerable diplo-
matic support for Nationalist China from a good number of newly in de pen-
dent developing states. Beginning in the 1960s, Taipei began sending agri-
cultural assistance teams to African countries, carrying with them Taiwan’s 
lessons in land reform.
 For Chiang Kai- shek, however, there was a problem: Chen Cheng and the 
JCRR received most of the credit. The glowing reputation of the program 
made Chen a more valuable asset for Chiang, but also increased his poten-
tial for succeeding Chiang after (or conceivably even before) Chiang’s death. 
Ching- kuo’s spies continued to watch him closely.

Chiang’s primary economic goal was keeping the value of the New Taiwan 
Dollar and consumer price increases at reasonable levels, in order to avoid the 
horrible mainland experience. But currency stability continued to be rela-
tively easy on Taiwan not only because of massive American aid and the large 
reserves of gold and U.S. dollars, but also because stability reigned through-
out the island—creating a fertile environment for business, investment, and 
growth that the Generalissimo never experienced during all his time in Nan-
king and Chungking. By 1953, thanks to all these factors as well as rising 
customs revenues, the national budget defi cit was down to a remarkably low 
6 percent of GDP. From 1949 to 1958, wholesale prices in Taipei rose thir-
teen times. But if calculated from 1952, the rate of in fla tion was only around 
6 to 7 percent a year. Meanwhile, in Chiang’s first nine years on Taiwan, 
wages rose sixteen times, easily outpacing the in fla tion rate.143

 On occasion, Chiang would personally intervene on fi nan cial matters, 
calling C. K. Yen and others on the carpet, complaining for example about 
an “excess issuance” of currency, ordering the Bank of China to take control 
of the New Taiwan Dollar from the Bank of Taiwan, firing directors of the 
bank, or demanding that his generals find new ways to save money.144 After 
1953, a further reduction in in fla tion required put ting an end to the island’s 
trade defi cit. To achieve this objective, a new stabilization board assumed the 
broad role of macro- managing the economy. The technocrats soon produced 
the first Four Year Plan for Attainment of Economic Inde pen dence, which fo-
cused on an import- substitution strategy of industrialization and high tariffs. 
Among other mea sures, it authorized the Bank of Taiwan to give subsidized 
loans for new light industries that would produce ev ery thing from chemical 
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fertilizers to textiles to soap to motor scooters. In the de cade 1949–1958, the 
value of industrial production in real terms more than tripled.145

 During the first half of the 1950s, Taiwan’s social life re flected a war-
time austerity. The government banned nightclubs and even neon lights, and 
Americans owned virtually all the new cars in the streets. Only one of ev ery 
thousand Taiwan residents owned an automobile, and two of ev ery ten thou-
sand owned a motor scooter, which meant that the car- owning elite class was 
larger than the scooter- driving middle class.146 Despite the marked improve-
ment in income and living conditions for farm families, almost all still trav-
elled to market by foot or water buffalo–drawn cart; more rarely they hitched 
a ride on a rickety bus or pedicab. Raincoats and roofs were made of rice 
straw. Most farm houses had dirt floors, and virtually no farmer had a watch 
or a radio. Moreover, Taiwan’s rural population was increasing at a rate of 
over 4 percent a year, and because the land was divided by inheritance, the 
already tiny plots tilled by most farmers became even smaller, until by 1958 
the average farmer owned less than half an acre.147

 To keep per cap ita income on the island increasing, the key solution 
was for the urban economy to expand rapidly—and it did. The import- 
substitution policy of the first two four- year plans resulted in hundreds of 
new factories producing light manufactures, tens of thousands of new jobs 
for the surplus rural workforce, and a reduction in the government defi cit, 
which allowed more spending on infrastructure. Daily life in the countryside 
slowly but visibly improved throughout the de cade. Another important re-
sult of these changes was a lowering of income disparities. The poorest 40 
percent of the population eventually enjoyed a greater share of the island’s 
income than that offered by any other non- Communist economy in the 
world.148 During those years, income grew 7.5 percent annually in constant 
dollar terms and 4 percent when mea sured by per cap ita growth. By the late 
1950s the austerity mea sures were relaxed. As a result, the number of Chinese 
restaurants rapidly multiplied, “dance halls” returned, and neon lights were 
again in vogue.149

Soon after the 1949 retreat across the Strait, American journalists reported 
that foreigners, Taiwanese, and mainlanders on the island all spoke of the 
comparative absence of a kleptocracy.150 To curtail corruption and tax eva-
sion, Chiang ordered banks to provide all individual and company account 
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statements to the tax authorities; he also raised salaries for the police and 
common soldiers but not for military of fi cers.151 Chiang still hesitated to take 
action against his top associates, as evidenced by the previously recounted 
case of Chief of Staff Zhou Zhirou, but Chen Cheng and Chiang Ching- kuo 
both gave high priority to punishing corruption in the government, and 
Chen’s institutional reforms (which were approved by Chiang Kai- shek) pro-
moted good governance. Strict audits by U.S. personnel of the accounts of 
both the armed ser vices and the government played a major role in uncover-
ing and preventing high- level graft. The centralization of military payrolls 
and the Combined Logistics Command’s takeover of procurement for all the 
military ser vices were early key reforms that Chiang supported. Zhou Zhirou 
had strongly objected to a separate command’s buying and paying for all 
the supplies and equipment that the various ser vices needed, but Chiang 
 ordered him “to correct his thoughts,” and the change was made.152 The 
New York Times, which had reported in full on rampant KMT corruption of 
the 1940s, reported in 1958 that “corruption [on Taiwan] has been largely 
stamped out.”153 Although that statement was an exaggeration, it was clear 
that the scourge of corruption that had so crippled the KMT was fi nally un-
der control.

V

The first Sino- American bilateral talks would be held in Geneva in July 1955. 
Dulles earnestly explained to the Generalissimo that the purpose of this ex-
change was to persuade Mao Zedong to agree to a mutual renunciation of 
force in the Taiwan Strait. This was hardly comforting to Chiang, who feared 
that such an accord would lead to a neutralization of Taiwan, U.S. rapproche-
ment with China, and Taiwan’s loss of its U.N. Security Council seat. In an 
unintentionally ironic diplomatic message to Dulles, Ambassador Rankin 
warned that a declaration by China and the United States avowing their 
peaceful intentions in the Taiwan area would create “a grave decline in morale 
on Taiwan.”154

 Until this point, Mao was just as averse as Chiang to forswearing the use of 
force in the Taiwan Strait. Such an accord would deny the PRC the right to 
use military means if necessary for the liberation of what most Chinese saw as 
sovereign Chinese territory—Taiwan. But after much wrangling in the Ge-
neva meetings, Mao, almost certainly encouraged by his foreign minister, 
Zhou Enlai, surprisingly authorized a compromise. His envoy, Wang Ping-
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nan, proposed a written exclusion- of- force agreement in which the record of 
the meeting would show that the two sides verbally agreed that such a renun-
ciation of force would include “matters between the United States and China 
related to Taiwan.”155 Since the U.S. commitment to defend Taiwan was the 
most important matter between China and the United States related to the 
island, this formulation seemed to provide the United States what it wanted. 
The Chinese accommodation suggests strongly that at this time (1955 and 
1956) Mao Zedong and Zhou Enlai quite possibly were serious about work-
ing with the United States.156 Or possibly they saw such an offer as a tactic 
that might jar the Nationalist leadership into seeking a deal with them. In 
any event, the U.S. envoy at the Geneva talks, Alexis Johnson, urged the 
White House to accept the Chinese compromise.
 For Eisenhower and Dulles, however, the offer was the curse of getting 
what they had wished for. They feared a furious reaction from Chiang Kai- 
shek and the Republican right wing if they agreed to such a peace accord with 
“Red China.” They also assumed, probably correctly, that such an agreement 
would provoke an avalanche of nations to switch diplomatic relations to Pe-
king, and while the great majority of native Taiwanese would welcome the 
accord, they may have feared that it could spark a political crisis within the 
mainlander regime in Taipei. Chiang, always suspicious of U.S. intentions, 
followed the talk closely. He prepared to send another division to Quemoy 
and when Washington did not oppose the move he concluded, “They  don’t 
yet have any intention to break out of the alliance.”157

 Because of these concerns, Eisenhower and Dulles did not explore the op-
portunity presented by Mao’s offer—an opportunity that would never return. 
Nevertheless, Dulles continued to believe that the United States should keep 
the door open to normalization of relations with the People’s Republic. The 
following year, he told a group of U.S. journalists that the time was approach-
ing when “we must treat Communist China on the same basis as we treat the 
Soviet  Union.”158

 The trend to moderation in Peking began with the Bandung Conference 
and then was accelerated by Khrushchev’s famous speech in February 1956, 
in which he revealed the prodigious crimes of Sta lin and declared that there 
were “different roads to socialism” and that peaceful coexistence was a “fun-
damental principle,” not a tactical ploy. Mao’s first response to this staggering 
speech was to try to prevent Sta lin- like corruption of power in China, and he 
launched a campaign encouraging a “Hundred Flowers”—different points of 
view—to bloom.
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 Four months later, Zhou secretly proposed to the KMT that after Taiwan’s 
“return” to the motherland the Kuomintang could still govern the island and 
a “proper position would be found for Chiang Kai- shek.” This message, 
which Zhou sent to Chiang through the Hong Kong–based journalist Cao 
Zhuren, ended with the statement, “We are sincere and can be patient.” Ap-
parently there was no response from the KMT, and the Chiangs did not in-
form the Americans of the approach by the Chinese. In September, too, the 
CCP’s Eighth National Congress  adopted a policy of emphasizing economic 
construction rather than class struggle in building China’s socialist society.159

Just as the Soviet  Union was demythologizing its history and entering into 
the first stages of “functional rationality,” the Generalissimo produced his 
book Soviet Russia in China: A Summing Up at Seventy. Chiang’s secretaries 
and KMT historians probably did much of the research and some of the writ-
ing, but the words clearly represent the thoughts of Chiang Kai- shek. In the 
introduction, Chiang explains that Soviet Communism, by its promise of an 
ideal state through a violent upheaval of human society, became “the most 
powerful challenge to humanistic civilization.” Thus, he tells us, he wrote the 
book because he owed it to his own people and the people of the world to 
explain why he, his party, and his government “were compelled three times” 
to adopt a policy of “peaceful coexistence” and cooperation with the Soviet 
 Union and its satellite, the CCP.160

 To deal with “the protracted war” waged by the Communists, Chiang’s 
book calls for a free- world strategy of “total war.” But he hastens to explain 
that this means that when the inevitable new Communist act of aggression 
occurs, nations of the free world should strike back at the “weak points” of 
the Communists, not just defend themselves. In the En glish edition he does 
not discuss the Nationalist counterattack against the mainland, but China 
was, in his view, clearly the main “weak point.”161

 By early 1957, there were 10,000 CIA, military, and other U.S. govern-
ment personnel and their families in Taiwan. Most lived in and around Tai-
pei. Accompanying this presence was the usual array of support facilities: 
hospitals, PXs, moviehouses, bowling alleys, baseball fields, schools, and non-
commissioned- of fi cer and of fi cer clubs. Numerous military and CIA person-
nel on temporary duty added to the number of Americans in the Chinese 
city. Remarkably, there were few major con flicts between them and the local 
citizens, but one fi nally did occur.
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 One muggy night in the spring of 1957, a U.S. Air Force sergeant shot a 
Chinese intruder in his garden. There was an uproar in the local press, but a 
U.S. military court martial in Taipei found the sergeant not guilty of man-
slaughter. The acquitted sergeant and his family were quickly sent out of the 
country. But the matter was not settled for the Taiwanese. After the press 
published complaints from the slain man’s wife, a demonstration by mem-
bers of the China Youth Corps took place outside the American embassy. It 
quickly became a mob that eventually stormed over the walls. Ching- kuo, 
who was following the event from the Youth Corps of fice, declined to send in 
a nearby antiriot squad and instead reportedly ordered plainclothesmen to 
try to contain the violence. This was too little, too late, and the mob sacked 
and burned the embassy, although no Americans were seriously injured.162

 In approving the demonstration, Ching- kuo probably did not plan the 
destruction of the American diplomatic of fice, but only a vigorous show of 
protest. Worried about his “enforcer” image in Taiwan and his future leader-
ship role, he also would not have wanted to turn the anti riot police against 
members of his own Youth Corps. Eisenhower was understandably upset, 
but the administration wanted to get the matter over with and it accepted 
Chiang Kai- shek’s abject apologies and compensation payments (which, 
ironically, came indirectly from U.S. aid). Chiang very likely found the inci-
dent satisfying. It declared that he was no puppet of the United States and 
seemed to support those Americans like Rankin who thought that if pro-
voked, he could even break with Washington or defect to Mao. U.S. aid con-
tinued uninterrupted.

VI

That same year, Mao’s “Hundred Flowers” campaign sparked a flood of criti-
cism of the Communist Party and the way it had governed for seven years. 
Meanwhile, in Poland and Hungary, Communist leaders, also inspired by 
Khrushchev’s speech, launched movements to liberalize their respective par-
ties and in the case of Hungary, to overthrow it. Alarmed by these events and 
realizing how free speech engendered by the Hundred Flowers campaign 
threatened his own control, Mao suddenly launched a countermovement that 
branded 300,000 intellectuals as “rightists,” sent tens of thousands to re- 
education camps, and sanctioned large numbers of executions.163

 Other dramatic developments during the fall of 1957 convinced the 
 Chairman that the “correlation of world forces” was beginning a dramatic 
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shift: “The East Wind was prevailing over the West Wind.” The Soviets 
launched Sputnik, the Earth’s first satellite, then tested the first interconti-
nental ballistic missile capable of carrying nuclear weapons. The first Ameri-
can military advisers flew into South Vietnam to counter the spreading Viet-
cong insurgency, and in September, Russian scientists and engineers secretly 
arrived in China to teach the People’s Republic how to put together a nuclear 
weapon.
 Inspired by these events, Mao declared that in a sudden bound China 
could realize a truly Communist society. The vehicle was called the Great 
Leap Forward, and it involved agricultural and industrial production based 
on fanciful methods of crop management and manufacturing. But for Mao 
the drama of revolution at home also required a warlike leitmotif in foreign 
policy and in regard to Taiwan. As he had periodically in the past, Mao criti-
cized Zhou Enlai for having conducted a “reactionary foreign policy” with 
America and advocated “peaceful liberation” of Taiwan. When Zhou resigned 
as foreign minister Chiang knew that a new period of extremist policies in 
Peking was likely, one that would probably provide opportunities for the 
KMT.164

The Nationalists had not engaged in covert special operations with the CIA 
in a foreign country since the Burma fiasco in 1951 and the Indochina air-
drops in 1954. But in March 1958, at a meeting with Secretary Dulles, 
Chiang, out of the blue, proposed that the two governments secretly cooper-
ate in assisting a rebellion by a group of Indonesian of fi cials and military of -
ficers in central Sumatra and east Sulawesi. President Sukarno was close to 
 Peking and the Indonesian Communist Party (PKI), Chiang argued, and it 
would be best for the free world if the Indonesian Army rebels could oust 
him or, if that was not possible, split up the huge country of Indonesia.165 
Dulles agreed on the spot. Without further deliberation of the feasibility or 
consequences of the policy, CIA planes from Taiwan began fly ing arms and 
other supplies to the forces rebelling against the sovereign government of In-
donesia, a member of the United Nations with whom the United States had 
diplomatic relations.
 The real complications began when the Indonesian Army shot down one 
of the CIA planes and captured the pilot, an incident that led China, the 
PKI, and Sukarno to denounce America for its blatant violation of interna-
tional law.166 The Soviet  Union, too, rushed Sukarno a squadron of MIG- 16s. 
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With the rebellion falling apart, the White House shifted to a policy of 
strengthening the loyal but mostly anti- Communist Indonesian Army as a 
bulwark against the PKI.167 Dulles, for his part, decided Sukarno was not 
so bad. He was “not a fanatic like Chiang Kai- shek, Syngman Rhee, and 
Nasser.”168 The fear in Washington that Chiang might do mad things was 
useful to him.
 In July 1958, when U.S. Marines landed in Lebanon to stop a civil war 
and British paratroopers flew into Jordan, tensions between the two super-
powers again soared. Chairman Mao’s grandiose ideological claims, and his 
media’s resumption of scathing attacks on “U.S. imperialism” and Yugoslav 
“revisionism” greatly worried the Soviets, and Khrushchev secretly visited Pe-
king in August to try to calm the CCP Chairman or at least attempt to find 
out what was going on.169 When Khrushchev suggested that the Chairman 
should be prudent in dealing with the Taiwan issue, Mao suspected another 
two- Chinas plot and he chose not to tell the Soviet leader that the PLA was, 
in fact, on the verge of another major artillery offensive against Quemoy. In-
deed, later that month Communist shore batteries showered 60,000 shells 
onto the island.170 Around this time, the Chairman explained privately to his 
doctor that “the islands are two batons that keep Khrushchev and Eisen-
hower dancing, scurrying this way and that.”171 Back in Moscow, Khrushchev 
heard that Quemoy was under attack and he hastily sent Andrei Gromyko to 
Peking. Zhou assured him that the purpose of the shelling was to “cause more 
contradictions” between Chiang Kai- shek and Dulles, prove that the People’s 
Republic was not afraid of America, and “raise the combat spirit” of the Chi-
nese people. There would be no landing on the islands, Zhou said. For his 
part, Mao told Gromyko that even if the United States used tactical nuclear 
weapons, the USSR should not take part.172 Whether he believed Mao was 
serious is unclear, but Khrushchev sent a letter to Eisenhower saying that “an 
attack on China would be considered an attack on the Soviet  Union.”173

A year later, Mao would tell the Soviet ambassador that in the fall of 1957 
Chiang Kai- shek “wanted and requested that such a shelling be conducted.”174 
Mao’s comment probably came from a contact between Chiang and Zhou 
Enlai before the crisis exploded. Zhou had sent another message to Chiang 
through his secret go- between, Cao Zhuren, saying that Chiang could either 
withdraw from Quemoy and Matsu or have the Americans force him to with-
draw.175 While Mao did not in fact want Chiang to leave the offshore islands, 
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Zhou’s approach was very likely another attempt to stir up differences be-
tween the United States and Chiang. For his part, Chiang would soon have 
pending with Washington his own request for nuclear weapons and guided 
missiles, a request to which a war crisis with the mainland would add a strong 
rationale.176 Thus Chiang probably told Zhou that if Peking started a crisis it 
would only bene fit the Nationalist cause, which it did.
 Back in Washington, the new artillery attack on Quemoy did indeed bestir 
the administration, which was convinced that this time Mao defi nitely in-
tended to invade the island. As the new shelling began, 100,000 of the best 
Nationalist troops were on the two islands of Quemoy and Matsu, more than 
in 1954–1955, which again made the sites more strategically and psychologi-
cally important than before.177 Eisenhower complained to his colleagues that 
“having ignored our advice [to reduce his forces on the island, Chiang]  comes 
whining to us.”178 Remarkably, no one at the National Security Council meet-
ings mentioned the President’s stark message that Radford and Robertson 
had delivered to Chiang in April 1955: at that time, the President had de-
clared categorically that the United States would not help defend the islands. 
Apparently, the top leaders did not ask for a staff paper setting out the history 
of the previous crisis and how they themselves had handled it. Instead, re-
peating the past, Dulles declared publicly that U.S. forces would be used for 
the protection of Quemoy.179

 In another striking lapse of memory, the most senior American leaders be-
gan once again to talk almost casually in public as well as in secret meetings 
of the possible use of nuclear weapons in the Quemoy crisis. Air Force gen-
eral Nathan Twining, the new Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, reported to the 
National Security Council that seven-  to ten- kiloton airburst bombs would 
clear away the offending Communist cannon.180 The United States rushed to 
Quemoy nuclear- capable eight- inch howitzers, presumably to be controlled 
by Americans. And Soong Mayling, who had gone back to America in May 
1958, told Meet the Press that people on the mainland were asking why Tai-
wan did not use nuclear weapons against the Communist regime.181

During these weeks, the Generalissimo, Chen Cheng, and Chiang Ching- 
kuo held daily meetings with the American principals on Taiwan. Everett 
Drumwright, the new U.S. ambassador—another sympathetic Foreign Ser-
vice of fi cer—as well as the CIA station chief, Ray Cline, not only passed on 
to Washington the dire warnings of the Nationalists, but also added their 
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own predictions of the terrible consequences that would occur should 
Quemoy fall or be abandoned. In addition, they pleaded for emergency ship-
ments of new and more advanced weapons.182 Dulles revived the tattered 
worry that if the United States pushed Chiang Kai- shek “too hard,” Chiang 
might believe he had “no other choice” but “to make an arrangement with 
Peking.” He and Eisenhower wrote and edited an unusual secret memoran-
dum strictly for their own guidance that set out basic assumptions in dealing 
with the crisis. Reviving Eisenhower’s implausible domino theory, the joint 
memo asserted that if the speck on the map called Quemoy either fell to an 
assault or surrendered, it “would probably bring about a government [in Tai-
pei] which would eventually seek the elimination of U.S. positions on the is-
land [Taiwan],” that is, a government that would make a deal with the Com-
munists. As a result, the memorandum claimed, Japan and all of Southeast 
Asia “would probably come fully under Communist in flu ence.”183

 The memo, extraordinary for its ignorant and far- fetched analysis, ap-
peared to be Dulles’s device for locking the President into a hardline position. 
It went on to foresee that once the United States had intervened to save the 
offshore islands, it could not abandon the proj ect without “unacceptable 
damage to the free world.” Thus, if required as a last resort, “extensive use of 
nuclear weapons and even the risk of a general war would have to be ac-
cepted.”184 The key link in the expected collapsing chain was Taiwan. But the 
most current National Intelligence Estimate at the time on “Prospects for 
Taiwan”—dated August 27, 1957—repeated earlier conclusions that if the 
Nationalists were con fi dent that the United States would defend Taiwan, they 
would in fact accept all sorts of steps by the United States that they had long 
insisted were intolerable, including heavy pressure for withdrawal from the 
islands, cessation of U.S. opposition to PRC membership in the United Na-
tions, and even a cut in U.S. military and economic aid to Taiwan.185 Dulles’s 
strong and usually prevailing views, the in flu ence of Ray Cline’s alarming 
“inside” reports, and possibly Eisenhower’s slipping memory and willpower 
apparently overrode this considered analysis.
 Because of the crisis, the United States provided Chiang’s armed forces, 
over and above the amount of military aid originally slated for delivery, $350 
million worth of advanced artillery, aircraft, tanks, amphibious ships, and 
other war matériel.186 Among the new weapons to arrive on Taiwan were 
brand- new air- to- air Sidewinder missiles, which immediately gave the Na-
tionalist Air Force a decided edge over the Communist MIGs. Chiang’s re-
sponse to Zhou’s message was being quickly borne out.
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 Then, in an exact replay of what had happened in the 1954–1955 crisis, 
Eisenhower and Dulles, after their initial hawkish response, began to hear an 
array of anguished voices opposing a nuclear attack on China over the micro-
dot isles off the China coast. The U.S. ambassador in Tokyo reported that 
if the United States employed nuclear devices against China because of 
Quemoy, Japan would probably demand the withdrawal of all American 
forces and facilities from its territory. Other allies were equally aghast. In a 
memo to Dulles, the Assistant Secretary of State for policy planning, Gerald 
C. Smith, said that should the United States employ nuclear weapons in this 
case, the result would be either a global nuclear war or a pyrrhic victory of 
mammoth proportions—an America deserted by its allies and besieged by a 
wave of neutralism and hostility.187

 Most upsetting was an American intelligence document, the details of 
which have still not been declas si fied, that reported Nationalist government 
efforts in September 1958 “to involve the United States in a nuclear war with 
China.”188 From all we know about Chiang Kai- shek’s thinking and his rejec-
tion of Eisenhower’s blockade proposal in 1955, it seems highly unlikely that 
he seriously sought to provoke such a war, but the report had a dramatic ef-
fect on Eisenhower. The President and his advisers suddenly came to believe 
that “Chiang’s goal was in fact to embroil the United States in a war with the 
Chicoms.”189 Finally, as he had belatedly in 1955, the American President 
began to take a hard look at his and Dulles’s latest drift toward a nuclear war.
 Meanwhile, in Warsaw, the site of the new U.S.- China talks, the Chinese 
side proposed that if Chiang withdrew from Quemoy and Matsu, China 
would “for a certain period” strive to “liberate Taiwan and the [Pescadores] by 
peaceful means.”190 Eisenhower and Dulles continued to insist on an uncon-
ditional renunciation of the use of force in the Strait, but Mao’s offer added 
to doubts in the White House about the rationale for going to war over the 
distant islands. In another conciliatory gesture intended to allow the crisis 
to drag on but to complicate direct U.S. involvement, Mao, on September 
21, stopped the shelling long enough to permit the Nationalists one day to 
land supplies safely on the pockmarked beaches of Quemoy. Eisenhower told 
the National Security Council he wanted something done to make Chiang 
“more flex i ble,” and Defense Secretary McElroy, who had recently met with 
Chiang, hinted at a coup: “getting someone else into the position.”191

Chiang was obviously feeling pleased about how the crisis had developed and 
how it now seemed to be ending. But on October 1, while in Gaoxiong to 
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meet with his naval chiefs, he read a cable from George Yeh reporting his 
presentation of credentials to Eisenhower as the new Nationalist ambassa-
dor in Washington. Yeh highlighted the President’s remark that he was con fi-
dent Nationalist China shared “the deep desire of the American people” that 
“Communist aggression should not lead to war as a result of any failure on 
our part to entertain suggestions for peaceful settlement.” Next, Chiang read 
a wire ser vice account of a press conference that Dulles had held the same day 
quoting the Secretary as saying it was “foolish” to have put such large forces 
on Quemoy and Matsu and “it would not be wise to keep them if a ceasefire 
could be arranged.” Moreover, Dulles said, “it would be “quite impractical 
and quite wrong to ask the Chinese Communists to abandon the use of force 
if they were being attacked by the Chinese Nationalists.” The Secretary even 
took the opportunity to declare that “a mainland revolution would most 
likely be primarily under local auspices and local leadership” and the “return 
of the Nationalists to the mainland” was “highly hypothetical.” As the New 
York Times commented, these words, if followed through with action, meant 
that the administration’s policy toward Chiang Kai- shek had yet again under-
gone “a profound change.”192

 Chiang now knew the Americans were enormously frustrated with the 
Quemoy business. But he again felt he had to demonstrate that he was not to 
be moved by such admonitions coming from his sole protector and benefac-
tor. He would stand by his principles—in this case no retreat from Quemoy 
and Matsu—regardless of the consequences. That day he gave an interview 
to the Associated Press in which he said that Secretary Dulles’s reported re-
marks were “completely incompatible with our stand” and did “not sound 
like him.” The Secretary’s statement, Chiang said, was in any event a unilat-
eral one and the Nationalist government was “under no obligation to accept 
it.”193 The next day, Dulles cabled a message to the Generalissimo saying his 
remarks had been misinterpreted and that America’s basic policy toward Na-
tionalist China had not changed.194 Still, Chiang probably realized that noth-
ing more could be gained from the crisis and he hoped Mao felt the same 
way.
 Zhou and Mao did in fact read Dulles’s statements as suggesting that the 
American goal was to “trade off Quemoy and Matsu for Taiwan and the Pes-
cadores,” thus “formalizing the separation of Taiwan and the mainland.”195 
Mao told his colleagues it was best to leave the offshore islands in the hands 
of Chiang Kai- shek. “Whenever we are in need of tension [with the United 
States or Chiang], he explained, we may tighten the noose, and whenever we 
want to relax the tension, we may loosen the noose.”196 Mao then initiated 
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the de facto cease- fire that Dulles had called for. PRC Defense Minister Peng 
Dehuai publicly called the Chinese on both sides of the dispute “brothers” 
and urged negotiations to reach a peaceful settlement.197

