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Yao Jianfu: Xu Xiangqgian Recalls the "Great Purge" in the Soviet Area in the 1930s
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The Memoirs of Marshal Xu Xiangqian was published by the People's Liberation Army
Publishing House in August, 2005, based on Xu Xiangqgian's own oral account of the work, with
an important historical value, providing many important key facts in Party history, especially
Xu Xianggian recalled the 1930s under the leadership of the Communist Party of China in the
Soviet Union, "the Great Purges" the process, causes and brutal way of struggle. In particular,
Xu Xianggian's recollections of the process, reasons and brutal methods of struggle under the
leadership of the Communist Party of China in the Soviet Union in the 1930s sent shivers down
our spines, and further made people realize that the Cultural Revolution, which began in 1966,
had been previewed and practiced as early as the Great Purge of the Soviet Union in the 1930s,
and that the Cultural Revolution had merely expanded the purge of the AB Groups. In the
Cultural Revolution, it was just a matter of expanding the anti-AB group purge, and then
expanding it even more in the 9.6 million square kilometers of China, expanding it to the extent
that one billion people seriously fought each other internally for ten years, both to the death
and to the death. Tragedy must have its prologue and inner causes. From Marshal Xu
Xiangian's memories, we can gain many profound insights.



First, in order to collect materials for "secretly examining Xu Xianggian," Marshal Xu
Xiangian's wife Cheng Xunxuan was "arrested and killed" and "beaten beyond recognition" in
the purge.

In the 1930s, the Red Army in the revolutionary base of EYA was led by Xu Xianggian as the
commander of the Fourth Red Army, Chen Changhao succeeded Zeng Shengxuan as the
political commissar of the Red Army, Zhang Guotao was the secretary of the Central Bureau of
the EYA and the chairman of the Military Commission, Shen Zemin was the secretary of the
Provincial Party Committee, and Zeng Shengxuan and Kuang Jixun were the vice-chairmen of
the Military Commission.

"What happened to my beloved Cheng Xunxuan in the 'purges',”" Xu Xiangqian painfully
recalled in his Memoirs. "Incidentally, I would like to say a few words about what happened to
my beloved Cheng Xunxuan in the 'purges'. This narrative is also my tribute to her. Comrade
Cheng Xunxuan and I were martied at the end of 1929. She was a native of Huang'an, living in
Chengwude Village, Tanshugang, and was a women's work cadre. I was always fighting in the
front, she was working in the rear, and it was rare for us to meet and reunite. In 1932, when 1
was fighting in the area of Qiliping during the Four Sieges, the situation was so tense that [
couldn't go home to see her, so I asked the guard to bring her socks to mend them so that she
could march and fight. The guard came back and whispered to me: Cheng Xunxuan had been
captured, and people said she was a reorganizationist! How her fate, I do not know, it is not
convenient to ask, wait for the organization 'review' is, or fight my battle.

After the troops withdrew from the EYA base, I kept asking for news of her. No one knew,
and no one told me. It was only when I arrived in Yan'an in 1937 that I heard that she and
Wang Shusheng's sister and a group of others had been killed. I then asked Zhou Chunquan
why he had taken my wife and killed her, and what her crime was. Zhou said, 'No offense, she

was arrested just to get your materials!

There were five brothers and sisters in her family, all of whom joined the revolution and
were loyal to the Party. The eldest brother, Cheng Qiguang, was a communist and out sectret
agent; the second brother was a teacher and also a communist; the third brother was the
chairman of the Soviet at the grass-roots level, but was killed by the enemy; the younger brother
was a security guard at our headquarters, and later in the Red Army of the Twenty-fifth Army,
but he was also purged. What kind of punishment she suffered after she was taken, I am not
sure, I heard that she was beaten beyond recognition, with little confession, and was quite
strong.



In a revolution, the sacrifices of the people are enormous. Not only does the struggle against
the enemy cost blood, but the same price is paid in the event of a mistake in the Party line.
From this it is easy to understand how important it is to stick to the Party's Marxist line!

So many people were killed internally at that time, and it did not bring down our Party or the
Red Army. People's hearts turned toward the Communist Party and the Red Army. Without
revolution, the people have no way out. Cadres were arrested and replaced, then arrested and
replaced again. It is hard to count the number of comrades who have been purged. However,
the army never collapsed, and very few people defected to the enemy. The reason is that the
anti-imperialist and anti-feudal revolution led by our Party represents the interests of the
people; more than 90 percent of the Red Army commanders are from the labor and peasant
backgrounds, and they have deep blood feuds with imperialism, feudalism, and bureaucratic
capitalism. History has proved that our Party, despite its many disasters and difficulties, has
infinite strength." (Memoirs of Marshal Xu Xiangqgian, 115-116)

Xu Xianggian, the commandet of the Fourth Red Army, was secretly censored, and in order
to get his unfounded materials, Xu Xiangqian's wife, Cheng Xunxuan, was brutally tortured to
death and "beaten beyond recognition", but he was still very strong and insisted on the facts,
and didn't give Zhang Guotao and Chen Changhao the falsely-accused materials they wanted,
and as a result, he died tragically in the "Great Purge" made by his own people. The result was
a tragic death in the "Great Purge" created by his own people. Army commander even his own
wife can not keep, let alone his subordinates? Only a more tragic fate.

In two or three months of purges, 2,500 Red Army combatants were killed, and 70% of the
cadres above the regiment were arrested and killed.

Xu Xianggian recalled: "The 'Great Purging' in Baigiyuan is the most heartbreaking page in
the history of the base area of EYA. Nearly three months of the 'purge', purged more than
2,500 Red Army commanders, six or seven of ten cadres above the regiment were arrested and
killed, greatly weakening the fighting strength of the Red Army." (Memoirs of Marshal Xu
Xianggian, 108-109.)

"Xu Jishen's case was a pretext for Zhang Guotao to make an article. They arrested some
people, forced, confessed, and wrote letters, claiming that Xu Jishen had otrganized a counter-
revolutionary group and wanted to use the troops brought south to surrender to Chiang Kai-
shek; that the so-called enemy regimental commander Zhang Hanquan, who had been captutred
alive in Yingshan, had also been released by Xu Jishen; and that Zeng Shengshang had



harboted him, and that was why he had been removed from his post. There were noses and eyes
to prove the correctness of Zhang Guotao's eastward policy and the necessity of the 'purges'. He
held the Central Committee's purging instructions in one hand and the 'evidence' of Xu Jishen
and others in the other, so who could speak! Zhang Guotao was not a man without ability, but
his qualities were not good. He was using the pretext of purges to cut out dissidents and
establish personal rule. Not only the army, but also the localities. Most of those who were
purged were capable, experienced in combat and in close contact with the masses. Some of the
leaders of the eatliest revolution, such as Xu Pengren, Dai Kemin, Cao Xuekai, Chen Dinghou,
Xiao Fang, Zhou Weijiong, Jiang Jingtang, as well as Xu Jishen, Xiong Shouxuan, Chen Qi,
Wang Peiwu, Li Ronggui, Ke Baoyuan, Pang Yongjun, Pan Xuanfo, Luo Binggang, Zha Ziqing,
Li Xi Shi, Gao Jiandou, Feng Jun, Jiang Ziying, Huang Gang, Cheng Shaoshan, Wang
Changxian, Yuan Gaofu, Wu Jingzhi, Wang Ming, Wei Menghsian, Ren Nanyan, Liao Yeqj,
etc., were all successively arrested. Cadres above the battalion have been arrested and killed,
which is heartbreaking. The number of unknown cadres and soldiers below the battalion, as
well as local cadres and people, is unknown! The troops were strictly disciplined, so they
arrested and killed as they pleased. The localities have turned the masses upside down. The
people of the five districts of Huang'an rose up against the Defense Bureau; the masses put up
slogans and shouted slogans: 'Down with Zhang Guotao's imperialism!' The masses compared
Zhang Guotao to a murderous imperialist, not without some justification. A person of Zhang
Guotao's bad qualities, someone who engages in patriarchal rule, should never have been sent
to the EYA as a hand. This is the first lesson." (Memoirs of Marshal Xu Xianggian, 113-114.)

Third, "Finding Counter-Revolutionary Clues" in Ideology and Concepts

According to Xu Xiangqgian, "The second lesson is that some leading comrades have fallen
victim to the 'left' childishness. Comrade Shen Zemin, for example, is a good man, but he is
very 'leftist'. He not only actively engaged in 'purges’, but also had a theory that 'we should look
for counter-revolutionary clues from those with bad ideology and non-proletarian concepts'.
The subjective belief that there must be counter-revolutionary elements and that they must be
found out by beating the lanterns is very naive. In fact, which person's thinking is 100 percent
correct, without a single fault? Comrade Mao Zedong said, 'No one is petrfect, no gold is
perfect', which means that we should look at our comrades and things from a two-sided point
of view, that is, a dialectical point of view. There is no consistently right person under the sky.
People, invariably, have shortcomings and mistakes. With shortcomings or mistakes, with non-
proletarian concepts, it becomes a clue, a basis for finding counter-revolution, OK? There is a
line between revolution and counter-revolution. To confuse the general problem of ideological
understanding with counter-revolution is bound to lead to expansion. Comrade Chen
Changhao is even more ferocious. He hunts down and kills high-ranking cadres, sometimes
without even a confession. This person is very energetic, but easy to fanaticism. I remember



during the siege of Huang'an, a peasant leader and Red Army chief named Huang Gang was
arrested as a reorganizationist. He resisted and committed suicide. Chen Changhao came back
and said, 'Look how determined Huang Gang was to countet-revolution, he committed suicide
by disemboweling himself! He believed that he was a reorganizationist, even without evidence.
The guiding ideology was 'left' to such a serious degree that how many good revolutionary
comrades were wrongfully killed!" (Memoirs of Marshal Xu Xiangqian, 114.)

"The White Sparrow Garden "purge' was really fierce. Zhang Guotao petrsonally interrogated
me. The beginning of the meeting, because I raised some different opinions, Paul, said I just
came to EYB when Liao Rongkun and other comrades are battalion commanders, company
commanders, fighting a good war, etc., and then simply throw me to the side, and will not even
allow to participate in the meeting, and even secretly censor me. The object of the "purge",
there are mainly three kinds of people: one is from the White Army, whether it is the uprising,
defection or captured, regardless of whether there is counter-revolutionary activities, to be
examined; the second is the landlords and rich peasants from the family, regardless of how the
performance, to be examined; the third is the intellectuals and young students, who have read a
few years of schooling, but also to be examined. Heavy is killed, light is cleaned. In order to
prevent the troops from moving, Zhang Guotao and other leaders of the bureau also decided
that the battalion as a unit to break up and mix; the Central Bureau and the Anhui Provincial
Party Committee of the EYA formed a tour group, sent to the divisions, supetvise the 'purge’.
So that everyone is in danger, acquaintances do not dare to speak, for fear of being said to be a
'secret organization', 'counter-revolutionary activities'. Even old comrades like Wang Shusheng
and Ni Zhiliang didn't dare to say anything when they saw me. It was really an atmosphere of
white terrot!" (Memoirs of Marshal Xu Xiangqian, 112-113)

From the Anti-Rightist Movement to the Cultural Revolution, Shen Zemin's views were
further developed into the theory of "class struggle in the realm of thought," and ideological
counter-revolutionaries, rightists, right-leaning opportunists, and revisionists were arrested and
convicted as counter-revolutionaries on the basis of "opposing Mao Zedong Thought". The
basis and evidence of their crimes, how many good comrades such as Yu LLuoke, Zhang Zhixin,
Wang Shenyou, Lin Zhao, etc. were killed, and "how many good revolutionary comrades were
unjustly killed!

Fourth, "forcing, confession, letter really killed people", "killing people without evidence, all

rely on confessions".

Xu Xianggian sadly summarized the lessons of the Great Purge in Gong District as follows:
"Third, forced confessions and letters do kill people."



After Chen Changhao took over as political commissar of the Red Fourth Army, he "engaged
in a 'purge’ among the troops. After he arrived in Mabu, he immediately arrested the tenth
division staff director Ke Baiyuan, twenty-eight regiment commander Pan Xianfo, Fan Tuo
and more than twenty people. He said that these people wete counter-revolutionaries in the
Fourth Army, and that they wanted to hold a mutiny and drag away the Red Army to surrender
to the Kuomintang. At first, I was skeptical. On the one hand, under the serious situation of
'red-white antagonism', it was not uncommon for the enemy to send agents, spies, and lackeys
to carty out sabotage and counter-insurgency inside the base areas, and we had dealt with such
matters in the past. Moreover, the Central Committee is constantly issuing instructions
emphasizing the purging of counter-revolutionatry organizations such as the Reorganization
Faction, the Third Party, and the AB Group, which have infiltrated our Party and our army. It
would be a lie to say that I don't believe this at all. But, on the other hand, it is also true that I
have doubts. Because those Red Army cadres whom Comtrade Chen Changhao captured, all of
whom came from guerrilla warfare with us and who fought bravely, and who usually did not
show any unusual behavior, became reorganizationists and AB groups overnight, which is
incomprehensible. While we were marching and fighting, he was arresting people, more and
more, which gave me a great shock."

"One day, when the troops went to Yu Jiaji, west of Shangcheng, I was standing on a hillside
by the roadside watching the procession marching, and Chen Changhao was there. The team
was carrying two stretchers, covered with white cloth, so I asked him: "Who is wounded, what
person is carrying?' He looked at me and said: 'No one is wounded, that's Xu Jishen and Zhou
Weijiong, counter-revolutionary, arrested! He was shocked. Xu Jishen, Zhou Weijiong are
divisional commanders, also became a counter-revolutionary! I said, 'What's wrong with you,
arresting the division commandet without saying anything to me? He knew I was dissatisfied,
but said nothing more. According to the rules at that time, the 'purges' were led on a single line,
with the decision resting with the political commissar. He had the power to arrest people; on
the contrary, if you wanted to ask about it, you were overstepping your authority and were not
allowed to do so. It's the Soviet Union's way of doing things, so what can we do? To say that Xu
Jishen was a counterrevolutionary was unconvincing at the time." (Memoirs of Marshal Xu
Xianggian, 110.)

Xu Xianggian summarized, "The third rule, forcing, confession, and belief, really kills
people. Forced confessions and letters are commonplace in slave and feudal societies and are
the product of the judicial system of the exploiting class. When we watch Beijing opera, there
are quite a number of cases in which the great lords of heaven slapped the wood of the hall
and put them to death at the drop of a hat, and they were beaten into confessions. In Su San Qi

Xie, the old Xie Zi, who saw too many cases of injustice, exclaimed, 'Only God knows whether



it is fair or not'. Our 'purges' have brought in feudalism. One forced, two confessed, three
believed. Capture and kill without evidence, all based on confessions. Many of the punishments
were appalling. Some grass-roots cadres and soldiers didn't even know what the AB Group, the
Reorganization Faction, or the Third Party were, much less realize that they were head-
scratching crimes. If you say he is, you admit it. If you say he is, he admits it. If he admits it, he
has to name his 'fellow party members'. If you say so, they are just some close comrades or
fellow countrymen who have discussed something together, and then they become 'accomplices'
ot 'counter-revolutionary organizations'. In this way, a large number of people are implicated.
Letters of forced confession, cases of injustice and falsehood, which have occurred again and
again in the history of our Party and are not uncommon in the Communist movement, are well
worth studying." (Memoirs of Marshal Xu Xiangqgian, 114-115)

Wasn't the Cultural Revolution another replica of the "Great Purges of White Sparrow
Park", both large and small, in which confessions were forced? Xu Xiangqian believes that it is
worth studying, but the difficulty of the study is very great, the degree of openness is very small,
and there are too few people who have such a depth of understanding as Xu Xiangqian.

Fifth, the great purges around the world are not isolated, is the result of the dogmatists
ruling the central government.

Xu Xianggian believes that there is another important lesson: "The last one is that the 'Great
Purge' in the base area of EYA was not an isolated one. At that time, it was the time when the
dogmatists ruled the center. Dogmatism, subjectivism, and sectarianism were mixed together to
carry out 'purges' and enlargement in the whole Party and in the various base areas. They took
the experience of digging out the AB group in the Central Revolutionary Base and extended it
to the EYUAN, and then extended the experience of the 'purges' in the EYUAN and Xiang'exi
to othet bases, tossing it back and forth, making a big fuss about it, causing particularly
heartbreaking losses. The Sixth Plenary Session of the Seventh Plenary Session of the Sixth
Central Committee of the Communist Party of China (CPC), "Resolution on Several Historical
Issues", specifically summarized this, and there is no need to talk about it here. The lessons of
history are worth noting. Our children and grandchildren must not repeat it." (Memoirs of
Marshal Xu Xianggian, 115.) Xu Xianggian hoped that the lessons of the EYUAN base area
and the Central Soviet Area "must not be repeated for future generations."

But didn't the Cultural Revolution repeat itself again? Why is it that the noteworthy lessons
of history have not been heeded? Future generations, if they do not understand, appreciate or
even know about China's expanded purges and the Cultural Revolution. Then the historical
tragedy is bound to repeat itself again and again, bringing endless disastets to the people, the



Party and the nation. Without accepting the lessons of history, for the first time the occurrence
of the second proletarian cultural revolution will have a historical inevitability. Without
denying or even recognizing the tragic history of mistakes, attempting to cover up and forget,
then the inheritance of history will inevitably appear as a historical inevitability. "There is no
need to talk much about it," and the tragedy will repeat itself! Therefore, Xu Xiangqgian talked
a little bit about "there is no need to talk about it here"; did his old man talk about it some
more? Did he speak from his heart, really speak through? "There is no need to talk more here",
is it a kind of philosophical expectation that leaves room for deep thought?



