








































but we never made enough to pay the landlord and our 
debts to him kept growing. We did have a donkey and 
during the idle season when we didn't need him we rented 
him out to others and made a little that way. 

"Our debt to the landlord was not money-it was in 
crops. The actual rent was paid for in wheat and sor­
ghum. But that wasn't all. Before harvest time when we 
had no food my father would borrow from the landlord­
but for every bushel of grain we borrowed we would have 
to pay back double after the harvest. We sometimes could 
pay off a little of the debt by working-one day's work 
was the equivalent of a quarter of a bushel of grain. We 
never got out of debt. 

"We were always in trouble until I was sixteen years 
old. At that time we planted nearly thirty mu of land­
the landlord lent us the additional land. But this land 
was paid for by an arrangement whereby we gave 80 
per cent of the crop to the landlord and kept 20 per 
cent ourselves. We had to work very hard. Our living-our 
food-was better at this time but our debts never got 
smaller. We never did get out of this trouble until libera­
tion, when under the land reform we got eighteen mu of 
land. It was fairly good land, too, and we could get 
a living off it, but we had some economic difficulties too, 
due to the climate--some harvests were good, others were 
bad. The government subsidized us when we had serious 
difficulties. 

"At the bitterness meetings we all calculated how much 
the landowners had exploited us, charging us too much 
rent and too much interest, and we showed how the land­
lord owed us debts rather than that we owed him debts. 
He had complete control over my family for years. The 
landlord ran away after one of these big meetings, but 
I believe he came back later. 

"I can read and write now. I started in the spare-time 
school in 1953, and by 1956 had learned to read. It 
was difficult, but I always wanted to finish schoo1 and 
this was too good a chance to miss. 

· "When land reform changed to mutual aid and then 
the co-op period, it meant that we had to give up this 
land that had been given us. It was difficult for many 



VISIT TO A RURAL COMMUNE 169 

peasants to see the advantages of this and some wouldn't. 
I could already see that we would never really get ahead 
just working our own land, so I was ready to join the 
co-op, but a lot of the others weren't. What we did then 
was to give them time. The co-ops were voluntary, so 
those of us who wanted to joined up, those who didn't 
stayed out. But little by little they saw that we were do­
ing better than they were and most of them joined up 
when they saw it worked. 

"I think all the changes have worked out pretty well. 
This commune idea is working. It's ten thousand times 
better now than when I was a child! Look, I have five 
children-a girl in secondary school, a boy and a girl in 
primary school, a girl in kindergarten, and another girl 
in the nursery-and with no money worry! My mother is 
living with us-she's very old-but she's taken care of, 
too. Five children being taken care of-and my parents 
couldn't keep just one child at school!" 

Out once more into the heat. The sun was lower now 
and its sting had gone, but the gray earth had absorbed the 
heat all day and was now reflecting it like a furnace. A 
few peasants were beginning to straggle back from the 
fields in twos and threes, men and women, and the dust 
whirled up in little puffs from under their feet. They 
looked tired and walked tired, saying very little. A few 
dropped into the general store to make some purchases. 
One man was walking alone and I greeted him as he 
went by. He stopped immediately, and with a show of 
courtesy took off his wide straw hat. His face was withered 
and his clothes were patched, and he, like the child I 
had seen earlier, had a blue mottled stain over one 
side of his face. I asked him his name and what work he 
had been doing. "Hoeing," he said. (He told me his name 
but I made no record of it.) 

"What were you doing before liberation?" I asked him. 
He glanced at me with a wry grin: "Me? Oh, I was a land­
lord," "How much land did you own?" Waving his hat 
vaguely around, he said, "All this .... " I asked him to 
tell me about it, and he did, but before he began we 
walked across to the shady side of the street and sat, 
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leaning our backs against the mud walls of a house. He 
didn't speak as fluently as the others I had questioned. 
Perhaps there were too many painful memories in­
volved. Perhaps the presence of my interpreter restrained 
him. But this is the story as it came out little by little. 

When the Communist army came through in 1948 he 
tried to escape, but the village was surrounded and there 
was no way out. His land was not immediately confiscat­
ed, though he realized that there was no chance of his 
keeping it if the Communists won the civil war. There 
was no formal trial, but the villagers organized "speaking­
bittemess" meetings in which he was put on a platform 
and all those who had rented land from him could come 
and speak their mind. 

"These meetings," he said; "were very difficult. Some­
times I was alone and the people would be shouting at 
me all the things they thought I had done wrong; some­
times they would have several of us at these meetings 
and the crowd would then be larger. Anyone who had 
any grievance against us could come to these meetings 
and speak their mind. The people were sometimes very 
angry. I didn't understand any of it at first; I didn't know 
they had any special grievance against me. They then 
added up all the money they thought I owed them, 
so they said that the land I owned was really theirs now, 
for they had worked it for years for too little. I was, they 
said, a rich landlord, because I didn't have to do work 
myself; but I don't think I was nearly as rich as they 
thought I was and I had plenty of economic troubles too. 

"When the village committee was established to settle 
how my land was to be divided up, there was some argu­
ment among the peasants themselves, but they got it set­
tled. All my land was taken from me." 

"All?" I asked. 
"All except a small piece which they said was my 

share. It was very poor land, the poorest, but I was al­
lowed to build a small house on it and that is where I 
and my family lived. The first few years were very hard. 
No one would speak to us and we could hardly earn 
enough from the land to keep going. When mutual aid 
came in they did help me a little, but never as comrades; 
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we were always shunned. I had to attend political­
instruction meetings twice a week. 

"When the co-ops came I thought I'd better join in and 
I asked that my piece of land should be included. They 
did this, and it helped me; but we were not real mem­
bers of the co-op. We couldn't go to the public meet­
ings, we couldn't vote, but they began to talk to us more 
freely in the fields." 

"Are you now a member of the commune?" 
"Yes. When the commune came in they had some 

meetings to decide which of the former landlords should 
be allowed in. As I had co-operated in the fields and be­
cause they felt I was beginning to understand what they 
were trying to do, they allowed me to join. Some of the 
others are not yet full members, they cannot vote or go 
to meetings. But I am a full member." 

"They speak to you now?" 
"Oh, yes. They accept me. I do my share of work." 
"Looking back on all this," I asked, "do you think 

things were handled well or badly?" 
"I was very bitter at first, because I couldn't understand 

what I had done wrong. But I think I understand it now. 
Yes, I suppose it was a necessary thing. Some of us have 
suffered, but things before were very bad for most peo­
ple. There are some things to be grateful for. My grand­
children go to school. They learn to read and write. I was 
a landlord but I never learned how to read and write." 

"Were any landlords in this area killed by the people, 
or by the courts?" 

"Not here. Some ran away and disappeared and we 
don't know where they are. None of us who stayed 
were killed. There are many former landlords in the 
commune. Yes," he said, looking at my interpreter, "so­
cialism is a fine thing." 

And with that he cleared his throat and let loose a 
wad of spit. 
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