 Chiang, however, was still determined to fight. On Double Ten Day, 
Chiang told the nation that the Republic of China had won the first round in 
the battle for Quemoy and would win the second battle and reconquer the 
mainland. Later he sent a message to Dulles, expressing his hope that the 
Secretary would come to Taipei so they could “fix a new policy” to cope with 
the changing situation. He stressed his “faithfulness” as an American ally.198 
Dulles agreed to come, but had an entirely different agenda in mind.
 On October 20, 1958, the Secretary’s motorcade drove through the grimy 
city of Taipei, past the endless rows of small shops and sidewalk arcades. Most 
of the streets still had open sewers, and the soot- laden air was almost as pol-
luted as Peking’s.199 Upon his arrival, the Secretary sent word that he would 
like to see Chiang alone except for George Yeh, who would interpret. The 
next afternoon, Yeh ushered Dulles into the sitting room of the Generalis-
simo’s “quiet and dimly lit” mountain retreat. Chiang, a few days short of 
seventy- two, was standing and waiting for Dulles when Yeh knocked and 
then opened the door. The Generalissimo greeted the American warmly and 
led him to the two upholstered chairs used for such occasions.
 After an exchange of niceties, Dulles pulled out of his suit pocket the State 
Department talking points that he had edited and Eisenhower had approved. 
He got directly to the point. The Nationalist government, he said, was per-
ceived abroad as “militaristic [and] . . . apt to precipitate a world war,” as well 
as having only “a limited life expectancy.” “It is doubtful,” Dulles went on, 
“whether even the U.S. can long protect the GRC [Government of the Re-
public of China] under present circumstances.”200 Dulles then gave the Gen-
eralissimo a list of things the Taipei government had to do if it wished “to 
prevent itself [from] being liquidated,” including seeking an “armistice” with 
the mainland regime, publicly declaring it would “not attempt forcibly to re-
turn to the mainland,” avoiding commando raids and “alike provocations,” 
and accepting “any solution of the offshore island problem” that assured that 
the civilian population would not be turned over to the Communists. Finally, 
Dulles said that Chiang’s government should “review the character and per-
haps the size” of the Nationalist military establishment in order to achieve 
greater mobility and “perhaps . . . less burden on the people of Taiwan.”201

 As Dulles talked on, Chiang listened politely. A response to this startling 
policy reversal would require a Taoist approach. When Dulles fin ished, 
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Chiang said that he had never mistrusted the sincerity of the United States, 
but even the Eisenhower administration did not seem to trust him. He hoped 
the Secretary’s visit would allow the two sides to agree on basic principles, af-
ter which they could agree on methods. He said he concurred with the prin-
ciple of not taking action that “might precipitate a world war” and that the 
return to the mainland “would not happen until there was a real desire on the 
part of the people re flected by a revolution against their oppressors.”202

 But shortly after the meeting, Huang Shaogu, the new foreign minister, 
called Drumwright to an urgent talk. Reflecting the Generalissimo’s true re-
action, Huang said that the “suggestions” advanced by the Secretary appeared 
“to be of such a nature as almost to shake the foundation of the Republic of 
China.” They were tantamount, Huang said, to demanding an announce-
ment by Chiang’s government that it would accept the “two Chinas idea.”203

 The next morning, undeterred, Dulles again pushed Chiang to seek some 
sort of formal agreement ending the con flict with the mainland, and again 
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Chiang avoided any comment on the Secretary’s strong “suggestions.”204 That 
evening Dulles launched into another disturbing lecture, asserting that only 
nuclear weapons could take out the hundreds of Communist guns arrayed 
against Quemoy’s western shoreline, and asking whether Chiang “wanted the 
United States to use nuclear weapons” against Communist China. Caught 
off guard by the question, Chiang paused, then replied that “the use of tacti-
cal atomic weapons might be advisable.” Dulles explained that subsurface 
nuclear explosions with the power of the Hiroshima or Nagasaki bomb would 
be required to destroy the Communist guns, and the fallout could kill 20 
million Chinese and ev ery one on Quemoy. Furthermore, if the Soviet  Union 
came into the war as it had promised, Taiwan could suffer a nuclear attack 
and “there would be nothing left.”205

 Instead of arguing the point, Chiang replied that he “would not want to 
use nuclear weapons if this would start a world war” or “involve the United 
States in large- scale hostilities.” Even so, the next day Dulles continued the 
attack, insisting that the fate of free China must not be tied to a few square 
miles of real estate in highly vulnerable locations. This time Chiang disagreed, 
strongly but calmly insisting that after the loss of Quemoy his government 
could not survive for five months and Taiwan would fall. Without asking for 
a quid pro quo, Dulles replied in part by offering to station U.S. nuclear- 
armed Matador missiles with U.S. crews in Taiwan, and Chiang accepted.206

 Between the meetings, representatives of the two sides went back and forth 
exchanging draft language for a joint communiqué. Through his intermedi-
aries, Dulles proposed that the Nationalist side say that the Republic of China 
“will never itself initiate war.” Chiang refused. Dulles wanted the two govern-
ments to declare that the mutual security treaty was “a defensive treaty only.” 
Chiang would only agree to state that the treaty was “defensive in character.” 
Dulles brought along the text of the October 3, 1954, declaration by the 
Federal Republic of Germany undertaking “never to have recourse to force to 
achieve the reuni fi ca tion of Germany.” Chiang refused any such language. 
Drumwright, Cline, and the other senior Americans on the island in private 
sessions warned the Secretary that he was courting di sas ter. In the end, Dulles 
totally capitulated. In the final communiqué, the Taipei side simply said that 
“the principal means” for restoration of freedom to the Chinese people on the 
mainland would be “implementation of Sun Yat- sen’s Three Principles” of 
democracy, nationalism, and equalization of wealth, and that “the founda-
tion of this mission resides in the hearts and minds of the Chinese people and 
not in the use of force.”207
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 All of Dulles’s verbal fireworks had achieved virtually nothing. With the 
Matador missile offer, the Secretary in fact had made a major new commit-
ment to the security of Taiwan—one that would be carried out without the 
United States getting anything in return. The communiqué also advanced 
the U.S. public position and Chiang’s preferred viewpoint on the principal 
issue, proclaiming that “under present conditions the defense of Quemoy and 
Matsu” was “closely related to the defense of Taiwan and the Penghus.”208

 But Dulles’s harangue, while it came to naught, did reaf firm for Chiang 
that the Eisenhower administration was still hoping someday to improve re-
lations with Peking in the context of a two- Chinas solution. Knowing that 
Mao was as opposed to such a policy as he was, he and his son thus decided 
to try to convince Peking to end the still- festering Quemoy crisis, which both 
leaders had been using for their own purposes. According to a senior of fi cial 
of the People’s Republic speaking privately in 1994, Chiang at this time sent 
a message to Zhou Enlai saying that if the PLA did not stop the firing, he 
(Chiang) would have “to do what the Americans wanted”—withdraw from 
the offshore islands—and over time this move would threaten the indivisi-
bility of China. Ching- kuo probably passed this message through the Hong 
Kong go- between, Cao Zhuren.209

 Years later Zhou con firmed this story, telling Henry Kissinger that in 1958 
the United States wanted Chiang to give up Quemoy so as to completely 
sever Taiwan and the mainland, but the Taiwan and mainland leaders had 
“cooperated to thwart the efforts of Dulles.” Chiang was not willing to do 
what Dulles wanted, Zhou said, and “we advised him . . . not to withdraw 
[and then began] . . . firing artillery shells only on odd days . . . so they un-
derstood our intentions and  didn’t withdraw.”210 On October 25, 1958, the 
day after Dulles had left Taipei, Peking did in fact announce a new policy of 
token shelling ev ery other day, and the Nationalist artillerymen went on the 
same schedule. This left open the alternate days for safe resupply of the is-
land.
 The last Quemoy crisis was over. The Nationalists and the Communists 
would continue to be enemies, seeking wherever possible to weaken the other, 
but at the highest level there was an understanding—the two sides had a 
common interest and commitment to Chinese unity, whereas their respective 
superpower allies simply wanted peace in the Strait, which for both allies 
meant two Chinas.
 The resolution of the second Quemoy- Matsu crisis was another astonish-
ing example of Chiang’s ability to have his way with the Republican adminis-
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tration, which politically dared not cross him. For his part, Mao, by the nor-
mal mea sure of things, gained relatively little by the second offshore crisis. 
But in fact the Chairman was moved by revolutionary zeal and the desire to 
create tension for ideological, domestic, and international reasons. He suc-
ceeded in doing this and again shocking the world into realizing that China 
was a world player and would not let the Taiwan issue go dormant. Moreover, 
Mao had raised new doubts in the non- Communist world about the ratio-
nality of the U.S. government’s policies toward China and the chillingly loose 
manner in which it had again talked about and seriously considered the use 
of nuclear weapons.
 Because of the crisis and particularly Mao’s attitude toward nuclear war, 
the Soviet leaders became more alarmed about his recklessness. Khrushchev 
began to have second thoughts about giving the Chairman a nuclear weapons 
capability. Thus the crisis, which Chiang had helped to fan, played a role in 
the coming breakup of the Sino- Soviet bloc, but of course neither Chiang 
nor the Americans at the time could foresee this development. The National-
ists and Americans also had their differences regarding the development of 
nuclear weaponry in the region. In December 1958, Washington fi nally re-
jected Chiang’s request of the previous January for nuclear weapons, and as a 
result he approved the establishment of the first clandestine nuclear weapons 
research laboratory in Taiwan.211
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Shifting Dynamics

In 1959, with the presidential election in Taiwan’s National Assembly com-
ing up the next year, liberal intellectuals like Hu Shi and Wang Shijie began 
to call on Chiang to follow the constitution and not seek another term. Early 
in the year, too, Chen Cheng, assuming that the President would not again 
stretch the constitution’s term limitations, discussed the succession at a pri-
vate meeting with a group of generals whom he had known for a long time. 
But Ching- kuo’s men either had a source among Chen Cheng’s military 
 associates or had wired the meeting room. Upon learning of the meeting, 
Chiang moved swiftly to derail any plans, retiring or reassigning to noncom-
mand positions the military coterie around Chen, including then chief of the 
General Staff “Tiger” Wang Shuming.1 Around the same time, the Generalis-
simo had his  adopted son, Wei- kuo, who had had differences with Ching- 
kuo, relieved of his command of the Armored Force, which he had resumed 
less than a year before, and sent to the United States on another study mis-
sion. Wei- kuo felt he had been moved aside for political reasons; he never 
again had a command position.2

Mayling returned from the United States that June. She had been busy that 
year as the Generalissimo’s advocate in the United States, addressing the For-
eign Relations Committee of the Senate, the Subcommittee on Asia and the 
Pacific of the House of Representatives, the American Legion, the National 
Defense University, the National Press Club, and dozens of other or ga ni za-
tions.3 She received degrees from three universities, visited the dying Claire 
Chennault in Washington, and attended the funeral of John Foster Dulles, 
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who passed away in May. Newsweek remarked on her “personal charm, 
 keenness of intellect, and oratorical ardor” and the Gallop poll reported she 
was among the most admired  women in the world.4 But her often stri-
dent speeches—in which she still favored esoteric words such as “sequacious 
reasoning”—provoked criticism and some ridicule. Before returning home, 
she lunched at the White House with Eisenhower and his wife.5 As usual, the 
Generalissimo greeted her at the airport when she arrived. She had been gone 
more than a year, but the couple continued to show very un- Chinese- like af-
fection in front of others.
 During these years, many of the Madame’s American nephews, ranging in 
age from nine or ten to young adolescents (there were no young nieces), were 
dropped off in Taipei by their parents who were on their way to Hong Kong. 
During the summer months, their famous aunt arranged various activities for 
them, inviting Ching- kuo’s youngest children to par tic i pate as well in what 
came to be called “The Eight Immortals Club.” They recall that she spent a 
lot of time painting and still smoked daily a half pack to a full pack of ciga-
rettes. They also remember the Generalissimo strolling in the garden in his 
long robe, reciting Tang poetry and cooking a pot of fried rice for the family 
picnics on Yangming Mountain. (Mayling’s favorite dish was southern fried 
chicken.) As the children scampered about, the Generalissimo would sit be-
side his wife and smile benevolently. She would light up a cigarette with a 
holder, looking to her young kin more mysterious and glamorous than ever.6

 If Chiang appeared happy, it was with reason. The late 1950s were the 
happiest, most contented period of his life so far. Mao Zedong, on the other 
hand, was running into serious problems. China’s Great Leap Forward had 
ended in di sas ter, and death from starvation was again stalking the land. In 
December, Liu Shaoqi replaced Mao as President of the People’s Republic. 
Chiang started to believe that an anti- Communist resistance on the mainland 
might emerge within the foreseeable future after all. Zhou Enlai, however, 
acted as if the mainland was becoming more attractive as a retirement site, 
appealing publicly to the Generalissimo to come home where suitable posi-
tions for him and his colleagues would be found. According to the CIA, be-
ginning in 1959, Peking sent one or more secret messages to Taipei; Chiang’s 
communication to Zhou after the Dulles lecture in October 1958 may have 
encouraged Zhou to believe there was a chance the Generalissimo might be 
interested in a negotiated deal. In 1964, the CIA said it had no evidence that 
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the Communist offers to Chiang Kai- shek and Chiang Ching-kuo had elic-
ited any response.7 Nevertheless, the Chiangs again chose not to inform their 
friend, CIA station chief Ray Cline, of these latest approaches.
 In March 1959 a major rebellion did erupt in the People’s Republic—but 
it was in faraway Tibet. The CIA, working secretly out of India and Thailand, 
as well as Chiang Ching- kuo’s special forces in an in de pen dent operation, 
were providing training and support to dissident Khampa tribesmen and 
other groups in Tibet.8 The large- scale uprising began when rumors spread, 
perhaps by CIA- supported guerrillas, that the Chinese were about to carry 
the Dalai Lama off to Peking. The Dalai Lama backed the rebellion and 
he and a large group of other lamas and prominent Tibetans fled to India. 
Chiang and his son pushed the Americans to allow the Nationalists to par tic-
i pate in the CIA operations, which now greatly expanded. But the National-
ists were unpopular among Tibetan separatists since they also claimed Tibet 

Chiang in his garden on Yangming Mountain, ca. 1959, feeling sat is fied with Taiwan’s growth 
and stability, his military alliance with the United States, Mao’s troubles on the mainland, and 
his own successful management of the crises of the de cade. Courtesy KMT Party History 
Institute.
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as sovereign Chinese territory, and India likewise did not welcome National-
ist involvement. As a result, the CIA at first avoided a joint covert action in 
Tibet with Taipei. But then Chiang threatened to drop his own supplies and 
paratroopers into the region and the CIA agreed to work with him.9

 This first real revolt against Mao was so important to Chiang that he came 
close to saying he would recognize Tibetan in de pen dence, declaring that the 
Tibetan people should have “the right to determine their own future.”10 Chen 
Cheng and others in Taipei publicly predicted that the rebellion would spread 
to China’s Northwest and Southwest, and then to Central China.11 At the 
end of April, however, Allen Dulles reported to the National Security Coun-
cil that the rebellion had “pretty well been knocked to pieces.”12

 Still, the CIA operation continued. When the agency sought an extension 
of the program in February of 1960, Eisenhower complained that since there 
was no hope the insurgency would go anywhere, the result would simply be 
“more brutal [Communist] reprisals” against the Tibetan people. Neverthe-
less, he went along with an extension for another two years. Like all the other 
covert paramilitary actions against China, this one would achieve none of its 
objectives.13

 Politically, however, the Tibetan affair had profound consequences. The 
rebellion soured Sino- Indian relations and led within the year to clashes be-
tween the two countries along their Himalayan borders, which in turn would 
result in the Sino- Indian war of 1962. But in 1959 this scenario was again 
hardly anticipated by the Chiangs or the leaders in Washington, who for years 
kept poking the dead body of the Tibetan uprising. For Mao the whole affair 
had been useful—the troublesome Dalai Lama had fled to India with the 
other leading lamas and “serf- owners,” thus making it unnecessary for him to 
jail them.14

In October 1959, after a successful visit to the United States, Khrushchev 
was once again in the Forbidden City meeting with Mao. Basic differences 
kept undermining the superficial civility—in particular, war and peace in the 
nuclear age, the Chinese border clashes with India, and Mao’s approach to 
the liberation of Taiwan. News of this unhappy meeting soon leaked out to 
the world. At this stage, only a few Western observers thought that Dean 
Acheson’s ten- year- old prediction—that the Sino- Soviet bloc would even-
tually splinter—might ac tually come true. Acheson himself was not among 
them; he said publicly the next year that the thought of the two socialist gi-
ants fight ing each other was “poppycock.”15
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 In March 1960, the National Assembly reelected Chiang President and 
Chen Cheng Vice President and premier. That same month, rigged elections 
in South Korea touched off widespread protests that forced Syngman Rhee 
to resign, and as a mob roamed the streets looking for him, a CIA DC- 4, pos-
sibly from Taiwan, whisked him away to Hawaii. Chiang was deeply dis-
turbed. In his view, the Americans, again chasing the chimera of democracy 
in an undeveloped country under siege by a powerful Soviet- supported re-
gime, had encouraged the internal opponents of a strong anti- Communist 
leader. No doubt he was also thinking of how many in Taiwan and America 
would see the fall of Syngman Rhee as a model for change on the island.
 The South Korean affair in ten si fied Chiang’s determination to stamp out 
any sign of an or ga nized opposition on Taiwan. On Chiang Ching- kuo’s 
 advice, he approved the arrest of the Free China Review publisher Lei Zhen 
on trumped- up sedition charges. Although Lei had risked arrest in 1957 by 
starting an informal opposition coordination group, the Chiangs had not 
moved against him then because of criticism they had received in the United 
States over the purging of Sun Liren and the sacking of the American em-
bassy. Lei had long proclaimed that the only way to bring about regime 
change on the mainland was to make Taiwan a model democratic state, and 
he called the return to the mainland “hopeless.”16 The Chiangs had tolerated 
Lei’s outspokenness for some time, but in 1960, with the backing of Hu Shi, 
he went beyond words and began planning the formation of a new China 
Democratic Party.
 Vice President Chen Cheng, apparently hoping to build a future base of 
political support among the Taiwanese, startled political observers when he 
said publicly that a serious opposition party could exist so long as it was not 
“a party of warlords, hoodlums, and rascals.” This was interpreted as tacit ap-
proval of Lei’s activities.17 In the end, Lei received a relatively light sentence of 
ten years, re flect ing the Chiangs’ desire to try to hold down criticism in the 
United States.18 The hearts and minds of the developing world were becom-
ing an ever greater prize in the Cold War, and the Democratic presidential 
candidate, John F. Kennedy, was calling for America to boost its moral au-
thority in the world.
 Eisenhower’s State Department, also paying more attention to human 
rights, sent Drumwright instructions to warn Chiang that his government 
should not make the same “fatal mistakes” as those of the “Rhee regime.” 
Drumwright, however, pointed out to the department that in free elections 
“the KMT would almost certainly be doomed,” and thus the Chiangs would 
not likely tolerate the rise of a strong, well- or ga nized political opposition. 
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Drumwright did not deliver the scolding message.19 For the first time on the 
island, however, Chiang did briefly allow some public criticism of political 
suppression. Two out of almost five hundred Legislative Yuan members and 
several other in de pen dent fig ures, including Hu Shi, publicly denounced the 
“false charges” against Lei and his trial by military court.20 The crackdown on 
political dissent, however, soon picked up again, with the Garrison Com-
mand suspending several publications for a year.21

In his last year in of fice, Eisenhower wanted to concentrate on ending the 
Cold War, but a series of setbacks dashed these aspirations, most famously 
the downing of the U- 2 spy plane over the Soviet  Union and Khrushchev’s 
tirade and walkout at the Paris summit.22 Then, because of anti- American ri-
ots in Tokyo, the President canceled a visit to Japan scheduled to follow a 
state visit to Taiwan. Chiang Kai- shek thus made a special effort to arrange 
a positive and massive reception in his cap ital for the eminent American. 
When Eisenhower arrived in Taipei on June 17, 1960, he received the most 
tumultuous welcome in the history of the city. More than 300,000 peo-
ple cheered his pro cession along the streets of Taipei. On the second day, 
300,000—no doubt many of the same people—again filled the huge plaza 
before the Presidential Palace to hear Eisenhower speak.23

 Eisenhower apparently had forgotten all his distrust of the Generalissimo 
that the offshore crises had provoked. Frustrated in his own dealings with the 
Communists, he now clearly felt a closer camaraderie with the stern anti- 
Communist warrior of more than thirty years. Chiang told Eisenhower that 
it was “absolutely impossible” for the Chinese Communists to split from the 
Soviet  Union, and Eisenhower agreed that the Soviet bloc was a “solid mono-
lithic aggregation.”24 They obviously were not anticipating Khrushchev’s dra-
matic shift in policy the very next month: in October 1960, Khrushchev 
would cancel the 1957 nuclear accords with the other half of the monolith 
and bring home all 1,343 Soviet military and civilian specialists—nuclear 
and non- nuclear.

In their talks, Chiang and Eisenhower avoided the issue of the “infernal” little 
islands that had bedeviled their relations. But Nationalist efforts against the 
mainland continued to be a focus for discussion. Chiang brought up the idea 
of paramilitary action against the mainland and asked that Eisenhower pro-
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vide U.S. aircraft and communications for “paradrops and other sabotage and 
guerrilla operations.”25 Once back in Washington, the President approved 
U.S. training of a limited number of Nationalist soldiers for these operations, 
the supply of one long- range C- 130B transport plane, and, most importantly, 
modern F- 104 jet fighters.26

 As in 1948, China was a controversial issue in the 1960 American presi-

The Chiangs and President Dwight D. Eisenhower at a Taipei rally in June 1960. After 
put ting aside sharp differences of the past, the two World War II warriors found common 
ground. Courtesy KMT Party History Institute.
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dential campaign. Chiang had ev ery reason to believe that Vice President 
Nixon would be even more anti- Communist in action than Eisenhower and 
even more supportive of Taiwan. His suspicions of Democrats were height-
ened when Kennedy said the United States should not defend Quemoy and 
Matsu simply because they were “symbols of freedom,” as Nixon had de-
clared. Chiang responded aggressively, ordering the government spokesman 
in Taipei to say it was “incredible that any responsible leader in the United 
States even in the heat of a campaign could have been so irresponsibly gener-
ous in dispensing the territory of another country.” In an interview the same 
day, Chiang said Nationalist China would “fight to the death for Quemoy 
and Matsu.”27

 Then, immediately after Kennedy won, Chester Bowles, who was thought 
a likely candidate for Secretary of State, called for a “two- Chinas” policy, and 
Dean Acheson, whom Chiang reviled, proposed that the United States recog-
nize Taiwan as a “self- contained country.”28 Chiang now expected the worst 
from the new White House, and indeed one of the first things the Kennedy 
administration did was to cancel the lone C- 130B that Eisenhower had ap-
proved for the Nationalists because of the plane’s “probable use.”29 Instead, 
they substituted one old C- 54 and removed the secret nuclear- armed U.S. 
Army Matador missile unit from Taiwan.30 One piece of good news for 
Chiang, however, was that the familiar Dean Rusk, not Chester Bowles, was 
the new Secretary of State. Although a Democrat, Rusk was known in Tai-
wan as a strong anti- Communist who believed in a militant pursuit of the 
Cold War. The honeymoon was short, however: Rusk almost immediately 
had a falling out with the Generalissimo because of yet another crisis in 
Burma.
 To keep things stirred up and to occupy his forces, Chiang had renewed 
secret planning for a supposed invasion of the mainland, and again one op-
tion was an attack from Burma, where the KMT irregulars, reinforced by 
paramilitary teams from Taiwan, were already launching new raids across 
the border into China.31 Both the Chinese and Burmese governments were 
tired of the KMT activities, and in a joint military operation with the PLA, 
the Burmese Army drove most of the KMT soldiers into Laos and cap-
tured Mong Pa Liao, the main Nationalist base in Burma. They also seized 
five hundred tons of American military supplies and weapons, creating an 
early diplomatic embarrassment for the new administration in Washington.32 
Dean Rusk sent stern messages to Chiang demanding that he pull out all 
KMT troops in Burma, and Kennedy wrote the Generalissimo a letter say-
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ing that the free world could “best meet the challenge of communism by 
strengthening its democratic institutions and making them more responsive 
to the aspirations of the peoples of the world.”33

 April 17, 1961, the very day Kennedy’s lecturing letter arrived, the CIA- 
supported Cuban exile force landed at the Bay of Pigs in Cuba and Castro’s 
Revolutionary Armed Forces quickly defeated it. In Chiang’s eyes, such a 
small landing force was doomed, and the attempt was yet another testament 
to the pusillanimous nature of America’s global leadership. Vice President 
Lyndon Johnson came to Taipei in May and assured the Generalissimo that 
the United States had no intention whatsoever of recognizing Communist 
China and, in his inimitable fashion, added that the Kennedy administration 
policy was “to love one’s friends and hate one’s enemies.”34

 In an early friendly reply to a Kennedy letter, Chiang stressed that his gov-
ernment would never accept a two- Chinas arrangement in the United Na-
tions. But soon a problem arose in the United Nations regarding Nationalist 
recognition of Outer Mongolia. The Nationalist government in 1946, fol-
lowing the Soviet failure to live up to its commitments regarding Manchu-
ria, had renounced its recognition of the Soviet puppet state, the Mongolian 
People’s Republic. Chiang was upset when the new State Department team 
wanted Taiwan to abstain from using its Security Council veto to prevent 
Mongolia’s admission into the United Nations; at stake was a threatened 
USSR reprisal in which the Soviet  Union would veto the admission of the 
next third- world country in line—Mauritania. If this happened, the State 
Department believed, the African members of the United Nations would 
blame Taipei and possibly switch their vote on the China representation is-
sue. In rather poor timing, the State Department also proposed to the White 
House that the United States recognize Outer Mongolia in hopes of weaning 
it away from Moscow. Chiang was informed of both these proposals and 
about the same time learned that the State Department was preparing to 
grant a visitor visa to Thomas Liao, a Taiwanese in de pen dence leader residing 
in Tokyo.
 These developments convinced Chiang that it was time to come down 
hard on the young American President, who in Chiang’s eyes, was already 
taking him and Nationalist China for granted. In June 1961, Chiang and 
Madame met privately with Ambassador Drumwright to give him a message 
that was bound quickly to reach Kennedy’s desk. The United States, Chiang 
said, was treating its ties with the Republic of China as a “master- servant rela-
tionship.” He warned of “very serious consequences” if this continued. He 
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protested the pressure on the Mongolian issue. He also said that U.S. propos-
als for dealing with the Chinese representation issue in the United Nations 
were not only ineffectual but constituted a plan to bring about a “two Chi-
nas” arrangement. The Republic of China, he warned, would withdraw from 
the United Nations rather than be party to such an arrangement, and “the 
U.S. would have to bear responsibility” for the consequences. The American 
government, he charged, seemed to be embarking on a calculated change of 
its China policy. If this should be borne out by further unfavorable develop-
ments, relations between Nationalist China and the United States “could be 
seriously prejudiced with unfortunate results to security and other interests of 
both countries.” Most alarmingly, he said that Thomas Liao’s admission to 
the United States would represent a “U.S. Government supported conspiracy 
against him and his regime.”35

Drumwright hurried back to his of fice to warn Washington that should it 
admit Liao to the United States, U.S. in flu ence on the island could be “di-
minished, or destroyed.”36 Another believer in Chiang’s threats, Ray Cline, 
still the CIA chief in Taipei, reported that Chiang was deeply disturbed by 
U.S. policy and he was “preparing dangerous adventures” up to and includ-
ing “a suicidal landing on the mainland.” Although yet another National In-
telligence Estimate of the time concluded that as long as U.S. economic and 
military support continued, Chiang’s government would survive and adjust, 
this analysis was ignored—just as similar analyses had been passed over dur-
ing the Eisenhower years, or probably never read at the highest level. Ken-
nedy felt he could not take a chance that the Nationalist leader, being in what 
Kennedy perceived as an apocalyptic mood, would in fact “pull the house 
down on himself—and on us.”37 After the Cuban debacle, Kennedy could 
not risk another disastrous setback with the Communists, and he wrote 
Chiang informing him that the U.S. government would indefi nitely delay 
both the granting of a visa to Liao and the recognition of Outer Mongolia. 
He assured the Taiwan leader that his “primary purpose” was to “support the 
Nationalist Government in ev ery possible way” and to keep the Chinese 
Communists out of the United Nations.38

 Chiang’s threats had worked. In a secret deal with Kennedy, he promised 
not to veto Outer Mongolia’s membership in the United Nations and in re-
turn Kennedy generously pledged that if and when the Chinese represen-
tation issue ever came up in the U.N. Security Council, the United States 
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would use its own veto if necessary so as to “be effective in preventing Chi-
nese Communist entry into the U.N.”39 By using his timeworn device of 
threatening self- destruction, Chiang had wrung a major commitment from 
the new American President in return for not doing something that, in fact, 
would have damaged his own government’s interests. He thought that his 
brinksmanship and statesmanship had won over the young American Presi-
dent, whom he considered inexperienced but apparently sincere.40 But the 
old stratagem was wearing thin; when Chiang next tried using it to advance 
his interests, he would find that he had overplayed his hand.

I

Newspapers in Taiwan were full of vivid stories of malnutrition and famine 
throughout China resulting from Mao’s disastrous Great Leap Forward, and 
in his 1961 New Year’s speech, Chiang proclaimed that the Nationalist Army 
would soon return to save the Chinese people and the world from di sas ter.41 
That June, he let the Americans know that he had ordered his generals to 
plan for the grand invasion on August 1 with or without U.S. agreement. But 
the deadline came and went. Over the next year, he continued to engage in 
much posturing about his determination to do something major militarily to 
help the people on the mainland. He cabled letters to Kennedy, talked with 
visiting American of fi cials, and had his son, Ching- kuo, again pass alarming 
messages to Cline indicating that various dates had been set for the “counter-
attack” and that anti- U.S. riots were possible on Taiwan if the United States 
was perceived as holding back determined action. At one point he outlined a 
plan for arming two to three hundred guerrilla fighters and sending them to 
the mainland. On March 14, 1962, he told visiting Assistant Secretary for 
Far Eastern Affairs W. Averill Harriman that “unless action was taken soon he 
might lose control.” Harriman was the first American of fi cial since 1950 di-
rectly to call Chiang’s bluff, saying he had no fear the Generalissimo would in 
fact lose control.42 Still, Chiang began noticeable preparations for a relatively 
large- scale attack across the Strait and stepped up commando raids on the 
mainland coast.43

 Kennedy feared the U.S.- China lobby would get “geared up” again if he 
simply turned down the Generalissimo. Thus to placate Chiang and his ad-
vocates he agreed that provided there was no further public discussion in 
Taiwan of a return to the mainland, the United States would give the Nation-
alists two C- 130s and train the crews, with the aircraft and crew remaining 
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in the United States until the two governments decided jointly that an op-
eration was feasible.44 Chiang rebuffed the offer, saying he was ready to post-
pone “the date for possible action against the mainland” to October, but that 
was the latest date.45 He then proclaimed an emergency national defense sur-
tax on almost all government levies and some public utility rates for a period 
of fourteen months, so as to prepare for an “eventual military operation” to 
recover the mainland.46 Washington was “shocked” at being presented with 
this fait accompli, and the director of the U.S. Agency for International De-
velopment (USAID) mission was instructed to say that such actions might 
force re- examination of U.S. aid programs.47 Chiang, unfazed by this threat, 
continued the surtax and extended the period of required military ser vice.48 
The world press treated these and other actions as preludes to a Nationalist 
attack on the mainland.
 In the middle of May, Chiang passed the word that because his generals 
were increasingly dissat is fied, it would be dif fi cult to postpone action against 
the mainland beyond October 1. If the United States could provide the Na-
tionalist armed forces some key aircraft and naval vessels, however, he might 
be able to overcome this pressure.49 He spe cifi cally mentioned five C- 123s, 
sixteen B- 57 bombers “to neutralize Chinese IL- 28 bombers if hostilities 
broke out,” and twenty to twenty- five landing ships capable of carrying tanks 
(LSTs). With the receipt of these items, Chiang said, he could weather fur-
ther delays “more gracefully.”50 This bald effort at extortion did not go down 
well in Washington.

At this time, the People’s Liberation Army began a major movement of troops 
and military aircraft into Fujian and other southern provinces. Zhou Enlai 
knew Chiang well enough to believe that the Generalissimo would not con-
ceivably risk any serious military action under existing circumstances. Yet the 
Communists could not risk being caught off guard, and besides, the troop 
movements might encourage Washington to end Chiang Kai- shek’s bluff re-
garding a military attack. The State Department’s Bureau of Intelligence and 
Research mistakenly concluded that the PLA moves indicated Mao had in 
fact decided to create a new offshore crisis.51 But this analysis served Mao 
and Zhou’s interest because it was fear of just such a contingency that led 
Kennedy fi nally to inform both the Soviets and the Chinese that the United 
States had “no intention under existing circumstances of supporting a Na-
tionalist Chinese attack on mainland China,” and that if Chiang Kai- shek 
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did attack, the United States would “disassociate itself from that attack.”52 
The U.S. press and wire ser vices reported the gist of the exchanges on this 
subject in Warsaw, Moscow, and (through the British) Peking. But to drive 
home the point, on June 27, Kennedy told a press conference that the United 
States opposed the use of force in the Taiwan Strait area.53 Chiang was stunned 
by all these reports.

Kennedy also sent out a tough new ambassador to Taipei to handle the Gen-
eralissimo—retired Admiral Alan G. Kirk, commander of the U.S. naval ar-
mada during the Normandy landings. Kirk, Kennedy thought, had the age, 
the military record, and the prestige to confront Chiang Kai- shek on the mil-
itary questions of the moment. Kirk arrived in Taipei in July and during their 
first meeting, Chiang complained that the United States had undercut its ally 
in its talks with Peking. He did not expect the United States to declare its 
support for a Nationalist counterattack, he said, but given the need to main-
tain the morale of the Nationalist armed forces he did not see the necessity 
of Washington’s “declaring to the enemy that the U.S. would not help” its 
ally Nationalist China. Presumably following his talking points, Kirk simply 
lied—the United States, he said, had only, as in the past, proposed to Peking 
a mutual renunciation of force.54

 Chiang clearly did not believe him. Nonetheless, he said he fully agreed 
that only when and if the two governments mutually decided that conditions 
on the mainland were suitable for an invasion would military action—that 
is, the counterattack—be seriously considered. Chiang then implied to Kirk 
that he knew very well that parachuting a few hundred men into the moun-
tains of South China would certainly fail. But in his estimate, this sort of 
limited failure would be better for the authority and prestige of an exiled and 
minority government than inactivity. What Chiang was asking the Ameri-
cans to understand—but found dif fi cult to say directly—was that except for 
the uncertain possibility of a dramatic “new situation” created by a great up-
heaval inside the People’s Republic, the whole business about a counterattack 
on the mainland was a question of appearances, language, psychology, poli-
tics, and domestic morale. To him, the Americans inexplicably still did not 
comprehend this simple reality. Two days later, he sent his ambassador in 
Washington to ask Rusk, “could the U.S. at least not make public statements 
which the Chinese Communists can exploit.”55

 In early September, Ambassador Kirk formally notified Chiang that Presi-
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dent Kennedy had decided to send two C- 123 transports to Taiwan but 
not the requested bombers and landing craft unless new circumstances war-
ranted. As a token (and rather ludicrous) gesture, President Kennedy also 
had approved CIA support for twenty- man Nationalist airdrops into China. 
Chiang was not happy and one more time he gave his usual warning—if 
popular demands to help the people on the mainland were thwarted, eventu-
ally it would be dif fi cult for his government to keep things under control. 
“The GRC is ready to abide by the treaty,” he said; nonetheless, when condi-
tions on the mainland change, “the treaty must be reconsidered.” But then 
Chiang reverted back to a candid plea for Washington to understand that 
as far as the U.S. position on a Nationalist attack across the Strait was con-
cerned, the problem was “letting the world know about it”—that is, broad-
casting that under the U.S.–Nationalist China Mutual Security Treaty the 
Nationalist government “was not free to do this or that.” Washington, he as-
serted, “could have said that if a large scale uprising took place on the main-
land this [would be] an internal matter.”56

 What he “really had in mind,” Chiang explained, was not obtaining new 
military equipment but simply creating “a greater area of understanding” be-
tween the U.S. and the Nationalist governments. Washington, he charged, 
was fostering “the idea that it was beginning to be a friend to the Chinese 
Communists while binding its ally [the Nationalists] hand and foot.” This 
approach, he said, was what threatened to undermine morale and stability 
on Taiwan.57 Seven days after this meeting with Kirk, the State Department 
sent a message to Chiang protesting terrorist bombings and other activities in 
China carried out by Kuomintang agents based in Hong Kong and Macau, 
and demanded that these operations be terminated immediately.58 Chiang 
refused to receive Kirk again for the rest of the year.59 Meanwhile, Peking shot 
down the first of three Nationalist- flown U- 2s to be lost and easily wiped 
out the nine twenty- man Nationalist teams that had parachuted into South 
China.60

For some years, Chiang had suffered from dif fi culties with urination. Accord-
ing to his private physician, Dr. Xiong Yuan, in 1960 or 1961 Chiang fi nally 
agreed to have an American Army urologist from Okinawa perform an opera-
tion. The American surgeon was so nervous, presumably about the conse-
quences of making a mistake given the eminence of the patient, that as he 
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prepared for the operation, his hands shook.61 The trouble recurred in 1962 
and Dr. Xiong decided that another operation was required. This time, Ma-
dame Chiang arranged through her brother T.V. for a prominent New York 
surgeon to come to Taipei to perform the procedure. Mayling stayed in the 
hospital with her husband, although such visits always stirred up her hated 
dermatitis.62 The second operation was largely successful, but as is often the 
case after such procedures, Chiang would suffer incontinence the rest of his 
life. For this reason, he began a routine of remaining seated at the conclusion 
of meetings until ev ery one—except his aides—had departed. He also began 
to show other signs of the frailty of his age. His inspirational remarks or in-
structions following his morning conferences were shorter than before or 
skipped altogether. He religiously continued to hold his Monday morning 
memorial ser vice for Sun Yat- sen, but his remarks on these occasions as well 
as his Easter sermons were also abbreviated.63

The October 1962 Cuban missile crisis completely consumed Kennedy and 
his national security team, and was intensely followed by Chiang Kai- shek. 
The result of this second Ca rib be an confrontation in a year and a half was 
to in ten sify the search by the two superpowers for new ways to reduce the 
chances of nuclear war and the spread of nuclear weapons, including via a 
nuclear test–ban treaty. This shift fed Mao’s perception that the Soviet  Union 
and the United States were conspiring against China to deny it nuclear weap-
ons. The same month as the Cuban crisis, after years of skirmishing on the 
Sino- Indian border, Mao ordered the PLA to throw the Indian Army back 
from the existing line of control in the disputed Eastern Himalayan region, 
and then, having made Mao’s point, to withdraw. During the altercation 
Moscow sided with India, widening the Sino- Soviet rift; in addition, Mao’s 
Himalayan adventure reinforced the image of the People’s Republic as an ag-
gressive power. The likelihood of a Chinese nuclear test within a year or 
so became a matter of “great concern” not only to President Kennedy and 
Chiang Kai- shek, but also to the Soviet leaders.64

 At the end of December 1962, the American MAAG discovered that the 
Generalissimo planned to equip an additional airborne regiment and to build 
a hundred landing ships, using funds raised by the special military surtax.65 
After the New Year, press leaks in Taipei as well as CIA reports suggested yet 
again that a major attack against the mainland was in the works. The Nation-
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alists were also caught trying to buy equipment like parachutes and rubber 
boats from Japan, Belgium, and elsewhere.66 All these acquisitions were of 
course still pitifully small in terms of any incursion on the mainland. Allowed 
back in to see the Generalissimo, Kirk said flatly that the United States could 
not support a Nationalist invasion across the Strait and would not condone 
it.67 Kirk, who never understood Chiang’s thinking on the matter, returned 
to Washington, where he told the President that he thought the Generalis-
simo believed he had to fulfill his promise to invade the mainland and was 
hoping to drag the United States into the venture.68

 Two very senior KMT of fi cials, however—Defense Minister Yu Dawei, 
the longtime intellectual stalwart from Chiang’s own Zhejiang province, and 
Zhang Qun, the closest and oldest of Chiang’s few real friends—separately 
told American of fi cials on the island that they should not take the Generalis-
simo seriously on this question.69 Possibly Chiang himself was behind these 
candid comments. The U.S. Embassy chargé Ralph Clough was the first 
American diplomat to look under the surface of words and deeds and suggest 
that Chiang’s real objective was simply to gain “the appearance” of greater 
freedom of action in order to bene fit his public posture. What Chiang 
wanted, Clough concluded in a dispatch to the State Department, was possi-
bly a formula by which the United States would only appear to agree not to 
oppose his taking armed action against the mainland, and to pretend that it 
would take a hands- off policy if such an attack did take place.70

 By the summer, many other American of fi cials were realizing that Chiang 
Kai- shek was well aware that a serious Nationalist attack on the mainland 
would be a calamity. After Cline’s transfer out of Taipei, a CIA station re-
port from that post summed up the new view: the Nationalist government 
“probably does not anticipate that either the current situation in Commu-
nist China or the current international situation favors a successful GRC 
 attack.”71

 Meanwhile, taking a new tack, Chiang sent Ching- kuo to Washington to 
suggest that the American and Nationalist governments work together on a 
plan to destroy PLA missile sites and atomic installations. The NSA para-
mount McGeorge Bundy told Ching- kuo that the U.S. government would 
examine his proposals carefully.72 Perhaps not coincidentally, the CIA had 
also recently suggested options whereby the United States could take out Pe-
king’s nuclear facilities, including through joint operations with either Tai-
wan or the Soviet  Union.73 Two months later, however, the administration 
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came to the conclusion that a “Chicom bomb” would have marginal strategic 
consequences, and it categorically rejected the idea of “strangling the baby in 
its cradle.”74

In November the Chiangs learned of the military coup in Saigon and the 
plotters’ execution of dictator Ngo Dinh Diem and his brother, Ngo Ding 
Nhu, head of the South Vietnamese secret police. The Chiangs had many ties 
to the Diem regime—Chen Cheng, for example, had visited Saigon earlier in 
the year and met with both Diem and Nhu. In addition, Nhu had traveled to 
Taiwan at least once to confer with Ching- kuo and probably the Generalis-
simo. The encouragement by the United States of the removal by coup of the 
South Vietnamese leadership was a tremendous shock to Chiang.
 The coup reinforced the Chiangs’ mistrust of the Americans and no doubt 
caused them once again to redouble clandestine surveillance of their own 
 senior military of fi cers. Twenty days after the death of Diem, news reached 
Taipei early one morning of the assassination of President Kennedy. Madame 

Chiang inspecting the island of Quemoy, ca. 1963. At the time, he was once again threaten-
ing to invade the mainland, but his senior Nationalist of fi cials were reassuring the Americans 
that he was not serious. Courtesy KMT Party History Institute.
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Nhu saw Kennedy’s assassination as divine retribution for the killing of her 
husband and President Diem, and Chiang likely shared her view. He failed to 
send a special delegation to the Kennedy funeral and later his government 
explained it was an “oversight.”75

 Two months later, in January 1964, a coup did take place in Taipei, but 
it was a farcical one. Chiang Wei- kuo’s hand- picked successor for five years 
as commander of the First Armored Division, Zhao Zhihua, assembled his 
troops and tanks one morning and announced that they would drive to Tai-
pei in a show of force because the Generalissimo was not seriously pursuing 
the mainland counterattack. The division’s chief political of fi cer shouted his 
support but rushed to the stage and tackled the commander, who was then 
arrested. After the incident, Wei- kuo fell under a cloud with his father and 
brother from which he never emerged.76

Meanwhile the threat of a widening war continued to hover over Indochina. 
On April 16, 1964, Secretary Rusk flew into Taipei for two days of talks. The 
Generalissimo gave a restrained presentation of his views—nothing like his 
doomsday lectures to Cline and Drumwright—even saying that he was “op-
posed in principle to the use of nuclear weapons particularly in resolving the 
China problem” and that U.S. bombing of South China would only create 
more hatred of the United States.77

 Although Chiang rejected the idea of using nuclear force, in the moun-
tains outside of Taipei the clandestine proj ect continued—exploration of the 
feasibility of building a nuclear weapon. But the venture would not remain 
a secret to the United States. In its most successful operation aimed at pene-
trating the Nationalist regime, the CIA recruited a young army of fi cer with a 
sci en tific bent who was assigned to the ultrasecret proj ect. This agent would 
keep the United States well informed of its prog ress.
 On the economic side, Chen Cheng and the technocrats had worked up 
an accelerated economic development program, including incentives to over-
seas investors such as tax holidays, unlimited remittance of earnings, and re-
moval of laws requiring par tic i pa tion of Chinese (Taiwan) citizens in all for-
eign investments on the island. The new plan also emphasized incentives for 
domestic private enterprise and export- led growth. As a matter of ideology, 
many members of the old Kuomintang remained enamored of government 
enterprises, the policy of import substitution, and the discouragement of for-
eign investment. Washington’s goals and those of the Nationalist reform-
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ers, however, were to wean Taiwan from American economic aid and lay the 
foundation for a surge in economic growth by the middle of the 1960s. 
Chiang fully supported the modernization strategy.78

 As any first- time visitor to Taipei in the mid- 1960s could see, the city 
ringed by mountains, though still poor, was a pleasant place not just to live, 
but to thrive. Per cap ita income was increasing almost 7 percent a year, but 
income distribution remained surprisingly equitable. Unlike on the main-
land, there was no malnutrition. Hundreds of good Chinese restaurants, like 
the most popular ones along Hengyang Road, were crowded with customers, 
and farmers’ markets were cornucopias of meat, fruit, and vegetables. Along 
the side streets, thousands of small shops and stalls hawked radios, noodles, 
electric fans, fresh fruit, hardware, and ev ery other sort of inexpensive con-
sumer item. Old and new Buddhist and Taoist temples were flour ishing, 
as were hundreds of pachinko parlors (a Japanese legacy). Dozens of movie 
houses, some new and air- conditioned, showed movies from Hong Kong, 
dubbed ones from the United States, as well as new, popular Taiwanese films 
in the native dialect.
 Television was also a part of Taiwanese life. Small black- and- white televi-
sion sets were becoming affordable even in a household of average income. 
A government- controlled TV station broadcast hugely popular Chinese soap 
operas, which, it was reported, the Generalissimo and Madame regularly 
watched. Basketball was the most popular spectator and par tic i pant sport, 
with military teams providing the main competition. Baseball was a legacy 
from the island’s Japanese as well as American experience—and it would soon 
become a national preoccupation.
 By this time, too, more than half the people on the island lived in urban 
areas, and many of those who remained on the farm owned mechanical tillers 
that converted to three- wheeled vehicles. Most families had bicycles; some 
had motor scooters. Despite heavy military spending, education spending in 
the 1960s represented about 13 percent of the government budget, and dur-
ing the de cade, the government raised the age of compulsory education to 
nine years.
 Nationalist military of fi cers enjoyed American- style of fi cers’ clubs with 
bars, dining rooms, and swimming pools, while well- to- do Taiwanese had 
opened country clubs and were avidly playing golf. Twenty thousand Ameri-
cans were now living on the island, many in local neighborhoods, and the in-
teraction was usually positive. The popular practice of sending college gradu-
ates, children of both mainlanders and Taiwanese, to pursue graduate studies 
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in the United States over the long term had a great in flu ence on Taiwanese 
life—between 1954 and 1989 a total of 115,000 such students would make 
the trip, more than from any other country in the world.79 A few American 
graduates were already returning and adding another protein jolt to Tai-
wan’s economic muscle and to its emerging modern outlook on government. 
Among them was Lee Deng- hui, who received his Ph.D. in agriculture from 
Cornell University. Lee would become the first native Taiwanese governor of 
the island and eventually, President.
 Chiang could still get mad or pretend to be angry, but now he rarely 
showed his famous temper. Previously known for his micromanaging leader-
ship style, he more and more left matters in the hands of Ching- kuo, Chen 
Cheng, and the technocrats. In his of fice, his desk was always clean. He used 
the five brushes in a ceramic container to sign documents with his rigor-
ous style of calligraphy, which was once described as like a fugitive frog hun-
kering down in a torrent.80 Often he would simply write on each document 
shorthand for “can do” (ke) or “can’t do” (bu ke) and his secretaries would 
complete the answering memo. He continued his Friday morning intelli-
gence briefings, which included updates on any developments on the main-
land, but his Thursday morning inspection tours and Saturday morning mil-
itary conferences were fewer. His afternoons were usually free of state business. 
He would be back in the residence by 1:00 p.m., nap until 2:00, and then eat 
a small lunch, usually joined by Madame or if not, by Ching- kuo. Afterward, 
he might walk in the gardens with his dog and then, sitting by the shaded 
pond, clap his hands and watch the large golden carp respond. He would 
spend the rest of the afternoon in his study. One secretary assumed that he 
was thinking of the counterattack, but others assumed he was mostly reading 
Tang poetry, Mencius, or a book of history.81

 There had been very few state dinners at any time during Chiang’s long 
reign, but now there were even fewer. If visitors were to dine with the Presi-
dent, they usually came for an informal meal. Even at the formal dinners, 
Chiang ate his soft vegetables, seafood, and his one indulgence: shark fin 
soup prepared by his cook, a specialist in ancient Ningbo cuisine. He also 
treated himself to Coca Cola, which in the 1950s and 1960s came from the 
large U.S. military commissary not far from the Shilin residence.
 At some point, Mayling’s favorite niece, Jeanette Kung, took over manage-
ment of Madame’s many charitable or ga ni za tions and other activities, includ-
ing oversight of the Chinese- style Grand Hotel, which Madame owned. Jea-
nette continued to sport close- cropped hair and to wear either the traditional 
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Chinese man’s gentry gown or a Western suit and tie.82 She had female lovers, 
including the mother of a close friend of the wife of Alan Chiang, Ching- 
kuo’s oldest son.83 Another favorite relative of Madame’s was her nephew 
Louie Kung—now a wealthy oilman in Texas who had married the beautiful 
movie actress Debra Paget. Meanwhile, David Kung, who had had the run-in 

Chiang on Taiwan with Vice President Chen Cheng, ca. 1963. Chen was an honest general, 
but the Chiang family worried that as the of fi cial successor to Chiang he would interfere 
with the long-planned ascendancy of Chiang Ching-kuo. Courtesy KMT Party History 
Institute.
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with Chiang Ching-kuo in Shanghai, provided his famous aunt a luxury flat 
in New York as her home base when she was in the United States. David was 
very active in Republican circles and by the 1960s was Mayling’s most impor-
tant adviser on American political developments.84

 Chiang worried about his grandchildren. Alan was a convivial, handsome, 
and intelligent young man, but his drinking problem became serious during 
the 1960s and together with his inherited diabetes would eventually cause a 
serious health crisis. When an early effort at a military career did not work 
out, the Generalissimo arranged a job for him at the Taiwan Power Com-
pany. Alan married a fine- looking woman named Nancy Zi, whose mother 
was German, and she gave birth to Chiang’s first great- grandchild, a beautiful 
Eurasian girl named Youmei.
 Ching- kuo and Faina’s daughter, Amy, against her parents’ wishes, had in 
America married a much older man—the son of Yu Dawei, the long- time 
minister of defense. Living in America, she soon presented the Generalissimo 
with a great- grandson, Theodore. Alex, who had also inherited his father’s 
diabetes, after some drifting went to school in Germany. The youngest of 
Ching- kuo and Faina’s brood, Eddy, entered the Military Academy, but after 
two years he, like Alan, dropped out and entered National Taiwan University. 
The family’s inclination to Eurasian  unions continued as the now- widowed 
Wei- kuo married a woman also of Chinese- German parentage, and the cou-
ple soon had their first child, a boy named Gregory. With these new births the 
family gatherings again rang with the sounds of playful little children. The 
seventy- five- year- old Generalissimo relished his reign as patriarch with his 
line of descendents assured, all Eurasian except for the two undeclared sons 
of Ching- kuo, John and Winston, who did not carry the Chiang name, and 
who were discreetly supported by Ching- kuo in their university studies.

II

In 1963, Chen Cheng became ill with what turned out to be liver cancer. He 
took leave from his position as premier, and then, resentful of Chiang Ching-
 kuo’s increasing power in the party and the military, of fi cially resigned.85 As 
the new Vice President, Chiang chose the accomplished technocrat C. K. 
Yen, who was serving as fi nance minister. Yen was politically a “soft” fig ure, 
close to Madame Chiang, and certainly acceptable to Ching- kuo. The Tai-
wanese and Americans both liked him because of his focus on development. 
Yen would, in effect, be the nation’s chief operating of fi cer.
 Ching- kuo still managed sensitive political issues. He now tried to win 
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over Taiwanese oppositionists, arranging light sentences for handing out ille-
gal pamphlets and other banned activities, releasing detainees early, and of-
fering them jobs. He could also threaten to con fis cate the family property 
of recalcitrants, a tactic that worked with the in de pen dence leader Thomas 
Liao, who gave up his activities in Japan and returned to Taiwan. For local 
elections he allowed in de pen dents again to have poll watchers and three non-
oppositionists won key mayor’s races, including in Taipei, which had again 
become a city led by an elected leader.
 Meanwhile Taiwan’s international role as the locus of the government of 
all China was beginning to come apart. In early 1964 the French Presi-
dent Charles de Gaulle recognized Peking, not Taipei, as the government of 
China, but did not break relations with the Nationalists. Pushed by Washing-
ton, Chiang showed flex i bil ity and did not sever relations with France until 
told by Paris that the Nationalist diplomatic mission there would soon lose 
its raison d’être. Chiang felt he had unnecessarily lost face and he would not 
repeat that experience.86

 At the same time, corruption once again began creeping into what had 
been a comparatively honest bureaucracy. Civil ser vice salaries had not kept 
up with in fla tion, and teachers and even military of fi cers who were once 
thought to have “iron rice bowls” were said to be taking bribes—and where 
possible, dipping into public funds—in order to maintain their standards of 
living. Academics were holding down two or three jobs, and petty crime in-
creased.87

III

In October, when China exploded its first nuclear device at Lop Nor, Chiang 
told the Americans that the irrational Chinese Communist leaders would use 
the weapon against their “main target”—Taiwan and the Nationalist govern-
ment. The people of Taiwan, he said, felt that their American friends were 
now asking that “they wait for death.”88 In a letter to President Lyndon John-
son, he again urged the United States “at least” to give the Nationalists the 
wherewithal to destroy the Chinese nuclear installations. By now, however, 
the Americans were completely cynical about the Generalissimo’s harangues. 
In his letter of reply Johnson reaf firmed the principles in the 1958 Dulles- 
Chiang communiqué, which stressed political means to achieve the ouster of 
the Chinese Communists. The U.S. government, Johnson said bluntly, had 
no evidence of a weakening of Communist control on the mainland, and he 
doubted conditions there favored military action.89 As a gesture, he ordered 
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the stationing on Taiwan of one or two American Phantom jets with tactical 
nuclear bombs as another supposed deterrent to a Chinese nuclear attack. 
But the real purpose of the jets and their weapons was for possible use against 
mainland China should Peking intervene directly and massively in the Indo-
china war.90

 Meanwhile, Chiang continued to worry that the Americans were sinking 
into an ever deeper quagmire in Vietnam. Ten years earlier, he had predicted 
that the French, with or without U.S. support, could not win in Indochina. 
Now, in a long and notable letter to Lyndon Johnson dated November 23, 
1964, he wrote that when fight ing Communist insurgents, Asian nations 
“should individually assume the principal responsibility to prosecute the war 
to a successful end.” Anticipating the Nixon Doctrine, he urged Johnson to 
provide only U.S. training in the rear, help with operational plans, logistical 
support, and, “at most . . . advice and supervision at the front.” The worst 
case, he warned Johnson, was for the United States to become caught in 
a protracted war of attrition, which would “impoverish the people [of the 
country concerned], create social disorder, and . . . [lead to] hatred of Ameri-
cans.” Chiang also feared that the American people would have neither the 
stomach nor the nerves to endure such a war for long.91 This was a perceptive 
analysis, albeit one that most informed Americans of the time did not share.
 It followed that Chiang believed his troops would be no more welcome or 
successful fight ing insurgents in other Asian countries than were the Ameri-
cans. Nevertheless, he felt obligated to offer assistance as a U.S. ally; during 
various meetings with Americans, when the subject came up, he would casu-
ally say that he was willing to send troops to Vietnam if asked. But as in the 
case of the Korean War he never pressed the matter and when the American 
Joint Chiefs recommended seeking Nationalist troops for the war, Rusk re-
jected the idea, fearing it could provide a pretext for massive Chinese Com-
munist intervention. Rusk also correctly pointed out that the Nationalist 
leaders themselves would only want to send large numbers of their forces to 
the Asian mainland if it was part of a war to defeat Mao. When during a visit 
to Taipei Secretary Rusk told Chiang that America was not going to put large 
numbers of its conventional troops on the Asian mainland, Chiang warmly 
welcomed the statement. “Vietnamese manpower,” he said, “should be used 
in Vietnam, and Chinese manpower in China.”92

 But despite Rusk’s statement and apparently against his earlier instincts, in 
the spring of 1965 the first of 500,000 U.S. combat troops arrived in South 
Vietnam and began offensive operations. Chiang, of course, had to continue 
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to cooperate with his essential ally, and during the war of attrition in Indo-
china that he had predicted and feared, Taiwan provided important aid to the 
South Vietnamese in addition to key rear- base support for the Americans. 
Chiang Ching- kuo secretly sent Nationalist special forces to work with South 
Vietnamese paramilitary groups, including one involved in sabotage raids 
into the North.93 CAT and Air America (another CIA operation with facili-
ties in Taiwan) provided air support to CIA activities throughout the region. 
South Vietnam’s psychological warfare and political of fi cer programs sent 
teams to Taiwan to study Nationalist methods in these fields, and Taipei dis-
patched a military advisory group of twenty- five political of fi cers.94 Finally, 
Ching- kuo’s intelligence of fi cers, working with elements in the ethnic Chi-
nese community in South Vietnam, played a role in the 1965 military coup 
in Saigon that brought in General Thieu as president.95

 Because of his failing eyesight, the seventy- eight- year- old Generalissimo 
now did little reading himself, and his staff did not inform him of some 
things that he might have considered unpleasant.96 But he did keep up- to- 
date on developments related to Washington’s China policy, the Indochina 
war, and political machinations on the mainland (which suggested to him 
a developing power struggle between Liu Shaoqi and Mao). Unlike Mao, 
Chiang was completely comfortable with his succession arrangements. 
Ching- kuo, who had been named defense minister at the beginning of the 
year, was effectively the country’s chief executive. The Generalissimo was like 
the aging founder of a surprisingly successful family corporation who be-
comes chairman emeritus and attends meetings but spends little time in the 
of fice and makes fewer and fewer decisions. Ching- kuo’s key supporters now 
dominated the military and the party leadership as well as the intelligence 
and commissar establishments, a situation that seemed to assure his ascen-
dancy.
 In August 1965, Mayling returned to the United States for her last public 
speaking tour. In one stretch of eigh teen days she gave fourteen speeches.97 
During a dinner given by Secretary Rusk, she urged the United States to pro-
vide her husband with the capability to take out China’s nuclear installations. 
Congress held a reception for her, President Johnson and Lady Bird had her 
for tea, and she received New York’s “key to the city” as well as various honor-
ary degrees. But she made little diplomatic prog ress with the Americans.98

 A month after his stepmother’s U.S. trip began, Ching- kuo traveled sepa-
rately to the United States where he met individually with the President, the 
defense secretary, the CIA director, and McGeorge Bundy—a reception re-
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flect ing the Americans’ assumption that their guest was the next Generalis-
simo. But the youn ger Chiang also made clear to the Americans that they 
would not be dealing with the same seemingly irrational advocate of war with 
Red China that they took his father to be. First of all he did not mention a 
preemptive attack on nuclear facilities. He did dutifully present a new plan to 
seize five southwestern provinces in China, but he made clear that it was his 
father’s idea, not his, and that it was “not an operational proposal.” He in-
stead stressed that recovery of the mainland “depended on winning over the 
people and the Communist Armed Forces.”99

 The youn ger Chiang, however, was not completely candid with the Amer-
icans about his military plans. Three months before his trip, his father had 
ordered Taiwan’s super- secret nuclear bomb proj ect to move out of the re-
search stage and into development. Before making this decision, several high-
 ranking Nationalist of fi cials and “presidential advisers” reportedly told the 
Generalissimo that a “Manhattan Project” for Taiwan would be economically 
unsound, technically unfeasible, and politically unwise.100 One likely assump-

The Generalissimo, Madame Chiang, and their family—except for the then-unacknowledged 
twin sons of Ching-kuo and the twins’ children—ca. 1965. Courtesy KMT Party Historical 
Institute.
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tion of the dissenters was that the Americans would inevitably discover the 
proj ect, which they did.
 Both Chiangs were worried by the drift in the public debate in America 
toward an assumed need for accommodation with Communist China. In 
April the Generalissimo told the CIA’s visiting Ray Cline (who was now at 
CIA headquarters) that he believed some change would likely take place in 
U.S.- China policy “whether the U.S. now intends it or not.”101 Indeed, Wash-
ington and the West in general showed mounting signs of wishing to come to 
terms with the giant, nascent nuclear power that was no  longer an ally of the 
Soviet  Union. The term “containment without isolation,” first employed by 
the China scholar Doak Barnett before the Senate Foreign Relations Com-
mittee, suggested that America’s goal should be the inclusion of China in the 
world community. That summer, President Johnson called for “reconcilia-
tion” in Asia, while Senator Edward Kennedy demanded immediate admis-
sion of Peking into the United Nations. Meanwhile, on Taiwan, the CIA 
 began to “minimize” its support to “unproductive, infeasible” Nationalist 
mainland operations, particularly paramilitary ones, and to reduce the size 
of its huge Taipei Station.102 The U.S. MAAG informed Ching- kuo that the 
Military Assistance Program would gradually shrink to about US$30 million 
a year by 1970.103 These moves re flected the diminishing importance of the 
relationship for the United States, but they were also indirect re flections of a 
growing feeling in America of the potentially huge importance of mainland 
China in world affairs.

