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The Long March of the Chinese Communists in 1934/35 has for a long time
captured the imagination of many people, turning it into one of the icons of the
20th century. There are probably two main reasons for this: It is a tale of adventure
and heroic endurance, which even seems to end well; and it is seen as the back-
ground to and reason for the rise of Mao Zedong. In the simplified and teleological
schemes often to be found in Communist history, the Long March thus becomes
the major “turning-point”, when Mao snatched the CCP and Red Army from the
jaws of defeat and led them inexorably on towards victory over the Nationalists
under Chiang Kai-shek and the proclamation of the People’s Republic of China in
1949.

Within the Long March, the Zunyi Conference of mid-January 1935 has for a
long time been made out to be the “turning-point”, with CCP history often being
divided into a pre-Zunyi period led by “Leftist” incompetents, and a post-Zunyi
period led by Mao or a collective leadership centered on Mao and following “cor-
rect” line.

This interpretation can be traced back quite far; in fact, important elements al-
ready appear in the so-called “Zunyi Resolution”.? It was then developed in vari-
ous works by Mao in the second half of the 1930s, and was eventually adopted in
the CCP’s 1945 “Resolution on Certain Historical Questions” (translated, for ex-
ample, in Saich 1996:1164-1179; also see Saich 1995), thus considerably con-
straining all future research on this topic.

Nowadays, with conferences and meetings in the months before and after Zunyi
becoming better known, the role of the Zunyi Conference is often seen as less
elevated; but the concept of the Long March being a “turning-point” in CCP
history is still going strong, not just in China (e.g., Tong 1995; Wang 1995; Wei
Zhonghai 1997; Epstein 1998:203; Uhalley 1988:49-50; Kagan 1992; Kim 1992;
Teiwes 1994:3-4; Dreyer 1995:194; Hunt 1996:126).

'fam grateful to Stephen Averill, Timothy Cheek, Peter Kuhfus, Hans van de Ven, Andreas Wendl-
berger and the editors of the BIOAF for their valuable comments on various drafts of this article.

2 A translation can be found in Jerome Ch’en (1969). “Zunyi Resolution” seems to be a misnomer, as it
was in fact passed about three weeks after the Zunyi Conference, most likely on 8 February 1935,
although it is commonly held to reflect the results of the Zunyi Conference. See Kampen 2000:71; Chen
Guoquan 1999:68, 74.
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Intimately connected with, and nearly as old as the concept of a “turning-point”
is the concept of the “struggle between two lines”: “Leftists” and “Maoists”. Since
two “lines” are said to have been competing, everyone is put in one of the two
camps (defined by Chen Shaoyu, ak.a. Wang Ming, and Mao), though conver-
sions, such as in the case of Zhang Wentian, a.k.a. Luo Fu, were possible (e.g.,
Zhang Shude 1999). From that point of view a more complex positioning of people
is not acceptable. But is it actually unreasonable to imagine, for example, that one
person was following different “lines” on different topics, such as land reform and
military matters, or that personal relationships had an impact on the course of
events? The “Maoist” black-and-white model, at least, does not allow for what one
would expect to observe: a broad spectrum of opinions on different matters, which
in some cases, particularly in times of confrontation, narrowed into a number of
“lines” based on commonly shared interests and ideological beliefs.

Yet the “Maoist” model pervades most memoirs and studies of the Long March.
Even the editions of primary sources dealing with this period are not free of this
bias, though they have certainly broadened our knowledge of the events under
consideration, especially in the 1980s. Most likely, documents were selected for
publication according to the above-mentioned model and to other interests not
necessarily serving the cause of “objective” history.

To make things even worse, the only high-level “non-Maoist” source for the
Long March, the memoirs of the then military advisor Otto Braun (Braun 1973), is
unreliable as well. When he wrote his book in the late 60s and early 70s, Braun
was pursuing an “anti-Maoist” agenda. Furthermore, although he was allowed to
check his report of 1939 to the Comintern, he also used additional unknown
sources the reliability of which cannot be assessed.’ .

These difficulties are compounded by the near lack of contemporary sources
illuminating what went on behind the scenes. Party documents of the time rarely
allude to internal differences and are not automatically credible, no matter when
they were finally published.

