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VOICES OF TIANANMEN:
THE HRIC PODCAST SERIES
Over the past year, Feng Congde, a student leader of the 1989

Democracy Movement and now Domestic Advocacy Program

Officer for HRIC, has been conducting interviews to provide an

oral history of the movement. Following are translated and edited

excerpts from a selection of the interviews, which are part of

HRIC’s June 4th Podcast Series.

THE CRACKDOWN: CHENG ZHEN
In 1989, Cheng Zhen was a fifth-year student in the Chinese Department at Beijing Nor-

mal University, due to graduate that year. After the crackdown, Cheng left China through

Hong Kong and went to the U.S. She remains active in the overseas democracy movement.

The weather was terrible that day, June 3, and then we heard that the authorities might

start a crackdown that night. Before I went on hunger strike, I once said that unless the

very last student left the square, I wouldn’t leave, no matter what. But when I thought

about what had been said about crushing the movement, I realized things were serious,

and there was a possibility that we might die that night on the square. I was with a

young male student from Beijing Normal University, and we felt we should have a good

last meal while we were waiting for the crackdown, so we went to the restaurant closest

to the square, at the Beijing Hotel.

When we got there, of course we were short on cash, so we only ordered a couple of

dishes. Then the waiter came out and said that the chef hadmade a fewmore dishes just

for us, for free.We’d just started eating when we heard gunfire outside.We went rushing

out of the hotel, but the revolving door was spinning so fast, the student caught his hand

in it.When he pulled his hand out, it was covered with blood, the whole outer layer of

skin scraped off—you could see the bone. But he ignored it and we just ran like mad in

the direction of the square.When we reached that section of the road where you’re just

about to enter the square, we came across a bunch of guys in shorts and white vests.We

thought they were thugs, but later somebody told us they were plainclothes military

police, trying to stir up trouble. They were completely surrounded by Beijing citizens,

but somehow they found a way out and got away.While all this was happening, some

people came up and helpedmy student friend bandage his hand and offered to take him

to a hospital, but he didn’t want to go, so we went back to the square.
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Once back in the square, we stayed on Beijing Normal’s communications truck. Some

students from the Hong Kong Students’Union came up and askedme what they should

do. There was a lot of news coming in from different parts of town, saying shots had

been fired and that some people had even been killed or wounded. But we hadn’t seen it

with our own eyes, and the smallest doubt still persisted in our minds.We felt like, could

this really happen? Then we got the news that there were already a lot of soldiers over by

theMuseum of History and the Revolution, so we organized about 20 people and went

hand-in-hand to the museum,where we were faced with hundreds of soldiers, armed to

the teeth and red in the face as if they were on drugs.We thought that if they wanted to

clear the square, we could block them by sitting down in a row across from them, hold-

ing hands. By then it was around 8 or 9 at night. The face-off lasted a long time, and as

we sat there, the number of soldiers kept growing, and every timemore of them came,

they shouted slogans, as if they were occupying a hilltop or something.

During this time, a young male student, he looked about 16 or 17, ran over to tell us

that the information about people being shot was solid, and tried to charge at the sol-

diers, saying, ”I’ll take them on!” I remember that Li Lanju1 held him back, and when

we asked him what was going on, he said his brother student had been killed over at

Muxidi. He was really beside himself, he wanted to fight those soldiers. Lanju walked

over to the soldiers and knelt down, pleading with them to let these children go, but the

commander’s face was blank, he just laughed grimly. This is something that stands out

clearly in my memory. Afterwards, Li Lanju and some other students escorted the

young student away; they didn’t want him to die for nothing.

After we’d been waiting there for a while, we heard tanks coming from the direction of

the Great Hall of the People, and we ran over to see what was happening. The rest of the

students were there, and when we ran up, one tank came racing out and headed

straight for the crowd.We chased the tank, hoping to block it. There weren’t many peo-

ple on that part of the square just then; some had gone to block other military vehicles,

some were at the center of the square, and there were a lot of people who, like us, were

hoping to catch that tank and block it. But we couldn’t catch up with the tank—it was

going at a tremendous speed, and when it reached Tiananmen, it turned right and dis-

appeared. Later we heard that that tank charged at the crowd in Tiananmen, but

whether anyone was run over, I’m not sure.

By then it was around midnight or 1 a.m., and we started thinking, if there are tanks

showing up even here, then what about the tanks coming fromMuxidi? All we could

think of was how to keep those tanks from reaching the square. So we walked in the

direction of Liubukou, and joined some Beijing residents in putting up pedestrian rail-

ings, trash cans, whatever, to create barriers across the roadway.When it was finished, I

remember Chen Huaqing fromHong Kong saying in his terrible Mandarin something

that really cleared my mind: “Do you think this simple little road barrier, this bunch of

trash cans, can stop their tanks? Do you think their tanks are made of paper?”What he

was really wanted was for everyone to get together and decide whether to evacuate the

square. I could see there was nothing an individual could do alone, so I was thinking of

going back to the square just when an announcement came over the loudspeakers say-

ing all the students should gather below the Monument to the People’s Heroes.
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HRIC: That was at 2 a.m.