From the day he arrived in Taiwan, the elder Chiang believed he would live 
out his life on the island—and it was becoming increasingly clear that the 
future of the Nationalist Party would probably be on Taiwan for de cades 
or generations to come. In March 1966, when the National Assembly re-
elected the elder Chiang to a fourth term as President, it also approved a sig-
nifi cant constitutional amendment pushed by Ching- kuo. To re flect popula-
tion growth on Taiwan, the change allowed special popular elections in three 
years to fill new seats in the National Assembly and the Legislative Yuan. The 
additional seats amounted to only 5 percent or so of the total membership of 
the two elected bodies, but they would add both much- needed young blood 
to the aging institutions as well as native Taiwanese (including a few real op-
positionists). This tiny but symbolically important step re flected Ching- kuo’s 
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recognition that the fundamental political challenge to the Kuomintang’s fu-
ture was the disaffection of the majority Taiwanese population.
 For more than fif teen years, father and son had dealt with the potential 
challenge of disaffection in two dramatically different ways: by providing rea-
sonably good governance and improving economic and social conditions, 
and by employing ruthless police methods. But by the mid-  to late 1960s, 
Ching- kuo and his coterie of relative moderates realized that they could not 
continue indefi nitely to rule as a communal minority exercising martial law 
and constantly suppressing dissent. They envisioned a transition over twenty 
or more years to democratic, majority- rule governance. At the time, however, 
most foreign observers believed that the native Taiwanese would not give the 
regime nearly so long to transfer power and that the entrenched mainlander 
minority would never surrender their dominance and accompanying privi-
leges without a violent struggle.104 Furthermore, the former internal security 
and intelligence czar, Chiang Ching- kuo, did not seem to be the kind of per-
son who could lead a peaceful transfer of authority.
 The youn ger Chiang almost certainly did not discuss in frank terms with 
his father the sensitive issue of a transition to majority rule. A number of de-
cisions that the older man approved during his last de cade, however, sug-
gested acquiescence in the general direction that Ching- kuo wished to move 
the party. He probably went along with the new course primarily because he 
perceived it as a tactic necessary to appease the Taiwanese and the Americans. 
But the Generalissimo was also a serious man who was earnest about imple-
menting Sun Yat- sen’s commitment to eventual democracy, even if not in his 
lifetime. Thus his acquiescence in the political reforms to some degree also 
probably re flected this commitment.
 As defense minister, the youn ger Chiang ordered the retirement of 500 
generals and 2,000 colonels—all mainlanders. Meanwhile the number of 
Taiwanese in the military academies steadily grew and the first Taiwanese 
field- grade of fi cers began to assume positions of leadership.105 By 1970, of the 
260,000 civil servants in Taiwan, 160,000 were Taiwanese.106 Ching- kuo also 
had to deal with the 800,000 or so old soldiers who, after marching back and 
forth through China and fight ing battles for the Generalissimo for as many as 
thirty years, had been brought to Taiwan almost twenty years earlier. They 
were effectively an ocean and a war away from their home villages. The U.S. 
and the Nationalist governments agreed that there was a critical need to make 
sure that these hundreds of thousands of ex- military men who had no wives 
or families did not become a threat to Taiwan’s social and political stability. 
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With U.S. fi nan cial support, Chiang’s government began the pro cess by re-
tiring about 180,000 “ineffective” members of the armed forces who were 
judged too old, disabled, or uneducated to be suitable for duty.107 Every vet-
eran who could work was assisted in find ing a job such as a construction 
worker or street cleaner, or helped with small loans so he could become, say, a 
pedicab driver or a street vendor. Some received small plots of land from Tai-
wan Sugar Corporation estates and assistance in getting started as farmers. 
With American money, conditions for those soldiers still serving were also 
vastly improved with increased pay, new quarters, and healthy food. In ad-
dition, without U.S. assistance, the general Political Warfare Department 
opened thirty- seven “tea houses” or brothels with a thousand “hostesses” as a 
further effort to keep the ex- warriors content.108

As the Sino- Soviet split widened, Chairman Mao became obsessed with the 
“embourgoisement” of Soviet society and the priority of avoiding such a fate 
for China. His obscurantism and self- absorption had been encouraged by the 
idolatry that increasingly surrounded him, as well as by his persistent deep 
belief in the supremacy of the will and the centrality of the ruler and his doc-
trine. The di sas ter of Mao’s Great Leap Forward opened up a political rift 
within the CCP, which further fanned the flames of radicalization. Beginning 
with the purge of General Peng Dehuai, a faction led by Mao’s wife, Jiang 
Qing, and Lin Biao sought to advance itself by catering to the Chairman’s 
Manichean views and megalomania. In sum, an amorphous chemistry of in-
ternal, external, and idiosyncratic developments combined to create a vicious 
storm—the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution.
 On June 16, 1966, a remarkable period of of fi cially sanctioned chaos be-
gan to sweep over China and ev ery school, of fice, shop, and factory—ev ery 
or ga ni za tional unit of the society except for the PLA and agricultural villages, 
which Mao and the military leaders isolated from the troubles. Youth and 
workers were exhorted to use mob and kangaroo justice to cleanse their insti-
tutions of revisionist, antiparty leaders, as well as others in authority such as 
teachers. In Xikou, the hundred or so Chiangs most closely related to the 
Generalissimo who had had the bad luck to stay behind were made to sweep 
the streets and take on the dirtiest jobs in the hamlet.109

 In the prevailing madness, Mao and the Communists seemed to Chiang 
to be revealing their true natures. But unlike his reaction to the troubles in 
China fostered by the Great Leap, he did not call for U.S. support of an at-
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tack across the Strait; instead he told the visiting Secretary of State Rusk that 
in view of the recent purges and resulting “restiveness” inside China, he and 
his people could “afford to wait for an opportunity” to recover the main-
land.110 The Cultural Revolution seemed so irrational that almost anything 
could happen, even the breakup of China into warring regions. In addition 
to his understanding from the beginning that a counterattack was wholly 
unrealistic militarily, it was now apparent that a serious armed attack by the 
Nationalists might well unite the bitterly divided Communists. Chiang be-
lieved the best strategy was to wait patiently and enjoy the spectacle of Mao 
shredding his own image and that of the CCP.
 By early 1967, an open power struggle seemed under way throughout 
China and various military and provincial leaders were successful in thwart-
ing Mao’s control in their regions or institutions.111 The role of the PLA in 
put ting down the Red Guards was growing rapidly. Chiang came to think 
that the fight would go on for a long time, possibly twenty to thirty years—
far past his own lifetime and that of Mao—and that the Chinese economy 
would possibly suffer “disastrous results.” It was also possible, he calculated, 
that a “reuni fied China under a different leadership” could eventually emerge. 
“In this connection,” Vice President Yen told President Johnson in May 
1967, “we have our aspirations.”112 Chiang liked to imagine that if Mao was 
ousted, the successors might look to him. But more likely, he feared, a vic-
torious anti- Mao group led by Liu Shaoqi or some other moderate fig ure 
would restore the Sino- Soviet bloc and thus pose an even greater threat to the 
Nationalists and to his own position than had Mao.
 By this time, American- trained scholars at Ching- kuo’s think tank, the In-
stitute of International Affairs, were providing analyses of mainland develop-
ments that the Americans thought were relatively objective.113 Among their 
conclusions was the view that despite the Cultural Revolution, Communist 
China’s military strength was continuing to grow. Each month the arms in-
dustry of the People’s Republic was building new conventionally powered 
submarines, ground- to- air missiles, and twenty to twenty- five MIG- 19s (and 
soon MIG- 21s).114 The growing power of the new China, the fanaticism 
of the Cultural Revolution, and Radio Peking’s strident Red Guard pro pa-
gan da made the Soviet  Union view its former ally with growing alarm. In 
June 1967, China exploded a test hydrogen bomb and analysts expected Mao 
to have an intercontinental ballistic missile by the early 1970s.
 During a visit to Taipei, Secretary Rusk, “in strict con fi dence,” informed 
Chiang that in a recent conversation Soviet Foreign Minister Andrei Gro-
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myko, obviously thinking of China, had told him it was regrettable there was 
no provision in the 1963 nuclear test ban treaty “to enforce its provisions 
on non- signer nations.” Rusk informed Chiang that the United States would 
“follow up” on Gromyko’s remark.115 Meanwhile, the Soviets increased their 
divisions on the Chinese border from fif teen to twenty- one. All these devel-
opments reinforced Chiang’s determination to lay low and let events take 
their course. In his 1967 New Year’s message, he said Taiwan’s task was to 
strengthen its political preparations to ensure a smooth transition in the wake 
of the inevitable fall of the Communists.116

 Despite Communist China’s new and multifaceted displays of extremism, 
public commentary in America indicated ever- increasing support for some 
sort of détente with Peking. Consumed by the growing tragedy in Vietnam as 
well as the civil rights and anti war movements at home, Americans seemed to 
welcome the possibility of a friendly reconciliation with China, Communist 
or not. In an article in the distinguished journal Foreign Affairs, Richard 
Nixon declared simply that the United States “could not afford to have China 
forever outside the family of nations, there to nurture its fantasies, cherish its 
hates, and threaten its neighbors.”117 While few informed observers under-
stood the import of this one- liner, Chiang saw it as a serious omen.118 Still, it 
did not darken his otherwise buoyant mood.

Chiang still had strong American supporters, including Walter Judd, the for-
mer missionary doctor and conservative Republican congressman. That Sep-
tember, Judd came to Taiwan to see the Generalissimo. During a tea party at 
the Yangming Mountain residence, the Chiangs discovered it was the sixty- 
ninth birthday of their longtime American friend, and Mayling spontane-
ously invited Judd and his accompanying staffer to an impromptu birthday 
party that evening. During the friendly occasion, according to Judd, the Gen-
eralissimo seemed remarkably healthy, vigorous, and mentally alert. He ate 
heartily and, Judd observed, was in unusually good spirits. In fact, Chiang’s 
serenity on this occasion was to result in the most unguarded and revealing 
statement that he ever made to a foreigner and perhaps to anyone about his 
loss of the mainland and his reign on Taiwan.
 Twice during the evening the Generalissimo turned philosophical. From a 
historical point of view, he said, it would probably prove to have been “provi-
dential the mainland was lost when it was.” Twenty years on Taiwan had 
given him “the chance to show the world, undisturbed by ac tual con flict with 
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the Communists, the proper path for an undeveloped nation to achieve true 
prog ress.” What had been achieved on Taiwan, he explained, could never 
have been accomplished on the mainland under all the pressures that accom-
panied the Communist threat. The programs so successful on Taiwan had 
failed on the mainland “due to subversion and the Government’s inability to 
give them full attention while engaged in a civil war.”119

 These fascinating remarks suggest that the profound irrationalism of Mao’s 
Cultural Revolution had caused Chiang to think that Communism would 
ac tually fall in China sooner or later—and that his and his son’s mission was 
to make Taiwan a model that would demonstrate to the world, especially the 
people on the mainland, “the proper path” for China to achieve its dream of a 
great nation restored.
 Later, after a toast with the missionary doctor/congressman, the Generalis-
simo grew pensive again. Although previously he had confided to his diary 
that he would end his days on Taiwan, the Cultural Revolution had changed 
his mind: he told Judd that he would spend his ninetieth birthday on the 
mainland. Referring to the Cultural Revolution, he said that, in effect, Mao 
Zedong was doing all he could to speed the Nationalists’ return. The best 

In September 1967, Chiang met with visiting longtime American supporter Congressman 
Walter Judd. He told the American that losing the mainland had been “providential.” 
Courtesy KMT Party History Institute.
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posture was to watch and wait. He then recited an unusual medley of one 
Chinese and three Western proverbs, each of which re flected his traditional 
and long- tested faith that despite the vagaries of history he and China were 
children of destiny:

Bees steal from one flower only to pollinate another;
Whom the Gods would destroy they first make mad;
The mills of fate grind exceedingly slow but exceedingly fine; and
It is always darkest before the stars come out.120

IV

In 1968, the United States suffered a series of setbacks that threw into disar-
ray basic assumptions about its foreign policy. The new year had hardly be-
gun when North Korea seized the American signal intelligence ship the USS 
Pueblo and held its eighty- three of fi cers and crew as spies. Chiang Kai- shek 
was not surprised that Washington, bogged down in Indochina, made no 
threat of reprisals; instead the Americans engaged in lengthy negotiations to 
free the prisoners. A week after the Pueblo Incident, Viet Cong guerrillas 
aided by North Vietnam Army troops launched the Tet offensive, attack-
ing hundreds of cities and towns in the South. For the Communists, who 
failed to hold any new ground, it was a military defeat but a political vic-
tory, prompting Robert McNamara to resign as secretary of defense. Then, in 
March, Lyndon Johnson startled the world by announcing that he would not 
seek reelection and by turning down the request for an additional 206,000 
soldiers by the U.S. commander in South Vietnam, General William West-
moreland.
 Chiang’s prediction was coming true: the people of America did not have 
the stomach for an ambiguous, drawn- out, costly land war in Indochina 
against Communist insurgents. As he repeatedly had warned the Americans, 
the disciplined Vietnamese Communists—with a safe and enormous supply 
base just to the north, a superpower supporter further up the map, and the 
pro pa gan da value of fight ing a foreign enemy—were bound to outlast their 
powerful adversary. As the year went on, he did not say much to the Ameri-
cans about the war and nothing spe cifi cally about the political turmoil in the 
United States.
 But then assassins killed Robert Kennedy and Martin Luther King. Chiang 
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saw these events as “a deterioration of the morals of day to day life” in the 
United States and the result of “democratic permissiveness.”121 His reaction 
re flected his greatest fear: that America’s reversals in Vietnam would cause 
it to lose its appetite for the larger Cold War con flict with China. In a rare 
outburst in the midst of a conversation with the new American ambassa-
dor, Walter McConaughy, Chiang said that the American attitude toward 
the Viet Cong, North Vietnam, and China was reminiscent of “Chamber-
lain’s attitude toward Nazi Germany.” There were in fact increasingly audible 
voices in America calling for reconciliation with Communist China. Assis-
tant Secretary of State William Bundy publicly said there could be no bar-
gaining over the lives of the 13 million people of Taiwan but, he asserted, the 
U.S. government “fully acknowledged” that the Chinese Communists con-
trolled the mainland. In June, a New York Times editorial called for American 
recognition of Peking as the government of China, but not of Taiwan.122

 Inside China, the PLA was still busy restoring order and Zhou Enlai was 
gradually reducing the devastating in flu ence of the Red Guards on foreign 
policy. Maoist pro pa gan da had taken to accusing the Chairman’s internal foes 
of being “KMT agents” as well as “power holders traveling the cap italist 
road.” Chiang leaped on these words, and in his 1968 Double Ten Day 
speech said that Mao had been compelled to admit the role of the Kuomint-
ang in stirring up opposition to the Maoist path in China.123 The American 
embassy reported around this time that “desultory planning” for mainland 
recovery continued, but beginning in 1968 “top leaders” in Taipei again regu-
larly acknowledged the obvious to their American counterparts: the Nation-
alist Armed Forces could not possibly carry out a major unilateral initiative 
against the mainland.124

 Meanwhile, the Soviets were still increasing their troop deployments along 
the Sino- Soviet and Soviet- Mongolian borders. By the end of 1968, both 
sides had several hundred thousand troops positioned on the frontier.125 The 
Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in August and Moscow’s enunciation of 
the Brezhnev Doctrine of “limited sovereignty,” which jus ti fied Soviet armed 
intervention to prevent the overthrow of a Communist government, seemed 
a warning to China.

Two months after the invasion of Czechoslovakia, a Russian national named 
Victor Louis, the Moscow correspondent for the London Evening Star, arrived 
in Taipei. Louis, clearly a KGB agent, had several conversations with one 
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of Chiang Ching- kuo’s trusted associates and then one meeting with Ching- 
kuo. Louis’s remarkable message was that the Nationalists and the Soviets 
should explore ways to cooperate to bring about the downfall of Mao Ze-
dong. The skeptical Ching- kuo replied that if Moscow abrogated the 1950 
Soviet- PRC treaty, this “would help Taipei re- orient its mind.” Later, in Hong 
Kong, Louis leaked the fact of his meetings in Taipei. Apparently the KGB 
purpose was to stir up apprehension on the mainland, which was fine with 
the Chiangs. In fact, Ching- kuo’s man continued to meet with Louis in Eu-
rope over the next three years.126

 Since 1945, the Generalissimo had castigated the Soviets as the source of 
all evil in Asia, but after Louis’s visit, the Taipei press ceased derogatory refer-
ences to the Soviet  Union. Instead, the KMT Tenth Party Congress declared 
that Mao had created the border fight ing with the Soviet  Union to divert at-
tention from China’s internal crisis. For a period, Taiwan media also began to 
employ the term “anti- Mao” in place of “anti- Communist.”127 In typical fash-
ion, the Generalissimo also tried to exploit the situation to gain additional 
U.S. military assistance, telling visiting American generals and admirals that 
Mao, fearing a Soviet attack in the north, would seek to consolidate a strong 
military fallback position in southern China. This in turn, he said, could 
mean PLA pressure on the offshore territories and possibly an attack on Tai-
wan. If he could not have F- 4 Phantom jets immediately for his own air 
force, he asked that a U.S. Air Force squadron of these planes be stationed in 
Taiwan.
 Chiang, of course, knew that Mao would probably never attack Taiwan at 
a time when an assault on China by the powerful Soviet Red Army was his 
overwhelming concern. The White House, now thoroughly inured to the 
Generalissimo’s cries of alarm, calculated that Chiang was hoping to draw 
out a high- level U.S. commitment that the next administration would find 
dif fi cult to overturn. But still, to placate the Generalissimo, the Pentagon 
proposed an intermittent and temporary rotation of four to eight U.S. Air 
Force Phantom jets for six days a month.128

 Given all the uncertainties regarding China, the Soviet  Union, America, 
and Indochina, Chiang’s strategic goal was to build up a defense capability 
and make his government as self- reliant as possible. The Chiangs sought to 
buy an array of some of the most modern U.S. military equipment, including 
a number of conventional submarines and destroyers, over a hundred tanks, 
a squadron of antisubmarine aircraft, and twenty helicopters.129 The secret 
work on a Nationalist nuclear deterrent had by this time developed a small 
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repro cessing facility (a “hot lab”) and was seeking to acquire a research reac-
tor and enriched uranium.130

As 1969 began, Chiang was eagerly anticipating the inauguration of his 
friend Richard M. Nixon as the thirty- seventh President of the United States. 
Chiang had had a much closer relationship with Nixon than with any other 
American elected President. Nixon had visited Taiwan six times and each 
time stayed at the Chiang guest house. The two famous anti- Communists 
had had many hours of serious and often private conversation about the flow 
of human events. Chiang thought he knew Nixon quite well and that he was 
a strong conservative in the mold of William Knowland and Walter Judd. 
Nonetheless, there was the worrisome one- liner in the 1967 Foreign Affairs 
article about bringing China into the world community.
 Soon after the election, Nixon asked Harvard professor Henry Kissinger to 
be his national security adviser. When Chiang’s staff provided Chiang a brief 
résumé on the professor, he was not pleased to find Kissinger described as “a 
realist.” Chiang knew that the powerful pressures in America to get out of 
Vietnam, combined with the extraordinary Sino- Soviet split, were steadily 
increasing the perception among American “realists” of the logic of a U.S. 
détente with China.131

 The Chinese in Peking were also ready to be realistic. Before Nixon took 
of fice, on November 26, 1968, Peking proposed to Washington another War-
saw meeting to take place the following February. Washington agreed and the 
meeting was announced. Twelve days after the inauguration, Nixon told 
Kissinger to “encourage” the idea that the administration was “seeking rap-
proachment (sic) with China.”132 Less than a month into of fice, Nixon and 
Kissinger were informing select world leaders of their keen interest in im-
proving ties with the People’s Republic. Knowing his words would quickly 
get back to Peking, Nixon told French President Charles de Gaulle that it was 
in the U.S. interest to recognize both China and the Soviet  Union as “great 
powers” and to build “parallel relationships with them.”133

 In an April speech, the new U.S. Secretary of State, William Rogers, de-
clared that the United States would take “initiatives to reestablish more nor-
mal relations with Communist China and we shall remain responsive to any 
indications of less hostile attitudes from their side.”134 Most telling for the 
Chiangs were steps that Nixon and Kissinger began to take to remove mili-
tary irritants to U.S.- PRC relations. In early 1969, the White House limited 
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aerial reconnaissance of the mainland by the Nationalist- flown U- 2s.135 These 
statements and moves by Washington represented an astonishing gyration 
in America’s posture toward China, and an incredible personal turnaround 
for the strongly anti- Communist and conservative Nixon. The Chiangs sus-
pected there was much more going on behind the scenes, but in an unprece-
dented display of sangfroid, they said nothing when faced with these and 
other signs of a U.S. policy shift toward Peking.136

 At the same time, Italy, Canada, Belgium, and West Germany all began 
talks with Peking about the establishment of diplomatic relations. These 
countries had also seen the obvious signs that the new Nixon administration 
wanted to move toward some kind of serious détente with the People’s Re-
public, and they all wished “to get on the bus” before the Americans. In July, 
on a long Asian trip that sig nifi cantly did not include Taiwan (an omission 
Chiang saw as another bad omen), Nixon stopped on Guam.137 There the 
American President outlined what came to be known as the Nixon Doctrine, 
under which the United States would fully honor its treaty commitments but 
would look to each “nation directly threatened to assume the primary re-
sponsibility of providing the manpower for its defense.” In essence it meant a 
revival of the forgotten Eisenhower pronouncement that the United States 
would never again send troops into a war on the Asian continent—a dictum 
that Chiang had preached for some fif teen years and spe cifi cally urged on 
President Johnson in his prescient 1964 letter.
 The Nixon Doctrine and the beginning of “Vietnamization” (turning the 
war over to the South Vietnamese) made it clearer than ever that the Presi-
dent was determined to get out of the Vietnam quagmire. Initially, however, 
Nixon and Kissinger believed that by threatening a profound escalation of 
the war they could persuade Moscow and Hanoi to accept some compromise 
resolution short of a near- term Communist takeover of the South. They sent 
out dire warnings that if, by November 1, the North Vietnamese had not 
agreed to compromise on American terms, the United States would “take 
mea sures of great consequence and force.” Should these threats fail to per-
suade Hanoi, then the second phase of the military escalation option would 
begin: dramatic military pressure consisting mainly of heavy air attacks in the 
far north of North Vietnam, and a mining of the port of Hanoi and other 
harbors. Nixon and Kissinger hoped to bene fit from the enemy’s perception 
of the President as a possible “madman” capable of anything—a tactic that 
Chiang Kai- shek understood well.138

 Nonetheless, Chiang believed this strategy would not force major conces-
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sions from North Vietnam so long as it had the support of China. In fact, he 
still foresaw a likely debacle in Indochina, but he had to back Nixon. Chiang 
and his son readily conceded to ev ery American request for cooperation in 
the Vietnam War effort, including, for example, extending airfields for the 
emergency landing of B- 52s in Taiwan when and if that became necessary. 
At the same time, it was increasingly evident to Chiang that Nixon and 
Kissinger saw U.S. rapprochement with China as an element in a Vietnam 
exit strategy and as presenting a historic opportunity for a fundamental reor-
dering of global politics.139

 In the summer, Nixon lifted the ban on travel to China for seven catego-
ries of U.S. citizens. This was widely seen as a cautious step forward, but se-
cretly the White House was in ten sifying its efforts to establish direct com-
munication with the Chinese. On August 2, in Sofia, Nixon told President 
Nicolae Ceauåescu that the United States would welcome the Romanian 
leader’s playing “a mediating role between us and China.”140 Twelve days later 
Nixon told the National Security Council that it was “against America’s inter-
ests” to let the Soviet  Union “smash” China “in a Sino- Soviet war.” He fol-
lowed up with a spe cific request to the Pakistani President to convey his views 
to the Chinese.141

