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INTRODUCTION

N

ineteen sixty-eight was a year of seismic shifts and splits. In this
collection of nonfiction stories, you’ll read about this pivotal year, when generations clashed and the world seemed to

wobble, trembling on the edge of some vast change — violent confrontation, assassinations, people power, scientific discovery, and triumph.
Story after story records a split: a generation gap that arose between
disaffected youth and their elders, high-school and college students
who clashed with the values of their parents, a rebellious spirit that
drove young people to challenge mainstream politicians and the establishment, activists who clashed with repressive leaders, and repressive
leaders who wielded power through force. But the stories also depict
negative views of those same sixty-eighters in the eyes of workers and
the poor — people for whom the activists claimed to be speaking. Is that
perhaps a lesson from 1968 too often missed?
Some of the authors recall their experiences living in 1968; some
have researched the events of the year. Paul Fleischman recalls his
desire to strike out on his own and take a bicycle ride; Kate MacMillan
recounts a revolution she joined in Paris. Laban Carrick Hill records
growing up on the wrong side of a history that Kekla Magoon explores
from precisely the opposite perspective. Kekla writes about an intense
moment in Robert Kennedy’s life that Mark Kurlansky experienced
firsthand.
We followed our interests: Jim Murphy, an accomplished runner,
gives us the drama of the 200-meter-dash ceremony at the Mexico
Olympics, while Omar Figueras tells us about the bloody clashes
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between young people and government forces in Mexico City that preceded the Olympic Games. Jennifer Anthony considers the many roles
of racism in the Columbia University protests.
Lenore Look, who speaks Chinese and is interested in investigating her heritage, explores the Red Guard’s role in China’s Cultural
Revolution and the silence around it; David Lubar, who found his calling as a comic writer, surveys the comedians who transformed humor
into a political weapon. Susan Campbell Bartoletti tunes into the
counterculture Yippies and their invasion of the Chicago Democratic
National Convention, while Mark Kurlansky describes another kind of
invasion: Russian tanks that rolled into Prague.
Loree Griffin Burns, an accomplished biologist, looks at the
code-breaking race behind the year’s Nobel Prize in her subject. Marc
Aronson uses his personal experiences to look back and then his historian’s skill to find a key — and not well-known — piece of the 1968 story.
Elizabeth Partridge’s prose poem weaves through the book, letting
us feel the personal and emotional impact of the nightly news — a kind
of verbal forecast of the crawlers we see on our TV sets today.
Nineteen sixty-eight was a sobering year. Losing Dr. King and
Bobby Kennedy was an ending, not a beginning. The riots, the assassinations, the uprisings of young people gave us Richard Nixon. As
a so-called law-and-order candidate, Nixon won the presidential race
by playing simultaneously to the lingering segregationist sentiments
of the white South and the seemingly more racially liberal but still
uneasy northern suburbs and by promising that he had a “secret plan”
to get the United States out of the war in Vietnam. Many view the 2016
presidential election as a redux of the 1968 election, brought about by
a similar coalition of white Americans who felt threatened by a more
multicultural America and left behind by a globalizing economy.
Today seismic political activity is once again sending vibrations
around the globe. The generations are spinning, with outsiders and
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new parties winning in one country after another and causes such
as caring for the planet animating waves of protest. Are we in for a
new 1968?
Stories matter. True stories matter. Nonfiction writers write for story
in the same way that fiction writers do. We share a love of idea and
words, a love for art and craft.
One of the joys of creating this nonfiction anthology was the
opportunity to showcase different ways of framing and writing nonfiction. In this collection, you’ll find authors who relied on memory,
who conducted interviews, and who utilized archival material and
scholarship. Some focused tightly on one incident or subject; others
offered a broad exposition of a movement.
Each approach yields different voices, different stories, different
styles of writing, different points of view. There is no reason — indeed,
no excuse — for nonfiction to be bland, voiceless, and uniform.
This is where one of us — Marc — interjects, saying, “There are two
common misunderstandings about nonfiction: (1) that nonfiction
equals facts and (2) that since experts keep changing their views, and
since even in everyday life, we all have differing points of view, ‘it is all
relative.’ Facts are useful in nonfiction, but the heart of nonfiction is
thinking: making a contention, a case, a story. A fact may be important, but it is not an explanation; while each of us, even an expert,
may have a different approach to history, those views are not equally
true. Interpretations can be compared, contrasted, evaluated. We will
never have perfect knowledge, but we can determine which of our current views is more likely. Indeed, that is what we must do: compare,
contrast, judge.”
And this is where the other one of us — Susan — interrupts Marc,
agreeing with him but questioning the word relative, asking, “If what
we know — knowledge — changes over time, is it contingent upon time
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and place and therefore relative? Is it possible to then understand the
past and make meaning about the past in different, even contradictory
ways, based on new facts and new knowledge? Is it possible to have
multiple ownerships of the past? Is this the reason that so many interpretations of the past can be told from different points of view?”
This is where we agree: Nonfiction is a commitment to a research
and writing process. Nonfiction writers utilize the same literary devices
that fiction writers do, but we do not invent characters, dialogue, or
other details of fact. We share our sources, research, and reasoning
behind the writing. We’re open to challenge. If we come across facts
or interpretations that upend what we initially believed, we examine,
reconsider, and rewrite accordingly. We must be willing to be wrong.
In this way, we are faithful to the process of exploration and discovery — and to a reasoned construction of our subject.
Each story in this book could be written again, framed from
another point of view. Another edition of the book you are reading
could be written from the point of view of those who detested the student revolts at Columbia University and in Paris, or from the point of
view of Chicago mayor Richard Daley and the Chicago police force or
a National Guardsman, or from a perspective that shows 1968 as a key
point in the growth of political conservatism, evangelical movements,
and resistance to a woman’s access to birth control and abortion.
No matter your point of view, we hope our book allows you to visit
an earlier time when global tectonic plates seemed to be inexorably
smashing into one another, even as you make sense of the quakes
taking place around us now. What political forces are gathering now
that will shape the next fifty years — and what role do you want to play
in them?
What will be your revolution?