At the time I was thinking of saying, no, by theMuseum of History

and the Revolution, because I wasn’t sure if that wall of people was

still there; I couldn’t just pick up and leave, so I went back to the

Museum and saw the students were still sitting there, hands linked

in a human wall. And I saw fires breaking out in the direction of

Tiananmen and Chang’an Avenue; the army was already moving

into Tiananmen Square. And I remember clearly that there was a

bus—only later did I find out that it was Guo Haifeng2 and the oth-

ers who were driving it—trying to block the soldiers, but at the time

I had no idea what was going on, I just saw that there was a big fire

over there. I told the other students to stay there for the time being,

and I ran with a few others toward Chang’an Avenue, hoping to

keep others from sacrificing themselves unnecessarily.

The soldiers had already reachedMao Zedong’s portrait, and under the flagpole on the

square, about a dozen meters in front of me, I saw a young man pick something off the

ground,maybe a bottle, and throw it at the soldiers. I’m not sure it even left his hand,

but all at once he went down.We didn’t know what had happened, all we knew was he

might have been hurt, but when we ran over to look, we saw he had been shot. His face

had gone white and the whites of his eyes were showing.

Several of us carried him toward the center of the square; I was carrying his head, some-

body else had his feet and arms, and we were rushing with him toward the center of the

square. I discovered that my legs and feet were covered with blood.We quickly turned

him over and saw that in his back, at the waist, there was a big hole spurting blood. I

found a big wad of gauze to stop up the wound, but when we turned him back over and

picked him up again, I saw that only the whites of his eyes were showing. I went numb,

and the other guys scooped him up and carried him to the emergency station. I don’t

know what happened to him after that, but I’ve never been able to forget him.

HRIC: Ding Zilin3 has identified several of those who died on the square. One of them died

under the flagpole, and if I’m not mistaken he was a People’s University student named

Chen Renxing.

I don’t know for sure, but later I found out that Chen’s age was about right, and where

he was, so I thought it must have been him.At the time I still had a thread of hope that

he might have recovered, but obviously he died.

After the others had carried him off, I just stood there in a daze. Then Lin Yaoqiang

from the Hong Kong students’ union pulled me away and said, “What are you doing

standing here? Hurry up and get back to the monument!” So I went with Lin and some

other students back to the monument. Everyone was sitting there, quietly waiting for

them to clear the square. I remember that Liu Xiaobo, Zhou Duo, Hou Dejian and Gao

Xin4 were there, and everyone was hoping they might do something. Later Liu Xiaobo

told me I should do what I could to persuade the students not to sacrifice themselves

Protest leader Peng Rong. Photo: www.64memo.com
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for nothing, and that if I could get them to leave the square, I should do it. But in fact, I

just couldn’t do it. I just sat down on the top step of the memorial, waiting quietly for

them to clear the square, and I actually fell asleep, maybe for half an hour.

What woke me up was when the soldiers opened fire at the memorial. At that time, I

saw a student pour oil on his military greatcoat, intending to set himself on fire and

charge at the soldiers, but other students held him back and removed the coat. Just

before then, the students had taken a voice vote and announced that they would with-

draw. The withdrawal was really slow, with those at the very bottom going first, and as

we were slowly withdrawing, the bullets kept flying at us. By the time I reached the bot-

tom of the memorial, I found that the soldiers had already occupied the topmost level

and were pointing their guns at us. But I waited until I saw the contingent from Beijing

Normal, and I saw Li Lu and Chai Ling.5 And Chai Ling said to me, almost in tears,

“Let’s go, Cheng Zhen.”

Finally we moved out of the square, walking in the direction of Qianmen with the tanks

not far behind us. There was still gunfire, but not aimed directly at the crowd. After

we’d been walking like this for a while, some enraged Beijing residents started shouting,

“Down with Fascism…One day we shall return!”And there was another bunch who

even wanted to charge back into the Square. Gao Xin, Lin Yaoqiang and I and some

others were trying to persuade these folks when one of them was shot in the back of the

head. All hell broke loose, and a group of people picked the man up and carried him

away. So when you hear that not one person was killed on the square, it’s a lie.

We continued walking, but when we reached Qianmen, we couldn’t go any further—

the soldiers were already blocking all the intersections. Gao Xin went up to some sol-

diers, pleading with them in tears, saying,“These are all children, the future pillars of

the nation, I hope you’ll let them through.”And the soldiers made way and let us

through. Later we wound around and around and finally came to Liubukou, and when

we got there, I saw a lot of pedicabs and vans all along the road from Chang’an Avenue

to Xidan carrying the wounded.

At the time, Beijing residents saw us still wearing headbands or arm bands, and they

pulled us aside and said, “Those tanks up there will see you like this and run you down,

what do you want to keep those things on for?”And we saw people running for all they

were worth in the opposite direction… there were people injured, and we didn’t know

what had happened up in front. Only later did we find out that a tank had run up on

the sidewalk and charged at students on the road past Liubukou and Xidan. I didn’t see

this personally, but I saw pedicabs and vans all continuously carrying wounded stu-

dents away. From Liubukou to Xidan, I saw blood flowing non-stop on the sidewalk,

and while we were walking we thought of what had happened there. Once we got to

Xidan, we walked back to Beijing Normal. That was my experience from the evening of

June 3 to the early hours of June 4.
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Outside Beijing, people only

knew what the government

told them.

INJURED: ZHANG BIN
Zhang Bin, a 34-year-old employee of a foreign corporation, was wounded by gunfire on

the night of June 3, 1989.

On the night of June 3, around 9 o’clock, a few old classmates and I went to see what was

happening in the Xidan area of Beijing, as we heard that the entire army was moving in.

Later, after tens of thousands of people had gathered there, the streetlights suddenly

went out at 10 o’clock. It was very quiet. Can you imagine how terrified we were?