With regard to the primary sources, the situation is therefore quite dispiriting. In
my opinion, the same applies to academic work on the Long March. It is not
possible here to detail the vast amount of Chinese literature relating to the Long
March — although I have seen a larger share of it than indicated in the references, I

? The only other “non-Maoist” eye-witness account for the Long March would be Warren Kuo (1970).
However, I do not regard him as a “high-level” source; in addition, he, too, writes decades after the
events, after having changed sides, and with recourse to other people’s remembrances and documents.
Also cf. note 44.
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could not truthfully claim familiarity with it as a whole — but my impression is that
even the more recent publications rarely venture outside the “Maoist” model.*
Western studies on the Long March and topics closely related to it have, some-
what surprisingly, not been numerous since the 1980s.’ The best-known is certain-
ly Harrison Salisbury’s 1985 journalistic account of the Long March, which both
reflected and, in turn, influenced the “mainstream” Chinese interpretation.® Benja-
min Yang’s From Revolution to Politics (1990) seems, at first glance, more schol-
arly and contains useful information. Yet, in essence, it presents just the old “Left-
ist” vs. “Maoist” dichotomy in a new dress. Thomas Kampen has recently pub-
lished a brief study on Mao Zedong, Zhou Enlai and the Evolution of the Chinese

Communist Leadership, mainly concentrating on the years 1931 to 1935 (Kampen
2000).”

* There are, however, attempts to do so, such as Fang Qinggqiu (1983) on the Fujian Rebellion, Zeng
Jingzhong (1986) on the preparations for the Long March, or recently Chen Guoquan (1999) on Zhou
Enlai as “center” of the “collective leadership” during much of 1935. In his overview of 50 years of CCP
history, Yang Kuisong (1999) gives several examples, especially from the 1980s, of Chinese authors
challenging “truths”, but neither the Long March nor the late Jiangxi Soviet make an appearance here.

of course, every book on CCP history before 1949, or on Mao, touches on the Long March. Among the
more recent ones, Gregor Benton’s study of those left behind (Benton 1992), Tony Saich’s document
edition (Saich 1996), the introductions to Mao’s Road to Power, vols. IV and V (Averill 1997; Schram
1999), and Philip Short’s biography of Mao (Short 1999) may be mentioned here. There still seems to be
no more recent equivalent to James P. Harrison’s history of the CCP (Harrison 1973).

% In some ways it can therefore be compared to Edgar Snow’s famous original account, Red Star over
China (Snow 1978).

7 In this study, which is a slightly altered translation of Kampen (1998), he claims to have laid to rest the
myth of the “28 Bolsheviks”, also called the “returned students” (cf. Levine 1992c). Kampen shows that
there was no such group as the “28 Bolsheviks”, because they came from different backgrounds, went to
and returned from the Soviet Union at different times, did not enter the CCP leadership as massively as
had hitherto been assumed (but cf. Saich 1995:332 note 4), and, when they finally came into the Central
Soviet, were not much in confrontation with Mao, mainly because the latter had already considerably lost
power to Zhou Enlai, Xiang Ying and Ren Bishi. Yet, Kampen seems to persist in seeing them as a group
held together by some common approach. In his conclusion, for example, we find: “most of the ‘28
Bolsheviks’ just concentrated on ideology and propaganda, and failed.” (Kampen 2000:121). The prob-
lem is that he never analyzes the ideology or beliefs of these so-called “28 Bolsheviks™, nor their actual
activities. Kim (1973:9) already concluded by reading their then available texts that the “returned stu-
dents” were not a monolithic grouping. Kampen, instead of updating Kim’s study, simply charts their po-
sitions in the formal hierarchy and makes statements about the power distribution. His study clearly points
out that quite a lot of people often ignored, not the least Zhou Enlai, have to be considered important,
even beyond 1935; but his superficial treatment of too many issues, such as the confrontation with Zhang
Guotao (Kampen 2000:75-76), and his confusion of simply making statements with “proving” anything
are disappointing. He also faults Western CCP historians for their “biased and misleading accounts”
(Kampen 2000:126), but fails to mention that he himself provided such “biased and misleading accounts”
in his articles in the 1980s (e.g., Kampen 1989a:134, 1989b:706) when he also took the Chinese accounts
for granted.
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Besides these books, several articles and papers by Benjamin Yang (1986),
Kampen (1986, 1987, 1989a, 1989b) and myself (1988a, 1997) touch on topics and
people closely related to the Long March. In this context, Anthony Garavente’s
review essay on the Long March is noteworthy, being one of the few examples of
an author trying to name and pierce the pervasive myth(s) (Garavente 1995).