In June 1969 Chiang named his son vice premier and the next month Ching-
 kuo became chairman of the two key policymaking and coordinating boards 
for fi nan cial and economic matters. For the first time, Ching- kuo had for-
mal, not just informal, authority over the economy, although it was of fi cially 
still under C. K. Yen’s control. It was a good year to begin: the growth rate 
that year would be 10 percent, making a 1,000 percent total expansion of 
the economy since 1950. The Generalissimo had made Ching- kuo a four- 
star general in January 1968, a title he retained as vice premier. Ching- kuo, 
however, still seldom wore a uniform; he usually appeared in a business suit 
at work but otherwise donned a casual sport shirt. Ching- kuo made other 
moves to demilitarize the appearance of the regime. Since 1964, parades 
 featuring goose- stepping troops (taught by German advisers in the 1930s), 
tanks, missiles, and jet flybys had not been part of the Double Ten Day cele-
brations in Taipei.
 The junior Chiang was also still unof fi cial boss of the hydra- headed inter-
nal security establishment, including secret police, commissar, intelligence, 
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and covert action units. But his frequent long walks visiting villages and small 
towns, and his smiling, somewhat cherubic appearance began to change his 
political image. On his treks through the countryside he wore frumpy cloth-
ing and a floppy, round- brimmed hat. This public image was quite a contrast 
to that of his father, who still dressed in uniform on formal occasions and at 
leisure wore his usual prim Sun Yat- sen jacket or a priest- like gentry gown.
 One of Ching- kuo’s first mea sures as vice premier was to launch a drive 
against spreading corruption. The campaign’s initial victory was exposure 
of pervasive graft in the banana business. There were charges in the quasi- 
free press, however, that in this case and others only relatively minor fig-
ures received jail sentences while more elevated culprits escaped punishment. 
For example, the governor of the Central Bank, who was close to Madame 
Chiang, was allowed to resign following charges of malfeasance. Neverthe-
less, most informed foreign observers of the time credited the government as 
being serious in its drive against corruption. Like his father, Ching- kuo had a 
reputation for personal honesty, which had continued as he rose in power. 
Moreover, unlike his father he did not have a rich wife, old ties to a secret 
society or gang, nor a leadership style that gave loyalty the highest priority.142

 During the early years on Taiwan, the Generalissimo, like most senior 
KMT veterans, opposed family planning because the notion of the counter-
attack required the prospect of a lot of future soldiers. But in the 1960s, the 
Nationalist technocrats and of fi cials from the U.S. Agency for International 
Development pushed a program to reduce population growth by distributing 
on a massive scale a new intrauterine contraceptive device called the “loop.” 
Taking an old- line Marxist as well as a Sun Yat- sen view—the more Chinese 
the better—Ching- kuo made a point of opposing the program, a position 
that served to improve his standing with the old guard, which had long been 
suspicious of him. The Generalissimo, however, perhaps in flu enced by May-
ling, approved the plan and it quickly showed results.143

By mid- July 1969, rumors spread around the globe that Nixon had asked 
Ceauåescu to mediate between the United States and Peking. State Depart-
ment of fi cials assured the Nationalists that there was “no truth to such spec-
ulation.”144 Kissinger, who was present during the meeting in Sofia, told 
 Nationalist ambassador Zhou Shukai that there had been “no dialogue in 
Romania on the subject of opening talks with Communist China.” President 
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Nixon, he told Zhou, wanted him to pass along assurances to President 
Chiang that there had been no change in the basic U.S. policy toward Com-
munist China.145

 Chiang Kai- shek, however, was an old hand at judging which rumors in 
the press were likely true and which were not, and he almost certainly did not 
believe the American denials regarding the Bucharest- sourced reports of the 
conversations in Romania. Nevertheless, he remained unusually relaxed as 
shown by his conversations with Secretary of State William P. Rogers during 
the Secretary’s midsummer visit to Taipei. Having warned the United States 
not to send troops to Vietnam, Chiang now warned that it should not with-
draw too quickly. But when Rogers said the temper of the American people 
would not permit a slow pullout, Chiang said nothing. He asked whether 
President Nixon was disposed to encourage Nationalist China to go back and 
free the Chinese people or to “freeze” its position on Taiwan. The Secretary 
replied that “the United States would be happy if Nationalist China could 
return to the Mainland by peaceful, political means, but any sort of military 
venture would not be realistic.” This was a simple and categorical statement 
rejecting the “counterattack,” but Chiang did not object. Instead, he assured 
Rogers that the Nationalist government was “not desirous of attempting an 
invasion of the mainland because it does not have the capability.” This had 
been starkly true ever since Chiang fled to the island in 1949. Chiang went 
on to indicate that his concern was entirely with defense, not offense.146 In 
addition, he noted that while the United States had supplied Taiwan Nike 
and Hawk missiles, it had provided only six warheads for each system, mak-
ing them essentially useless.
 Rogers ended by saying it was the age of compromise and the United States 
intended to loosen trade and travel restrictions on China. Chiang did not re-
spond.147 Even at this stage the Chiangs seemed to know more than some se-
nior U.S. of fi cials about what was going on behind the scenes, knowledge 
that convinced them a détente in Sino- U.S. relations pushed by a Republican 
President and a Democratic Congress could not be stopped. They realized 
there was little prospect of exciting conservative forces in the United States to 
reverse the ominous trend. As in other critical moments over the previous 
forty- five years, Chiang realized he had no good options but to go along with 
the flow of events and salvage whatever opportunities there might be to ad-
vance his country’s interests—and his. The main challenge for Chiang and 
his son was how best, in light of the coming profound setback in Taiwan’s re-
lations with the United States and the raison d’être of KMT rule, to retain 
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political and economic stability on Taiwan, continued military support and 
sympathy from the United States, and access to America’s fi nan cial investors 
and open market.
 Retaining con fi dence in the future of Taiwan both on the island and abroad 
would require the Chiangs to protest American moves to normalization, but 
also to react calmly to the coming political setbacks—the opposite of the pre-
vious tactic of raising alarms of Taiwan’s total collapse or even defection if 
Washington even thought of pursuing any such policy. While U.S. public 
opinion favored an opening to Communist China, the American people 
seemed likely to oppose U.S. abandonment of all responsibility for Tai-
wan’s security. The Chiangs knew that preserving this sentiment was key to 
Taiwan’s long- term survival and to winning offsetting U.S. concessions to 
strengthen Taiwan’s defenses.
 The Chiangs’ strategy for survival also focused on accelerating the advance 
of Taiwan’s economy into more cap ital- intensive sectors while further im-
proving education and levels of per cap ita income. As Ching- kuo told the 
CIA station chief, Taiwan was the only future the Kuomintang would have, 
and he believed a carefully managed and gradual opening of the political sys-
tem, including Taiwanization, was essential.148 To lead this undeclared politi-
cal program of change, Ching- kuo, doubtless with his father’s approval, ap-
pointed his longtime political associate Lee Huan as chairman of the KMT 
provincial committee and a technocrat, Zhang Baoshu (a fisheries expert), 
as secretary general of the Kuomintang. The dual objectives were to co- opt 
more Taiwanese into the KMT while cautiously nurturing the growth of a 
moderate opposition. A rapid turnover of county-  and municipal- level Kuo-
mintang executives followed in which mainlanders were replaced with Tai-
wanese; within a year a third of such executives were native islanders. More 
Taiwanese also received posts at Kuomintang headquarters in Taipei.
 On Ching- kuo’s advice, Chiang appointed as mayor of Taipei the anti- 
KMT, non party Henry Kao, a native Taiwanese. Kao had gone out on a limb 
when he had joined Lei Zhen’s short- lived movement to form an opposition 
party, but he represented the type of pragmatic, native oppositionist whom 
the Chiangs wanted to encourage: one who disliked or even hated the Kuom-
intang but was willing to work within the system, even while pushing persis-
tently for greater rights for Taiwanese and a multi party democracy. That Kao 
was allowed to say pretty much what he wished in private was part of the ap-
proach of co- opting dissidents and allowing them to retain some credibil-
ity.149
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 In the middle of the de cade, the peskiest gadfly was Li Ao, a flamboyant 
and plucky publisher of the outspoken Wen Xing. In December 1965, Li 
published an article calling on Chiang Kai- shek by name to remember that 
the country had of fi cially entered the period of constitutionalism when the 
rights of the press were guaranteed. Never good at recalling such freedoms, 
the Garrison Command responded by closing Wen Xing and eventually send-
ing Li to Green Island, the main prison for political prisoners, for four years. 
Although he favored eventual reuni fi ca tion with China, Li, once freed, was 
later jailed again for allegedly helping the most prominent pro- in de pen dence 
advocate on the island, the professor Peng Mingmin, escape to Sweden. 
Chiang, however, was convinced that Li Ao had nothing to do with Peng’s 
successful flight; rather, in his view, it had been part of a CIA plan to foster a 
Peng- led In de pen dence Movement abroad and a détente with the mainland 
based on a two- Chinas framework.150

One fine September morning in 1969, the Chiangs took a ride in their lim-
ousine up the steep curving road leading to the residence on Yangming 
Mountain. Two security cars escorted them up the mountain. As a jeep sped 
down the hill and swerved across the center line, the security car in front 
slammed on its brakes and the limousine plowed into its rear. Chiang and his 
wife were not wearing seat belts and the crash threw them forward. Chiang’s 
dentures were knocked out and he was badly shaken, but he escaped without 
apparent serious injury. Mayling, however, suffered whiplash when she was 
thrown into the front seat and one of her legs was injured but not broken.151

 After the accident, Chiang was never quite as “spirited as before.” In a 
health check, doctors discovered murmurs in the aorta of his heart and sus-
pected that a heart valve had been injured.152 By mid- November, Madame 
still could not walk, and four months later she could not sign letters or re-
sume her beloved painting. President Nixon offered to send an American 
neurologist to treat the Chiangs, but they declined “the kind offer.”153

V

In the spring of 1969, the Soviet Red Army destroyed a PLA brigade in skir-
mishes on Zhenbao Island in the Ussuri River on the Sino- Soviet border. The 
CCP Central Committee ordered a general mobilization along the frontier 
and four senior PLA marshals recommended that China play “the United 
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States card.” Marshal Chen Yi suggested to Zhou Enlai that China propose 
high- level talks with the United States.154

 In August, Secretary Rogers, in answer to a question from Chiang Kai- 
shek, assured him that President Nixon did not “have any intention to move 
the Seventh Fleet” from the Taiwan Strait.155 Three months later, however, 
the Pentagon informed Ching- kuo that because of budgetary restrictions and 
a reduction of one hundred ships from its fleet, the U.S. Navy would in fact 
suspend these token patrols. The Americans explained that this move would 
in no way affect security in the Taiwan Strait or U.S. commitments. Accord-
ing to archival documents the Defense Department did in fact originate this 
decision for budget reasons, but the White House immediately saw the posi-
tive political implications for its China strategy and quickly approved the 
proposal.156 Kissinger’s intention was to lead Peking to believe that the action 
was a conciliatory, con fi dence- building move by the United States, and Paki-
stan President Yahya Khan con fi den tially informed the Chinese of the deci-
sion with this explanation.157

 For their part, Ching- kuo and his father also saw the policy change as an-
other opportunity to pressure the United States for more advanced weapons. 
On November 19, Chiang dispatched a letter to Nixon warning that the de-
cision on the Strait patrol would tempt the Communists to attack the sea 
lanes from Taiwan to the Pescadores, as well as the offshore islands. On these 
grounds he called for an immediate review of the U.S.- Nationalist contin-
gency plan “Rochester” for the defense of Taiwan and the Pescadores. In his 
letter, Chiang also again endorsed the Nixon Doctrine and reiterated his re-
quest for submarines and F- 4 Phantom fighters. Nixon sent back a friendly 
reply saying the United States would be interested in hearing any ideas 
Chiang had for mod i fi ca tion of the defense plan. While Chiang did not get 
the F- 4s or submarines, he did receive five destroyer and destroyer- escort- 
type vessels, suf fi cient additional F- 104 fighters to replace all F- 86 squadrons 
in the Nationalist Air Force, and local production of the new F- 5 fighter. In 
addition, the U.S. Navy each month also rerouted through the Strait fif teen 
of its warships traveling to and from Japan.158

 The elections for new, supplementary members from Taiwan for the Legis-
lative Yuan went ahead in December as planned. Two of the non- KMT can-
didates, “Big Gun” Kuo Kuoji and Huang Xinjie, violated numerous of fi cial 
guidelines by demanding the end of martial law and going so far as to say 
that the return to the mainland was “hopeless” and the country would suffer 
if President Chiang remained in of fice for long.159 Ching- kuo certainly had to 
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have approved this unprecedented tolerance and his father must have acqui-
esced. While newspapers did not report the stinging attacks, the in de pen dent 
press criticized the KMT’s huge campaign spending and its control of most 
media. The two in de pen dents won seats, giving the Legislative Yuan two to-
ken but real opposition members—a first. Ching- kuo welcomed their pres-
ence.
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Nixon and the Last Years

On December 17, 1969, at a meeting in the presidential residence in Shilin, 
the new U.S. ambassador to China, Walter McConaughy, relayed an oral 
message to Chiang from President Nixon regarding American policy on 
China. McConaughy began by stressing that the Chinese Communist regime 
posed a continuing threat to East Asia and that America “was not changing 
its attitude of vigilance.” At the same time, he said, the U.S. government “be-
lieved that it had an obligation to take ev ery practicable and prudent step to 
lower tensions” in the region. “In this era,” he said, “effective contacts with all 
great areas and peoples of the world aimed at creating a larger mea sure of 
understanding are an imperative necessity.” In this spirit, the United States 
was “making earnest efforts to establish a worthwhile dialogue with the Peip-
ing [Peking] regime.”1

 The White House, McConaughy explained, was “determined to continue 
the search for ser viceable contacts, and we feel it is right and appropriate for 
President Chiang as a friend and ally to be fully aware of the nature and the 
purposes of this policy.” Speaking for the President, the ambassador then as-
sured Chiang in “the most positive and explicit terms” that the United States 
stood by its mutual defense commitment to the Republic of China. Nothing 
related to the search for better relations with the mainland would “dilute that 
commitment,” nor “impinge upon or be prejudicial to any essential interest 
of the Republic of China,” nor “interfere with constructive and collabora-
tive development efforts by our two governments in an atmosphere which we 
hope will be less shadowed by threats of aggression from the Mainland.”2

 Chiang listened to McConaughy’s presentation “intently, with apparent 
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deep concentration and without interruption.” For almost thirty years, 
Chiang had been lecturing Americans on what he perceived as their extreme 
naiveté regarding the Chinese Communists, and for more than two de cades 
he had believed that an important group of Americans was plotting with 
the British to move the United States toward the People’s Republic and away 
from Taiwan and his government. But after hearing out the ambassador, 
Chiang quietly “re flected for a few moments,” then simply said that he was 
“reassured to have the con fir ma tion that there would be no change in the 
U.S. policy of strong support for the Republic of China.” The only con-
cern he raised was the deactivation of the Taiwan Strait patrol, to which Mc-
Conaughy replied that Nixon had authorized him to say that this action was 
motivated “purely by reasons of economy.” Any “unwarranted and unpro-
voked” Communist attack on the Republic of China’s shipping in the Taiwan 
Strait, the ambassador continued, quoting Nixon, “would not go unnoticed.” 
Chiang indicated his “appreciation” for this less than impassioned assur-
ance.3

 This conversation was another striking example of Chiang’s clear under-
standing of the fundamental transformation that was happening in global 
politics, and of his pragmatic calculation that he would only create more 
problems for himself if he reacted in high dudgeon. In addition, he probably 
thought that Nixon’s gambit with Mao could fall apart if it stirred up fierce 
opposition against Mao within the CCP and the PLA. The key issue was go-
ing to be how Nixon would deal with the sta tus of Taiwan and how U.S. 
military relations with the island might change. Chiang could be con fi dent 
that Mao would not accept a two- Chinas arrangement, and of course he 
shared Mao’s views on this highly sensitive question. A two- Chinas approach, 
with its inevitable culmination in an in de pen dent Taiwan, was the main 
threat to the Chiangs and to the KMT position on the island. But in the con-
versation with McConaughy, Chiang did not even raise the matter.
 Circumstantial evidence is strong that by this time and possibly some 
months earlier, Zhou Enlai was informing Chiang through the usual inter-
mediary in Hong Kong of the secret Peking- Washington exchanges via third 
parties. The following spring, Ching- kuo would tell Kissinger that National-
ist intelligence “in Hong Kong had learned that the Chinese Communists 
may propose a change in venue for the Warsaw talks, perhaps even seeking to 
move them to Peking.” Kissinger’s assistant, Foreign Service of fi cer John Hol-
dridge, was very likely correct in reporting to his boss and to Nixon that 
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Chiang Ching- kuo was “trying to tip us off that the GRC [the Government 
of the Republic of China] has intelligence contacts with the Chinese Com-
munists.” Taipei’s purpose, Holdridge thought, was probably “to remind us 
that we should not take the Nationalist Government for granted.” From the 
Peking standpoint, Holdridge surmised, “this intelligence by- play is a useful 
reminder that the Communists’ immediate tactical objective in the present 
talks is probably to see if they can slip a blade in between us and the [Nation-
alist Government].”4

 Holdridge, however, overlooked what were likely the main reasons for 
Zhou and Mao’s apparent decision to pass such sensitive information to 
Chiang. First, they very likely wanted to let Chiang know that he was being 
abandoned by the United States and thus encourage him to agree to a politi-
cal settlement with the Communist party. And second, but most immedi-
ately, they probably wanted to encourage coordination with Chiang of a firm 
“no two- Chinas” approach. Zhou and Mao knew that Chiang was no less a 
Chinese nationalist than they; thus as high- level Washington- Peking talks 
loomed, it made sense for Zhou to send word to the Generalissimo that the 
Peking leadership would never accept a two- Chinas framework and it hoped 
Chiang would take a similar stance. Thus the stage could be set for another 
KMT united front with the CCP—this time a de facto and undeclared one—
to protect the territorial integrity of China. Just as with the behind- the- scenes 
settlement of the 1958 Quemoy crisis, this cooperative arrangement would 
involve a mainland agreement not to use force against the Nationalists for an 
indefi nite time.
 Sometime in December, Kissinger informed Nixon that President Yahya 
Khan had “conveyed his impression to the Chinese” that the United States 
was “prepared to normalize relations with Communist China.” Peking re-
sponded that it appreciated Pakistan’s role in conveying that message and in 
response would release two American yachtsmen who, the previous February, 
had inadvertently sailed into Chinese waters.5 On December 25, the State 
Department publicly acknowledged the change in the Taiwan Strait patrol 
and the White House announced that it opposed the effort in the House of 
Representatives to make available a squadron of F- 4s to Taiwan.6 During the 
January 20, 1970, meeting in Warsaw, the U.S. representative, Walter Stoes-
sel, told the Chinese that the United States was prepared to send a high- level 
representative to Peking or accept a Chinese representative in the Ameri-
can cap ital. As added inducements, Nixon approved the sale of U.S. grain 
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to China and removed most restrictions on the travel of Americans to the 
mainland.7

 Kissinger told Nixon that in light of early prospects for concrete negotia-
tions with Peking, “We may need to be somewhat franker (sic)” with the Na-
tionalists about what was happening. Kissinger was concerned that the Com-
munists were leaking distorted accounts of the Warsaw meetings to Taipei. 
The Americans also knew that the Polish intelligence ser vice was monitoring 
the meetings. The State Department sent out two cables for the Nationalist 
Foreign Ministry with partial briefings on the meetings, but nothing on the 
key exchanges. The misleading briefings implied that “renunciation of force” 
remained the key American requirement for any advance in the relation-
ship with China.8 Meanwhile Zhou Enlai, it appears, was providing Chiang a 
more candid account.
 To the delight of Nixon and Kissinger, during the February Warsaw meet-
ing the Chinese agreed to accept a special presidential envoy for “the further 
exploration of fundamental principles of relations” between the United States 
and China. The Chinese made it plain that the “fundamental principle” with 
which they were concerned was the Taiwan question and that once this was 
settled other issues could be resolved. They also made it clear that the resolu-
tion of the Taiwan issue could not be in the context of “two Chinas” or “one 
China, one Taiwan.”9 Although the sessions in Warsaw were closed, news re-
ports included much speculation about their content, particularly because 
the flurry of meetings after a two- year hiatus suggested that sig nifi cant prog-
ress was being made.10

In a March letter to Nixon, Chiang referred to the President’s “well meaning 
policy.” He also claimed not to object to the Warsaw talks as such, but then 
proceeded to review the record of failed U.S. attempts to negotiate with the 
Chinese Communists during World War II and subsequently. The Commu-
nists, he maintained, had not changed and he warned Nixon to be on guard. 
Confident there would not be a two- Chinas arrangement, Chiang’s main 
concern now was the possibility that the United States might consider “ac-
cepting the so called Five Principles of Peaceful Co- existence,” including 
noninterference in other nations’ affairs, and within this framework discuss 
with Peking how to settle “the so- called Taiwan problem.” Such an approach, 
he told Nixon, “would be infringing upon the sovereign rights of the Repub-
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lic of China”—but his spe cific worry was that this principle could eventually 
rationalize Peking’s use of force to reunite Taiwan with the motherland. All in 
all it was a light, almost pro forma admonition.11

 The U.S. side in Warsaw, however, had already accepted the notion that 
the Five Principles could be cited in an accord that included the subject of 
Taiwan. Nixon replied to Chiang that he would be remiss in his “duty to the 
American people if I did not attempt to discover whether . . . certain of the 
issues which lie between us [the United States and China] may not be settled 
by negotiation.”12 The President, however, again reassured Chiang that the 
Warsaw talks “will not affect the friendship and close cooperation which has 
existed between our Governments for so many years.”13 From the briefings 
that Zhou evidently supplied, Chiang knew this was not true. But he had no 
way to avoid or even slow down Nixon’s rush to embrace Mao Zedong, so he 
continued to be calm, preparing to greet whatever happened in American- 
PRC relations with feigned surprise and considerable resentment but mostly 
con fi dence and optimism about the future.14 “We should forge ahead with 
dignity,” Chiang told his staff.15 The keys to Taiwan’s success would be Nix-
on’s continued commitment to defend Taiwan and to support the Genera-
lissimo’s rule on the island. It was critical—though given both Mao and 
Chiang’s fierce opposition, seemingly safe to assume—that the United States 
would not support Taiwan in de pen dence.

When in late April 1970 Vice Premier Chiang Ching- kuo arrived in Wash-
ington on an of fi cial visit, he received a reception equal to that of a head of 
government. He stayed just across from the White House at Blair House, 
where visiting queens and presidents were lodged, and he was afforded an 
unusual fifty- minute meeting with the President with no other Americans 
present. Kissinger and the secretaries of both state and defense then joined 
the meeting, which went on another half hour. At one point, Ching- kuo, in a 
pro forma manner, told Nixon that Taiwan was “the central problem of Asia” 
and that the Chinese Communists were likely to launch a surprise Pearl Har-
bor–like attack against the island. But the President simply ignored this pre-
diction, and Ching- kuo did not repeat it during his trip. Nor did Ching- kuo 
protest or complain about any of the recent developments in U.S.- China 
policy, except to politely suggest that for Peking the Warsaw talks were a tac-
tic intended to alienate the United States from the Republic of China. It was 
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at this point that Ching- kuo revealed he had learned from sources in Hong 
Kong that the Communists might propose changing the venue of the talks to 
Peking.16 Before the meeting adjourned for an elegant dinner, Nixon again 
reaf firmed his support for the Republic of China. He had been a friend of the 
Generalissimo’s nation for twenty- three years, he said, and “the United States 
will never sell you down the river.”17

Although he knew what the Americans were up to, Ching- kuo revealed not 
the slightest doubt about the good intentions of Nixon and Kissinger. In a 
meeting with Ching- kuo the next day, Kissinger declared: “We believe very 
strongly in standing by our friends.” He then spent some time explaining 
how President Nixon “was always four moves ahead of the game” and thus 
his tactical decisions sometimes looked confusing. He spelled out how he and 
the President went “through lots of maneuvering” before they acted because 
there “was no sense in tipping our hand.” After hearing this expansive de-
scription of Nixon’s ability to hide his intentions and deal by stratagem, the 
vice premier said that his President had known President Nixon for more 
than twenty years and “liked to think that he understood him and knew what 
he thought.”18

 Kissinger may have believed this was a signal that Chiang Kai- shek under-
stood what the Americans were intending in their China ploy. To make sure, 
the next day Kissinger, without an interpreter, walked across Pennsylvania 
Avenue to Blair House for a private, En glish- language- only meeting with the 
Generalissimo’s son. Ching- kuo understood En glish fairly well, and that was 
all that was required for this most likely one- way conversation. In addition 
to implying that the Warsaw talks would in fact eventually move to Peking 
or Washington, Kissinger probably assured Ching- kuo that there would not 
be a two- Chinas context to any U.S.- China agreement, and that the United 
States would fight for Taiwan’s continued representation in the United Na-
tions generally but not in the U.N. Security Council. When a Nationalist 
of fi cial asked Ching- kuo what else transpired at Blair House, Ching- kuo only 
smiled.19

 After his meetings in Washington, Ching- kuo flew to New York to address 
the East- Asian American Council of Commerce and Industry. As he was en-
tering the Plaza Hotel, two young Taiwanese men, pro- in de pen dence radi-
cals, darted out from behind marble pillars. One got off a shot that just 
missed Ching- kuo before policemen tackled them both. Ching- kuo pro-
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ceeded into the hotel and gave his speech without mentioning the incident, 
but it made him a hero in Kuomintang circles on Taiwan.

In May 1970, Nixon ordered the heavy bombing of Cambodia but at the 
same time announced the pullout of another 150,000 U.S. troops from 
South Vietnam. In retaliation, Peking cancelled that month’s Warsaw meet-
ing, though Mao’s statement on the bombing was notably constrained. Also 
that month, Chiang Ching- kuo visited South Vietnam to assess for himself 
the prospects for the war. His father, he decided, had been right all these 
years: the Americans could not prevail in such a con flict. The South Viet-
namese seemed to have the military forces and equipment necessary to hold 
off the North Vietnamese and the Viet Cong so long as the United States 
continued to provide all the material support they needed. But it was doubt-
ful that the rulers in Saigon had enough popular support, and the army 
enough spirit, to win, and equally unlikely that the American Congress 
would be willing to keep military aid flowing. The lesson for Taiwan was 
clear.
 Nixon had warned Kissinger that they must not seem to the Chinese to be 
“too eager” in reaching an accommodation, but while Mao sat back and con-
sidered the initiatives coming at him from Washington, the American Presi-
dent in fact continued to be extremely eager. In June, he sent another mes-
sage to Peking indicating that he was ready to establish an alternative, direct 
channel for addressing the most sensitive matters confronting the two na-
tions and once again suggesting that he dispatch a high- level personal repre-
sentative to confer directly with the Chinese leaders.20 During the summer, 
however, China seemed to be sending contradictory signals. Zhou Enlai freed 
the long- imprisoned American  bishop James Walsh, but a Lin Biao sup-
porter, Chinese chief of staff Huang Yongsheng, said publicly that relaxation 
of Sino- U.S. tension was “of course, out of the question.” Around this time, 
too, the Chinese military attempted to shoot down an American C- 130 over 
the high seas, an act that Kissinger saw as possibly an effort by the radicals to 
sabotage Zhou’s efforts.21

 As these signals indicated, an intense struggle was going on within the 
Chinese Communist leadership over the question of whether the Soviet 
 Union or the United States was China’s main enemy. Lin Biao and the radi-
cals argued that to accept a Nixon envoy in Peking would shatter China’s 
revolutionary credentials. On the other side, Zhou and his allies pointed to 
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the Soviet divisions on China’s northern borders. The matter came to a head 
during the Central Committee meeting in August and September 1970, 
when Mao proclaimed the Soviet  Union to be China’s main enemy and in-
formed his comrades of the ongoing talks with the United States on restoring 
relations between the two countries.
 At Mao’s invitation, the American writer Edgar Snow stood beside him 
during the October 1 National Day celebrations, marking the 1949 estab-
lishment of the People’s Republic of China. In a subsequent five- hour inter-
view with Snow, the Chairman confessed to a belated recognition that his 
deification had been overdone, saying it was ridiculous to call him “Great 
Teacher, Great Leader, Great Supreme Commander, and Great Helmsman,” 
titles bestowed on him by Lin Biao.22 Even more interesting to Kissinger was 
a report that “Mao told a French delegation that China would never accept 
“two Chinas,” but it could “live with the fac tual situation.”23 An early Sep-
tember analysis from the U.S. Consulate General in Hong Kong noted a new 
direction in China’s foreign policy that “may present opportunities for im-
proving relations.”24

In late August 1970, the Chiangs learned that exiled Taiwanese in de pen dence 
leader Peng Mingmin, who had been in Sweden since his flight from Tai-
wan in 1969, was about to go to the United States to take a position at the 
University of Michigan. Since Chiang was convinced the CIA had spirited 
Peng out of Taiwan, the professor’s move to America revived his fear of a 
Washington- backed Taiwan In de pen dence Movement. Despite a formal pro-
test from the Nationalist foreign minister, Secretary of State Rogers and 
Kissinger approved issuance of a visa to Peng on the basis that he would sign 
an unenforceable commitment not to engage in political activities. To the 
Chiangs, it was inexplicable that this was done without any U.S. warning. 
After all, the two Taiwanese accused of trying to shoot Chiang Ching- kuo 
when he was in New York in April were allegedly associated with Peng’s pro- 
in de pen dence or ga ni za tion. The Generalissimo sent a personal appeal to Vice 
President Agnew to intervene in the case, but U.S. of fi cials lamely explained 
that under U.S. law there was no way Peng could be denied entry.25 Believing 
as they did that the CIA had arranged Peng’s flight from Taiwan, the Chiangs 
worried that a “one China, one Taiwan” conspiracy could really be at the 
heart of Washington’s machinations. This possibility was far more dangerous 
for the Chiangs than was the prospect of a U.S.- China détente.



Nixon and the Last Years 555

 More reverses for Taiwan soon followed. First, Canada recognized the Pe-
king government and broke with Taipei, an expected but upsetting move. 
Then the American MAAG mission informed the Nationalist Defense Min-
istry that military assistance program funding for the coming fiscal year 
would be cut further, from US$30 million to US$7 million. The Chiangs 
were “shocked” when informed later that all investment items, that is, new 
or replacement military equipment, would be eliminated and funds for op-
erations and maintenance cut completely.26 On October 22, Ching- kuo told 
Ambassador McConaughy that this totally unexpected and unilateral U.S. 
decision was “outrageous” and that “there had to be policy implications.”27 
Ching- kuo then turned to the approval of Peng Mingmin’s visa, calling it the 
“most abrasive event in Sino- U.S. relations in the last 20 years.” The assump-
tion in Taiwan, he said, was that the United States was sympathetic to the 
Taiwan Inde pen dence Movement.28

 In fact, the truth was less complicated. The U.S. government from the top 
down had simply continued to attach ever less importance to the interests 
and feelings of its longtime Nationalist allies. McConaughy, who like Agnew 
was not privy to the White House’s fervent courting of Peking, told the youn-
ger Chiang that “the best assurance of the steadfastness of this Administra-
tion to its commitments lay in the character, the convictions, and the wis-
dom” of President Nixon and Vice President Agnew. Ching- kuo replied with 
a straight face that his government “did indeed find much comfort and re-
assurance in President Nixon’s and the Vice President’s positions of leader-
ship.”29

 With an eye to the coming transformation in relations with the United 
States, Ching- kuo replaced all his military chiefs of staff and reshuffled the 
cabinet, bringing in of fi cials more closely tied to him. Internal security was 
again tightened and nine prominent mainlander journalists with pro- KMT 
media were accused of being part of an extensive Communist spy ring.30 As 
the director of Taiwan’s secret nuclear weapons program, Ching- kuo also 
 arranged the establishment of a new Nuclear Energy Research Center to 
 develop nuclear power plants for the island. The weapons proj ect became a 
clandestine wing of the new center, but the undetected CIA spy remained in 
the operation.31

 Ching- kuo’s mea sured show of anger in his meeting with McConaughy 
did pay some dividends, however. When Premier Yen met with Nixon on 
October 25, 1970, the President told him con fi den tially that he intended to 
submit a supplemental spending bill to Congress that would attempt to re-
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store “a great deal” of the military aid cut from the Taiwan program.32 At the 
conclusion of their meeting, Nixon told Yen that the U.S. attitude toward 
Communist China had “not really changed.” Washington was just keeping 
some lines of communication open, he said, but would do so “without any 
illusions.”33 Sometime after Yen walked out of the Oval Office, however, 
Nixon the same day met with visiting Pakistani President Yahya Khan, telling 
him “it is essential that we open negotiations with China” and asking him to 
press the idea with the Chinese of a visit to Peking by a special representa-
tive of the American President. The next day Nixon and Kissinger also urged 
President Ceauåescu to “act as a peace maker” with Peking.34 In December, 
Mao responded by telling Edgar Snow that he would be happy to talk with 
Nixon, either as a tourist or as President.
 A November National Intelligence Estimate of China’s international pos-
ture declared that “Peking does not expect an early major improvement in 
Sino- U.S. relations.”35 But the U.S. Consulate General in Hong Kong con-
tinued to see a potentially more profound foreign policy change going on in 
China, one that both re flected a serious split in the leadership and was ener-
gizing that split.36 Significantly, most of the relevant memos fly ing about the 
State Department and between the foreign missions to the United Nations in 
1970 assumed that the China representation issue would have to be resolved 
through a one China, one Taiwan arrangement.
 Meanwhile, the rapidly evolving changes in Taiwan- China- U.S. relations 
continued to excite changes in Sino- Soviet affairs. The Soviets understood 
the geopolitical games being played by the Nixon and Mao team, and they 
did not intend to be the odd man out. After Soviet gestures earlier in the year, 
Peking and Moscow returned their ambassadors to the other’s cap ital and the 
two parties exchanged surprisingly warm messages on their revolutionary an-
niversaries.

I

In the fall of 1970, personal troubles beset the Chiang family. Soong Chin-
gling, still living in Shanghai, got word out that she would like to go to Hong 
Kong for a family gathering, but hinted that she was unable to leave China.37 
In October, Chiang’s oldest grandson, Alan, suffered a diabetic stroke and 
went into a coma. He recovered partially but remained in the hospital for al-
most five years. Because of his condition and Madame’s ongoing ailments, 
the Christmas feast that year was subdued. Still, the Generalissimo told some 
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of his En glish- Chinese puns. And not ev ery one in the Chiang family was 
having problems. Grandson Alex had met and married a young Chinese 
woman in Switzerland, while Eddy was doing well at National Taiwan Uni-
versity. Meanwhile Ching- kuo’s twin sons, their parentage still not public or 
known by their cousins, began successful careers. John entered the Foreign 
Service and Winston became a law professor.
 In his 1971 New Year’s message, the Generalissimo warned the people of 
Taiwan that they faced “endless dif fi culty, danger and pain”—and indeed, 
he soon had to endure another slight from the Americans.38 Details of the 
planned U.S. return of Okinawa to Japanese administration included an un-
populated group of rocky islets north of Taipei called the Diaoyutai (or in 
Japanese, Senkaku), which were claimed by Taipei, Peking, and Tokyo. The 
Chiangs were furious that the Americans had failed to even consult with 
them before this change in plans, especially since recent explorations indi-
cated that sizable oil deposits might exist around the islands.39 When anti- 
American demonstrations uniting Taiwanese and mainlander youth broke 
out in Taipei and other cities, the Chiangs allowed the protests to continue, 
seeing them as a unifying show of nationalism and in de pen dence. Besides, 
they wanted the oil, if any, for Taiwan. The Diaoyutai had long been admin-
istered as part of Taiwan and Kissinger seemed to believe the Nationalists had 
a good case. The White House, however, was absorbed with its secret initia-
tive with Peking. In January it received from the Romanians a reply to Nix-
on’s message to Zhou Enlai. “President Nixon,” Zhou said, “would . . . be 
welcome in Peking.” Nixon quickly told Kissinger: “I believe we may appear 
too eager. Let’s cool it.”40 The next day the Americans read a Zhou Enlai in-
terview with Edgar Snow that seemed to signal the return of “peaceful coexis-
tence” as the general line of China’s foreign policy.41

 For the next two months, however, events elsewhere sidelined any prog-
ress.42 In March, the Pakistani Army brutally put down the Bangladesh War 
of Inde pen dence, and as many as 10 million refugees poured into the poverty-
 ridden state of Bengal in India. A war between India and Pakistan, backed by 
superpower military strength, threatened to break out. Moscow supported 
India, the Chinese backed Pakistan, and primarily because of the Pakistani 
President’s role as an interlocutor with Peking, Washington also took the side 
of Islamabad.
 Meanwhile on Taiwan, Ching- kuo continued to take small steps forward 
toward democracy and a more open society. The Institute of International 
Affairs held a “Sino- American Conference on Mainland China,” during 
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which many Taiwanese as well as American scholars criticized Taipei’s con-
ventional wisdom regarding China.43 Also in January, the government ap-
proved publication of a new journal, The Intellectual (Da Xue, literally “Uni-
versity”), which ran articles demanding new elections for all the central 
government bodies.44 Ching- kuo made public speeches urging young peo-
ple to express their opinions and criticisms, and the government cancelled a 
much- heralded urban development proj ect for half a million people that had 
provoked large protests by farmers in the area. For the first time, the Chiang 
regime was reacting to popular pressures on spe cific issues.45

 But Ching- kuo drew a sharp line between, on the one hand, criticizing the 
political structure and the leadership, and on the other, advocating Taiwan 
in de pen dence or trying to or ga nize an opposition party. In March he agreed 
to the detention again of the mainlander writer Li Ao, and Garrison Com-
mand police rearrested Professor Peng Mingmin’s two student associates and 
former jail mates.46 The government also expelled an American missionary 
couple and a Japanese tourist charged with involvement with the Inde pen-
dence Movement. And at the insistence of Taipei’s Foreign Ministry, the U.S. 
Embassy transferred off the island a junior CIA of fi cer and four American 
military personnel accused of giving advice to Taiwanese dissidents.47

The State Department put forward various options to expand U.S.- China 
trade and travel, but warned that they might provoke a severe crisis in rela-
tions with Chiang Kai- shek. Nixon and Kissinger, however, paid no atten-
tion. They were looking for the right opportunity to put trade with China 
on the same basis as that with the Soviet  Union, and fi nally an innocuous 
“triggering event” occurred in early April. Mao woke up in the middle of 
the night with a decision to approve an invitation to a U.S. Ping- Pong team 
competing in Japan to visit China.48 In response to this pregnant move, 
Nixon and Kissinger immediately announced the elimination of the embargo 
on nonstrategic trade with China, offered to admit Chinese visitors to the 
United States, authorized American vessels to carry Chinese goods, and freed 
controls on the use of U.S. dollars in trade with China.
 That same month, Nixon and Kissinger dispatched retired ambassador 
Robert Murphy to brief Chiang Kai- shek about Washington’s of fi cial think-
ing on how to handle the China representation issue in the United Nations. 
Murphy told Chiang that because it was no  longer possible to bar the Chi-
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nese Communists from the United Nations, the United States proposed that 
Peking be invited into the General Assembly, while the Republic of China 
would retain its seat in the Security Council as well as in the Assembly. 
Chiang, as well as Kissinger, knew Mao would never accept this solution, 
but despite its obvious two- Chinas cast, Chiang said he would go along if 
his government did in fact retain the Security Council seat. Suggesting this 
would not be a problem, Murphy pointed out that the Nationalists had veto 
privileges in the council, but then said he would check with the White House 
on whether this right could be assured.49

 Murphy, however, had been misled as to the real thinking of the White 
House. He never got back to Chiang on the veto question and three months 
later Kissinger would make plain in his talks with Zhou Enlai that the United 
States would in fact support Peking’s replacement of Taipei in the Security 
Council—not the other way around—thus assuring Taipei’s complete with-
drawal from the United Nations.

On April 24, 1971, T. V. Soong, then seventy- seven years old, choked to 
death on a bone in a San Francisco restaurant. While Mayling was on a flight 
to the United States to attend her brother’s funeral, the news media reported 
that her sister Chingling would also be there. Chiang and his son, fearing 
that a chance meeting between the sisters might fan speculation of a deal be-
tween Peking and Taipei, ordered the plane to return. This probably upset 
Mayling. She would have been thrilled to have seen her much- beloved sister. 
Then she learned that, contrary to the news reports, Washington had no in-
dication that Soong Chingling was seeking to visit the United States for any 
purpose.50

 T. V. Soong had been a controversial fig ure, but whatever his flaws, his ca-
reer was a historic one. Over the years, he had consistently pushed for fiscally 
responsible policies, including restraints on military expenditures. He had 
long harbored an exaggerated idea that he might someday succeed Chiang, 
but he had no base of support in the military or the Kuomintang. Many 
things about the Generalissimo always grated on the sophisticated Soong, 
including his neo- Confucian earnestness, but he admired his brother- in- law’s 
single- minded pursuit of national uni fi ca tion and empowerment. T.V. him-
self, like his sister Mayling, had a temperament that “wavered between black 
depression and gay courage.”51 Perhaps not surprisingly, then, their sibling 
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relationship was also bipolar. Like Mayling, T.V. remained closest to his leftist 
sister Chingling and he always kept a photo of her on his desk, which never 
provoked an ob jec tion from Chiang Kai- shek.52

 For de cades the large and ef fi cient Chinese rumor mill circulated numer-
ous stories that T. V. Soong and H. H. Kung, both of whom came from very 
rich families, had stolen vast fortunes while in of fice. When he died, Soong’s 
estate left a net of about $2.7 million to his heirs, a surprisingly small legacy, 
but unknown foreign bank accounts were of course possible.53 Some histori-
ans on Taiwan who have studied the issue believe that Soong probably did 
not accept bribes but did earn huge  profits at certain points by having inside 
knowledge of the government’s fi nan cial policies. When he was in private 
business in the early 1930s, for example, he knew the Nationalist govern-
ment intended to replace gold with silver as the standard backing for China’s 
currency, and he allegedly  profited hugely from this. But the charges of crim-
inal as distinct from unethical  profiteering seem to lack concrete evidence.

While the American Ping- Pong players were still in Peking, Nixon met at the 
White House with the Nationalist ambassador, Zhou Shukai, who was re-
turning to Taipei to become the Generalissimo’s new foreign minister. This 
was the first opportunity Nixon had had since taking of fice to explain his in-
tentions toward China to a ranking of fi cial close to Chiang Kai- shek. Nixon 
asked Zhou to tell the Generalissimo that the United States would “stick by 
our treaty commitments to Taiwan” and “will be very much in flu enced by 
what the Generalissimo will think.” He also warned Zhou that “we will take 
some steps [with Peking] in the next few days that are primarily to be seen as 
part of our world perspective, particularly vis- à- vis the Soviet  Union.”54

 That same day the ambassador saw Kissinger, who told him that pending 
steps toward Peking “had nothing to do with U.S. relations with the Govern-
ment of the Republic of China.” Kissinger asked Zhou to explain to Chiang 
that if the administration was “obliged to do things which caused them [the 
Nationalists] pain, this would be to the minimum extent possible.” The mes-
sage was not reassuring, even though Kissinger also promised that the Ameri-
can side “would do nothing without checking with the ROC.” Despite these 
commitments, however, nothing would be checked with the Republic of 
China.55

 After Ambassador Zhou returned to Taipei and briefed the Generalissimo 
on Nixon and Kissinger’s “minimum pain” assurances, Chiang did not ask to 
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see McConaughy or in any other way respond to these tortuous signals of 
American intentions. According to a ranking military aide in his of fice at the 
time, Chiang by this point had made clear to his senior staff that he despised 
Nixon. Chiang had always been careful not to let his subordinates hear him 
vent about the American presidents, but Nixon was different: he was, in 
Chiang’s eyes, not just naïve about the Communists; he was also disloyal, in-
sincere, and scheming. Chiang hated him even more than Stilwell.56

 Occasionally Chiang let this anger show to those outside his inner circle. 
In May, he received David M. Kennedy, former secretary of the trea sury, who 
was in town for negotiations on Taiwan textile exports. After a cordial discus-
sion of textile matters, Chiang brought up a statement made by the State 
Department spokesman on April 28. The spokesman had repeated Harry 
Truman’s declaration more than two de cades earlier that Taiwan’s ultimate 
sta tus awaited final determination.57 Chiang then became “increasingly agi-
tated” and began “visibly shaking.” He said that the recent statement in 
Washington questioned China’s sovereignty over Taiwan and the Pescadores. 
It was, he said, a “slap in the face.” Chiang then apologized, saying he felt so 
strongly on the subject that he was “not able to help himself.”58 Despite the 
emotional incident, McConaughy reported after the meeting that the cost 
to U.S. relations with the Nationalist government of the recent drama in 
Washington- Peking relations had been “moderate.”59

 In response to Chiang’s numerous requests for new weapons systems and 
for a reduction in the drastic cuts in U.S. support for the Nationalist military 
budget, Nixon sent word through David Kennedy that he would send a se-
nior military representative in August to review in “a favorable and forthcom-
ing way” important defense possibilities. By October 1971, however, no such 
mission had been sent or even planned. Still, Chiang made no complaint to 
Washington.60

Around this time, Nixon accepted the avidly sought invitation for direct con-
versations with the leaders of the People’s Republic of China, and the two 
sides agreed that Kissinger would clandestinely visit Peking in July 1971 to 
work out the details of a summit for the following year (also to take place in 
Peking). A week before Kissinger left for Rawalpindi and thereafter secretly 
to Peking, Ambassador McConaughy, still in the dark about the secret deal, 
returned to Washington to try to learn what he could about what was going 
on in U.S.- China affairs. His meeting with Nixon on June 30 was a ram-
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bling, incoherent exchange in which the rattled President alternated between 
rank dissembling and hints of the truth, at one point promising strangely 
that his administration had no intention of assassinating the Generalissimo. 
The ambassador began by asking if he was still authorized to say that U.S. 
efforts to reduce tensions with Peking “would not prejudice the vital interests 
of the Republic of China.”

Nixon: I think that’s fair enough. Just say that we, that our—as far as 
the Republic of China is concerned that we have—we know who our 
friends are. And we are continuing to continue our close, friendly re-
lations with them. As for their vital interests, what you really mean by 
vital interests, what you mean is, are we going to turn them over to 
the ChiComs, is that it?

McConaughy: Well——
Nixon: Is that what they’re afraid of?
McConaughy: I think they, they’d find—of course that . . . they know 

we  wouldn’t do that. I believe they think of that as just general sup-
port for their membership in the U.N.—general international back-
ing of them.

Nixon: We will—we will certainly in the U.N. We’re not going to sup-
port any proposition that would throw them out.

McConaughy: Yeah. Exactly.

 Nixon soon turned to the core issue.

Nixon: But we must have in mind, and they must be prepared for the 
fact, that there will continue to be a step- by- step, a more normal rela-
tionship with the other—the Chinese mainland. Because our inter-
ests require it. Not because we love them, but because they’re there.

McConaughy: Yeah. Precisely.
Nixon: And because the world situation has so drastically changed. This 

has not been a derogation of Taiwan.
McConaughy: Exactly.
Nixon: And it’s done because, as I say, because of very great consider-

ations in other areas.
McConaughy: Yes. Yeah.
Nixon: It’s a hard thing to sell.
McConaughy: Yes it’s a——
Nixon: I know it’s terribly dif fi cult.
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McConaughy: Yes. It’s tough.
Nixon: They’re going to see it in black and white. And they—my per-

sonal friendship goes back many years.
McConaughy: It does indeed.
Nixon: They sent the most beautiful gifts to our daughter’s . . . [un-

clear] wedding and so forth. We just—that’s the way we’re gonna deal 
with it. The personal considerations here are—we’ll put it this way, 
we’re not about to engage in what the Kennedy administration did 
with Diem. Because they might think that way. Either physically or 
philosophically, we  don’t do that to our friends.

McConaughy: Yeah, exactly.
Nixon: You remember that?
McConaughy: Yes. Of course they——
Nixon: The Kennedy administration has Diem’s blood upon its hands, 

unfortunately. That was a bad deal.61

 Overnight, Nixon seemed to experience some regret over how he would be 
regarded as treating his old ally. In a meeting the next day with Kissinger he 
indicated that the talking points on the question of Taiwan for the upcoming 
session in Peking were “far too forthcoming,” and he wanted Kissinger “not 
to indicate a willingness to abandon much of our support for Taiwan until it 
was necessary to do so.” He asked Kissinger to review the entire discussion 
of the Taiwan issue so that “we would not appear to be dumping on our 
friends.”62 During his coming talks in Peking, Kissinger would totally ig-
nore these instructions, and Nixon, in his euphoria over the historic break-
through, would simply forget his stern directive on the subject. In addition, 
Nixon told Kissinger that he wanted the leadership summit in Peking to be 
made conditional on “certain accomplishments”: the release of all U.S. pris-
oners of war held in China, at least some token shipments of U.S. grain to 
China, and, most importantly, “some prog ress on the Vietnam war issue.”63 
These conditions were also forgotten in the excitement of developing a new 
U.S.- China relationship.

In the early morning hours of July 9, after much intrigue to throw off the 
world press, Kissinger and his small party took off from Rawalpindi in a Pak-
istani airliner, flew over the snow- covered peaks of the Hindu Kush, and then 
across the vast arid plateau of Xinjiang to Peking. Kissinger’s first meeting 
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with Zhou Enlai was later that day. Once it began, Zhou soon established an 
atmosphere in which the Americans were the petitioners from afar who had 
come to seek China’s benevolent help in resolving a problem between the two 
morally unequal parties. Kissinger played the part eagerly. Early on in his 
opening remarks, he noted that “in the earlier contacts between America and 
China we were a new and developing country in contrast to Chinese cultural 
superiority.”64 When Zhou complained that Voice of America broadcasts 
from Okinawa to China were to continue after the island’s retrocession to 
Japan, Kissinger, instead of defending the Voice of America, blamed the deci-
sion on the “American bureaucracy.”65 At this time, China was blatantly sup-
porting the overthrow of numerous governments materially as well as rhe-
torically, but more than once, Zhou referred to America’s “oppression . . . 
subversion, and . . . intervention” in the world and Kissinger gave no critical 
response.66

 In explaining how the United States became involved with Taiwan in 
1950, Kissinger told Zhou, “For reasons which are now worthless to recapit-
ulate, a previous Administration linked the future of Korea to the future of 
Taiwan, partly because of U.S. domestic opinion at the time.”67 The impli-
cation of ev ery thing Kissinger said about Taiwan during his time in Peking 
was that the American involvement there had been a perhaps understandable 
mistake, but a mistake nevertheless, and that the goal of the Nixon adminis-
tration was to end U.S. political and military support for the Nationalist gov-
ernment in a way that would minimize both the domestic repercussions and 
the damage to America’s image abroad. Kissinger said that within a speci fied 
period after the ending of the war in Indochina by a U.S.–North Vietnamese 
accord, the United States was prepared to remove two- thirds of its military 
forces from Taiwan, possibly within a year and a half. In addition, Kissinger 
indicated that as U.S.- China relations improved, the United States would 
begin reducing its remaining forces on Taiwan—to those committed to the 
island’s defense or to intelligence collection.68

 In seventeen hours of talks, Kissinger only once, and only gently, suggested 
that uni fi ca tion of Taiwan and the mainland ought to be peaceful. “We hope 
very much,” the American envoy said, “that the Taiwan issue will be solved 
peacefully.” Zhou replied, “We are doing our best.”69 Kissinger also referred 
only once to a “mutual renunciation of the use of force” agreement between 
the United States and China, which had been the main focus of the U.S. po-
sition in all the Warsaw talks prior to the Nixon era. But now Kissinger, refer-
ring to the compromise approach to such an agreement that Mao had sub-
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mitted in the 1955 Geneva talks, said that the United States was ready to sign 
an accord “such as you proposed in 1955.” Zhou responded in a vague man-
ner but indicated that any such agreement would now have to re flect the fact 
that the question of Taiwan was a Chinese internal matter.70

 Zhou made clear that his and Mao’s objective was U.S. recognition of Pe-
king as the sole legal government of China. “I must be honest,” Kissinger 
said. “There’s no possibility in the next one and a half years for us to recog-
nize the PRC as the sole government of China in a formal way.” But, he said, 
the administration could “certainly settle the political question [that is, dis-
engage from Taiwan] within the earlier part of the President’s second term.”71 
As for Taiwan’s fate after the United States ended its military and politi-
cal support, Kissinger predicted that the island’s “political evolution” would 
likely be in “the direction” that Zhou Enlai had “indicated”—that is, reuni-
fica tion with the mainland. He stressed that the administration could not 
within a short period of time formally declare this policy goal, but “we will 
not stand in the way of basic evolution, once you and we have come to a ba-
sic understanding.”72

 Like the Chiangs, Mao and Zhou were especially worried about the in de-
pen dence option for the island. Kissinger repeatedly af firmed that the United 
States “would not support Taiwan in de pen dence.” Zhou attached “great im-
portance” to that statement, and he repeatedly came back to the subject, 
pressing particularly hard on the case of Peng Mingmin, which he had obvi-
ously followed closely. Implying that he had had contact with Chiang Kai- 
shek on the subject, Zhou said that Chiang was complaining about CIA in-
volvement in the professor’s flight from Taiwan.73 As noted earlier, Chiang 
was convinced that the CIA had been responsible for Peng’s escape but he 
said nothing public on the matter. No doubt re flect ing Mao’s geopolitical 
outlook, Zhou also said that Japan’s economic expansion would “of necessity 
lead to military expansion,” and he repeatedly came back to the idea that as 
the United States withdrew from Taiwan, Japan would try to replace it mili-
tarily and otherwise on the island.74

 Chiang Kai- shek, Zhou said, was also opposed to a policy of two Chinas; 
a one- China, one- Taiwan solution; and Taiwan in de pen dence. Again indi-
cating communication with Chiang on the subject, he said the Nationalist 
leader would be relieved to know that the United States would oppose any 
Japanese effort to fill in behind the United States militarily.75 Zhou recalled 
that he had been political commissar under Chiang at the Whampoa Mili-
tary Academy and thus he was “most familiar with him.” Zhou seemed con fi-
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dent in asserting that Chiang shared Peking’s views on the sta tus of Taiwan 
and on the danger of Japan’s role on the island once the United States had 
withdrawn. At one point, he said that Chiang was able to control his armed 
forces, but “there are those among his troops who deliberately want to make 
adventures—deliberately to create trouble for him and for you.”76

After this first round of talks, Zhou immediately reported to Mao that the 
American position was even better than they had hoped. Kissinger did not 
pose any conditions for the Mao- Nixon summit, and he clearly acknowl-
edged in so many words that the U.S. goal was termination of its military 
and political ties with Taiwan and recognition of the PRC as the sole, legiti-
mate government of China. All of this could be achieved, Kissinger had said, 
within Nixon’s second term, which would end at the beginning of 1977. 
Kissinger had implied that the United States would put up a show of oppos-
ing a two- Chinas resolution in the United Nations by giving Peking the seat 
in the Security Council and Taipei the General Assembly seat, but the Ameri-
can made plain that this approach would fail, and that the end result would 
be Taipei’s withdrawal or expulsion.77

 From Kissinger’s remarks it was evident to Mao that the United States 
wanted badly to get out of Vietnam and, in his view, was asking only for help 
in arranging a face- saving interlude between its withdrawal and Hanoi’s take-
over. Mao commented to Zhou that it took time for a monkey to evolve into 
a man and that the Americans were now “in the ape stage.” He told Zhou 
that China was in no hurry on the Taiwan issue but that fight ing was going 
on in Vietnam and China should not give an inch on that subject.78

 On the second day of his talks with Kissinger, Zhou accordingly  adopted a 
harsher and more hectoring tone. He was particularly tough on the subject of 
Vietnam, underscoring China’s moral commitment to the cause of the Viet-
namese people. He made clear that, if necessary, China was prepared to con-
tinue its support despite the threat of future retaliation by a frustrated United 
States. In other words, Kissinger obtained no hint at all of a Chinese willing-
ness to ease America’s exit from Vietnam except for the meaningless state-
ment that Peking favored a negotiated settlement. During Zhou’s long in-
dictment of U.S. “aggression” and “intervention” and that of its various 
“puppets,” Kissinger continued to refer to China’s “principles,” to Zhou as “a 
man of principle,” and to Mao’s “great inward strength.”79 Having performed 
his ritual emasculation of the American envoy, Zhou proposed that the two 
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sides decide on a date for Nixon’s visit, and with little discussion an agree-
ment was reached.