Around 10:30, we heard gun shots coming from a building on the west side of Muxidi.

The shots continued for about 10 minutes, and then we saw the dead and injured being

moved down from that area. Then, after another half hour or so, the bullets came our

way, from the west side towards the Xidan intersection, and people began retreating

towards Tiananmen. There were many people at Liubukou, tens of thousands, so I

stayed where I was, and another half an hour passed before the bullets came again,

reaching Xinhuamen. That was where I was hurt, at about ten minutes before 11 o’clock.

I was in front of the concert hall, in a side street about 60 or 70 meters away from the

intersection.When the army arrived, they just started shooting down the street.We

thought they wouldn’t fire on people who were retreating, but we were wrong. The

moment they arrived, they opened fire.We were not being brave, we just miscalculated;

no one thought they would open fire into a side street. The soldiers were too close, and

the bullets were fired in rapid succession. It was not that we kept our courage in the face

of real bullets; we were too surprised for fear. A lot of people were killed and wounded

there, at Liubukou.

While we were retreating into Liubukou, we warned people to hide, not stand in the

road, because the army was using real bullets, not rubber ones, but no one believed us.

They didn’t realize until the bullets were fired into the square—did you know they used

grenades?We didn’t know exactly how they worked; apparently they didn’t need to hit

anything before exploding. Boom! Boom! Boom! One fire ball after another, that was

when people realized they were really opening fire, and finally began to run. I was just

missed by a grenade, which flew right by me, but the shrapnel hit my leg, buttocks and

waist. It felt like my flesh was being set aflame. Thin pieces of iron, the size of a finger-

nail, were later dug piece after piece out of my leg.

When I thought about it afterwards, about how we were completely defenseless, with

no weapons at all, going against those with guns, tanks, armored vehicles—it was just

too unbalanced. Never again will something like this happen. Especially for Beijingers, I

don’t know the opinions of other people, but I know that the people of Beijing will

never do something like this again.

I was lying on the ground, but I could still sit up. I remember thinking,“Oh no, the

bone must have shattered.”When I managed to sit up, I started to call out, but it was so

chaotic. There were no lights, but I could see there were six or seven people lying on the

ground next to me. It was only when I got to the hospital that I learned from residents
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and students that there were many casualties at Liubukou, and that people were

crushed by tanks there.

At the hospital, the staff just bandaged my left leg—there were so many injured that

those not in danger of death were put on low priority. But my right leg felt like water,

and when I felt it there was blood everywhere. I asked some students to look at it, and

they found wounds in both legs. So we called the doctor over, and when he cut open my

pants, he saw a bullet had shot straight through both legs, passing through muscle on

the left leg, but shattering bone in the right leg.

There were about 47 wounded brought to our hospital, with many more in critical con-

dition or dead. Those who could be saved were saved, those who could not just died. It

was a brutal scene. The next morning, around 7:30, the emergency room became too

crowded, and all those with only flesh wounds were moved to other hospitals. I was in a

group sent to Xuanwu Hospital. It was 11 o’clock when I arrived. The emergency room

was near Hepinmen, very close to Liubukou. It was a tragic scene; there were people on

the ground, covered in blood and not yet dead, and others were trying to save them

using CPR or oxygen masks, but they all died, one after another.

HRIC:Was the operation on your legs successful?

Not at all, the hospital messed up the surgery. I had to transfer to two different hospitals

and go through three surgeries. The entire process took about two years before I could

begin walking again. Later I learned it was because the hospitals were too inexperienced

with injuries of this kind. They didn’t know how to deal with the broken bone in my leg;

they initially wanted to insert a metal pin, but when they tried to drill into the bone, the

entire bone shattered, so as a desperate measure they braced the bone with a steel bar.

That steel bar is still in my leg.After that surgery, a friend recommended a Dr. Chen who

specialized in injuries like mine, and he personally operated onmy leg. Then in 1991, I

fell and broke that leg again, bending the steel bar inside. So I had to go back to the

emergency room and undergo a third operation. It was not until April or May of 1992

that I was finally able to begin walking with a cane.However, during surgery I’d been

given blood transfusions and contracted Hepatitis C as a result.With that disease you

have to reduce stress, or else you become extremely weak and thin. I have to avoid alco-

hol and not get tired or stay up too late, because there is no cure.

HRIC: Howmuch did you have to pay for medical treatment?

Back then it was still relatively cheap, unlike now—so I spent less than 30,000 yuan in

total. I worked for a private company, so I could afford to pay for my own treatment.

There was a kid fromHebei who was really unfortunate. He couldn’t pay a cent because

he was a farmer, a kid in his twenties. His family came and took him back to Hebei, and

I heard he eventually committed suicide because they couldn’t afford medical treat-

ment. Also, where he came from there was strong prejudice against anyone who partici-

pated in June 4th, unlike in Beijing, where most people at least understood our

position. Outside Beijing, people only knew what the government told them.
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AT LARGE: ZHAI WEIMIN
ZhaiWeimin, from Xin’an in Henan Province, was a 21-year-old student at the School of

Economics at Peking University and a member of the Standing Committee of the Beijing

Students’ Autonomous Federation. After June 4th, a nationwide summons for his arrest

was issued, and his whereabouts were unknown for more than a year. He was later arrested

for founding an underground organization and sentenced to three-and-a-half years in

prison. Since his release from prison, he has continued to promote democratic reform and

has been detained on several occasions.

The night of June 4th, after the incident happened, I left the square and went to the

Dazhalan District of Beijing. Some of us leaving the square at that time had lost clothes

or shoes. I went to the home of a Beijing resident who was giving people shoes to wear,

and once these people found out who I was, they urged me to stay with them. They did-

n’t talk to me, they just gave me something to eat—noodles, as I recall. Right after eat-

ing I fell asleep and slept all night. Later they told me they’d put some sedatives in my

food to help me rest. The next morning, these people put me in a handcart and had

some people take me to a bus station in the eastern suburbs. From there, one of my

classmates took me to his family’s home in Shunyi County. A lot of people looked after

me there, and took really good care of me, too. I stayed with them until around June 8.

After that, because the situation was really tense, they looked into several places that

might be safer for me and finally drove me to a place in the mountains of Hebei, near a

small train station called Shizi Goutou.When we arrived, the people there seemed

really scared of us. I had been told that this was a very remote place and the local people

didn’t have much contact with the outside world, but it turned out that they had

watched TV and found out what had happened, and they got scared. The person who

was taking care of me asked me what I thought we should do, and I asked them to take

me back to the Shizi Goutou train station. I stayed alone in Shizi Goutou village that

night, and the people taking care of me went back to Beijing.

The next day, not knowing what else to do, I took a bus to Chengde. I saw policemen

patrolling the train station, but they weren’t questioning or stopping people, so I

bought a train ticket to Shijiazhuang. At that time,my only plan was to get out of Bei-

jing, and after that I’d figure out what to do. After I bought my train ticket, I went to a

nearby post office and sent a telegram telling my family that I was alright, but only

signed my first name. Then I got on the train. A day later, around June 9 or 10, when

the train arrived in the east station in Beijing, I suddenly felt anxious and got off the

train.

It was completely dark by then, and I was walking alone on the street. A young person

on a bicycle rode up to me and asked if I was a student. I said no. He said, “You look like

a student. Come on, I’ll take you to my house.” So I went to his home, and he made me

something to eat. I drank a glass of beer, even though I wasn’t a beer drinker then. The

young man said that we knew each other, but he didn’t seem to knowmy name, and I

think even today he still doesn’t know who I was. He didn’t ask any more questions of
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me, he just said that the next morning I should go to Beijing’s Yongdingmen train sta-

tion and leave from there. He said that a student from his unit had recently left from

there to attend school somewhere else, and no one had asked any questions.

So the next morning I took a bus to Yongdingmen train station and bought a ticket for

the slow train to Zhengzhou.While I was resting in the waiting room, a drink in my

backpack started leaking, and two security guards came up and pointed their guns at

me. They made me take everything out of my backpack, one thing at a time. Luckily, I

was carrying a reporter’s ID for a magazine I was working for, and I told them I was

traveling on business. They didn’t question me any further and let me go. I was sweat-

ing like crazy.

I arrived in Zhengzhou around 2:00 that afternoon. From there I bought a ticket to

Xi’an on the train to Urumqi.

The next day—that was around the 11th—we arrived in Lanzhou some time in the

afternoon, and I heard an announcement over the loudspeakers issuing a summons for

the arrest of June 4th people.6 As soon as I heard it I knew it was trouble, because I had

no idea where to go. All around me, other passengers were discussing the summons and

their reaction was quite strong. I watched one group of people, and it was clear from

what they said that they were students. After about an hour, I went over to them, and

after they confirmed they were students and I said I was also a student, I asked them for

a favor. “When we arrive in Urumqi, could you please watch out for me and help me to

leave the train station? I’ve never been there before and I don’t know the area, so I’m a

bit scared.You’re from there, right?”

They said they were from Xinjiang but were students at National Chengchi University,

and that it was no problem for them to help me. Just then, one student happened to

recognize a railway employee at the train station, and after a long time talking to him,

he came back and said that the railway employee seemed to be pretty sympathetic to

students and asked me if it was all right to tell the railway employee who I was. But I

said no, better not tell him yet, let’s observe him for a while first.

Later, on the train, the students talked to the railway employee again and decided he

was all right, so they told him who I was. He got me a railway worker’s uniform and

took me to the staff lounge area to rest, and in that way, I was able to use the “back

door” to make my journey safely. The railway employee also had a good friend on the

train who was returning to Xinjiang after a business trip. I can’t recall his name now, I

was so nervous and anxious, but I’m extremely grateful to him.He gave me some

money at that time, and since I ended up having to spend several months in Xinjiang, I

don’t know how I would have managed without the money he gave me.

When I got to Urumqi, I stayed at the home of the railway employee for a long time.

Later, they started checking household registrations (hukou) in Urumqi, so the railway

employee found me a job at a gravel pit in Changji. After I spent two weeks working

there in the hot sun, the household registration check was over in Urumqi, so I was able

to return.
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There were people following

me, you see—wherever I

went, there was always

someone following me.

Once the situation stabilized, I returned to Beijing. Back in Beijing, I felt a need to give

talks. I explained that I wasn’t against the Communist Party, but hoped that, through

reform, the current system could become democratic; that I didn’t refute socialism but

hoped to improve production capacity; and finally, that I was not advocating capital-

ism, that I thoroughly repudiated feudalism, and that I wanted the country to continue

along the road of reform. I remember that foreign media were present at one of my

talks—reporters from Timemagazine and Canada’s Globe andMail—and that talk

became a main piece of evidence used in the indictment against me.

After that, I returned to Xinjiang. In hindsight, I believe the person who had been tak-

ing care of me had told a friend about me, and that friend reported me. In any case, I

began to have bad dreams, and told the person taking care of me that I had a premoni-

tion that something was going to happen. Not 20 minutes after those words were out of

my mouth, a large group of people arrived and surrounded me. That’s how I was cap-

tured. It was aroundMarch 15. The person who had been looking after me was also

arrested. I still feel terrible about that.

After I was arrested, they tried to get me to give them names of people or identify pho-

tographs, and at first I said I didn’t know. Then they gave me tapes of conversations to

listen to, and I knew that they knew everything already. Later, I was sent to theWujiaqu

Police Station in Xinjiang and was held there for about 20 days. Then in April they sent

me back to Beijing, to Qincheng Prison. I remember I was in Cell 7, andWang Dan was

in Cell 6.

One day, I was reading the newspaper and saw that the people in the cell next to me had

stuck a sheet of newspaper in the hole in the wall where the cable for the speaker was.

Inside the newspaper was a note. Using this method, we made up a secret code by

arranging pinyin letters in different ways and tapping out the sequence on the walls to

communicate. They would tap, I’d write it down, and then reply. But I didn’t have

much experience, and one day, I was concentrating so hard on getting the code right

that I suddenly saw blood stains on the wall and found that my fingers had gone all

bloody from tapping so hard!

At that time, Guo Haifeng’s cell was quite close to mine. He was often put in shackles,

both handcuffs and leg irons.We made a request to the prison not to treat us so inhu-

manely, and they actually listened to us and removed Guo’s leg shackles.

After I’d been in solitary confinement for about two years and no trial had been held,

and no verdict had been passed, one day I was feeling really anxious and decided to

write a letter to the central authorities asking them to quickly handle my case. I said

that I wouldn’t plead guilty or lie, even if they were going to execute me. About a month

after I sent that letter, my trial was held and a verdict of three-and-a-half years was

handed down. I’d already been inside for two-and-a-half years, and all the other stu-

dents at Qincheng had been transferred elsewhere.

They transferred me to—I think it was, anyway—Beijing Municipal Detention Center,

and threwme in together with ordinary criminals. There’s something that happened to
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me there that I’ve never told anyone before. One time they told me to spend the night

watching the other prisoners. I wasn’t supposed to sleep, but with nothing else to do, I

fell asleep anyway. As punishment, one of the prison guards hung me by my wrist

shackles from a door and just left me there for ages. I couldn’t stand properly, I could

only try to support myself with my arms overhead. I couldn’t squat or sit or lie down.

My physical health wasn’t good at that time, and I remember my whole body was cov-

ered in sweat and after I while I couldn’t see and finally passed out. They didn’t release

me until the next morning. That incident left an extremely deep impression on me and

I still recall it vividly.

HRIC: Did things like that happen often while you were in prison?

While I was at Qincheng, I can honestly say that they treated me very humanely. They

really cared about our welfare. But later, after I was sent to that other place, everything

changed and they didn’t treat us the same way at all.

HRIC:Were you ever locked up in a “black room” (xiao hao)?

I was never locked up in a black room while I was in Qincheng. But while I was at

Qincheng, I went on hunger strike—it was right after the National People’s Congress

had concluded and Li Peng had given a press conference during which he mentioned

June 4th. There was a very strong reaction from those of us in the prison and we staged

a hunger strike in protest. So afterwards, they sent each of us to different places to split

us up, and after my verdict was announced they sent me to Kaifeng, to Henan No. 1

Prison. They put me in the Prison Administration Unit in a small room all by myself.

No one was allowed to talk to me or make contact with me, it was just me. One time, I

caught prison guards going through my belongings and accused them of stealing, and

because of this I was sent to the black room for a long time—around two weeks, maybe

longer. I was put in with an ordinary criminal who had some sort of mental illness, in a

very small black room with no windows. They wanted me to write an inventory of my

belongings, but I refused. Later, the warden found out and ordered them to release me.

HRIC: So how long were you in Henan No. 1 Prison?

I was there until I was released at the end of my term. I didn’t get even one day off my

sentence because I refused to admit guilt. On the day my verdict was handed down,

they urged me to sign it, saying it would be better for me. I refused, but they told me to

think about it some more, so I did. Finally, I drew a big exclamation point on the ver-

dict and signed my name. So up until I was released, I didn’t get a single day taken off

my sentence.

HRIC:What happened after you got out of prison?

I have to say that after I got out, the local government was quite good to me. The people

in my hometown were also very good to me, and even arranged work for me. But I did-

n’t want to do that kind of work anymore, so I quit and tried to go to Beijing, but they

kept sending me back. There were people following me, you see—wherever I went,
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there was always someone following me. So I thought, since I can’t go to Beijing, I may

as well go back to my hometown and relax there for a while. I realized that I wouldn’t

be allowed to do any of the things I wanted to do for my country, so I decided to take

care of personal and family matters first. But I regret that I couldn’t do more.

I got married in 1995, and my child is now 11 years old. Eventually, I just relied on

myself to make a living and get by. I really wanted to do something useful and practical,

but because in China we have so many restrictions, I’ve been very frustrated. Some for-

eign journalist friends once suggested the idea of going abroad, but I refused. Now,

looking back, it’s very hard to judge whether that decision was right or wrong. Back

then, I felt that too many people were leaving, but now, although I stayed I haven’t

really been able to do anything, so maybe it wasn’t the right decision.