January
February
March

NIGHTLY NEWS
Elizabeth Partridge

WINTER

Every night it’s the same: the Vietnam War invades our living
rooms. Six o’clock news, eleven o’clock news. Steel-helmeted GIs
tread single file through stifling jungles, slog through rice fields.
President Johnson calls it the steaming soil of Vietnam. Machine
guns spit bullets, and men belly-crawl, shoot, kill, and die.
Safe at home, I watch a GI flick his Zippo lighter, ignite a
thatched roof. With a roar the hut explodes into flames, then
another hut, and soon the whole village is a raging inferno of fire
and smoke. Women and children stand mute, eyes wide with
terror. Young men are blindfolded, arms bound tight behind their
backs, taken away for interrogation.
In flat voices, newscasters tell us how many Americans died
today on the steaming soil of Vietnam, defending democracy
from Communism. There is a daily count of enemy dead, as well
as villagers, regretfully caught in cross fire.
I’m with the marchers who fill American streets, chanting,
protesting, carrying signs. Up early on Saturday, bus to San
Francisco, walking, chanting. Peace now, peace now.
And then one day, the news isn’t the same.
January 30. Communist North Vietnamese launch the Tet
Offensive, pouring down into South Vietnam.
JANUARY 1968
American combat deaths: 1,202
South Vietnamese ally combat deaths: 2,905
Vietnamese enemy combat deaths: 15,217
Vietnamese civilian deaths: 618

Fighting in Vietnam is city by city, street by street. Rat-a-tattat of firefights ricochet off my walls. North Vietnamese troops
and Viet Cong take on South Vietnamese and American troops.
Civilians grab children, run, run, run. The American Embassy
in Saigon — a gleaming new building, symbol of our power —
is attacked by the Viet Cong.
The whistles of incoming mortar rounds scream in through
my television. U.S. fighter planes roar across Vietnam’s skies to
drop burning napalm, phosphorus, and cluster bombs.
I cut PE class, stay out through English and algebra, joining
the marchers who fill the streets protesting, chanting. Hell, no,
we won’t go.
Man walking beside me says Vietnamese body counts are
lies. Villagers get killed, called the enemy.
My stomach twists tight in a knot, doesn’t let go. Can this
be true?
FEBRUARY 1968
American combat deaths: 2,124
South Vietnamese ally combat deaths: 5,025
Vietnamese enemy combat deaths: 17,371
Vietnamese civilian deaths: 543

President Johnson says we beat back the Communists,
calls it a military victory. Now we need to win the war.
Martin Luther King Jr. wrestled with his conscience, decided
he couldn’t stay silent on Vietnam. Keeps speaking out. Look
who’s fighting this war, he says. Black men. Brown men. Poor
white men. Look who we’re dropping napalm on. Grandmothers.
Children. Babies.
Those nightly news death numbers keep coming, like a
church bell tolling during a medieval plague.

It’s ringing for teens like me. Girls watching boyfriends,
brothers, and friends head off to war. Boys old enough to fight,
too young to vote. Getting drafted into the army, even if they
don’t want to go. Hearts tight with fear, words of bravado and
patriotism tumbling out of their mouths.
It’s ringing for Vietnamese mothers and fathers and children, soldiers on both sides.
Marching, chanting. Hey, hey, LBJ, how many kids did you
kill today?
Protesters throw rocks, break windows. Cops in riot gear
swing billy clubs and throw tear gas canisters, chase people
down. Marchers flash peace signs as they’re dragged away. It
feels different, frightening. I stay on the edges, ready to run.
March 16. Bobby Kennedy tells us he’s after Johnson’s job,
says he’s running for president. He’s going for the Democratic
nomination. The war is tearing our country in half, Kennedy
says. He wants to end the bloodshed in Vietnam, close the gaps
between rich and poor, black and white. Calls our policies disastrous and divisive.
He’d get my vote, if I could. Bobby Kennedy and Martin
Luther King Jr. hold our hope for change.
MARCH 1968
American combat deaths: 1,543
South Vietnamese ally combat deaths: 2,570
Vietnamese enemy combat deaths: 24,086
Vietnamese civilian deaths: 287

B IK E R ’S E D
PAUL FLEISCHMAN

I

stood over my Schwinn ten-speed. My friend Jeff was at the ready
on his Raleigh. We were simultaneously giddy and jittery. It was a
Saturday morning, with Monday a school holiday. Our parents had