II

On July 15, Kissinger and his staff departed Peking on another Pakistani air-
liner, and ninety minutes later Nixon went on international TV to announce 
the dramatic breakthrough. An hour before the announcement, the President 
for the first time informed his senior diplomat, the Secretary of State, of the 
diplomatic tour de force in Peking. Rogers kept his vexation to himself and 
sent a flash cable to Taipei. The startled Ambassador McConaughy rushed to 
see Acting Foreign Minister H. K. Yang to tell him of the impending broad-
cast. After watching Nixon on TV, the of fi cer in charge of American affairs, 
Fredrick Chien, quickly typed a background memo with his own thoughts 
for the Generalissimo and Chiang Ching- kuo.80

 After talking with Chien, Ching- kuo drafted a mild public statement in 
the name of Premier Yen and carried it to the presidential residence. Accord-
ing to Chien, the Generalissimo was “very calm”; there was no shouting or 
other show of anger.81 Chiang approved the statement, which expressed “great 
surprise and regret,” denounced the Communists, and proclaimed that the 
Republic of China would not yield to any pressure or “to any violence or 
might.”82 The next morning, KMT and in de pen dent newspapers declared 
that the United States could not be trusted, and the National Assembly 
charged Nixon with “betrayal.” But that day, and the days that followed, peo-
ple on the island went about their daily business. Foreign diplomats and 
newsmen, as well as probably Zhou Enlai and Kissinger, were surprised at the 
equanimity.
 In Washington, Chiang’s new ambassador, James Shen, lodged a protest 
with Assistant Secretary Green, and, according to his memoirs, expressed dis-
may that the United States was secretly dealing with the Communists behind 
the back of the Nationalist government. This was the strongest protest any 
Nationalist of fi cial would make over the matter, but perhaps the ambassador 
exaggerated the scolding he gave Green. According to the U.S. record of the 
conversation, he mildly asserted that the secret visit to Peking could “hardly 
be described as a friendly act” and expressed appreciation for Green’s reassur-
ance that the United States continued to stand by the Republic of China.83

 On July 17, Nixon cabled Chiang, saying he “deeply regretted” that he had 
been unable to inform him at an earlier date of the planned talks in Peking. 
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But “the people of free Asian nations,” he explained, would be “the first to 
bene fit from efforts to lower tensions in relations between the United States 
and the People’s Republic of China.” Nixon promised that the United States 
would maintain its ties of friendship with Chiang’s “country” (not his “gov-
ernment”) and would “continue to honor its defense treaty commitment 
to the Republic of China.”84 At this point, Nixon knew that Kissinger had 
agreed in Peking that this commitment would end by 1977 if the United 
States had successfully withdrawn from Vietnam. By this time, too, Chiang 
probably knew very well what Kissinger had promised because Zhou had al-
ready informed him of the tentative agreement.
 While the people of Taiwan remained strikingly calm, there was, as Mc-
Conaughy later described it, “considerable ferment” within the Nationalist 
leadership. Most Taipei of fi cials except the Chiangs were shocked by the 
“Kissinger surprise,” and at least a few believed that a “sweeping move” was 
needed to counter international acceptance of China’s claim that it had the 
right “to take over Taiwan as an integral part of China.”85 Vice Foreign Min-
ister H. K. Yang, for example, told Ambassador McConaughy that the Taipei 
government should declare it would henceforth be named the Chinese Re-
public of Taiwan and would “have nothing to do with the Mainland.”86 This 
was just the scenario that Chiang and Mao feared.

In their upcoming October 1971 meeting, Zhou would tell Kissinger of an 
interesting development related to the internal KMT division on the cri-
sis. According to Zhou, after the Kissinger “shock,” three key “pro- Japanese” 
KMT of fi cials visited Japan for “a very sig nifi cant talk” with Prime Minister 
Sato and former prime minister Kishi about Taiwan’s future. The three travel-
ers from Taipei were the President’s close associate Zhang Qun; the minis-
ter of national defense, Huang Jie; and Gu Zhenggang, the arch- conservative 
honorary chairman of the World Anti- Communist League (WACL) in Tai-
pei. The Japanese hosts, according to Zhou, made “some suggestions” regard-
ing a formula to solve Taiwan’s problem in the United Nations.87 Sato and 
Kishi, according to Zhou’s report, transmitted a “closely- guarded message” 
to President Chiang declaring that “the only hope” for the future of the Re-
public of China was to adopt a course of separation, giving up all mainland 
claims and pretensions—advice that accorded somewhat with the ideas of 
Vice Minister Yang (except for Yang’s emphasis on a Taiwanization of the 
government).88
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 Zhou would tell Kissinger that Chiang was “following closely” this danger-
ous development, implying once again that he had been in touch with Chiang 
on the matter and that this contact was the source of his information. Ac-
cording to Zhou, Chiang “did not agree to the formula” that was proposed by 
Tokyo and apparently supported by the pro- Japanese KMT group because it 
would “turn Taiwan into a subsidiary state of Japan.” Chiang was “very ill at 
ease” and “quite fearful,” Zhou would say, about Huang Jie, who in Taiwan 
was considered to be a possible rival to Ching- kuo after the passing of his 
f ather. Kissinger would repeat categorically that the United States would 
strongly oppose any Japanese plot to overthrow Ching- kuo, but Zhou was to 
conclude with a warning: “So long as Chiang Kai- shek is still around, he will 
not permit Japanese military forces into Taiwan, but, as you know, Chiang 
. . . is already 85.”89

 Zhou was emphatic in recounting the Generalissimo’s fears regarding the 
Japanese and Huang Jie in particular. Rumors were swirling in Hong Kong 
at this time regarding contacts in the colony between the two Chinese re-
gimes.90 Hard evidence is lacking, but given Zhou’s extraordinary remarks 
and the Hong Kong rumors it seems likely that Chiang had assured Zhou 
through their usual intermediary in the colony that he would fight to the 
death against any Japan- centered plot, such as that reportedly suggested by 
Kishi and allegedly favored by Huang Jie.
 But the greatest political turmoil created by the “Kissinger surprise” would 
occur not in Taipei but in Peking. There it led to a deadly struggle between 
Mao and his hand- picked successor, Lin Biao. Late in the evening of July 9, 
1971, after telling Zhou to speak more harshly with the American visitors at 
the next meeting, particularly about Vietnam, Mao turned his attention to 
dealing with Comrade Lin. CCP investigators came to report that Lin’s sup-
porters in the PLA General Staff had failed to make “self- criticisms,” presum-
ably meaning confessions. “Behind them,” Mao said, “is a big plot.”91 Then 
several weeks later, the desperate Lin (still of fi cially “Mao’s closest comrade in 
arms”), Lin’s son, and several other senior of fi cers were accused of plotting to 
assassinate the Chairman by bombing his train as he traveled south. The sup-
posed plot failed, but it is known that early on the morning of September 13, 
Lin, his wife, and some of his key supporters rushed aboard a PLA Air Force 
plane to flee China. The accuracy of the of fi cial story of what happened next 
is of course unknown. What is certain is that a few hours later, the aircraft, 
which was clearly headed to the Soviet  Union, crashed in Mongolia, killing 
all aboard. As a result of Lin’s death, Zhou Enlai’s position was enhanced, 
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but the purge of yet another successor badly strained Mao’s credibility as a 
“Great Helmsman.” The Chairman now needed to ensure that the opening 
with the United States, which Lin had opposed, was successfully brought to 
fruition.

Back in Washington from his July trip to Peking, Kissinger told the delighted 
Nixon that the breakthrough would send “enormous shock waves around the 
world,” panic the Soviet  Union into “sharp hostility,” shake Japan loose from 
its heavily American moorings, [and] “arouse a violent upheaval in Taiwan.” 
Both Kissinger and Nixon were so admiring of the Chinese Communist lead-
ers that they appeared infatuated. Kissinger claimed to recognize that the 
Chinese leaders “are deeply ideological, close to fanatic in the intensity of 
their beliefs,” but at the same time believed that they displayed “an inward 
security that allowed them, within the framework of their principles, to be 
meticulous and reliable in dealing with others.”92

 Nixon assured Kissinger that no one had “less illusions about this initiative 
[with the Chinese]” than he himself. But at the same time, Nixon suggested 
that in Kissinger’s talks with the media, he point out how “ironically in many 
ways” he, the President, has a “similar character . . . and background [as that 
of ] Zhou.” For example, both had “strong convictions . . . came up through 
adversity, are at their best in a crisis, are cool and unflappable . . . tough 
and bold . . . [and] willing to take chances [but also are] subtle . . . almost 
gentle.”93

 On the key matter of handling the Generalissimo, Kissinger could only 
suggest to the President the use of more misleading rhetoric while preparing 
for the traumatic break to come: “On Taiwan we can hope for little more 
than damage limitation by re af firm ing our diplomatic relations and mutual 
defense treaty even while it be comes evident that we foresee a political evolu-
tion over the coming years.”94

 Kissinger told the ROC ambassador Shen that “nothing in his tenure in 
the White House had been more painful to him” than what had occurred in 
Peking and that “no people had deserved what had happened less than the 
ROC . . . our loyal friends.” But, he explained again, what had happened 
had been “brought into play by general necessities, and had nothing to do 
with Taiwan.” Kissinger further explained that the problems addressed in 
 Peking “were not connected with Taiwan.”95 In a follow- up meeting, how-
ever, Kissinger indirectly but clearly indicated to Shen that the United States 
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intended to establish diplomatic relations with Peking sometime during Nix-
on’s second term.96

 Since Truman, Chiang believed, a naïve preference for a two- Chinas solu-
tion had guided all American presidents in their views of Taiwan. But now 
Nixon was ac tually pursuing a deal with Peking that could strip the National-
ist government of U.S. diplomatic recognition and end U.S.- Taiwan military 
ties, even as the President continued to profess his steadfast friendship and 
support for Chiang and his government.
 During this period of transition, Nixon sent a new Republican star, the 
conservative governor of California, Ronald Reagan, to represent the United 
States at Taiwan’s Double Ten Day celebration, which recognized the sixtieth 
anniversary of the 1911 Revolution. Earlier that morning, during tea back at 
the Shilin residence, Chiang reacted respectfully to Reagan’s explanation of 
Nixon’s coming trip to Peking and his repetition of all the assurances Nixon 
and Kissinger had given before that the vital interests of the Republic of 
China would be fully protected. Reagan no doubt believed what he was say-
ing and Chiang said he did “not question the President’s good intentions,” 
but he did indicate that he thought such a trip could not be jus ti fied unless 
essential to avert a major crisis, which did not exist. He said he was certain 
Peking would focus on extracting U.S. concessions on Taiwan and the trip 
would be “especially hurtful” to his government. Chiang wanted the Presi-
dent to know that he and his people would never permit a Chinese Commu-
nist takeover of Taiwan, and would fight to the last man if necessary to pre-
vent it.97

 Hoping to hold on to as much American support as possible and to avoid 
creating a panic in the fi nan cial and business world about Taiwan’s future, 
Chiang felt it was essential that the Americans and the world know that the 
island could deal with whatever came out of the Nixon summit with Mao 
Zedong. Thus later in the day, Reagan was in a place of honor in the review-
ing stand when Chiang and Madame, as was customary, stepped briefly onto 
the balcony of the Presidential Palace. A quarter million citizens cheered en-
thusiastically and the Chiangs as usual smiled and waved.

In September, Nixon announced that the United States would support the 
PRC’s bid for admission into the U.N. General Assembly and the Security 
Council, while opposing any effort to expel the ROC from the General As-
sembly.98 Nixon, however, knew that Peking would reject any arrangement 
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that left Taiwan in the United Nations in any capacity; for this reason it was 
likely that even if the American plan was  adopted, the General Assembly 
would expel Taipei within a year. Chiang and his son fully understood that 
once again they had no alternative. Withdrawing meekly from the Security 
Council in hopes of a seat in the General Assembly would only result in 
 Taiwan’s also losing that position sooner or later, doubling its humiliation. 
Moreover, Chiang had an informal pact with Zhou Enlai—neither Taipei 
nor Peking would give an inch in opposing any sort of two- Chinas solution. 
The prevailing feeling in the presidential of fices in Taipei was summed up in 
the old axiom, “It is better to be a broken jade on the ground than a whole 
tile on the roof.”99 Consequently, on orders from President Chiang, the Na-
tionalist delegation in New York withdrew from the United Nations on Oc-
tober 25 before a vote was taken on a resolution to expel it. Chiang took 
comfort in his belief that the United Nations had become a “shameful or-
gani za tion” and “a den of iniquity.” Nothing had changed, the Republic of 
China would persevere, and it would “never permit an outside power to in-
terfere in its affairs.”100

 The people of Taiwan again took the setback in stride. Indeed, most 
scarcely noticed. “Nobody got excited the day of the U.N. vote. Life went on 
as usual. Children went to school. Tai Tai [wives] did their marketing. In the 
evening ev ery body watched television, but the newscasts kept within their 
usual formats and there were no special programs.” One member of the Na-
tionalist U.N. delegation, upon returning home, publicly declared that the 
outcome was basically ben e fi cial to Taiwan. “The withdrawal will save the 
country much money and manpower,” he said, “We have relieved ourselves 
of a burden and we can do more meaningful things now.” Even some foreign 
journalists long critical of the Generalissimo and his regime wondered how 
many other countries “would have appeared less bloody and more unbowed 
after a succession of reverses such as those the Nationalists have suffered.”101 
And not all the international news was bad. Shortly before the defeat in the 
United Nations, the Taiwan Giants won the Little League World Champion-
ship in the United States, stirring patriotic fervor among mainlander and 
 Taiwanese fans alike. Most of the population of ten million, including the 
Chiangs, watched the final game on television.102

 Before Kissinger returned to Peking in October, he had a long meeting 
with the President in which Nixon tried to cover his political and moral 
flanks, assuring himself he had not betrayed America’s Taiwan ally. He told 
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Kissinger they had “to remember that ev ery thing always  comes out. I  don’t 
think we can have a secret deal, if we sold out Taiwan, you understand? I 
know what we’re doing, but I want to be very careful.”103

 Once again in Peking, Kissinger reaf firmed for Zhou that the United States 
was “prepared to move toward a normalization of relations with the People’s 
Republic of China, and we understand what you have in mind.” The United 
States, he repeated, would not support or encourage the creation of a Taiwan 
Inde pen dence Movement; a two- Chinas framework; or a one- Taiwan, one- 
China strategy, and it would oppose the establishment of Japanese military 
forces on Taiwan. Most striking of all, he also made clear that the United 
States would not insist on the People’s Republic using peaceful means to re-
unite the island with China. “To the degree that the People’s Republic can 
on its own, in the exercise of its own sovereignty, declare its willingness to 
settle [the Taiwan issue] by peaceful means, [U.S.] actions will be [made] 
easier,” he said. After making this statement, Kissinger provided a virtual 
carte blanche: “But whether you do so or not [that is, pursue peaceful uni fi-
ca tion or not], we will continue in the direction which I indicated.”104 If, as 
seems likely, Zhou was briefing Chiang on the talks, he certainly passed along 
this particular exchange, which underscored the intention of the Nixon ad-
ministration, once it had broken with Taipei, to tolerate a military takeover 
of the island by the Chinese.
 After Taiwan’s withdrawal from the United Nations, Vice Foreign Minister 
Yang spoke “privately and frankly” with President Chiang about what Yang 
saw as the need for a major transfer of political power on the island to na-
tive Taiwanese.105 The Generalissimo was profoundly aware of the situation 
but he totally and apparently calmly rejected any such action.106 Instead he 
continued to follow the defensive, against- the- odds, no- good- options strat-
egy that he and his son had devised in late 1969, when he first understood 
the radical course that Nixon and Kissinger intended to take. It was a pos-
ture that involved demonstrating anger, but accepting humiliation and loss 
when necessary, holding on for the long term, maintaining dignity, uphold-
ing principles, expanding economic and military strength as rapidly as possi-
ble, threatening to fight to the death to prevent a Communist takeover of 
Taiwan, and waiting for God and destiny to intervene. In some ways it was 
like his strategy for dealing with the Japanese militarists before 1937, the war 
of resistance, the wartime alliance with America, the Stilwell imbroglio, the 
Marshall Mission, the certainty of defeat in Manchuria, the impending loss 
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of the civil war and the mainland, the political dangers of the Truman- 
Acheson period, and the crises with Eisenhower and Dulles over the offshore 
islands.
 In all these tense moments, despite feelings of betrayal or belittlement, the 
Generalissimo sought to keep relations with the United States as close as pos-
sible. In the early 1970s, while Nixon went his dissembling way, this meant 
continuing to provide as much support for the U.S. wars in Indochina and 
China- targeted intelligence as Washington wanted. It also meant fight ing for 
ev ery toehold diplomatically around the globe, seeking to modernize the Na-
tionalist military, and secretly building a nuclear weapon. But equally impor-
tant, the strategy called for an even greater focus than before on economic 
growth in Taiwan and on raising standards of living, health, and education 
for the population as a whole.
 Chiang Ching- kuo, looking even further ahead, agreed with Yang Xikun 
that the setbacks looming on the horizon only strengthened the conclusion 
that the ultimate goal was to bring Taiwanese nationals into the government, 
the party, and the military, so as to eventually form a truly representative de-
mocracy that would logically be controlled by native Taiwanese. For practical 
as well as philosophical and nationalist reasons, he believed that a future 
democratic Taiwan could remain committed to the one- China ideal. Unlike 
Yang, Ching- kuo thought this was a pro cess that would take a generation to 
complete and thus it was critical not to lose political control.
 The Chiangs did not expect an ounce of truth from Kissinger about the 
second, October round of Sino- U.S. talks in Peking. Nevertheless, on the 
envoy’s return, Chiang dispatched Foreign Minister Zhou Shukai to Wash-
ington to hear Kissinger’s report and to indicate the Generalissimo’s critical 
but calm reaction to events. Repeating his instructions from Chiang, Zhou 
Shukai told Kissinger that what was most needed on Taiwan in the wake of 
the loss of its U.N. seat and ongoing changes in U.S.- China relations was “a 
calm atmosphere” among the public and the business community. The main 
fear, the foreign minister said, was a sharp flight of cap ital or a panic in the 
stock market. In practical terms, he explained, if the Republic of China could 
withstand the initial shock, keep the economy stabilized, and maintain in-
dustrial production, the ordinary people  couldn’t care less whether the coun-
try was in the United Nations or not.107

 This was a candid acceptance of the reality of U.S.- China détente and Tai-
wan’s fall into international limbo—just what Kissinger and Nixon wanted 
to hear. It re flected a type of policy thinking in Taipei similar to that which 
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Kissinger had urged in a separate meeting with Ambassador Shen. For the 
present, Kissinger advised, the Nationalist government “should work hard, sit 
tight, . . . see what happen[s] . . . [and] not do anything precipitate.” Never-
theless, Kissinger felt the need to continue to dissemble with Nationalist of fi-
cials. He once more assured Shen that the United States was not going to give 
up its defense commitment to the Republic of China nor change its bilateral 
relations with Taipei.108 As Shen was about to take his leave, Kissinger re-
peated that he found going to Peking an “exceedingly painful” assignment. 
Shen suspected these were the tears of “a crocodile . . . before devouring its 
victim.”109

 When the Generalissimo read Shen and Zhou’s reports of their conversa-
tions with Kissinger, what probably outraged him most was the seeming as-
sumption of the American leaders that he and his senior staff were as gullible 
as children.110 He did, however, agree with Kissinger’s judgment that if Na-
tionalist China could maintain its stability over the next few years, the situa-
tion could change in a number of dramatic ways.111 Recent events had in-
creased the odds that Chiang’s succession would be a stable one, whereas the 
opposite was true regarding likely events after the death of Mao Zedong. 
What neither Chiang nor anyone else suspected, however, was that the mak-
ings of a deus ex machina for himself and Taiwan would soon emerge from 
the character of Richard Nixon—whom Chiang now detested so much—at a 
place in Washington called “Watergate.”

Preparing for his historic 1972 trip to Peking, Nixon sent the Generalissimo 
a letter assuring him that “I have very much in mind the interests of your 
government.”112 But he continued to feel guilty about his betrayal of Chiang. 
“We  haven’t sold Formosa [Taiwan] down the river,” he again insisted to 
Kissinger in a January meeting. “We  haven’t at all.” Kissinger hastened to 
agree, but then called “inconceivable” Secretary Rogers’s proposal that the 
President should push the Chinese for a commitment not to use force in re-
solving the Taiwan dispute. For a brief moment, Nixon regretted that in the 
context of his visit to Peking the United States would not reaf firm its treaty 
commitment to the Nationalist government, but then he surmised that if 
China attacked Taiwan, “We would still have the Treaty.” Kissinger said, “Oh, 
yes.”113

 On February 21, with the entire world watching, Nixon fi nally met Mao 
Zedong in Peking at his quarters next to the cold Forbidden City. Since 
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Chiang Kai- shek’s days, the Communist rulers had torn down many of the 
old city walls and demolished the winding hutongs between the Front Gate 
and the Gate of Heavenly Peace, making Tiananmen Square a gigantic, sterile 
public space that was awkward for strolling but well suited for mass rallies 
and military parades (in which soldiers, as in Taiwan, marched in goosestep). 
Giant Sta linist buildings and drab worker flats of concrete slab had sprouted 
up near the Forbidden City, but still there were no skyscrapers, and the an-
cient city in spite of ev ery thing continued in some ways to look like the cap-
ital of Genghis Khan—a place where camel, not water buffalo, were familiar 
sights, where huge dust storms occurred ev ery spring, and where people ate 
wheat dumplings, noodles, and steamed bread, not rice.
 The first meeting, during which the leaders engaged in mostly formalities 
and small talk, was in a reception room lined with upholstered chairs and an 
entourage and interpreter on both sides. Nixon, usually derisive and cynical, 
seemed awed by Mao Zedong. “Our common old friend,” Mao said, “Gen-
eralissimo Chiang Kai- shek,  doesn’t approve of this.” A little later, he added 
that Chiang was an “even an older friend of ours than yours,” noting that his 
party had cooperated with Chiang Kai- shek once, but also “quarreled with 
him, and fought against him.” Chiang, he said, “still believes in one China. 
That’s a good point which we can make use of. That’s why we can say that 
this question can be settled comparatively easily.”114

 The next day, Nixon had a more detailed discussion with Zhou Enlai about 
the issues facing China and the United States. The prime minister recalled 
how in 1958 Chiang and the Communist leaders had cooperated to thwart 
the effort by John Foster Dulles to force the Generalissimo to withdraw from 
Quemoy and Matsu and thus sever Taiwan from the mainland.115 He indi-
cated that his government was only worried about the Taiwan Inde pen dence 
Movement in Japan and the United States, not in Taiwan itself, where Chiang 
would suppress any such effort: “That he has the strength to do.”116 Zhou 
came as close as he ever did in the talks to a renunciation of the use of force 
when he told Nixon, “You should not impose anything on us nor should we 
impose anything on Chiang Kai- shek.”117

 It was also best, he said, to apply the principles of one China “while you 
[President Nixon] are still in of fice.” But as he had with Kissinger, he raised 
the issue of Chiang’s likely passing from the scene: “Mr. President, you should 
be aware that there are not too many days left to Chiang Kai- shek.” “We are 
not asking you to remove Chiang,” he explained, “We will take care of that 
ourselves.” “Peacefully?” Nixon asked. “Yes,” Zhou replied, “We have self- 
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con fi dence . . . As we ourselves solve this question, your forces, of course, 
may leave and that would be quite natural.”118

 Nixon responded that his goal was normalization of U.S.- China relations. 
“If I should win the election,” he said, “I have five years to achieve it.” But, he 
stressed, he could “not make a secret deal and shake hands and say that within 
the second term it will be done. If I did that, I would be at the mercy of the 
press if they asked the question.” What he needed, Nixon explained, was 
“running room,” which he hoped the communiqué to be signed in Shanghai 
would provide. That is, language that would not make Taiwan “a big issue in 
the next two or three months and next two, three, or four years.” During the 
discussion of the Vietnam War, Nixon told Zhou that even with a skillful 
communiqué it would be said that “what the People’s Republic of China 
wanted from us was movement on Taiwan and it got it; and what we wanted 
was help on Vietnam, and we got nothing.”119

 And essentially that was what happened. The famous Shanghai communi-
qué of February 27, 1972, employed skillful language on the issue of Taiwan: 
“The United States acknowledges [the Chinese text says cheng ren, which 
means “recognizes”] that all Chinese on either side of the Taiwan Strait main-
tain there is but one China and that Taiwan is a part of China. The United 
States Government does not challenge that position.” The U.S. side then 
linked the ultimate objective of the “withdrawal of U.S. forces and military 
installations from Taiwan” to its “interest in a peaceful settlement of the Tai-
wan question,” indirectly suggesting that a peace settlement was a quid pro 
quo for withdrawal. Privately, however, Kissinger had explicitly assured Zhou 
that this implicit conditionality did “not affect what the President has told 
you he will do . . . We are not setting conditions. We will do it [ending mili-
tary and diplomatic ties to Taipei], as you know, in any event.”120 In his press 
conferences in Shanghai on February 28, Nixon stated that the U.S. commit-
ments to Taiwan under their Mutual Security Treaty remained unchanged.121

As Nixon flew back to Washington, Assistant Secretary of State for East Asian 
Affairs Marshal Green, along with Kissinger’s assistant John Holdridge, be-
gan a tour to brief American allies in the region on the visit. In Taipei, the 
Generalissimo sent word he wished to be briefed only by Kissinger.122 Other-
wise, Chiang hid his hatred of Nixon and what he saw as the White House 
team’s treachery. Instead, at his instructions, the Americans received a “long 
and cordial meeting” with Chiang Ching- kuo. To Holdridge’s surprise, 
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Ching- kuo was completely calm and did not berate the Americans, stressing 
instead that as long as the Mutual Security Treaty and American military as-
sistance continued, he was not “too disturbed.”123

 According to Ching- kuo, the Americans assured him that while the Shang-
hai communiqué had indicated that the United States intended to seek a 
normalization of relations with Peking, this did not mean establishment of 
diplomatic relations.124 Green, who had not sat in on the meetings between 
Kissinger and the Chinese and did not know what Kissinger had said, stated 
explicitly that the United States had not changed its policy toward the Re-
public of China and would “continue to have diplomatic relations” with the 
Nationalist government as well as a defense commitment to Taipei. Hol-
dridge reported to Kissinger that Ching- kuo and the other Taiwan of fi cials 
with whom they met “were concerned particularly over need for continued 
U.S. support for Taiwan’s economic development.” Holdridge’s assessment 
was that the leaders and people of Taiwan would “try to make the best of 
[the] situation, and with typical Chinese determination [would] probably be 
able to get along quite well.” “Our relationship with them,” he predicted, 
“will continue, because they have nowhere else to go.”125

 Although the Nationalist party line was to accept that it had no good alter-
native except to live with the new U.S. approach toward the mainland, a brief 
flap did occur: in Taipei, Foreign Minister Zhou Shukai, in answering a re-
porter’s question, said the Nationalist government might have its own “War-
saw talks” but with Moscow. Ching- kuo, however, quickly determined that 
this was a foolish approach to take. He ordered the release of a statement 
 ruling out a “Soviet card,” relieved Zhou as foreign minister, and ended the 
contacts with the Russian national and presumed KGB agent Victor Louis, 
who had tried to stir up rumors of Soviet- Taiwan cooperation. Ching- kuo’s 
decisive rejection of this sort of poker game re flected his and his father’s firm 
determination to cling as close as possible to the United States, even to the 
hated Nixon, while trying to build a foundation for the future.
 In Washington on March 1, Ambassador Shen saw Kissinger and then 
Nixon and received the same assurances as in the past: the United States had 
made clear in Peking that it would not alter its diplomatic relations with Tai-
pei or “scuttle” its Mutual Security Treaty with Taiwan. Shen, who was re-
turning to consult with the Generalissimo, asked Nixon what he would do if 
he “were in my President’s shoes.” Nixon replied that, first, “I would not raise 
the question of whether there is a U.S. commitment. Now the moment that 
you raise the question you hurt your own cause. I have to say that quite can-
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didly . . . The second point is that in terms of what he does, what you do with 
regard to the mainland, I frankly do not have an answer.” With this bit of 
nonadvice, Nixon sent his best wishes to his “old friend” the Generalissimo, 
who, he heard, was still “just as sharp as a tack.”126

As usual after devastating setbacks, including his forced retreat to Taiwan, 
Chiang would look for “streams in the desert” or silver linings in the darken-
ing sky. There were a few to be seen in this heavi est blow since 1949, and he 
had seen some of them from the beginning. Although the United States had 
abandoned its persistent demand for Peking to forswear violence in resolving 
the Taiwan issue, a Sino- U.S. détente virtually guaranteed that for the fore-
seeable future—ten years or  longer—the Communist military threat to the 
island would remain minuscule, which would increase investor con fi dence. 
The Chiangs could also expect that the entrance of Peking into the United 
Nations as one of the Big Five as well as its rapprochement with America 
would put an end to in de pen dence or “two Chinas” as realistic options for 
Taiwan and would in flu ence Chinese foreign policy in a more peaceful di-
rection.
 Ironically, Taiwan’s accelerating slide toward an unusual and increasing 
state of global isolation also rallied support for the regime at home. In a fur-
ther twist, this situation would help the reformers around Chiang Ching- kuo 
convince the KMT hardliners that the crisis called for a sig nifi cant advance in 
Taiwanization and political reform. Most student activists and other in de-
pen dent- minded Taiwanese began to think that for the foreseeable future a 
reformed Republic of China was the most that could be expected. In Michi-
gan, Peng Mingmin, in keeping with this new ROC approach, received a 
special offer from Chiang Ching- kuo to return and freely take part in provin-
cial politics as long as he did not challenge the KMT’s return to the mainland 
dogma and its control of the armed forces. Peng declined, but a number of 
pro- in de pen dence exiles in Japan who had received somewhat similar offers 
did come home.127

 At the National Assembly in March, the Generalissimo told the gathering, 
“In the light of my feelings of regret [at having failed to recover the main-
land], I am sincerely requesting that you choose a new person of virtue and 
ability to succeed me.” It was not a terrible surprise when the members ig-
nored this plea and elected him to a sixth term as President.128 Much more 
important was the expected ascendancy in May of the sixty- two- year- old 
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Chiang Ching- kuo to the premiership. He immediately doubled the number 
of native Taiwanese in the cabinet to six, appointed native Taiwanese as vice 
premier and provincial governor, and saw to it that three native Taiwanese 
were elected to the new KMT Central Committee. He also named the non- 
KMT mayor of Taipei, Henry Kao, as minister of communications and 
pushed through agreement on 119 additional elected seats in the national 
representative bodies, most to be filled by Taiwanese. On June 10, Ching- kuo 
issued to all civil servants “Ten Rules of Reform” and “Ten Taboos,” which 
among other things banned their patronage of “girlie restaurants” and other 
bawdy establishments, and forbade large wedding and funeral banquets. Po-
lice checked proscribed clubs around the country and arrested patrons found 
to be government of fi cials. Ching- kuo also initiated a crackdown on cor-
ruption, which resulted in a large number of arrests, including fifty of fi cers in 
the Garrison Command. Convicted of corruption, the director- general of the 
Personnel Bureau received a life sentence and a vice director of the Customs 
Bureau paid with his life.129

 At the same time, the new premier focused on nurturing economic ties 
with other nations regardless of their ideology or relationship with the Peo-
ple’s Republic. Thus under his leadership, Taipei immediately (and in most 
cases, successfully) sought to open trade and cultural of fices in those coun-
tries where it had been forced to close its embassies. As a result, even in the 
months after the dramatic Nixon visit to China, Taiwan’s total trade from 
January to September rose an unthought- of 43 percent compared to the same 
period the year before.130 And despite their disingenuous dealings with the 
Chiangs, Nixon and Kissinger seriously and successfully backed Taiwan’s 
continued membership in key international fi nan cial institutions, including 
the Asian Bank and the World Bank. Kissinger and Nixon also approved U.S. 
Import- Export Bank loans to Taipei, including $58 million for modern steel 
mill equipment and full funding for two nuclear power plants.131

III

In the spring of 1972, the Generalissimo was still mentally alert and, consid-
ering his eighty- two years, in reasonably good health. But he was increasingly 
bothered by a number of physical maladies, primarily the heart trouble that 
had been discovered in 1969 but kept a close secret. The new, relatively small 
ailments included incontinence, increasing discomfort with his false teeth, 
sore joints, aching legs, and shrinking height. He now appeared almost al-
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ways gentle and benign—usually he was in a calm mood and when in con-
versation, his soft smile lingered on his face. But in this time of seemingly 
huge international reverses, his aides sometimes saw him lose his temper, a 
display that had been rarely observed in the 1960s, except in his diary. His 
stoical discipline was also apparent. He still only took cold showers, and 
whether at the dinner table or in a garden chair by the carp pond, he always 
sat absolutely erect. Yet as always there was a façade around Chiang’s persona. 
He had been on stage too long.
 The Generalissimo’s staff were unaware of the heart problem, but Xiong 
Yuan, his primary physician, knew that the weakened valve that had first been 
detected three years earlier at the time of the auto accident was getting worse. 
In late July, five months after Nixon’s trip to Peking, Xiong was by the Presi-
dent’s side in the residence garden when he suffered a cardiac arrest. Xiong 
immediately gave Chiang an injection that “saved his life” but he remained in 
a deep coma.132

 The Presidential Office announced that the Generalissimo was suffering 
from a mild case of pneumonia, and the local press dared not speculate fur-
ther. For months only Madame Chiang, Ching- kuo, Jeanette, and the medi-
cal team (which now included physician Paul Yu, chairman of the American 
Heart Association), visited the Generalissimo. Jeanette handled all the “tri-
fles” concerning the patient, while Madame “barked orders” to the medical 
staff. But according to Xiong it was Ching- kuo and Jeanette who attended 
the daily medical meetings each morning and approved the recommended 
treatment for the day.133 Lingering in the undisclosed coma, Chiang was ab-
sent from Taipei’s October 10 celebration—the first time since coming to 
Taiwan in 1949 that he had missed the occasion. Government spokesmen, 
questioned by foreign newsmen, denied that he was in anything but top 
form, but the rumors persisted and foreigners and most Taiwan citizens ei-
ther assumed the Generalissimo would not recover from whatever ailed him 
or that he had already died.
 In Peking, Mao had also aged. It was harder than usual to understand him 
when he was speaking, and “the slightest physical activity took his breath 
away and he would turn gray.” His mind remained clear but he was increas-
ingly erratic and crotchety. Unlike his old enemy, who was his elder by six 
years, Mao was still in charge. About this time medical tests discovered Zhou 
Enlai’s cancer, but skeptical of doctors, Mao would not give permission for 
surgery because if Zhou died, the camp of radicals led by his wife, Jiang 
Qing, a group that Mao had fostered, would have no check. Mao, who was 
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now swinging capriciously from one side to the other in the internal strug-
gle, decided to reinstate Deng Xiaoping, increasing the power of the mod-
erates.134

During the December 1972 election campaign in Taiwan, non- KMT candi-
dates made unprecedented criticisms “defaming” the government, even the 
President, and contravening the national policy of “mobilizing for the sup-
pression of the Communist rebellion.” The Garrison Command and other 
security bureaus recommended a crackdown, but Ching- kuo declined to 
make any arrests.135 He did, however, force the editor of The Intellectual 
to step down and ordered the President of National Taiwan University to 
dismiss fourteen politically outspoken professors.136 Nevertheless, politically 
aware native Taiwanese now believed that the transfer of power to the major-
ity could be achieved by continuously pushing the limits of free speech.
 In January 1973, six months after lapsing into a coma, Chiang inexpli-
cably regained consciousness. To his family and staff it seemed a sign from 
Heaven. Soon he was able to sit in a wheelchair and, rational but extremely 
frail, converse with Ching- kuo. According to Ching- kuo’s aides, he would 
generally report only good news to the old man.137 No doubt this included 
the reelection of the hated Richard Nixon, which was not bad news since, as 
far as the Chiangs were concerned, it was far better that the politically crip-
pled Nixon continue to manage U.S.- China- Taiwan relations than a new lib-
eral Democratic administration.
 Chiang was moved from the hospital to the Shilin residence. Mayling vis-
ited him twice a day. Ching- kuo, too, checked in ev ery morning and then 
returned in the evening to have dinner with his father, usually along with the 
doctors Yu and Xiong. Once Xiong witnessed Ching- kuo reciting Mencius to 
his father, a touching reversal of times long ago when the father read the book 
of the ancient sage to his son.138 By the summer, the patient was able to pose 
for a photo with grandson Eddy and his new bride, Elizabeth. Meanwhile, 
Alex’s wife had left their abusive marriage and returned to Europe; under 
Chinese law she was unable to take their children, who remained with Alex.
 Meanwhile, in Peking, the rehabilitated Deng Xiaoping received the for-
eign affairs portfolio from Zhou and aimed a new peace offensive at the 
Chiangs. But Ching- kuo rejected the approaches, believing that any serious 
suspicion among the population that he was seeking a settlement with the 
mainland would create a strong, possibly violent reaction on Taiwan—not 
only among Taiwanese—and send shivers down the spines of investors.
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 In early October, Mayling flew to New York to see her ailing sister Ai- ling. 
While there, a medical exam revealed that she herself had breast cancer and 
she returned to Taipei. Four days later, Ai- ling passed away. The sisters were 
both strong- willed and their husbands were rivals for power and in flu ence, 
but through the years, the two had always remained close. Mayling put off 
breast surgery until the following year but underwent chemotherapy at Veter-
ans Hospital in Taipei. She hid her diagnosis and treatment from her hus-
band, telling him that she had a bad cold and could not visit him for a spell.139 
The next month, Chiang, eighty- seven and looking extremely feeble, posed 
for a photograph with nine Kuomintang leaders. It was his first of fi cial ap-
pearance in nearly eigh teen months.140

That same month, Kissinger personally informed Mao that the U.S. “domes-
tic situation”—meaning Watergate—precluded severing relations with Tai-
wan during Nixon’s second term.141 Less than two years into the new relation-
ship with the United States, Mao found the earnest Americans blatantly 
rescinding the most important commitment they had made—the promise to 
end diplomatic and military ties with Taiwan within five years. For Mao, this 
pledge, along with his desire to counter the now diminishing Soviet threat, 
had provided the basic rationale for his détente with “imperialist” America—
a policy that had sorely damaged his revolutionary reputation. Some in the 
CCP now even charged that Zhou Enlai had been taken in by Kissinger and 
Nixon.142

 Meanwhile, under strong political pressure, Nixon had agreed to sell 
Chiang Kai- shek’s government another package of modern weapons, includ-
ing fif teen destroyers, two submarines, and sixty M- 48 tanks. He also had 
approved a Northrop aircraft assembly plant in Taiwan to build one hundred 
modern F- 5E defense fighters.143 All this gave further ammunition to Zhou’s 
enemies. But by this time the American and Chinese governments had “liai-
son of fices” in each other’s cap itals, and the moderates led by Zhou and Deng 
Xiaoping were intent on maintaining the breakthrough with America.

On August 9, 1974, Nixon resigned in disgrace and lifted off from the White 
House lawn by helicopter. Although the final moments of Nixon’s presidency 
occurred before dawn in Taiwan, the Chiangs probably watched them on TV. 
Like the assassination of John Kennedy, Nixon’s disgrace surely seemed to the 
Chiangs to be divine retribution. In one of his first acts as the new President, 
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Gerald R. Ford signed off on a message for Zhou Enlai; the missive, drafted 
by Kissinger, promised to carry out the commitments made by his prede-
cessor regarding Taiwan.144 But this would not happen. In November 1974, 
Washington informed Ching- kuo that while the United States would con-
tinue to pursue the pro cess of normalization with Peking, “the existing form 
of the relationship [with Peking] meets our needs.”145

 Chiang Kai- shek’s strategy of accepting temporarily the shame of a foreign 
power’s humiliation of himself, his regime, and his country had once more 
given him the best of the all- bad possible out comes. His son could now hope 
for several more years to prepare for the eventual U.S. break in of fi cial rela-
tions with Taiwan, and the possibility remained that military sales at least 
could continue indefi nitely. As for Kissinger, he had achieved his main goal 
in détente with China—a transformation of the “correlation of world forces” 
that gave the United States added le ver age with Moscow and reduced the ef-
fect of a possible collapse in Indochina.
 Mayling’s chemotherapy was unsuccessful, and she decided to undergo a 
mastectomy at Taipei’s Veterans Hospital. Still keeping Chiang in the dark 
about her condition, she told him that she was going on a trip to the United 
States.146 The President and Madame Chiang still felt deep anger and disgust 
toward the United States and Richard Nixon in particular. While she was re-
covering, Mayling wrote a thirty- five- page paper charging that tense race re-
lations, drug addiction, police corruption, violent crime, and other social 
evils were undermining America’s “spiritual strength.” Détente between the 
United States and “the Red Chinese,” she said, simply whetted the latter’s 
“aggressive tendencies.” Chiang Ching- kuo was “surprised and dismayed” by 
the paper, which was released in an abridged form.147

IV

April 5, 1975, was the last night of the Tomb Sweeping (Qing Ming) Festi-
val. Throughout Taiwan and traditionally in all of China, it was believed that 
on that night the ghosts of the ancestors milled about, preparing to go back 
into their newly cleaned chambers. Late that evening, Chiang’s physician, 
Xiong Yuan, was in the garden of the Shilin residence admiring the endless 
scattering of stars in the clear night sky. Shortly after he returned indoors and 
retired for the night, the doctor on duty called him in a state of alarm. The 
President’s heart had stopped. Xiong threw on a robe and rushed downstairs 
to Chiang’s bedroom. He injected a stimulant into the President’s heart and 
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it resumed beating. Soong Mayling arrived and was at the bedside when her 
husband’s heart stopped again. The doctor administered another injection. 
Soon afterward, Ching- kuo rushed into the room just as his father suffered 
another attack. Xiong was preparing a third injection when Mayling touched 
his hand and sighed. “Just stop,” she said. It was a few minutes before mid-
night, and just then a dramatic rainstorm with thunder and lightning swept 
over the island from Taipei to Gaoxiong. Even Harvard- educated of fi cials in 
the city thought this was more than coincidence.148 The standby ambulance 
then moved the Generalissimo’s body to Veterans Hospital, only a few min-
utes away. 
 Two hours after the Generalissimo’s death, the government released a po-
litical testament that he was said to have written a week earlier. “Just at this 
time when we are getting stronger, my comrades, and my countrymen, you 
should not forget our sorrow and our hope because of my death. My spirit 
will be always with my comrades and my countrymen to fulfill the three 
 people’s principles, to recover the mainland, and to restore our national 
 culture.”149

C. K. Yen was quickly sworn in as President. According to ancient tradition, 
when a high of fi cial’s father dies he is expected to take off three years to 
mourn and arrange family matters. Chiang Ching- kuo submitted his resigna-
tion as premier but the new President refused to accept it. Instead, the KMT 
Central Committee elected him “zong cai” or director- general of the party, 
and Ching- kuo began a month of mourning and re flection, including the 
writing of a long tribute to his father. During this thirty- day period, the gov-
ernment required the closure of movie houses, nightclubs, bars, and other 
places of entertainment. No one was allowed to play golf, tennis, or baseball. 
Television and radio stations played only tributes and documentaries about 
the President, or scenes of public mourning with solemn music.150

 Vice President Rocke fel ler, President Ford’s personal representative, arrived 
in Taipei on April 15, 1975, and told reporters that friendship would con-
tinue “to characterize the relationship between us,” avoiding any mention of 
the Nationalist government or the U.S. defense commitment to the island—
subjects that President Ford had also ignored in his State of the  Union speech 
in January. Rocke fel ler did not mention the new leaders of the Republic of 
China, but at least he was present. No other wartime ally of Chiang Kai- shek 
sent a representative.151
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 Former President Nixon issued a statement from San Clemente, Califor-
nia, calling Chiang “one of the giants of the history of our times.”152 But that 
was not the consensus. Most historians and journalists saw him most charita-
bly as the man who with ev ery thing in his favor had “lost China.” Russell 
Baker termed Chiang’s defeats “spectacular” and “breathtaking.” He “was to 
defeat as Vince Lombardi was to victory.”153 Many echoed the sentiment of 
the departed Joe Stilwell: Chiang Kai- shek was an arrogant, ignorant, and 
inept leader driven simply by a thirst for power, and he had contributed noth-
ing to the war against Japan, to China, or to the Chinese people. The New 
York Times wrote that his death provoked the “memory of a monumental de-
lusion in the political history of the twentieth century”—the Generalissimo’s 
continual claim that from his little redoubt he was about to counterattack the 
mainland and defeat the colossal People’s Liberation Army. Chiang would 
have taken pride in learning that so many believed for so long that he was ac-
tually serious about defeating the Communist Goliath.

The two Chiang brothers, as required by custom, wrapped the body of their 
father in white cloth. Following Chiang’s requests, his copies of the Bible, 
Streams in the Desert, and a collection of Tang poetry were placed in the cas-
ket. Someone realized the Generalissimo had forgotten to ask also to take 
along The Three People’s Principles, and a copy was put at his side. For five 
days, the casket lay in state at the Sun Yat- sen Memorial Hall. Chiang had 
presided over more than a thousand weekly ceremonies honoring the party 
founder who had set him on the road to leadership of the Kuomintang and 
China. Two and a half million people reportedly filed past the casket, includ-
ing the journalist Lei Zhen, whom Chiang had imprisoned for some years. 
On April 15, while the Generalissimo was still lying in state, America’s South 
Vietnamese ally collapsed just as he had foreseen. Saigon fell that day and 
American diplomats and marines at the U.S. Embassy fled ingloriously from 
the roof in helicopters.

The final ser vice for the Generalissimo was held at the Memorial Hall on 
April 16, 1975, a gray, cloudy Wednesday. The Guanyin Mountains were lost 
in mist. The open casket was surrounded by lilies of the valley, and at the foot 
stood a large white cross of chrysanthemums. Madame Chiang, wearing dark 
glasses, bowed three times before the metal casket, as did her two stepsons 
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and Alex Chiang, who represented the third generation. Then the coffin was 
closed, the Christian minister Zhou Lianhua gave a Christian eulogy, a mili-
tary band struck up a funeral march and ten pallbearers carried the coffin out 
the building to a waiting float with white and yellow flowers in the shape of a 
church or chapel. Military cannon thundered a twenty- one- gun salute.154

 Mayling, assisted on either side by Ching- kuo and Wei- kuo, walked be-
hind the float for a few hundred yards as it moved down the road. The family 
then boarded limousines, and the cortege moved slowly through the warm, 
humid city and then onto the highway and through smaller towns. Hundreds 
of thousands of people lined the way: students, Boy and Girl Scouts, mail-
men, nurses, reservists, people in sack cloth, Buddhist monks wearing saf-
fron, a group of  women in yellow Confucian gowns with mortar boards on 
their heads, and musicians playing ancient stringed instruments. Many were 
wailing softly in the Chinese fashion. High school and military bands played 
dirges and occasionally “Auld Lang Syne.”155

 In the countryside, the pro cession passed by hundreds of small workshops 
and in between green fields sprouting the first rice crop of the year. The mo-
torcade wound through mountain passes and some sixty miles from Taipei 
turned into a small enclave by a quiet lake nestled among bamboo- covered 
hills. This was Chiang’s favorite retreat, a place that reminded him of his 
home in the mountains of Zhejiang, where he hoped someday his body 
would be reburied—on Hole in the Snow Mountain near his mother’s grave, 
just above the little town of Xikou.

V

On the day of Chiang’s funeral, Mao, who knew his own time was limited, 
spent the day in bed listening over and over to the same stirring funeral music 
set to a twelfth- century poem. The poet was bidding farewell to a patriotic 
high mandarin whose career, like that of Chiang Kai- shek, had ended tragi-
cally and unfulfilled, and who had been exiled to a remote part of China.156
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Epilogue

Like Mao Zedong, Chiang Kai- shek believed that China’s sovereignty and 
rightful place in the world could be recovered only through national unity, a 
strong central government, and a disciplined people willing to sac ri fice ev ery-
thing for the defense of their country. As Chiang and Mao well knew, how-
ever, the epic military fights in which they took part as allies or enemies were 
never just over territorial integrity or political power. Also at stake were strik-
ingly different visions of modern China as a great nation restored. Although 
Mao could at times be tactically pragmatic, the absolutist tenets of Marxism- 
Leninism and China’s ancient Legalists shaped his draconian means and uto-
pian ends. But for Chiang, the Confucian precepts of conformity, harmony, 
stability, and practicality, along with Sun Yat- sen’s reformist ideals and con-
cept of political “tutelage,” fashioned the Nationalist leader’s authoritarian 
methods and his expectations of human prog ress.
 During all his time on the mainland and Taiwan, Chiang’s deep personal 
commitment to Chinese unity never wavered. Although he made compro-
mises with the warlords to keep the country together, and while trying to 
build a modern army he appeased the Japanese for six years, he never for-
mally surrendered China’s sovereignty over any of its territory. His commit-
ment to a uni fied China was probably one reason why, after his defeat in 
Manchuria in 1948, he made no real effort to hold on to the southern half of 
China. Instead, he chose to make his last stand on Taiwan, where he could at 
last take full dictatorial control, maintain the principle of one China, and 
pursue his long- held dream of creating a modern Chinese state based on 
Confucian—and also, as he saw them, Christian—values.
 Chiang was the ultimate survivor. While holding to his fundamental prin-
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ciples and sometimes fight ing tenaciously against heavy odds when he be-
lieved it was necessary, he shrewdly  adopted the tactics of compromise, play-
ing for time with his enemies, and with his foreign allies exploiting the 
weakness of his own regime. Despite occasional paranoid rants in his diaries, 
he was an astute practitioner of realpolitik and often a keen observer of world 
affairs. Contrary to impressions in the West, during his twenty- three years of 
leadership on the mainland, he was at times a highly popular leader, even 
among the educated political class. No general or large unit under Chiang 
ever defected to the Japanese or their various puppet governments in China. 
Even those Chinese commanders who did not like him respected his steel 
will, courage, pa tri ot ism, sense of honor and duty, and, for most, his anti-
communism.
 On the mainland he never possessed dictatorial control of the government, 
the Nationalist Party, or the army, and as I have argued, he was never a fas-
cist. But he was only once briefly enthusiastic about representative, multi-
party democracy. At times, his actions sharply contradicted the Confucian 
and Christian teachings that he thought he adhered to, as well as his belief 
in his own sincerity and moral virtue. On several occasions, he sanctioned 
extreme actions that amounted to staggering moral blindness or turpitude. 
Among these were the killings in Taiwan he ordered or permitted in 1947, 
his pouring hundreds of thousands of good troops after dead ones into Man-
churia in 1947–1948, and the extensive executions during the first few years 
after his arrival on Taiwan in 1949. These acts constituted offenses against 
humanity and were unnecessary even in terms of Chiang’s own objectives. 
The fact that while China was essentially at peace Mao Zedong was respon-
sible for the deaths of innocent millions does not change that judgment.
 Chiang never sought, in his diaries or elsewhere, to justify himself in re-
gard to the extreme actions he took. If pressed he probably would have 
pointed to the savagery of the times—a war without mercy over the direction 
of world culture in which millions died, hundreds of millions suffered, and, 
as he put it, the survival of Chinese civilization seemed at stake. He once 
called himself a “man of war” and suggested that he bore a moral burden, the 
same burden that Truman and Churchill assumed for their decisions on Hi-
roshima and Dresden. But of course his most ruthless decisions also served to 
keep him in power, and to this he would likely claim that, as with his demo-
cratic allies, he had the mandate of his people to lead the national struggle for 
survival and unity and to do whatever was necessary to win.



Epilogue 591

 During twenty- five years on Taiwan, operating in a microcosm of a stable 
and peaceful China, Chiang had his chance at nation- building, and in terms 
of social and economic indices he succeeded and laid the groundwork for 
Taiwan’s leap into modernity. Three de cades after his death, if he could re-
turn, Chiang would be impressed with the island’s universal, state- of- the- art, 
and low- cost health system; its excellent schools, which perform at the high-
est levels on international tests; and its astonishing success as a high- tech 
economy. He would take plea sure in the fact that the small, once poor island 
had the fourth- largest foreign exchange reserves in the world and a per cap ita 
income (mea sured in purchasing power parity in 2007) of US$30,800, com-
pared with US$1,200 in 1960.
 Chiang’s political legacy on Taiwan has also endured, but not without con-
troversy. In 2007, the pro- in de pen dence Democratic Progressive Party gov-
ernment (elected democratically in 2000) removed more than two hundred 
busts and statues of the Generalissimo that had been put up after his death. 
Most of the stone images, including one of the leader on horseback, were 
sheltered by supporters in a park next to Chiang’s mausoleum in Tzuhu. The 
Chiang family, however, fearing further moves to discredit his memory, 
agreed that sometime in the future it would transfer the bodies of both the 
Generalissimo and his son back to Xikou in Zhejiang province—where ap-
parently they would be most welcome. In her will, Mayling, who passed away 
at 105 in 2003, asked that when appropriate her remains be moved from 
New York to the Soong family cemetery in Shanghai and placed next to her 
sister Chingling. If this was not possible, she requested that she be placed 
next to her husband in Xikou. Apparently she loved her pro- Communist sis-
ter most of all.1

 In March 2008, the old party of Sun Yat- sen and Chiang Kai- shek made a 
remarkable comeback. In a sweeping victory, the formerly dictatorial, com-
munally (mainlander) based Kuomintang won back the presidency of the 
 Republic of China—most impressively with majority support of the native 
Taiwanese. Also promising for democracy was the fact that the Democratic 
Progressive Party accepted defeat, thus ensuring the island’s second peace-
ful transfer of power. Reflecting Taiwan’s communal reconciliation, the new 
President on Taiwan, Ma Yingjeou, was a young mainlander and moderate 
pragmatist who advocated both de facto sovereignty for Taiwan and a some-
what amorphous one- China vision that included the island.
 It is uncertain how closely if at all Chiang Kai- shek in his last years came 



592 the generaliss imo

to share the view of his son that a popular democracy was the only hope 
for both the long- term viability of Taiwan and the historical legacy of the 
Chiangs. Most likely the Generalissimo believed to the end that Ching- kuo’s 
limited democratic changes were only intended to placate native Taiwanese 
and American opinion. Even so, thirty years after his death, he would proba-
bly be impressed that Taiwan’s democratic moves in the 1980s under Chiang 
Ching- kuo had led to a peaceful transition to majority rule and also in flu-
enced the concurrent democracy movement in the People’s Republic, even if 
the mainland effort did not succeed. And he might even be convinced that 
in the first de cade of the twenty- first century the factors most promoting 
the one- China ideal were the increasing people- to- people contacts across the 
Strait and the already astounding level of economic integration of the two 
economies. In 2008, tens of thousands of Taiwan businesses had over US$100 
billion in investments, and almost a million Taiwanese employees of these 
firms and their families were living and working on the mainland.
 Chiang might also believe that ultimately the best hope for China’s reuni fi-
ca tion lay in the promise of the eventual political liberalization of the People’s 

“Graveyard of the Gimos.” At this resting place twenty- five miles outside of Taipei were 
stored all but one of the two hundred or so statues and busts of Chiang put up after his death 
but taken down by the Democratic Progressive Party government in 2007. Courtesy Stefan 
Hahn.
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Republic, encouraged in part by the continuation of Taiwan’s dynamic if rau-
cous model of democracy. The old Generalissimo may have shown a glimmer 
of this insight when at some point he told General Wedemeyer, “When I die 
if I am still a dictator, I will certainly go down in the oblivion of all dictators. 
If, on the other hand, I succeed in establishing a truly stable foundation for a 
democratic government, I will live forever in ev ery home in China,” meaning 
on both sides of the Strait.2

 Aside from these ruminations, early in the twenty- first century Chiang 
would also be struck by the transformation of the People’s Republic of China 
into a respected nation with its own nuclear weapons and intercontinental 
missiles, spacecraft orbiting the moon, a prosperous family agriculture, huge 
foreign exchange reserves, and an overall economy expected to equal that of 
the United States in thirty years or so. Given the fact that all this success 
emerged from China’s old entrepreneurial spirit and its new cap italist- driven, 
though still heavily state- involved and - regulated economy, Chiang would 
likely be con firmed in his view that without the interference of either Japan 

In 2008, before the Kuomintang’s sweeping presidential election victory that year, the 
Democratic Progressive Party government renamed Chiang’s grand Memorial Hall in Taipei 
“Democracy Hall.” Courtesy Stefan Hahn.
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or the Soviet  Union, he could have beaten the Chinese Communists, China’s 
economic takeoff would then have started some twenty years earlier, and mil-
lions of Chinese deaths would have been avoided.
 Most of all, Chiang would be pleased with what he would see as the Peking 
regime’s unof fi cial but clear con fir ma tion of his and Sun Yat- sen’s belief that 
communism was not and is not compatible with Chinese society or temper-
ament—or indeed with human nature. He would be especially gratified to 
learn that in answer to the mainland’s post- Mao lack of an effective ethical 
philosophy, religion, or ideology, the new CCP has replaced class struggle, a 
propertyless society, and world revolution with nationalism and the ancient 
teachings of Confucius—both once again drawing on China’s rich culture 
and extraordinary history to de fine the country’s moral and ethical center. 
Thus Chiang would almost certainly see the new Chinese leaders as modern 
Confucianists, dedicated as he was to making China a well- regulated, har-
monious, stable, and prosperous society as well as a powerful and avowedly 
peaceful actor on the world stage. He would also note with irony that both 

In 2008, inside “Democracy Hall,” Chiang’s huge Lincolnesque statue still smiled down 
benignly on his honor guard. Meanwhile, the Chiang family indicated that it intended 
eventually to move his remains and those of his son back to the mainland in keeping with 
their wishes. Courtesy Stefan Hahn.
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corruption and disparities in income in the new People’s Republic are ex-
tremely high, probably higher than when he was on the mainland and far 
higher than during his years on Taiwan. Finally, he would observe that de-
spite the booming economy and positive changes in mainland Chinese soci-
ety, civil liberties in China have been much more limited than on Taiwan in 
his concluding years on the island. Thus, the old dictator would probably 
view new China’s tightly closed order in the realm of politics as somewhat 
excessive.
 Still, if Chiang could see modern China’s nascent and slowly expanding 
although well- controlled civil society, its towering cities, and its other mod-
ern achievements, he might believe that his long- planned, seemingly fanci-
ful “counterattack” had succeeded and that his successors had recovered the 
mainland. Truly, the vision that drives modern China in the twenty- first cen-
tury is that of Chiang Kai- shek, not Mao Zedong.
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