IMPRISONED: LI HAI
Li Hai, a native of Beijing, was 35 years-old during the1989 student movement. A graduate

student in the Peking University Philosophy Department, he was also the head of the external

affairs division of the Student Organizations Preparation Committee. In 1990, he was

arrested for organizing activities in honor of the anniversary of June 4th, and was conse-

quently imprisoned in the Beijing Hai Dian QuDetention Center for seven months, during

which he was subjected to brutal torture. Following his release, Li Hai began providing HRIC

with information regarding others imprisoned for June 4th-related activities, for which he was

sentenced to nine years in prison in 1995. He was released from Chao Yang prison in 2004.

HRIC: Can you talk about the commemorative movement in May and June 1990?

AroundMarch, or maybe February, a student I didn’t know very well started talking to

me; he’s now a friend, Liu Xiangqian.7 He introduced himself as someone who was also

at the Square, so we spoke about our experiences, and eventually we began talking

about organizing memorial services for June 4th. Liu said he intended to organize an

event inWuhan, and suggested I do something with Peng Rong.8 The plan was for April

5, and if that did not work, then June 4th. I remember starting the event on April 5, but

when I heard nothing from Peng Rong, I didn’t continue. Liu Xiangqian managed to

light a few fireworks and pass out leaflets at a few places.

What happened next was unexpected. InMay, towards the end of my second year as a

graduate student, we were basically done with classes, so I took themonth off to leave

town andmeet up with some friends.When I got back to the university onMay 30, I

heard that Peng Rong had been arrested, and that they were asking about me.When I

returned to the university the following day, a lot of sympathetic students tried to warn

me off in various ways, some quite forcefully, and some with eye or hand gestures. I

decided that I should go, but as I was ridingmy bicycle to the university’s west gate, I

recalled that I had left contact information for all my friends inmy desk drawer, and I

knewmy things would be searched if I left. I didn’t want to bring trouble tomy friends, so

I went back and cleared out my belongings, leaving some things with friends to keep for
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me. Just when I was ready to leave again, state security agents

burst intomy room, and I knew I’d lost my chance to escape.

I was taken to the university’s checkpoint, where a car without

police lights drove up and tookme to the Hai Dian Detention

Center. I spent about sevenmonths there, 209 days.At the end

of the year,December 25, I was released along with 40-odd

others as part of a nation-wide release of prisoners.

I’m not sure about the exact circumstances of our release,

because none of us was ever told much, but I think we were

finally released because they just couldn’t find anything on

us. Actually, around September 1990, some guards at the

detention center started giving me hints on what I should be

prepared for, because they still felt sympathy for us. I learned

that Peking University had already expelled me. After my

release, I asked the university’s disciplinary department why

I was expelled, but they just said my expulsion was on order

of the university President’s office and refused to provide any

explanation. I knew it would be a waste of time to inquire

further, and I wanted to spend my life on work that actually

had a purpose, so I didn’t go to them again.

HRIC:What was your life like during the 209 days in Hai Dian?

My days in Hai Dian were the most terrifying of my life. I

was later imprisoned in Chao Yang, where they were also

brutal, but the worst days were definitely in Hai Dian. It was

something very close to hell. They packed me in Cell 11,

which was the innermost observation room. It was very dark

and very crowded, about twenty-some people stuck in a 15-

square-meter room.At one point it held about 30 people.

You couldn’t even lie down to sleep. The detention cells in

Beijing prisons are all pretty violent. I was transferred to Cell

11 because in my first cell, Cell 5, I was beaten by the other

prisoners because I was a student.

HRIC: It was a criminal holding cell wasn’t it?

Yes, they were all criminal holding cells, and in Cell 5 most of

the criminals had been arrested for beating up students; they

all lived behind the Peking University campus.

HRIC:How badly were you injured?

I didn’t have any serious wounds, it was just basically a full-body beating for 10 to 15

minutes. I had to lie down for a couple of days afterwards.

Remembering LiHai

by Ouyang Xiaorong

After you left Beijing

It started to snow.

Before I arrived

The willows had not yet put forth buds.

They called me a child,

But you were even younger.

That time is still not distant,

Those mournful memories.

How could it surpass the light that floats

upon the other side?

If you pluck a snowflake from the storm,

A thousand years dissolve within your palm.

I’ve a friend named Train.

He once recalled

The way you sprang down from the carriage window;

But in this interminable night

Those things all seem so far away.

Those ancient trees festooned with withered vines

I’ve purged frommemory,

For an early spring will surely come.

They say she will bear arms: longsword and

bow of Qin.

But for me

What’s more attractive is her skirt.

Rendered into English by A.E. Clark

The original Chinese poem was posted on theWeb

site of Democracy Forum, http://www.asiademo.org/

read.php?id=9475.
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Death was a threat to every

prisoner; just after I left, a

HRIC: Do you think they beat you of their own accord, or did the police order it?

I think it was their own choice, but the police probably knew what to expect when they

put me in that cell, because those prisoners had histories of beating up students.

Death was a threat to every prisoner; just after I left, a prisoner was beaten to death.

Every year several died of beatings, and some killed themselves.My sharpest memory

of suicides is from 1995, when I was in Chao Yang. The prisoner in charge of the cell

was friendly with the warden, and he told me that 14 people were beaten to death in

Beijing’s detention centers in 1995, seven in Chao Yang. People who died of starvation

or illness were not counted, and if you were beaten yesterday and today you died, they

considered this death from illness. So you can imagine what the real numbers are like.

The 14 beating deaths on record couldn’t be covered up because they occurred in the

midst of violence.

HRIC: How did you sleep in the crowded conditions of Cell 11?

People slept on their sides, packed tight together, face to feet, each gripping the legs of

the other person.

HRIC:What if you want to roll over?

You didn’t; you spend the entire night in one position. At least I was on the outer edge,

so I didn’t have someone pressed against my back during the heat of summer.

Certain aspects of our treatment were truly horrendous. For instance, the wardens were

very casual about letting us out for fresh air. Sometimes we’d be allowed outside once

every few days, but other times we’d be locked in our cells for over a month. Another

thing was that the wardens pretty much left us to ourselves, and prisoners had to deal

with their own needs, no matter what happened. For example, for going to the bath-

room, there were a lot of prisoners, so you had to do it in a very narrow slot of time,

and the others would watch over you and keep track of howmuch time you took. If a

prisoner had stomach problems and insisted on going again, two other prisoners would

turn him upside down, and if he still insisted, he’d be beaten. If he finally got to use the

bathroom, afterward he’d be pushed up against the wall and severely beaten.

The third thing was hunger; we had to subsist on two meals a day, usually two buns per

meal, maybe a little bit of soup every few days. Those who were in for the long haul

really start going crazy. The fourth thing was scabies, which were frightfully easy to

catch because Beijing summers are humid to begin with, and we never got air and

everyone slept pressed against each other. The other thing was we could never get med-

ical treatment. The rule was that if you asked for a doctor without having a fever of at

least 39 degrees Celsius (102 Fahrenheit), they would take you out and give you a severe

beating. If you didn’t have a fever, you had to take care of yourself.

Given all these factors, the prison was a harrowing place to be.My immune system was

still strong at first, and I avoided catching scabies during the first hundred days of my

prisoner was beaten to death.
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imprisonment. But eventually my immune system weakened considerably due to the

brutal conditions and sustained hunger. I developed sores that festered and spread all

over my body, and I had scabies everywhere, red and oozing.My hands were so swollen

I couldn’t even make a fist.We had a very simple remedy: if you stood in the sun the

scabies would go away, and once when we were allowed out for an hour or so my

swelling went down dramatically. But we were only allowed out once a month, and in

the cells we couldn’t get so much as a glimpse of sunlight. Another common treatment

was with toothpaste, but that wasn’t effective at all, and I lost hope of any cure. In the

last couple months I had to watch my body fester and deteriorate, with no way to save

myself. At the time of my arrest, I weighed more than 62 kilos, but after several months

I weighed just over 50 kilos.When one of the student-beating prisoners from Cell 5 was

transferred to my cell, he could no longer recognize me. I was essentially a skeleton; all

my muscle was gone, even in my calves and thighs. The scabies sores would not heal

and I was suffering from severe malnutrition.

Finally in November 1990 they started treating scabies in the prisons, because even the

government found it intolerable that at least 90 percent of the prisoners in every cell were

infected, with at least one or two prisoners completely paralyzed by the swelling. The

treatment was to have prisoners in each cell strip bare, then they herded us into an empty

chamber and dowsed us with hot water for a fewminutes.After we came out, we had to

pick the scab off of every sore, which was excruciatingly painful, and then rub ourselves

with amedicinal paste they gave us.After repeating this process several times, the scabies

began to come under control, but I still had several open sores that refused to close. It was

the kind of pain that exhausts all your body’s endurance and resources when you’re living

on four little buns a day.After I was released,my wounds closed up within a week,

because I ate a lot. It was kind of scary—I gained over 10 pounds in 10 days.

HRIC: After your release in 1990 . . .

I returned home after my release. I didn’t receive any news from Peking University, so I

recuperated at my family’s home in Beijing for nearly six months. Since then my life has

basically been the work I’m doing now.

LOOKING BACK: ANONYMOUS
The following interview is with a Hong Kong student who participated in the student

movement in Beijing. He preferred not to be identified.

Some Hong Kong students went to Beijing to support the student movement at

Tiananmen, and I was among them. The Hong Kong students saw themselves as sup-

porters rather than direct participants; while we were happy to support what the Bei-

jing students chose to do, we were in no position to bring up issues or direct the

course of their actions.What we did as their supporters was to ask them what they

needed from Hong Kong, and provide them with financial and material resources,

like tents.
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The most hot-headed of them

held small sticks of bamboo,

just bamboo, that they never

used to hit anyone.

There were more than 20 students fromHong Kong in Beijing at the time, but not all at

once.We were also busy with exams, so while some gave up their exams to stay, others

went back to take their tests and then come back. We went over there once at the begin-

ning of May, and then a second time in mid-May, when we stayed up until the incident.

For most of the time, it was quite relaxed in the Square; every day there were quite a few

people going in and out. Some people would be there for half a month or so and then

go home or go back to school, and new students would come from other cities. So there

was a constant exchange of people throughout the square.

HRIC: Can you discuss what you witnessed in June?

When the loudspeakers began telling us to leave the Square, the atmosphere became

very tense, because everyone realized that if they didn’t leave, eventually something big

would happen. But no one anticipated howmassive the government’s response would

be; we certainly weren’t expecting tanks to be brought in.We were still thinking that

they would just use the police to clear the area.

The mainland students walked towards the west, because they had to go towards where

their schools were, while our group of Hong Kong students and teachers went in the

direction of the Beijing Hotel around two or three o’clock in the morning. As we were

leaving, we saw Beijing residents fearlessly riding their bicycles toward the guns and

bullets—it looked like they were trying to save the students at the Square. As we were

retreating we sawmany people fall; we didn’t see any tanks at this point, only a lot of

guns and bullets aiming at Chang’an Avenue. There were many white ambulances on

Chang’an Avenue constantly carrying people away. Once the tanks arrived, it was 5 or 6

a.m. before we were able to get closer. By the time we saw the tanks, we were all feeling

frustrated and agitated because everything was out of our control. And there was a feel-

ing of being alone that you have at the end of such a big movement. Those were my

main emotions, but honestly, at that time my head was empty of all thoughts.

After we returned to the hotel, many people wanted to make calls to Hong Kong, but all

the telephone lines had been disconnected. Our identification was also confiscated for

registration. But the next day the Hong Kong government sent over a plane to take

home all the remaining students, teachers and journalists.

HRIC:How were things for you after that?

I felt disappointed, very disappointed. It wasn’t just me; all the students fromHong

Kong who went to China felt really let down.We didn’t feel the students’ peaceful and

righteous requests for reform and action against corruption warranted the measures the

government took to suppress them. The students were so peaceful, completely unlike

some of the demonstrations in other countries, where they loot shops and attack

bystanders.When the students would walk from their schools to the Square, all along the

way there were citizens giving them drinks and ice cream against the heat, and you could

see that the public strongly supported the movement. That’s why we found it hard to

accept such an end, and why for a year or so afterwards I didn’t know what I should do.
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Many of us continued with our studies, because we had no other choice. Some others

began participating in some of Hong Kong’s grassroots organizations. The ones who

were less traumatized were able to talk to the media or provide public testimonies

about what they witnessed. But some students, like me, were unable to talk about it; for

some of us it took many,many years before we could be ourselves again, before we

could share our experiences. It wasn’t until the tenth anniversary that some of us were

able to talk about it even among ourselves, and as we reminisced we realized there were

many details we’d forgotten.

Even now, I’d rather not think about it, rather not face what happened. All I can say is

that by now I’mmore or less back to normal; it all happened a long time ago, and I now

realize that if you raise yourself too high above the ground view, it’s hard to keep your

footing. In the past few years I’ve been focusing on independent civil society projects

providing help to people in Hong Kong and the mainland, and that’s the path I’m now

following.

HRIC: Looking back, is there anything you wish had been done differently?

Looking back, some will say the students were too passionate, too impulsive, they

should have left the Square earlier, they shouldn’t have started the hunger strike. But

what if we compare 1989 to other situations, such as the May Fourth movement in

1919?Weren’t those students more passionate, more hotheaded than the June 4th stu-

dents? Or what if we compare 1989 to the student protests in France in 2006—who was

more passionate and rash?What did the students actually do in 1989? They just staged

a hunger strike; they simply took over a public square. Even on the night of June 3,

when they had to leave the square, and knew they would be facing tanks and armies, I

saw with my own eyes that they just sat within the square, very quietly. The most hot-

headed of them held small sticks of bamboo, just bamboo, that they never used to hit

anyone.

Back then, I was still young and could question why we didn’t leave the square earlier,

whether we had been too impulsive. But now that I’m older, when I look back on what

we actually did, I see that there was a hunger strike and we slept in the square, but we

didn’t do anything worse than that. If we think that’s too hot-headed or too much, then

I can’t imagine what any movement should be like.

HRIC: Do you have any hopes?

I believe that sooner or later a similar movement will happen again. It’s only a question

of time. And I believe that the people who participated before will be ready to support

the newmovement, as long as they still have hope. The only difference is that now some

of them will be members of the middle class, some may be CEOs, even government

officials, or university professors. I don’t believe they’ll deny what they did then, or that

any of them will regret it. In fact, the more time passes, the more certain I am that I

have no regrets.

Translated by Roberta Raine and two friends of HRIC
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Oral histories recorded for HRIC’s “June 4th Podcast Series: Voices from the Past, for

the Future” can be downloaded at: http://iso.hrichina.org/public/june4podcasts/index.

html.

Chinese transcripts and English translations are currently in preparation.

Editor’s notes:

1. Li Lanju was a student protester fromHong Kong.

2. Guo Haifeng, a student at Peking University, was a leader of the protests .

3. Ding Zilin’s son was killed during the crackdown. She subsequently established the Tianan-

menMothers with other family members and victims of the crackdown, and for the past 18

years has been working to aid victims and families, establish the facts regarding who was

killed and injured, and call for accountability from the government.

4. Liu Xiaobo, a teacher and literary critic, was in NewYork when the protests began. He flew to

Beijing on April 26. Zhou Duo was an economist, Hou Dejian a Taiwanese rock singer, and

Gao Xin a lecturer and editor of the university paper at Beijing Normal University. All

became active participants in the democracy movement, and due to their relative maturity

and experience, took on the role of key advisors to the students.

5. Li Lu and Chai Ling were leaders in the student movement.

6. The summons actually occurred on June 13th.

7. A student fromHubei Province, Liu was sentenced to two years in prison for June 4th-related

activities.

8. A student organizer at Peking University, Peng was imprisoned for two years for his attempt

to commemorate the anniversary of the crackdown.An interview with Peng is included in

HRIC’s Podcast Series.