agreed to let us miss Tuesday and Wednesday. We might have been the
heroes on page one of a fairy tale. Or the fools. We were about to set
off into the wide world.
Where were we headed? North.
Why? Because we were sixteen. And because it was 1968.
We careened down Santa Monica’s Seventh Street hill, gravity
delivering us to Pacific Coast Highway. The light turned green and we
made a right, heading up the coast away from Los Angeles. We had no
inkling of the future trips that, like chess games, would all begin with
this move.
I’d tied a sleeping bag to my rear rack. The metal baskets on either
side were half empty. A tent in case it rained? No need. Sixteen-year-olds
are mad optimists. Water? A single metal canteen. Navigation? A paper
map of California. An iPod and earbuds? Are you crazy? Those were
thirty years away. Music for us was shelved in the brain. Entertainment
on the road meant singing to yourself.
We passed Sunset Boulevard, then Malibu Pier at mile ten. I’d
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scouted Malibu’s canyons in the past, but the ever-present need to
head back had kept me from riding beyond the pier. Not this time. The
trip was truly on.
Leaving home can be essential to survival. Maple seeds’ wings let
them escape their parents’ shade. My parents were maples and had
made no objections to the trip. My father, after all, hadn’t been drawn
to his parents’ clothing store and had spent his entire sixteenth summer traveling California, performing magic for a living. Though I got
on well with my parents, and beachside Santa Monica was hard to top
as a place to grow up, I didn’t need any prodding to leave the nest. I’d
begun plotting my escape back in seventh grade.
That’s when I started pouring myself a bowl of cereal at night and
opening the Los Angeles Times to the weather page. Weather barely
existed in Santa Monica. I’d never felt air colder than 45 degrees.
Which was why my eye was drawn to the list of Canadian cities. Check
out Halifax, Nova Scotia: High: 4. Low: –22. The very look of those
numbers made me hungry to be there. Bangor, Maine: snow. Boston:
freezing rain. Those luckies! Some hormone was urging me to plant
myself among them, as far from home as possible.
My family home was large. We had two cars in the garage. The
year before, the hit movie The Graduate had asked whether a house in
the suburbs and a self-defrosting fridge were likely to bring us happiness. It answered with a resounding no. When the main character is
offered a hot tip on a successful career —“Plastics!”— the theater audience around me howled. But if money wasn’t the key to fulfillment,
what was?
The books, music, and movies around me didn’t give a definitive
answer. The key was to be searching. Instead of marching straight from
school into some soul-ravaging job, the idea was to stop and think, to
know yourself and the world and to decide what was truly important
before going forward.
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Great, but how?
Some used drugs, seeking insights and new experiences in the maze
of the mind.
Some used books to expand their boundaries and find new models.
The two most commonly seen books in my high school’s halls that
year were Soul on Ice by Eldridge Cleaver and Hermann Hesse’s novel
Siddhartha. These weren’t assigned reading but part of the quest, the
first book detailing an African-American man’s political development,
the second a search for truth in the time of Buddha.
But the quest could take another form: travel. This too opened one
to strange places and new people. The purpose was less to get somewhere than to learn things along the way. Jack Kerouac’s On the Road
was the book that launched a million such trips, a word-jazz account
of pinballing around the country with no goal other than experience.
You need money to travel, right? Wrong. Did Buddha reach for his
Visa card? He walked and held out his begging bowl. Sixties travelers
did something similar. Instead of a bowl, they held out their thumbs.
Hitchhiking was the preferred means of travel not only because it was
free but because it was a teacher, a surrender to chance that put you
in touch with the mysterious workings of the universe. It was also an
expression of trust and community that brought you into contact with
like-minded folks. The person who picked you up might become a lasting friend. Might offer you a place to sleep. Might pass along an STD.
