Interviewee: Deng Dongzhen (Female, b. 1929, villager of Jimingqiao Village, Hunan Province)
Interviewer: Jia Zhitan (Male, b. 1951, villager of Jimingqiao Village, Hunan Province, filmmaker)
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Interview Location: Deng Dongzhen’s home
 
[image: 邓冬珍（湖南）口述“三年饥饿”（1959-1961）之126】]

Interviewer’s Note

I call her Aunt Deng. She is 81 years old and living in the new house her third son recently built. She is very healthy and has a good memory. She is one of the few old people who remember the communal canteen clearly. She also thanked me for saving her life, because the year before last year, I helped her when she had a fight with her daughter-in-law. At that time, she was taking things to extremes and thinking of killing herself with pesticide. 

Interview Content 

When eating at the communal canteen, I supported the whole family

Talking about the communal canteen, I almost lost my life! When the communal canteen was established in 1958, Li Yuyong said to me, “you don’t need to do anything at home. In the morning and at night all you need to do is to wear you pants and go out  to work. When the food is cooked at the canteen, just bring a bowl there and eat.” Li Yuyong was very active at that time. He was not a cadre but merely a “Land Reform Root” (a member of the poor peasants and farm laborers during the Land Reform). I said to him, “it doesn’t matter to you men, but for us who have kids, we need to wash the clothes for them to wear. How can we do that if we join the collective to work outside?” I already had three to four kids at that time: Yuanfa, the second son, and the oldest daughter Chunxiang. I was pregnant with another kid, my third son. 

I couldn't convince him, and he said people like me could only die. Lots of people were there. My husband at that time was a production team leader, and he always pretended to be active. Guess what he said at that moment? He said, “it’s okay if you die. If you are beheaded, you will only have s scar as big as a bowl.” You see my husband. He not only didn't help me, but also said such mean things to me. You see I was so pissed off at that time. I already wanted to divorce him, but no one helped me. I was so pissed off at that time. 

Parents and kids were all starving

My old man at that time was feeding pig at the production team. He was so starving. Soon before the communal canteen was closed down, my parents were both lying in bed because of hunger, unable to move. We didn’t have anything at home, only some salt left in the salt jar, and he would grab that to eat. His whole body was swollen. If the communal canteen hadn’t been closed soon, he would have died very early. 

At that time my eldest son was starving badly. He was attending school. At that time, the portion the kids got was very small: they only had six Liang of rice everyday. He was very tall and big, so how could that be enough for him? He wasn’t even able to walk back home from school. Sometimes I had to go out and picked him up. 

When eating at the communal canteen, I was pregnant with my third son. You see, I didn’t have much to eat, so I went to the communal canteen to look for sweet potato powder to eat. I found Su at the canteen who was steaming rice at the canteen. He saw me pregnant and made me half a cup of food. I took it home and ate it, but the production team leader saw it. He then went to the canteen and scolded Su. Su didn’t even dare to breathe loudly. You see how mean my husband is. He is really the meanest person in the world. Although he has been so active throughout his life, he has never been promoted into any important position. At the communal canteen, he sometimes tricked the administrator. He is so mean. Whoever followed him couldn’t get anything to eat. 

Good people from the communal canteen helped me

After the communal canteen was built, lots of us starved badly! My grandma and Li Erxiu gradually became swollen because of hunger. Their bodies were swollen and they died before the canteen was closed down. Also Su Daye and Su Yaodie, didn’t they also die of starvation? To be honest, if I hadn’t been helped by Ou Shangrong (administrator)—she sometimes secretly gave me several meal tickets and I would use them to get food for the kids, I would have died of starvation too. 

She didn’t dare to give me the tickets openly at the communal canteen. You see, Liu Cuizhen, she was really mean too. She steamed rice at the canteen for several months. If she had seen it, she would have told others. Ou Shangrong is a really good girl. Thanks to her, I didn’t die of starvation at that time, so sometimes I helped her wash clothes. I don’t know how she got those meal tickets or if she gave some to others too. I don’t know. All I know is her old man was in charge of the grains at that time. It seemed if the canteen didn’t have rice, they would go to him. 

Zhou Jijiang, that is, Tang Minchu’s old man. When he was the administrator, the situation was not bad either! Once he took some people to get sweet potatoes from the sweet potato hole behind my house. He asked me to join them too. After they finished, he asked others to leave first. He then let me take some back in a basket to cook for the kids. Only these two people from the communal canteen helped me!  

I tried to look for food by myself

When I was working outside, I found out that the sweet potatoes on the top of Feng Mountain were the easiest to be pulled out. Therefore, sometimes after dark, I carried a basket on my back and sneaked out to pull out the sweet potatoes. Sometimes when I walked downhill, I fell onto the ground. It was very dark, so I just stayed there, lying on my stomach…… When I took the sweet potatoes home, I didn’t dare to stew them in the pot, because if others smelled it, I would be in trouble. The kitchen range was removed by the production team, so I had to make a small cooking area in the corner. I boiled the sweet potatoes with water but didn’t dare to stew them. After they were cooked, the kids happily ate them, as if they were eating meat. 

Stories of stealing food

Once when we were planting broad bean seeds in Lijiaotu, we were eating while planting. We just ate them like that. When we got off work and went back home, some people still have some left in their pockets and ate while walking. After the production team Li Ziren found out about this, he would stop people on their way home and search our pockets. Well, next time on our way home, Aunt Jia, Fu Zu’e’s mother and I, as well as Tang Zhixiu, Tang Taozhen and several others, dug a big hole on the ground and put the broad bean seeds in it. We then use tree leaves to cover the hole. After we finished work and went home, we then took them out and cooked them at my place. Everyone got a bowl of beans and we were all very happy. Li Ziren has never found out about this. He still doesn’t know. 

At the communal canteen, I was always assigned to plant the vegetables with Tang Dongying, Tang Taozhen, Aunt Jia and Tang Zhixiu. When Jia Zhijie was working as the administrator, Aunt Jia was in charge of delivering the vegetables to the communal canteen. The vegetables were put where the rice was. Once Jia Zhijie turned his head, Aunt Jia would grab several handfuls of rice. After she came back, she put the rice in Tang Zhixiu’s place. She did that every time she went there. You see, Aunt Jia was very fast. She was really capable! After she accumulated lots of rice, I made rice tofu at her place. Although we didn’t have oil, it still tasted great. I remember once my eldest son even had a bowl. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Once we were planting oats in Quanzhouwan and I was assigned with them again. There was no one else. Only Aunt Jia’s family was living in Quanzhouwan. We stole some oats and ground them at Aunt Jia’s place and cook oatmeal. You know how good oatmeal smelled! It was really delicious. 

We also made some coarse-grained cakes. We used the powder Lin Yu stole. The communal canteen was making coarse-grained cakes. We made the cakes at Li Ziyuan’s place. When we just finished the ones in the pot, Yang Zongmei, that was, Li Ziyuan’s wife, came back. She seemed to have discovered something and went to check the pot. She saw the mark the cakes left but there was no cake there. She was really pissed off. Most of the time it was Aunt Jia who proposed to steal food. She was really smart and had lots of ideas. 

(End)
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