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When Kent Wong was a young boy, his father, a patriotic Chinese official in the customs office in
Hong Kong, joined an insurrection at work and returned with the family to the newly established
People’s Republic of China. Hailed as heroes, they settled in the southern city of Canton. But
Mao’s China was dangerous and unstable, with landlords executed en-masse and millions dying
of starvation during the Great Leap Forward.



Copyright © 2021 Kent WongCover © 2021 AbramsPublished in 2021 by Abrams Press, an
imprint of ABRAMS. All rights reserved.No portion of this book may be reproduced, stored in a
retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, mechanical, electronic,
photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without written permission from the publisher.Library of
Congress Control Number: 2020944982Abrams books are available at special discounts when
purchased in quantity for premiums and promotions as well as fundraising or educational use.
Special editions can also be created to specification. For details, contact
specialsales@abramsbooks.com or the address below.Abrams Press® is a registered
trademark of Harry N. Abrams, Inc.ABRAMS The Art of Books195 Broadway, New York, NY
10007DEDICATIONThis memoir tells a story of the heroic freedom swimmers, a by-product of
the political upheaval in China during a bygone era. But my heart in writing this memoir is for my
mother.Every friend of my family called my mother “Mommy,” just like I did. Some were even
older than her! Mommy was caring, and she was witty. She made us laugh with her smooth voice
and calm bearing. Her presence was one of those unique elements that make a dwelling a home
one treasures for life.Mommy was apolitical. Her heart was solely with her children. During the
twenty-seven years she lived in Communist China, from 1951 to 1978, the world around her was
against her—depriving her of peace and joy, burdening her with worries and threats, punishing
her with separation from her husband and then three of her children, torturing her with the
knowledge that her children were enduring harsh labor in a poor village without hope; and
frightening her with the loss of her children as they escaped to Hong Kong while she remained
behind, defenseless. All she could do was to pray to Heaven—alone, in the dead of the night,
crying and clutching burning sticks of incense—to open Its eyes.For her, Heaven did open Its
eyes. Her children survived and succeeded, and she was allowed to leave China in 1978,
becoming a proud U.S. citizen and living in America for thirty-three years, until she passed away
peacefully in 2011. But there were mothers whom Heaven ignored, or still ignores . . .This is for
Mommy and for all mothers like her.CONTENTSPrologue: “It’s Your Time to Fly Away”1. Hong
Kong Is Not China, and We Are Chinese2. Chasing Sparrows3. Hunger4. Red Versus
Black5. The Big Link-up6. “No Noble Men”7. Rooftop Underground8. The Calm Before
the Storm9. A Call from Heaven10. The Endless Sea11. Life and Death in Heaven’s
Hands12. Life Is a Stream of Water13. “Hey, Hong Kong! I’m Back!”Epilogue: So Much Has
Changed, Yet Much Remains the SameAcknowledgmentsPROLOGUE“IT’S YOUR TIME TO
FLY AWAY”I learned early on that some lives end abruptly, but I didn’t know why. The elementary
school I attended was across the street from a funeral home. The sound of blaring trumpets and
popping firecrackers from the funeral services punctuated our classroom lessons. I was
reminded of death almost daily. Would it happen to me? Who decided when a life should end?
Soon, death became a routine part of my school life, no different from standing up straight to
greet the teacher when she walked into the classroom.One day, I saw a weeping mother
standing outside the funeral home holding in her trembling hands a picture of a beautiful little
girl. The girl’s innocent eyes and cheerful face lingered in my head that night as I stared at the



dusty lightbulb shining dimly from our concrete ceiling.“What’s eating you?” Nothing could
escape the eyes of my mother, whom I called Mommy, as she tucked the mosquito netting under
my mattress. She did it every night. Several mosquitoes had been buzzing outside it, looking for
a way to get in to suck my blood.“Mommy, what will happen to me when I die?”Mommy and I in
Hong Kong, 1949.“You’re too young to ask this question.”“I want to know.”“Is the funeral home
bothering you? That’s the only issue I have with your school.”“Today it was a little girl,
Mommy.”“Death comes to all ages.”“Who decides when a person should die?”Mommy paused,
“Who else? Heaven. Heaven decides.”“When will it happen to me?”“Now you’re scaring me.”
Mommy loosened the taut netting and sat on the edge of my bed. “You’ve said something like
this before.”“What did I say?”“I was carrying your youngest sister. One night, you told me,
‘Mommy, I’ll die if I have a brother.’”“Did I say that? No, I didn’t.” I couldn’t believe it.“Yes, you did.
You were serious, and I couldn’t sleep that night.”“Was I being bad?” I didn’t want to be bad.
Mommy always told others that I was a good boy.“No. You just surprised me. I thought it might be
Heaven talking to me.”“How can Heaven talk to you? It’s in the sky.”“By dreams, or maybe by way
of your mouth.”“By Buddha, too?”“I’ve never heard it said that way. But why not? Heaven has
Buddha to tell the Chinese what to do, and God to tell the foreigners.”“But Buddha doesn’t talk.
See? I tricked you.” I chuckled.“Then by a fortune-teller.” Mommy was getting impatient.“Can I
ask a fortune-teller?”“No, you can’t. You talk to Mommy.”“I want to tell the fortune-teller that
Heaven isn’t fair.”“The world isn’t fair. But Heaven will watch over you and protect you.”“I want It
to protect you too, Mommy.”Mommy smiled. “Yes, It has. It has also given me a good boy. A good
boy who needs a good night’s sleep.”Fortunately, no more little girls or little boys passed through
the funeral home that I was aware of, but the sounds of screeching trumpets and popping
firecrackers remained throughout my elementary school days.Mommy was right. Heaven must
have been watching over me, for I had another sister, four in all, and no brother.I was not
bothered again by the thought of my own death until fourteen years later, when I reached the
lowest point in my life and when I was pushed—by Heaven, I wanted to believe—to set aside my
fear of dying and join the hundreds of thousands of men and women from my generation to
escape our home in China in a desperate grasp at freedom in Hong Kong. After a tortuous path
that tested my will to succeed, Heaven gave me Its blessing through the mouth of a fortune-
teller, a friend of my family.“It’s your time to fly away,” Mommy told me through tears on the eve of
my first escape attempt. “Heaven will bless you.”Heaven did bless me by keeping me alive, but It
didn’t bless me with success. It took me two years of struggle and two failures. All the while, I
wondered why Heaven had closed Its eyes to me. I wondered if I had to be pushed to the edge
early in life in order to achieve a bigger goal in the New World. “Before Heaven grants a man
great responsibility, It must frustrate his spirit and will, put his flesh and bones through toil,
deprive him of food and wealth, ruin his actions and efforts.” This ancient Chinese poem rings
true for me.For several decades, my American friends have encouraged me to write a book
recounting my story of growing up in China and my multiple attempts to flee the Maoist regime. I
hesitated. I am not trained as a writer. I’m a scientist, trained in medicine. So, I waited, believing



that some other freedom swimmers would tell a story that mirrored mine. More than forty years
have passed, and I am still waiting.Hundreds of thousands of Chinese freedom swimmers
escaped to Hong Kong during the “Ten-Year Calamity,” the official verdict of the Cultural
Revolution rendered by the Communist Party of China after Mao’s death in 1976. Why were they
all silent? Were they afraid of being punished by the Communist Party? I asked a few freedom
swimmers.“Today’s China is so good,” they replied. “Why put dirt on her face?”Papa taught me
that being nationalistic was essential to being a “true” Chinese, as was saving face. Papa buried
his painful past and loved and defended China until his last breath. But in my heart, I am an
American who believes in the grand ideal of “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” I do not
value blind love for China simply because I was born in China.Many freedom swimmers who
dreamed of a decent life—the same dream as mine—died on their journey. One of them was a
dear friend. He was with me in our first, failed attempt at escape. During his second attempt, he
died in the sea. Does his life mean nothing? Should he be forgotten? My heart keeps telling me
no.Ten years ago, I woke up in the middle of the night with the thought: What if some molecules
that once belonged to him are still floating in the sea? Should I try to touch at least one of them,
to let him know I still remember him?In 2010, thirty-seven years after my friend’s death, I flew to
Hong Kong. After a long ferry ride, I set foot, for the first time, on the “Beach of Bean Curd
Rocks,” a unique feature of the island of Tung Ping Chau, in Mirs Bay. Freedom swimmers used
to write on a large boulder there to mark their successful flight to freedom, but I found that the
Hong Kong UNESCO Geopark now resided where the boulder once stood. Across the bay was
a dark, jagged mountain range. I couldn’t discern which peak we traversed before descending to
the coast where the People’s Liberation Army soldiers caught us during that first attempt, but I
felt a chill run down my spine at the memory.I followed the Bean Curd Rocks to the edge of the
sea and splashed my hand in the water. I felt at peace as I dreamed of a molecule that had once
belonged to my friend dancing around my fingers and palm. I heard my friend begging me,
“Please remember me.” I mumbled, “I will.”From Hong Kong, I flew to Canton City to meet up with
friends. “You know what we call our generation?” my high school classmate said when we met
up for dinner. “The ‘Lost Generation of Chinese baby boomers.’” She was well-off and living a
happy, comfortable life now.“The Lost Generation?” I was shocked. I googled “the Lost
Generation.” It normally refers to the generation who reached maturity during and just after World
War I, whose survivors were confused and aimless. Was the generation of Chinese baby
boomers lost? Wandering? Directionless?I don’t believe so. A “silent” generation we may be, but
not lost.Unlike textbook baby boomers, Chinese baby boomers endured two of the greatest acts
of human destruction during peacetime: the Great Famine, the result of the “Great Leap
Forward,” and the “Ten-Year Calamity” of the Cultural Revolution, during which hundreds of
thousands in Guangdong Province risked their lives to escape to Hong Kong. Since the death of
Chairman Mao forty-five years ago, those who remained in China have enjoyed a much better
material life, but limited freedom. In public, most Chinese baby boomers remain silent about their
painful past. Why? Are they just like my Papa, who refused to put dirt on the face of the



Motherland? Or are they afraid of their likely incarceration for speaking out? For the freedom
swimmers, is the rebel spirit that once drove us to attempt escape now dead? Should I keep
silent just like the rest?I hear Mommy from Heaven telling me no.And I feel a rush just as I did
when I undertook those escapes. I feel the animal spirit of rebellion come back to me. And just
as I did back in China almost a half century ago, I’m determined to grab it and let it guide me
through this journey into my past, to expose the wounds created by the utter destruction of
humanity, wounds that I hope future generations will finally heal.CHAPTER 1HONG KONG IS
NOT CHINA, AND WE ARE CHINESEI was born in 1948 in a small, peaceful Chinese coastal
town whose name in English is “North Sea”—that is, north of the South China Sea. The Chinese
Civil War between Chairman Mao’s Communist insurgent forces and General Chiang Kai-shek’s
National Revolutionary Army was in its final stages. Three years before I came into being, the
Nazis were defeated and the Japanese imperialists surrendered. I was blessed, for North Sea
had no military significance in the Chinese Civil War.Three years before the Japanese invasion
in 1937, Chiang drove Mao’s guerrilla forces on their “Long March” to a remote area of northwest
China, far from the reach of the Japanese invaders. By the time I was born, Mao had perfected
his “Protracted War” against the Japanese and turned it into a full-scale attack on Chiang.
Chiang’s army had been badly depleted by the Japanese invaders, and Chiang’s ally, the United
States, was exhausted after its brutal fight with the Nazis in Europe and the Japanese imperial
forces over the Pacific. And Mao was winning. The Yankees would not want to fight another war
to help Chiang. “The globe is round and it turns full circle”—so goes a Chinese saying. Mao was
destined to rule China.Family photo in Canton City, 1951.A month after I was born, Papa and
Mommy held a celebration for my having come into the world. Back then, Chinese did not
celebrate life when it started. They waited a month to see if that life was still vibrant. Why waste
money and excitement when many babies didn’t live past a month? The Chinese were practical
people.I was the second child. Mommy brought five of us into the world, and we all passed the
first-month test. She got the job done in good order, over eight years, at two-year intervals. So, I
can always figure out how old the others are, unless I forget how old I am.Mommy said I brought
good fortune to the family. A few days after my “birthday” party, Papa and all the other officers
working for the customs agency of Chiang’s government were told to relocate to Hong Kong.
Papa and his colleagues knew Chiang was losing the war and planning to flee to Taiwan Island.
Back then, Hong Kong was a British colony, and Chiang’s government had a much bigger
customs agency there. Papa was not happy to go to Hong Kong, but Mommy was elated. “North
Sea is too small for raising children anyway,” she declared. “Hong Kong is the place!” Mommy
liked to link the size of a city to how good its schools were. “It’s true, always. No sound-minded
teacher prefers to teach in a small town.” To the Chinese, nothing is more important than a good
school with good teachers.“But Hong Kong is not China!” Papa said, annoyed. “It’s a British
colony, and we are Chinese.”“You aren’t working for the British.” Mommy reminded Papa, “You’re
an employee of Chiang’s government.”Papa raised his voice: “Chiang’s government is corrupt,
and you know I hate it.”Mommy was calm: “How do you know Mao will be better than Chiang?



You’re not corrupt; you don’t take bribes. That’s good enough for me.”Papa loved China. He had
a deep loyalty to it. But there was no work available there that would pay as much as his job in
the customs agency. Or maybe it’s more accurate to say that there was no job available
anywhere. China was a mess. There was blood everywhere. The violence had spread from the
battlefields to every liberated village. Mao’s army was shooting landlords, taking their land away,
and redistributing it to poor peasants.When the day came, reluctant Papa and joyous Mommy
dragged the family’s luggage and my older sister, Jing, who could walk by then, and carried me
onto a ship to Hong Kong. We settled in an apartment in Causeway Bay on Hong Kong Island.
We would be safe there, even if Mao invaded the Hong Kong peninsula. The peninsular part had
two districts, Kowloon and the New Territories. Mao’s army could march over the peninsula, but it
could not reach the island of Hong Kong, just as it could not reach the island of Taiwan: It didn’t
have warships! The mighty Pacific Fleet of American warships was roaming the Taiwan Strait to
protect Chiang. It would take no time at all for them to sail to Hong Kong to help out their British
pals.Although Mommy was thrilled to move to Hong Kong, the move did not come without its
difficulties. I became sick with a cough for days, and on the recommendation of a neighbor,
Mommy took me to the British Hospital. “There were many kids there like you, coughing and
crying,” Mommy told me years later. “The doctor said you needed to stay in the hospital in order
not to spread germs to others. I left you there, but when I got home, I felt something wasn’t right. I
went back and found you and many other kids crying inside a room full of brownish fumes.”I got
excited: “Did the doctor burn opium in the room?” I asked. I had just learned about the Opium
Wars, when the British Royal Navy beat the Qing Dynasty army so the Englishmen could keep
trading their opium for our Chinese tea.“Of course not! What a silly question. I took you away and
swore not to go there ever again.” The British Hospital frightened me to death with the way they
treated the sick kids. There should be a sign in front of it reading, “CHINESE AND DOGS ARE
NOT ALLOWED.” In those days, many parks had such signs by the entrance.To be fair, the
Chinese way of dealing with the sick was not much better. All we used were bitter-tasting soups
made from dried plants most people couldn’t name and ugly-looking insects. I’d seen sick
people drink sake from a bottle in which centipedes and venomous snakes had been placed
while still alive and kept for years, the longer the better. People also rubbed the sake onto their
skin to soothe pain. But the worst were the cooked bugs sold in stores. They looked just like
cockroaches except they were black! Parents would force their kids to eat them if they couldn’t
control their bladders while they slept. Thank Heaven I was able to wake up when the need to
pee arose.The Chinese had peculiar ways to deal with the human body. For them, being sick
meant that some invisible element inside the body was out of whack. For example, pimples were
a sign that the body was too hot. So, logically, one must drink “cool tea”—but illogically, one must
drink it while it was still hot, to counter the “hotness” inside the body. No kid liked “cool tea.” It
was very bitter. When I had pimples, I was instructed to bite off a little bit of an extremely salty
and sour dried plum with every sip of hot “cool tea”—to distract my taste buds from the
bitterness. The skin of my forehead would tighten until it tugged at my eyebrows.Mommy



laughed. “Look at you! You’re suffering terribly, aren’t you?”“How can you laugh, Mommy? You try
it!”“Mommy has no pimples.”Cantonese still drink “cool tea” in today’s China. Some smart guy
added a whole bunch of sugar to our Cantonese “cool tea,” refrigerated it, and sold it in cans all
over China, calling it “Chinese Coca-Cola.” Adults, without pimples, drink it ice cold while eating
—to get fat, I guess.Mommy liked to say that moving to Hong Kong was a blessing from Heaven.
It gave us peace when Mao’s army was approaching the area north of Hong Kong to wipe out
the remnants of Chiang’s government, so Mao could declare, on October 1, 1949, on the Gate
of Heavenly Peace in Tiananmen Square in Beijing, the birth of the People’s Republic of China. I
was too young to remember living in Hong Kong, but in the photos from those years, I feel the
calm and ease and I see the joy in our faces. Mommy took a lot of pictures of me alone, me with
her and me with her and Jing. Papa seldom showed up in the photos. “He was always busy at
work,” Mommy explained.A happy person takes pictures to remember happy moments. Many
happy moments left behind many pictures. Of the many pictures of our family, quite a few show
my fat cheeks and curious eyes. The one that always made me laugh features ice cream. I
stuffed my mouth with too much of it, causing it to spill out and drip onto my shirt.“Mommy, how
come I don’t like ice cream anymore?” I asked years later, when we were back in China.“China
has no ice cream. It has ice chips.”For all that Mommy loved Hong Kong, Papa did not. His heart
was always with China. “Hong Kong is not China,” he’d say, “and we are Chinese. We must go
back to China!” He never went deeper to explain why he liked China so much, so I asked
Mommy. She explained that all Papa’s brothers and sisters were in China, and besides, he was
stubborn. Once he decided on something, it was hard to change his mind.“Is stubborn good?” I
asked.“No, it’s not good. You don’t want to be stubborn.”“What’s ‘stubborn’ mean?”“When
Mommy asks you to do something in the right way and you keep doing it your way.”“But what if
my way is the right way?”“Then Mommy is stubborn.”“Oh, Mommy can be stubborn,
too?”“Everybody can be stubborn.”“Who is not stubborn?”“Nobody. But your Papa is more
stubborn than all of us combined.”But Papa didn’t need to be stubborn to bring us back to China.
For two thousand-some years, Confucius’s teaching had become part of the Chinese “cultural
DNA,” which dictated that the Chinese act as family units, not individuals, and that the authority
of a family rested on the husband, not the wife. That was great for Papa. It also dictated that a
woman’s greatest duty was to produce a son, not a daughter. Being a woman, Mommy faced
insurmountable odds in keeping the family in Hong Kong.Before Mao, Chinese emperors had
relied on Confucius’s teaching because it had taught the Chinese to respect and obey authority.
Then, in 1966, when Mao was seventy-three, he decided to launch the Cultural Revolution to
achieve his political and cultural goals. He replaced all -isms (except, of course, socialism and
communism) with Maoism. Mao wanted all Chinese people to worship only him—not Confucius,
not Buddha, and especially not the Christian God. After Mao died in 1976, Confucianism made a
miraculous reappearance and has been strong ever since. The new leaders of the Communist
Party of China appreciate the beauty of this Chinese cultural DNA—conformity and obedience.
Capitalizing on the Western intellectuals’ admiration of Confucian teaching, the Chinese



government has opened hundreds of “Confucius Institutes” in the democratic world to serve its
global ambition. I wonder how the Western world can reconcile its advocacy for independent
thinking and women’s rights with its endorsement of this Chinese cultural DNA.In 1951, two
years after the founding of Communist China, Papa joined an insurrection in the customs
agency to bring the family back to China. Jing was five, I was three, and our baby sister, Lily, was
one. Lily was born in Hong Kong, and therefore given a British first name, just like “Mommy,” one
she was proud of. But when she grew up, Lily complained often that Mommy had lost her British
birth certificate. Back then, Cantonese loved all things British.Papa’s insurrection ended our
happy, peaceful life in Hong Kong. At that time, Papa was young and handsome, ambitious and
hardworking. While many of his colleagues worked hard out in the field hustling bribes, he
worked diligently in the office on his way up the career ladder. Neither he nor Mommy could have
foreseen that working for Mao’s enemy in Hong Kong would turn out to be perilous for Papa and
our family later on in China.When I was old enough to understand the meaning of the word
insurrection, I was disappointed. Mommy told me there was no gunfire or bloodshed involved in
Papa’s insurrection. Papa and some of his colleagues simply walked out of the office and
declared, “We quit! We’re returning to the Motherland!” The customs office didn’t stop this
patriotic bunch. There were many qualified people waiting in line to fill the vacancies. And the
British governor of Hong Kong didn’t give a damn. Their insurrection didn’t affect the money
flowing back home to the Queen.Why Mao did not take over Kowloon or the New Territories on
the peninsula during the liberation—together, these two places comprised more land than the
island of Hong Kong—was a mystery to me for years. If Mao had taken over the peninsula, Papa
would have been working for the new China from the get-go, as his office was on the peninsula.
And I’m sure Papa would have joined Mao’s forces and become a revolutionary comrade instead
of one of Chiang’s former officers—Papa had complained that Chiang’s government was no
good because it was corrupt. But Jing said that Papa could be shot dead by the People’s
Liberation Army for having been an enemy of Mao. Politics was bloody in China.Why Mao did
not take over Kowloon Peninsula remained an aching question for me. But it was hard to find out
the truth in China. Not a single book I found said a word about the Yankees’ Pacific War, which
destroyed the Japanese navy; or about the American atomic bombs that brought the Japanese
invaders to their knees; or about the evil Chiang’s government representative standing beside
the leaders of the Allied powers to accept the surrender of Imperial Japan on the deck of the
mighty USS Missouri.In the end, Papa had a simple answer for me: “China needs Hong Kong to
trade with the world. It needs a stable Hong Kong as a whole, so it honors the Qing Dynasty’s
leases and lets the British run the island. The trade gives me my job. That’s what I’m doing every
day.”So, I learned that things happen for a reason. That I could not find the reason did not mean
there was none. Yet, in China, we were not taught such reasons in school. And when no reason
was found, gossip took over.“Don’t tell anyone what I’ve just told you,” Papa warned me.“Why?” I
asked. “Isn’t it true?”“Of course it is; Papa doesn’t lie. But it’s not good for China’s image. If
someone hears it, it’ll spread like wildfire. Twisting and spinning gossip a few times will get me in



trouble.”“What trouble?” I was curious.“Trouble is trouble,” Papa said. “I don’t know what it would
do to me.”Mommy wasn’t excited about Papa’s insurrection, but China was. The insurrection
brought us to Canton City (now known as Guangzhou). Upon our arrival, we were greeted by
people beating drums. Banners on the train station platform bore the words INSURRECTION
HEROES in bold characters. By participating in the insurrection, Papa was seen as officially
rising up against Chiang’s government; he was a hero. It earned him a good job: as the head of
the import/export department of the provincial government in the province of Guangdong.As the
family of one of the heroes of the insurrection, we were driven around Canton City, the largest
city in Guangdong Province, by a young comrade, to view various apartments. We were jammed
together in the car like sardines in a can. Papa sat in front, and Mommy, holding crying Lily, sat in
the back between Jing and me, to separate us—even though we were too tired to bother each
other.“It was exhausting,” Mommy recalled. “There weren’t many differences among the
apartments.” She was right. I had been in some of my classmates’ homes, in old concrete
buildings. Most had electricity and water, but no heating or air-conditioning. (I didn’t even know
there were such things, as I had been too young to appreciate them in Hong Kong.)We were
given two rooms on the ground floor of an old four-story building. The bigger room had space for
a square dining table, a large bed with a steel frame for mosquito netting, a dresser, and a desk
under a window covered in rusty bars. The bed was for Mommy and Papa and my youngest
sister. (That sister would later be Bun, the last of Mommy’s five babies.) I slept in the smaller
room, in a small bed with a circular mosquito netting, the worst kind because it allowed my
forearms and legs to touch more of the net’s surface, giving the mosquitoes a better chance to
suck my blood. My bed was about one foot from a larger bed that took up almost half the room.
The larger bed was for Jing, Lily, and Ning—Ning would be born one year later, but she would
not share the bed with my other sisters until Bun was born.Isn’t it complicated? Allocating a
small living space and a limited number of beds for family members was always complicated in
China. To make it more complicated, in 1950, a year after Mao founded the new China, he called
upon women to make more babies. In fact, the government gave material rewards to the “Hero
Mother” who gave birth to many babies. Mommy told me once that she was praised by a
member of the Street Committee when she was carrying Ning. Then, in 1980, four years after
Mao’s death and thirty years after the “Hero Mother” campaign, China adopted its One-Child
Policy, which upset many inside and outside China. Confucius had taught the Chinese that a
woman’s most important duty was to give birth to a son. During implementation of the One-Child
Policy, this culture was deadly to the female fetuses who were aborted many times more than
male fetuses, and more female newborns were killed or left somewhere to die.Westerners say
China is complex and full of contradictions, but it isn’t. China, being an authoritarian country, is
rather straightforward. “Hero Mother” and the One-Child Policy each served national interests at
a specific moment in time. The unborn could be either members of China’s future labor force,
and therefore welcomed even in vivo, or a burden on China’s economy, and killed, also in vivo.I
can hardly remember much from my early days in Canton City, but I remember the kitchen and



toilet we shared with our neighbor. The kitchen served two functions: as a place to cook and as a
place to wash our bodies using a bucket of tap water. In the winter we would mix the tap water
with a pot of hot water. A bathtub or a showerhead was unheard of. The kitchen had a concrete
floor with a small open ditch in the corner to drain wastewater. That ditch also served as a
passage for rats and cockroaches. This was not to be confused with the toilet, which was a hole
in the concrete floor that one had to squat over to use.Our neighborhood was a cluster of
buildings of various designs having no discernable order or layout. Small dwellings made of
brick, wood panels, and sheet metal were juxtaposed at odd angles to our four-story concrete
building. A wide alley off a busy street broke through the mess to reach our building. Off the alley,
small lanes twisted their way through the clusters of small dwellings. Compared to these
makeshift shacks, we lived in Heaven. Those shacks had no running water and no toilets. Their
inhabitants had to use the public toilets. Life in those places was particularly difficult for kids.
They had to lug large buckets of water every day from the public faucet to their homes, which
were usually filled with the adults’ heavy cigarette smoke. And when they needed to use the
public toilet, which was also always filled with smoke, the nastier adults—and there were many—
would harass them to hurry up.“You have small butt! It should take you no time to get it
done!”Canton City, just like Hong Kong, was very hot and humid. Starting in spring, it became so
humid that it was hard to breathe. Inside our home, the moisture in the air condensed on the cold
concrete walls into droplets that ran into one another to form tiny streams. Using my fingers to
guide those streams to merge into bigger ones was something I’d do for fun. The moisture in the
air trapped the odor of dead and decaying rats in the house, and the stench perpetually lingered.
We could never get rid of it, not even by keeping the windows and door open.Canton City
challenged us with two enemies I could attack: rats and cockroaches. I hated mosquitoes, too,
but there were too many to catch, and killing them provided no fun. As for the rats, one rat was
so huge it scared our neighbor’s cat when it emerged suddenly from the kitchen drain. I hated
that rat and the way it chased our neighbor’s cat through our rooms. So, I cut down a forked
branch from a banyan tree, attached a rubber band to it to make a slingshot, and picked up
several sharp-edged rocks to use as “bullets.” I wanted to kill that big rat! Patiently, I sat on a
stepstool facing the drain hole with my slingshot ready to go. Finally, the rat emerged, and I fired
the slingshot—and hit it! The rat screeched and ran back into the drain—and that was it. It didn’t
come back again. It was smart.Though there were many rats in people’s homes, Mommy was
against having a cat. “A cat is useless. It couldn’t face up to that big rat. Worse, it might drop any
rat it kills in a place we may not see, and a rotten rat can spread germs that’ll make us sick.”“But I
hate the little rats pooping in our rice container. Their germs in their poop will make us sick,” I
argued.“Then you should find time to pick their waste out of the rice. You know I’m too busy
taking care of the five of you.”By then, Ning and Bun had been born. They were born in the Year
of the Dragon and Tiger, respectively. I, much to my dismay, had been born in the Year of the
Rat, which I complained about often, for I was the only Rat baby in the family. Mommy always
said, “It’s not for me to choose. Heaven chose it for you, and Buddha loves creatures of all



kinds.”I didn’t want to pick rat feces out of the rice. It would be a big waste of time. The rice came
to us already dirty because it had been stored in a warehouse for years, where it collected waste
of all kinds, including cockroach poop, which I hated the most. We city dwellers were not allowed
to eat the new rice of the harvest. We had to eat the oldest rice first, to make room in the
warehouse for the freshly harvested rice. China had stored rice for several years in preparation
for wars with foreign enemies. Mao called it the “Protracted People’s War,” and us Chinese,
patriots. Eating dirty, age-old rice was the least we could do for the Motherland!Mommy used to
say, “Heaven is fair. City folks can’t have all the good things. You can dismiss the harsh life in the
village, but the harsh village life comes with fresh, shining white rice.”China always had enemies.
Mao would tell us from time to time who the enemy was, and we trusted his judgment, and his
fighting skills. The easiest enemies to recognize, and also the most hated, were the Yankees and
their running dog Chiang of Taiwan. They were our perpetual enemies. When I was old enough
to go to school, I learned that Mao could beat any enemy.The party secretary of the school
declared, “Don’t be frightened by the American imperialists. Chairman Mao teaches us they are
paper tigers!” As a kid, I didn’t know what a paper tiger looked like, but I knew I could burn
anything made of paper. “Our weapon is Chairman Mao’s protracted guerrilla warfare,” the party
leader said. “Be prepared!” He liked to conclude his speech with “Be prepared,” and we heeded
that.Like our neighbors, we raised several chickens for their meat and eggs, as both were always
in short supply at the markets. Papa and I built a cage for the chickens and put it in the hallway.
Among the chickens was one hen. Other hens sooner or later went into our stomachs, but that
one hen remained. She was a consistent egg producer. We all loved her for that. Every time I got
close to her cage, she’d stare at me with her big eyes.“Mommy, the hen knows me.”“That’s
natural. You feed her.”“I like her.”“Then feed her well so she gives us more eggs.”I tried to catch
grasshoppers to feed her, but they were difficult to come by—there wasn’t much grass around
for them to hop in. Cockroaches, however, were everywhere. They were filthy, but chickens loved
to eat these disgusting creatures. I didn’t want to catch them by hand, so I made a trap using
bamboo strips and put rice inside it as bait. I’d place the trap by the kitchen drain in the evening,
and in the morning I’d find many cockroaches inside it.I was torn. I hated the cockroach’s poop in
our rice, but I wanted to keep them around so I could watch them be chased, caught, and eaten
by my hen. “Nothing strange about that,” Mommy said. “No needle is sharp at both ends.”Papa
was happy in his new job as head of the import/export department. He was content, and it
showed. Several days before New Year’s Eve, he’d start to hum the classical tune Toselli’s
“Serenade, op. 6/1.” For some reason, that tune always made me sad, but Papa hummed it in
good spirits. His head moved to the beat, and his right foot tapped the floor as he
hummed.“Papa, why do you like that song?” I asked. “It makes me sad.”Papa said, “It’s not a sad
song. It reminds me of when I was your age. We always sang it in church at Christmas.”“We don’t
go to church, Papa.”“But I went to church when I was about your age. The pastor of the Seventh-
day Adventist Church was a good friend of your grandpa. He said your grandpa was his best
helping hand.”“Who are the Seventh-day Adventists?”“It’s a denomination of Christians. The



pastor was sent to us by his church in America.”“From America?” I was shocked. “The
imperialists!”“Christians are not imperialists!” Papa was annoyed. “Without that priest, I wouldn’t
know how to read English, and I wouldn’t have a good job to afford to raise you and the
family.”“The church had a school?” I couldn’t believe it. Canton had a few churches I knew of.
One neighborhood boy I knew, Curly, went to one. But his church didn’t have a school. Curly was
a nice kid, and smart, but he was picked on all the time by nasty boys for his wavy hair. Almost
all Chinese hair was thick, black, and straight. Anyone who looked different was picked
on.“Papa, was the pastor a white man?” Curly had told me that his priest was a Chinese man
appointed by someone in Rome. I assumed that if someone was from the United States, what
else could he be other than white?“Of course, he was.” Papa said. He was in a good mood. “He
gave me a job working in the church after school because we were poor.”“I want to work after
school like you.”“No, you don’t. You need to study. Remember, knowledge is gold. It’s my job to
take care of the family.”“Where are Grandpa and Grandma? You’ve never told me about
them.”“They died young, way before you were born,” Papa said in a sad voice.Unlike Mommy,
Papa did not want to talk about his parents and sisters and brothers, other than to say that he
was the eldest of seven siblings. Mommy told me Papa was from a very poor family. “Your papa
won’t talk about them because he does not want to lose face,” she explained.“Being poor has
nothing to do with losing face,” I argued.“But your father thinks so, and you can’t change
him.”That ended our conversation. When, during the Cultural Revolution, I finally got a chance to
visit Papa’s sister, I learned of the gut-wrenchingly distressing suffering that took place on Papa’s
side of the family. Only then did I find the answer to my aching question: Why would Papa want to
return to China, why would he never let go of his bond with it?I didn’t tell anybody about the
pastor and the church school. I knew, by instinct, that if the story leaked out, it would become
gossip that could do harm to Papa and the family.Nobody ever said all children were created
equal in China. Papa told me that as the only male child, I would be master of the family when he
died. I didn’t like to hear it. I didn’t want to be the master of my sisters.I liked things wild and
adventurous. I played cops and robbers with boys in the neighborhood, and one of my favorite
photos shows me standing up straight, carrying a toy rifle and wearing a red scarf of the Young
Pioneers.As for my sisters, they liked chitchat. They laughed over little things and played dolls
together. They never helped me fight the big rat or catch the cockroaches for our hen. They
didn’t even know how many chickens we had! But I didn’t mind. My sisters and I lived a “perfect”
but detached coexistence with one another. Still, as the only son in the family, I always had
Mommy and Papa’s attention, but my sisters, especially the younger ones, didn’t.Chinese
society had unwritten rules and expectations for what a boy should do around the house
compared to what a girl should do. The houses in our neighborhood were close, and when
someone broke a social rule, such as arguing with his siblings, the neighbors would inevitably
learn about it—and sure enough, it would spread throughout the neighborhood, causing the
kid’s parents to lose face. For Mommy, as for all Chinese of sound mind, saving face in public
was of upmost importance. I learned this the hard way, when I was eight.Mommy had brought



me to visit my grandparents, aunties, uncles, and cousins, all of whom lived in a small city called
Liuzhou, in the neighboring province. Liuzhou is ninety-five miles southwest of Guilin, which was
known to the world as having strikingly gorgeous clusters of limestone peaks and caves along
the translucent green Li River. Yet, despite their beauty, for some reason, no one paid much
attention to the mountains in Liuzhou or to the Liujiang River, even though they were just as
pretty as Guilin’s. Liuzhou had only itself to blame: It was famous for producing great coffins. But
who wanted to be reminded of death when they were having a good time enjoying life? Also,
travel and sightseeing were rare for most families. Still, Guilin made a point of boasting about
having the “Best Mountains and Water Under the Sky.”Our visit took place in the summer, and
every day was hot and steamy. “Coming from a big city, you have to look different,” Mommy said
while putting new leather shoes on my feet. “I want you to look sharp and presentable so no one
will look down on Mommy.”But I didn’t want to look different from my cousins, so I hid my shoes
under the bed.“Why is it so difficult for you to put on something new?” Mommy asked. “Don’t you
want to look good in front of the others?”“No,” I said. “I don’t want the others to feel bad because
they don’t have what I have.”“What if your friends wear new clothes and yours have rips here and
there fixed with stitches?”“It won’t bother me, but I hate smelly clothes.”“Everybody does, but
everybody loves new clothes and new shoes.” Mommy shook her head. “You’ll change when you
grow up.”“I won’t.”“Promise?”“Promise!”“Too bad your sisters aren’t like you,” Mommy said, trying
to hide her smile.When I grew older, I understood what Mommy meant. Envy was often part of
being human. Thank Heaven I was not given a heavy dose of it when I was born. If someone in
my class at school did better than me on a test, I just wanted to beat him the next time.Wearing
nothing but shorts made me feel wild and adventurous while I chased after my barefoot cousins
Big Fluffy and Little Fluffy. I liked their mother, my auntie. She was funny and artistic and creative.
Perhaps she gave both her boys the name “Fluffy” when they were born because she saw them
as lovely as little white rabbits worthy of her tender touching and petting. But they were definitely
not cute or lovely when I met them. They were rough and tough, and their skin was darkly
suntanned and filmed with sweat that was sticky to the touch.Big Fluffy and Little Fluffy told me
they’d learned to swim in the swift Liujiang River, which ran straight through the city. Auntie would
wrap a long rope around each boy’s waist and tie the other end to a long bamboo pole. Holding
the pole, she’d sit in the shade of a big tree on the high riverbank to read her books—Auntie
didn’t finish high school, but she read a lot of books—and bite her fingernails, while the
miserable Fluffys struggled against the strong current, flapping and kicking and choking, but not
drowning. When the exhausted Fluffys inevitably got pushed downstream, Auntie would simply
pull them back, then resume her reading and nail biting. Half her fingernails were gone, but there
was no blood!“Does it hurt, Auntie?” I asked.“Does what hurt?” Auntie asked.“Your fingers.”“No,
why?”One hot day, as the two Fluffys and I aimlessly walked along the street looking for shade, a
pedicab (a motorized three-wheeler) passed by us carrying Mommy and Auntie. Mommy was
holding a small parasol to block the sun—“tanned skin makes one look old and ugly” was what
she and most Chinese believed—and Auntie was cooling her face with a small sandalwood



fan.The Fluffys and I chased the cab, shouting, “Give us money to buy ice pops!”When they saw
us, Mommy’s and Auntie’s faces were stern. Auntie yelled at us as if we were street urchins,
someone else’s children: “Go away! Go ask your mothers for money!”That evening after dinner,
Mommy and Auntie gave us a warning. “Stand up straight, look at me, and listen,” Mommy said.
“We two sisters are reputable ladies. We can’t lose face because of you! Dirty faces, bare
chests, and muddy feet!”Seeing that her words had shaken us, Mommy laughed.“Sister! Stop
laughing,” Auntie said. “This is a serious matter.” She turned to us and put it bluntly: “We cannot
have beggars as children!”I was at a loss. Me? A beggar? Nobody had ever called me that. Then
Mommy and Auntie laughed. I was relieved, and Little Fluffy asked, “Can we have a ghost story
now?”“Why not?” Mommy said, in a good mood.Mommy was a much better storyteller than
Auntie. Like our Cantonese cuisine, Mommy’s voice was smooth and textured, and her words
were never rushed, so I had time to digest them. As for Auntie, her talks were like northern
cuisine: pungent, spicy, sour, and salty. But nobody could beat her at singing and dancing. Once,
she performed for us a scene from Liu the Third Sister, China’s first movie musical. I loved
watching her stretch her arms out, fingers extended, circling the air, but I wished she had longer
fingernails.Like an angry father, the sun was finally exhausted from punishing the earth and went
into hiding. The moon, mother of the earth, arrived, bringing with it a gentle breeze to sweep
clean the dust of the fields outside the Fluffys’ small house, revealing fussy layers of gray. The
moon also woke up hidden creatures who played like an orchestra of deaf musicians without a
conductor. We had thrown open the front door and all the windows, hoping to bring in cross
ventilation to drive out the heat that had built up during the day. Each of us oscillating a palm leaf
fan back and forth, three punished boys awaited a good ghost story to end a not-that-good
day.Mommy loved to read and tell ghost stories. She had read Liaozhai Zhiyi (Strange Tales from
a Chinese Studio). That night, she stopped at the scene that would reveal the ghost and stared
blankly at the open front door. We all turned our eyes to the door and held our breaths. Calmly,
Mommy said, “I should have warned you not to sit with your backs to the door. The ghost always
comes in through the door.” Swiftly, we moved our stools and sat close together facing the door.
My heart was pounding.“Go close the door!” Big Fluffy ordered Little Fluffy.Mommy and Auntie
laughed, then I followed, and then both Fluffys laughed.Although I enjoyed roaming free with my
cousins, I spent most of my time when home behind the desk, studying and reading novels.
When I was bored, I watched the clouds through the iron-barred window. I was perplexed by
their shapes, which never seemed to repeat themselves. I had no interest in going outside for the
sake of going out.One day, Mommy called me to come out to the alley.“Why?” I asked.“Our
neighbor wants to see you. She doesn’t know who my son is.”In those days, kids had very few
toys. Just like other families, our family had a bicycle, and that was my ultimate “toy.” I was too
short to reach the pedals and still stay seated, so I set my left foot on the left pedal and slid my
right foot through the triangular frame to reach the right pedal. Then I’d stand on the two pedals,
instead of sitting on the saddle, but I had to tilt my body slightly to the right to balance the bike. It
was much tougher to learn to ride it that way, but I didn’t give up. It wasn’t any fun having



abrasions on my palms, elbows, and knees from my repeated falls, but when I mastered it, you
couldn’t imagine how happy and proud I was! The greatest joy came when I was tall enough to
sit on the seat properly.Any chance I got, I’d ride that bike. I’d volunteer to ride to the farmers’
market to buy meat, fish, or whatever Mommy needed when we had friends over for dinner.
Mommy loved to entertain friends. And to entertain was to eat together. “For the common
people, food is Heaven”—so goes the advice a scholar gave the Han dynasty emperor about
two thousand years ago; it has been a common belief among Chinese ever since.Mommy was
more than happy to send me out, for I was “useless” and an “eyesore” in the kitchen.Cycling on
the county road and tasting the dust kicked up by the passing dirty trucks, I felt free to chase the
clouds in the wide sky.CHAPTER 2Going to school was free, and mandatory for kids once they
turned seven. Many kids started school earlier. Jing started at five, but I started at seven.
Mommy never told me why I didn’t start earlier, even though I was supposedly mature enough at
five. It would have been a big deal if I had gone at age five, for I wouldn’t have this story to tell—I
would have been at a university before the Cultural Revolution and therefore would not have
become a “sent-down student,” that is, sent to the country to work as a peasant, and I would not
have become a freedom swimmer and escaped to Hong Kong. Was my starting school at seven
years old a blessing or a curse?

swimming to freedom my escape from china and the cultural revolution, swimming to freedom
kent wong review, kent wong swimming to freedom, Swimming to Freedom my gratitude,
swimming to freedom, swimming to freedom   , swimming to freedom goodreads, what benefits
can you get from swimming, swimming freedom leisure, swimming freedom leisure hailsham,
importance of freestyle in swimming, define freestyle in swimming, top 10 benefits of swimming,
how long does it take to swim to china, best swim shirts for lap swimming, swimming benefits
essay, where is escape water park, escape water park fees

Dad's Maybe Book, Red Roulette: An Insider's Story of Wealth, Power, Corruption, and
Vengeance in Today's China, We Could Be Heroes, Making Peace with the Earth,            
 1958-1962              (Traditional Chinese Edition), Red Sorrow: A Memoir of the Cultural
Revolution,       (   ) (Traditional Chinese Edition), Empire of Silver: A New Monetary History
of China,            1945-1957:               (Traditional Chinese Edition),           
1962-1976:               (Traditional Chinese Edition),                                
(Traditional Chinese Edition), China's Vision of Victory, Life and Death in Shanghai, What Really
Happened In Wuhan: A Virus Like No Other, Countless Infections, Millions of Deaths, Confucius
Never Said, Panic Attack: Playing Politics with Science in the Fight Against COVID-19,
Wannsee: The Road to the Final Solution, Tombstone: The Great Chinese Famine, 1958-1962,
Ravensbruck: Life and Death in Hitler's Concentration Camp for Women, Red, White, and Black:
Rescuing American History from Revisionists and Race Hustlers, Broken Alliances: Inside the
Rise and Fall of a Global Automotive Empire



anonymous, “Thankful to have learned so much!. I'm so thankful the author took the courage to
relive his past and put pen to paper to share his story as well as the history of China with all of
us. I had not heard that people tried to swim to HK to escape China. My family also left Canton
for HK during the time of Mao and I did not know this until I started asking my parents questions
about our family history after reading this book. My family experienced a lot of the same things
this author wrote about. I think a lot of people want to forget the history and the struggle,
especially since they are no longer in China so there's no need to think about it. But in this global
economy, digital world, cancel culture, and political movements, we are all connected and no
democracy or government system is safe. We need to learn about the past so we can
understand better why some government systems worked and why some did not. This book is a
great example of why Mao's system did not work.”

BoB Harness, “Incredible insight into the life of a person born inside china during the height of
the cold war.. This book opened my eyes as a millennial westerner who was only taught the
basic historical events that occured in China. The picture the author paints through his words
gives you insight into how these conditions existed in the culture, daily life and what really
happened to chinese citizens during some of the events that we were taught in school as
westerners.It is an unfiltered story of the realities a chinese born human had to deal with during
the height of the cold war.Thank you for writing this.”

Leslie Jones, “An amazing immigrant story. In some ways this was hard to read, because I had to
face realities of PRC and Mao's quixotic rule from beginning to end, and the incredible sufferings
of the people. Wong's determination and the love and support from his family and friends made
his dream of escape to a better life a reality. This book filled in some gaps in my knowledge of
China's more recent history in a very personal way, and I'm grateful for it. Thank you, Kent
Wong, for sharing your story. It's an important one and very meaningful to me. I bought two
copies and gave one to a friend who is studying China. It's a treasure.”

Katie Weaver, “Important and irreplaceable. It is one thing to learn the dates and facts of
important history, and another thing entirely to learn about the effects these events have on
individual lives of people. Kent Wong's story is a story of the human spirit and the spirit of
survival in one of the most devastating and emotional events in recent history. I am so grateful
that Wong made the decision to write and publish his experience because it is absolutely
invaluable to world history.The epilogue was emotional and made me appreciate my American
heritage and citizenship more than anything else has in recent memory. I have coincidentally
been planning a trip to Shenzhen while reading this book and I am sure I will be thinking of him
and his family frequently while I am there. Thank you, Kent Wong!”



Gatorgirl, “Thank you Kent Wong. For the wonderfully written story. Happy so many of his family
made it out. Today many would have given up after the 1st attempt. Most wouldn’t try at all. If
only we all had lived abroad we would appreciate what opportunity America offers each one of
us. Coming to USA about same age as Kent I found unlimited opportunity and a variety of diff
paths. Truly hope this generation & futures embrace free world capitalism and avoid making the
same mistakes as did China with its cultural revolution leaving 36m dead”

K. Foot, “Illuminating account of mid-20th century life in China, courage, and perseverance.
While visiting Shenzhen a few years ago, I noticed that much of the shoreline along the bay
facing Hong Kong is barricaded with signs forbidding swimming. Kent Wong's book sheds light
on at least one reason for that. Moreover, his book is a deeply personal account of the suffering
he and his family endured the tumultuous years of the 1950s through the early 1970s in the
PRC. I was quite moved by the conversations he related having had with his parents and other
family members and friends as they struggled to make sense of what was happening around
them as well as to them. Reading this book deepened my understanding and empathy. Thank
you Dr. Wong for making the effort to write your story!”

Paddy, “Inspiring. As our country slowly succumbs to those who have a negative view of it, this is
an important reminder of why people flee other countries and seek refuge here.”

Howard, “This Book Recalls My Memory. Reading the book is like seeing myself in the mirror.
Suffering from political persecution and human rights abuses in China, I escaped to the British
Hong Kong via the so called “west line”. I swam approximately eight hours in the ocean at night
before landing on the British controlled territory. I came to the United States in 1974, and I am
now happily living in California, where I study hard, work hard, and play hard. I serve as a juror
when I am summoned, and most importantly, I vote. I believe that I’ve achieved my American
dream. I own my dream house in the Silicon Valley, I send my two sons to the best colleges in
the United States, and one of my sons becomes a medical doctor, just like the author of the
book, Dr. Kent Wong. I enjoy every minute of my life in the United States - the land of the free
and the home of the brave!”

Bob, “A shocking insight into Mao's China, and how those adversities were conquered by a
generation.. Thankyou Kent for sharing such a brilliantly shocking, heartbreaking and inspiring
story.This book had me on the edge of my seat at times and taught me so much about a part of
history I was unfamiliar with.You and your fellow freedom swimmers should be proud of
everything you achieved.I will be buying this book for friends and family!”

The book by Kent Wong has a rating of  5 out of 4.8. 102 people have provided feedback.
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