All part of the journey.
Jeff and I were a little young to hitch, but biking had many of
the same advantages. It was almost free; all you had to do was refuel
every few hours with a package of those little white sugar doughnuts.
Though it was more reliable than hitching, it still brought the unexpected. Something else important: it took you out into nature.
Mainstream culture was all about cities; the countryside was an
afterthought. Our generation turned that around. Communes sprang
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up in the middle of nowhere. The ancient arts of growing food and
building shelter were relearned. Hiking and backpacking took off,
spurred further by Colin Fletcher’s 1968 book, The Complete Walker.
The suburbs only taught you how to rake leaves, but if you’d had the
good fortune to grow up shoveling manure and milking cows, you
were somebody. Teat cred.
Which explains why we were pedaling north. We lived on the edge
of LA. To the south and east lay freeways, concrete, smog. To the north:
redwoods, fog, empty beaches. The only American city that had any
lure for us was San Francisco, the capital of hippie culture. Or better,
Vancouver, given that Canada had stayed out of Vietnam, was mainly
wilderness, and had William Shatner, Joni Mitchell, and Never Cry
Wolf
olf author Farley Mowat on its team. Do the math. Clearly cooler
than us.
Jeff sported the Canadian maple leaf among the regalia on his
military jacket, which could have come from the cover of the Beatles’
Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band. He wore John Lennonesque
wire-rims and would have been the band’s sole redhead. I was more
Ringo, smaller and less conspicuous, a comfort the first time the trip
made good on its promise to introduce us to people we hadn’t known
we’d meet. We were in the town of Oxnard, where we’d stopped that
first afternoon to get a drink at a restaurant. As we walked in, the Hells
Angels were walking out.
Black leather vests, beards, and brawn, belonging to the most notorious motorcycle gang in the land. They were trust and freedom’s flip
side, the side that could make the road a scary place. I’d assured my
parents we’d be safe with the words “It’s not like we’ll run into the
Hells Angels.” We stepped aside to let them pass.
“Nice jacket,” one of them muttered to Jeff. We were speechless.
Maybe, I thought, he’d remember us and keep the others from hacking us to death on a beach. When they started up their motorcycles,
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the restaurant’s entire population — who’d
probably gone stiff from pretending not to
look at them — rushed to the windows to watch
them go. I hoped they’d head south. They turned to
the north.
After our drinks, we followed. We passed the first cypress
tree, an emblem of the fabled North. Right on! By that time it
was late afternoon. Where would we sleep? We hadn’t thought that
far. Planning was for travel agents. We’d envisioned a round-trip to my
sister’s at the University of California Santa Barbara, a hundred miles
north of Santa Monica. Beyond that, the details were up for grabs.
The sun was sinking and so was our energy by the time we hit
Carpenteria. I looked down at the odometer attached to my front
wheel. We’d ridden seventy-five miles. We were wildly impressed.
Lacking Facebook, we shared this news via the cutting-edge communications technology of the day: by feeding dimes into a pay phone and
calling our friends.
Dinner was French bread smeared with cream cheese, eaten on the
beach. Food had never tasted so good. As the only nearby campground
was full, we paid eight dollars for a dingy motel room that featured a
fist-shaped hole in the wall. Wow. Real reality. Or at least a different
corner of it from the one we’d have seen if we’d been traveling with our
parents. We’d brought a copy of Alfred Hitchcock’s Mystery Magazine to
read aloud in the evenings. At roughly the same time, Jeff fell asleep
listening and I fell asleep reading.
We cruised through Santa Barbara the next day, zipped around
UCSB, and found my sister’s apartment. Unfortunately there wasn’t
room for us to stay. No problem. Travel was dancing with chance,
right? When we returned to our bikes, Jeff’s sleeping bag was gone.
Whoa. That wasn’t chance — that was theft! So much for trust and
community. We borrowed my sister’s sleeping bag and spent hours