Of the Western literature published before the 1980s, Frank Tarsitano’s disserta-
tion on the Fifth Encirclement Campaign should be mentioned here (Tarsitano
1979). He tries to analyze the Fifth Encirclement Campaign and the Communist
response nearly exclusively relying on documents of the time and, in doing so,
questions Mao’s later claims about what actually happened. Unfortunately, this
intriguing study has been virtually ignored so far.

In the first part of this article, I will attempt to explain the events in the military-
political sphere between the end of 1930 (the beginning of the encirclement cam-
paigns) and about mid-1935 (the meeting between the First and Fourth Front
Army) by considering the situation and the CCP’s decisions at certain points in
time. Indeed, the following explanation can be called a “counter-myth” and is not
original in all its details. Yet it seems to provide a more plausible explanation of
the Long March and its origins than previous studies. While the present analysis is
obviously far from being a complete and definitive narrative and/or analysis, it is
hoped that it will at least offer a fresh look at the topic and encourage further
research.

Instead of assigning specific decisions and policies to individual people or
groups, including the Comintern and its representatives,® the term “leadership” (de-
fined neither in terms of the number of people involved nor in terms of the compo-
sition of the group of leaders active in the period covered here) will be used in the
first part. Thus “leadership” is meant to include all those who made and influenced
decisions at the time. It may be noted, however, that this somewhat simplistic
notion of “leadership” must be considered merely an analytical tool providing for
nothing but preliminary results.

An analysis of the internal dynamics within the CCP “leadership” during the
early Long March in the second part of this article will illustrate, on the other hand,
that the available information does not yet allow for a more sophisticated view.

In the third section I will return to the issue of the “turning-point” and conclude
with a number of observations and thoughts on CCP history in the 1930s in general
and on the Long March in particular.

% The roles of the Communist International’s political advisor to the CCP, Arthur Ewert, and of the
military chief advisor to the CCP, Manfred Stern, remain practically unknown. Both are not even men-
tioned, for example, by Benjamin Yang (1990) or Kampen (2000). I also wonder whether Chinese party
historians only learned of them in Braun’s memoirs. On Stern and Ewert cf. Litten 1997:55-57; on the
Comintern’s apparat in Shanghai in the early 1930s cf. Litten 1994.
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Part I

After having defeated his rival Feng Yuxiang in late 1930 in one of the larger
battles of the Chinese civil war, Chiang Kai-shek turned his attention to the Com-
munists. At that time their major base, the “Central Soviet”, was located in Jiangxi
province.’

In the First and Second Encirclement Campaigns (December 1930 to January
1931 and during May 1931), mostly provincial troops were used against the Com-
munists, with less than impressive results (Benjamin Yang 1990:41-46). These of-
ten badly trained and equipped troops were no real danger for the Communist Red
Army, in particular because they were none too keen to fight, and their leaders
wished to spare them for “more important” battles against rival warlords and
Chiang Kai-shek (for a contemporary view see Fleming 1983:204-205). On the
other hand, although the Communist troops seem to have been well-organized and
competently led, they were only able to attack and defeat the inferior enemy units
(Averill 1997:xxxix), and the strategy/tactics of “luring the enemy deep” and the
accompanying cycle of losing and regaining territory prevented any significant
expansion of the Central Soviet.

The Third Encirclement Campaign, which began under the personal supervision
of Chiang Kai-shek in July 1931, was to be different. This time, a more serious
effort was made to wipe out the Communists. During the next months, Nationalist
troops struck deep into the territory of the Central Soviet without the Red Army
being able to counter them effectively. Though the Nationalist lines became
dangerously stretched, without external “help” the Central Soviet would likely
have degraded to the lower status of a guerilla base area. This help was provided —
coincidentally? — by the Japanese who started their occupation of Manchuria on 18
September 1931, forcing Chiang to put his best troops to more pressing use.
Moreover, the so-called Guangdong Incident and the general hostility of southern
warlords towards Chiang Kai-shek also alleviated the pressure on the Communists
(Averill 1997:xliii). Even by the standards of the earlier campaigns — keeping the
noose from tightening — the Communists’ “success” this time seems to have been a
qualified one (cf. Huang 1989a; Shang 1990): