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Interviewer’s Note

Jia Zhenci worked as the secretary of the village for many years and is now the commissary in charge of organization. He and I are similar in age and we could be considered as one of the several people in the village who are better off, so I’m quite familiar with him. This time originally I wanted to shoot his father, Jia Zhiquan who is now over 80 years old. 

After eating at his home, I set the camera underneath the ceiling fan in the central room and started talking to his father. Normally when he sees me, he is always happy to talk to me, though we never talked about the important things. Today we ate together and he had two Liang of liquor (I drank a bottle of beer). He talked about this and that but didn’t talk about the details of the communal canteen. 

I then had to get up and called for Jia Zhenci who was working outside. I know he is quite stubborn. When he was the secretary of the village, he never paid special attention to cadres from the township. Of course, he had some connection in the county. His brother-in-law Zhang Qianyu is the Associate Director of the county’s Standing Committee of the People’s Congress. 

While we were eating, Jia Zhenci already joked about the interview, “if you want to know about the communal canteen, you’d better ask me rather than my old man. His memory is quite poor!” Of course I don’t believe him. How could a 60-year-old better than a talkative 87-year-old? However, the fact is, this old man couldn't tell me any detail. I then asked Jia Zhenci to sit in front of the camera. I started with talking about the candidates for the next election of the village cadres. He had issues with the current Secretary Yang, so he talked a lot about that. We chatted for several hours. Because time was very limited, I directed the topic when he was still feeling like talking and said, “can you talk about what happened when people were eating at the communal canteen? Do you remember many things?” He said, “my old man cannot talk much about it. While others died of starvation at the communal canteen, he didn’t starve. At that time he was at the special team and they needed meal tickets to eat too. However, he never gave us any meal ticket. That was just what he always did.”

Interview Content

When eating at the communal canteen, communism was promoted and we had several good meals in the beginning

When we first started eating at the communal canteen, we were told that it was communism. Foods and accommodations were all covered and we just needed to focus on production. Some men went to the north hill to dig roots of kudzu vine. After they came back, they ground them into powder and fed pigs with it. How could the pigs not grow! In a few days they killed a pig and let everyone share the meat. There were many bowls of meat. That life was so great, and people were really happy! In the beginning we had several good meals. 

At first, the canteen was at my father-in-law, Zhang Lifan’s place. The first administrator was Jia Guoqiang, and Zhang Lifan, Ou Shangyu, Zhao Yongxiang and others. 

During the wind of exaggeration, you had to get up and work in the middle of the night

At that time, the wind of exaggeration was really severe. When reporting the production at a meeting, you’d better report it later. If you reported early, you would be scolded because the production reported later became higher and higher. 

In 1958, we started to construct blast furnaces. There were charcoal kilns behind my house. I remember once I was carrying charcoal behind Liu Dingiu’s place. When I reached the place in front of Jia Zhike’s house, I spitted blood because of the heavy load. I was only nine years old but I was carrying 81 Jin of charcoal! In addition, I cut thick fir trees behind my house everyday. After you carried them home, you would receive a meal ticket. He didn’t care how many trees you brought. As long as you brought some trees back, he would give a meal ticket worth 3 Liang of rice. 

In order to increase production, we dug very deep into the ground because they said deeply plowed farmland could increase the production. We dug 1.8 meters into the ground and used dustpans to transport the mud. We dug that for the whole winter! Sometimes they even asked to get up in the middle of the night. In addition to working, people had to shout, “yao yaa hey, yao yaa, hey. Come on! yao yaa hey, yao yaa, hey……” Soon the active leader would shout, “comrades! Let’s leap forward!” The rest of the people would then shouted with all their strength, “Yoo hoo……” That was what we did. It was really killing us! At that time Jia Zhibo was the production team leader. Jia Zhibo was very active, and it was really killing us! When he died, the villagers all said that it was way too late for him. 

Digging graves to produce manure

Talking about digging graves, sigh! I also participated in it! Here in Hupita, Hehuayan, Wanjiapo, all the graves were dug out. The excavated bones were carried in a basket to Wang Chaobei’s place and then boiled there in a caldron. The water was carried to the field. It was so stinky! No was willing to go to that field! 

These things were all lead by Wan XX and several others. They dug any grave they saw, especially those of which the families were not powerful. If a family had a lots of descendants, they wouldn’t dig that family’s graves. All the tombstones were later used to build water-powered rollers. For example, Wan Pingci was a security regimental commander under Kuomintang’s regime. He was executed during the Liberation and was buried in Baiguoyuan. He only had seven daughters, so his grave was dug out. Now his descendants built a tomb for him at the original grave, but there is no bone buried underneath the tomb. 

We had to constantly look for wild vegetables because of hunger

While eating at the communal canteen, there were around 7 to 8 people in my family. I remember each meal ticket was worth 3 Liang of rice. Every month my mom only had 19 tickets, my elder sister had 17 and I had 16. We had to constantly look for wild vegetables because of hunger. We used a knife to cut a kind of wild vegetable and eat the inside part. We scraped off the coarse part of the loquat tree bark and ground the inner part on the mill. Also after the communal canteen husked the rice, we sifted the husks for a little more refined rice. The chaff was of course used to feed the pigs by the communal canteen. 

My dad was working at the special team. My mom gave birth to my second younger brother Zhenyuan at the communal canteen! He was born on August 19, 1960. After he was born, we got some corn flour from the canteen to eat. We didn’t have oil or salt. 

Why could a meal ticket worth 3 Liang of rice save life? You had to think of ways to save yourself. For example, I cut firewood in the mountain in the back for the communal canteen in exchange for meal tickets. I worked really hard at that time and developed several diseases. You see, I spit blood when carrying the charcoal. In 1960s I had rectal prolapse. You see, I have all kinds of diseases. 

One of my elder brothers and one of my younger sisters died when eating at the communal canteen

One of my elder brothers and one of my younger sisters died when eating at the communal canteen! It was just because no one was taking care of them and they didn’t have enough food to eat. My younger sister died of measles. My elder brother died because no one was looking after him when my mom went to work. She put him in a cradle. His head was affected with favus. There was a hen in the house with a brood of chicks. The hen peck at my brother’s head for the bugs inside. All my brother knew was crying but the hen didn’t care about that and kept pecking with more force. After that, my brother got tetanus and died! 

[bookmark: _GoBack]My grandpa (Jia Guowei) was very tall, so he didn’t have enough food and almost died of starvation. His whole body was very swollen and he looked like he was dying, so we sent him to the nursing house. If he had not been sent there, he would have died very early. Lots of people died here. You see, there were Cai Wanban, that’s his nickname and I don’t remember his real name, Shan Xiuren, Chen Tuoyao, Wan Jiaxin, and Aunt Zhao, Wan Chaobei’s mother. They all died of starvation! Also Shan Xiaomao’s mother and Aunt Zou died of starvation too. 

There was also Wan Chaoxue’s son who lived behind us. He was around three to four years old, and died of starvation too. He was living next door. His mom was Zhao Lanzhen. Several of their kids died of starvation, so now only the old couple is still alive. 

Zhang Qianzhu is still alive. You can ask him. One day he got a big sweet potato from the communal canteen. Normally you could only get several small ones and could finish them very quickly. It was very rare to get a big sweet potato. He wasn’t willing to finish the big sweet potato immediately, so he put it under his pillow and every time when he got hungry, he would lick the sweet potato. He licked it for several days. 
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