The thick black line along the coast
on this Chevron 1968 California highway and
road map shows Paul Fleischman’s bicycle route.

after dark searching for a safe place to sleep, finally choosing an unlit
patch of grass near a road.
In the middle of the night came the moment I’d feared. I opened
my eyes to see two big men walking toward us. Jeff was sleeping deeply.
My mouth went dry, and I waited to experience my first fractured skull
and/or armed robbery. Then they stopped, aimed a flashlight at us,
and, miraculously, turned around. I realized they were driving off in a
police car. They’d probably been checking to make sure we were alive. I
understood why in the morning, when I found we’d been sleeping on
a traffic island.
We retraced our way down the coast, making discoveries. Bananas
don’t really roast like marshmallows. Sleeping on sand is like sleeping
on concrete. It’s a bad idea to get separated from your trip partner if the
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cell phone hasn’t yet been invented. We sweated up all those Malibu
hills we’d screamed down, then suddenly we were home, my odometer
reading 245. And then the trip’s ripples spread.
We and our friends realized that you could cover some serious
ground on a bicycle. “You are now free to move about the country”
was our motto before it belonged to Southwest Airlines. That summer,
a bunch of our friends rode our route and pronounced bike-camping
cool. In the summer of 1970, four of them got a ride with their bikes
up to Vancouver and proceeded to pedal, take the train, and hitchhike
the entire breadth of Canada. Two years after that, I did the opposite,
riding up the coast to Vancouver, taking a train across Canada, then
riding another one thousand miles in the East.
That second trip epitomized the quest. I had no idea of my destination. A chance meeting with a couple in an Oregon campground
planted the seed of a lifelong friendship and pointed me to their corner of New Hampshire. Instead of returning to college in California,
I stayed, gorging on new experiences for two years. I hitched around
New England, lived out in the country, split wood with an ax, learned
the names of the birds and flowers and constellations. The house I lived
in had been built in 1770, its first occupants’ tombstones right there
on the property. I was sleeping in the same bedroom many of them
had slept in. A shiver of identification went through me, and one day
I knew what I wanted to study when I went back to college: history.
That and natural history would end up informing many of the books
I’d later write.
In 1969, the Hells Angels were hired as security for a Rolling Stones
concert in Altamont in the California hills, where one of them stabbed
an armed concertgoer to death. Some people date the death of ’60s
culture to that event. I date it to that stolen sleeping bag. Assaults and
murders caused hitchhiking to fade out as a common mode of transport in the 1970s. A new generation of moneymakers filled business
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schools in the 1980s. Today’s young people are flocking to the downtowns of cities. Pendulums swing.
And then they swing again. The urge to explore the world and
the self never died out. Nature and justice still inspire. Generosity
and community are the fuel for today’s crowd-funding campaigns. If
farmers’ markets are any gauge, a new generation is delighting in tilling the soil. These days the acceptance of gap years acknowledges the
importance of the quest.
Maybe you’ll take one.
Maybe travel with a friend.
Possibly bicycles will be involved.
Have a great trip!

THE RED GUA R D
LENORE LOOK

M

ention “1968” and “China” to a Chinese person, and the
reaction is often the same: a quick, almost imperceptible
inhale, as though just before being pushed underwater.

“Why do you want to ask about that?” my mother snapped when I

raised the topic, hoping she’d point me to a friend or relative who lived
in China at the time. “People aren’t going to talk to you.” Asking about
the Cultural Revolution is tantamount to asking for state secrets, and
I was putting myself and others in danger, she insisted. “Don’t do it.
Give the story back.”
My mother has always been fearful and pulls herself in like a turtle
at the slightest whiff of anything wild, real or imagined. But I, still
quick to rebel against what I see as her old Chinese ways, will rush
toward the first scent of danger, like a crazy squirrel after a nut, and
fling myself headfirst off the cliff.
The year 1968 marked the height of the Cultural Revolution in
China, when the violent, student-propelled political movement
exploded on an unprecedented scale and reverberated around the world.
Student activists calling themselves Chairman Mao’s Red Guards, or
hong weibing
eibing (“red-scarf soldiers”), had run amok since 1966, smashing, looting, burning, and murdering — at the urging of their country’s

The Red Guard • 15

leader, Mao Zedong, who had shut down schools nationwide so that
students could take to the streets. As a party circular from May 1966
put it, “Chairman Mao often says that there is no construction without destruction. . . . Put destruction first, and in the process you have
construction. . . . Thoroughly criticize and repudiate the reactionary
bourgeois ideas in the sphere of academic work, education, journalism,
literature and art, and publishing, and seize the leadership in these
cultural spheres.”
No school? Go wild? Who wouldn’t love a leader like that?
In reality this was a calculated move by the elder statesman to
remove his political enemies. By calling on the youth to violently
denounce all authority, and giving them license to remove their teachers and principals, Mao knew that he could later turn them against
powerful officials. A strong, modern China, he added, needed to be rid
of the “four olds”: old ideas, old customs, old habits, and old culture.
What teenager doesn’t hate old?
Mobs of angry Red Guards responded by torturing and killing their
teachers and school officials in public “struggle sessions,” ransacking
their homes, burning books, destroying libraries full of historical texts,
desecrating temples and cemeteries, destroying churches and mosques,
smashing cultural relics, beating anyone appearing to have middle-class
tendencies (such as wearing western shoes or clothing), and attacking
one another. China descended into chaos as Mao prohibited the police
from interfering with Red Guard activities, and anyone doing so faced
consequences as a counterrevolutionary.
By 1968, foreign embassies burned; foreign companies fled; Chinese
workers joined the revolution, leading to a widespread food shortage
and strict rationing of food and goods. The bloodshed escalated into
virtual civil war in July, when Mao finally sent the army to put an
end to the Red Guards’ reign of terror. By the year’s end, up to sixteen
million people labeled as intellectuals — which meant any educated
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young people, middle-schoolers and older — were ordered to leave the
cities and go into the countryside to work among the peasants.
By some accounts, the Red Guards inspired the student mobilization in Paris and its violent clashes with the police in May 1968. Mavis
Gallant, who covered the Paris riots for the New Yorker, wrote: “The
occupied Sorbonne . . . in the vast forecourt, a table piled with Mao’s
red book, selling at one franc twenty.” And she recalled a friend saying,
“It is the ugliness that attracts them.”
By the time the Cultural Revolution ended with the death of Mao
in 1976, up to two hundred million people suffered from chronic
malnutrition because of the crippled economy; about twenty million
people, including the student activists, had been displaced to rural
areas to be “reeducated” by peasants; and up to one and a half million
citizens had been executed or driven to suicide.
The more I thought about the scale of terror and damage that they
achieved, the more I was certain that the Red Guards were at the center
of whatever needed to be said about 1968 China. What made them do
it? What did they achieve? How did engaging in the atrocities change
or shape their lives? What effect, if any, does it have on China today?
What is there to be discovered that would stir us to think deeply, intelligently, and even courageously, about a country in dark times? Not
just China, but all countries. Do we view our own dark legacies differently? In the United States, are we encouraging independent thinking about violence and white privilege? Have we collected the wider
reflections of the members of the KKK on their history of lynching and
terror, and their violent legacy that continues into the present day?
And what is it about our own unchecked gun violence and mass shootings in our communities and schools that we cannot confront and
resolve? How does 1968 China speak to the United States today? I had
no idea. But I set about to interview former Red Guards to get the story
directly from them.
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Eagerly I e-mailed my best contact in China, a smart young woman
who works in children’s publishing, who, by the mission of her work,
would certainly be on board to help me find the teenagers of yesterday
to speak to the teenagers of today. Her answer came swiftly:
It’s a surprise to know Candlewick Press plan to let kids know
something about 1968. In my parents’ opinion, their childhood is full of innocent and interesting memories. They took
part in this historical situation in their way. Crazy but still be
a great fortune to them.
However, no people I know is a Red Guard. . . . They will
glorify horrible things. . . .
That’s the reason I am not sure whether to ask my elders
to tell their stories to you.
Our e-mails ping-ponged back and forth but went nowhere.
Sadly, I realized too late that I had underestimated the complexities
the Chinese face in discussing those years, especially with a foreigner.
And my direct, American approach of asking explicitly for something
I wanted — to talk to former hong weibing
eibing — sabotaged my best hope for
interviewing them in China.
“You can’t use the words ‘Red Guards’ or ‘hong weibing,’” my
friend Nancy Kremers said with a gasp over the phone when I told her
what had happened. I should have called her first. Nancy had served
as general counsel in the U.S. Embassy in Beijing during the Obama
administration and knew how to navigate the precipitous mountains
of asking for things in a roundabout way. “You must say ‘sent-down
youth,’” she said. “They’ll talk to you as ‘sent-down youth’ because
even President Xi says his years spent in the countryside were a positive
influence on his life.”
The current president, Xi Jinping, who was thirteen when the
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pandemonium erupted, has rarely spoken in public about his experiences from 1966 to 1968, and his close contemporaries have refused to
speak to foreign journalists about those years. The Chinese government
condemned the movement in a resolution in 1981, stating, “History
has shown that the ‘cultural revolution’ initiated by a leader labouring
under a misapprehension and capitalized on by counter-revolutionary
cliques, led to domestic turmoil and brought catastrophe to the Party,
the state and the whole people.”
Before and after the condemnation, the government and official
news outlets maintained a strict silence on the decade. Then, in 2016,
as the fiftieth anniversary approached, an editorial appeared in the
Global Times, a party tabloid, warning against Internet discussions and
any talk that might lead to a “cleavage in people’s ideological understanding” of the period. It reminded readers that since a 1981 resolution “made the authoritative conclusion of the utter denial of the
Cultural Revolution,” discussions should not depart from the party’s
decided politics or thinking.
Outside China, much has been written about the turmoil, but I
couldn’t find any extensive look at the radical students themselves.
Aside from a handful of memoirs written by former Red Guards,
there was no wider view of reflections from an entire generation that
chose rebellion and revolution over policy and politics as a vehicle for
social change. The more I searched, the less I found. How did a force
of tens of millions just disappear? From four memoirs, I learned the
following:
• The Red Guards are not to be mistaken for all the school-age
children wearing red scarves. The ubiquitous red scarf was,
and continues to be, a symbol of national pride, given out in
schools as a reward for good behavior.
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• The Red Guards were not about good behavior. They were
about political and cultural cleansing.
• Not everyone was qualified to be a hong weibing.
• They were not the children of peasants; they were the sons
and daughters of the elite.
• Membership was highly exclusive; students were handpicked
by others who were certain they shared the right pedigree —
their parents and grandparents were party officials, and they,
in turn, saw themselves as the rightful heirs to power.
• The Red Guards were not a unified group but consisted of
countless factions, each operating independently and in
competition with others (like gangs in the United States).
• Anyone with the right family background, enough charisma,
and a catchy name for a group, such as “Fearless Red Rebels”
or “Great Wall Fighting Team,” could start one.
• But Red Guards, too, found it challenging to show enough
fervor to avoid becoming targets within their own cliques.
It was paltry information, tantamount to taking a microscope to a
water buffalo.
Then my mother, still shaking her head in disapproval, jumped
in to give CPR to my sputtering research. She called one of her relatives, Fan, who grew up in Guangzhou during the Cultural Revolution.
Immediately, the woman volunteered her husband, who was a teenager
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then and was sent down from the North to live in the impoverished
South.
When her husband declined to be interviewed, Fan offered to tell
me her story. She was five when the violence began. She saw Red Guards
beating people, and corpses in the streets. Her experiences were not dissimilar to what I had already read in memoirs and articles and seen in
documentaries. She was a witness to the events but not a participant.
She was not what I was looking for. Still, you can never tell where an
interview will lead.
“I was in kindergarten when it started,” she began. “But I didn’t
go to first grade until the revolution was over. They marched people
through the streets with cones on their heads and signs around their
necks. I watched from our second-floor window.”
Fan’s parents were not targets — they were factory workers — but she
remembers hong weibing
eibing ransacking their neighbor’s apartment and
stealing everything. When bodies began hanging from trees in 1967,
she and her younger brother were sent to live with relatives in their
family’s village, in the countryside away from the violence.
“How is your life still affected by what happened during that time?”
I asked. What she said next was so obvious that it was unexpected, and
delivered with such clarity that it was the sound of the earth rearranging her skirts to accommodate the truth.
“It stole my education,” Fan said, looking at me squarely for the
first time, as though she were a crossing guard facing down traffic. “I’m
not an educated person today.”
Silence.
We stared at each other, as into a mirror of the other life we might
have lived. Her grandmother was my maternal great-grandfather’s sister. We were born one ocean and one year apart. She saw brutalized
corpses on her way to and from kindergarten. My walk to kindergarten
was through a poor immigrant neighborhood in Seattle, not a war zone.

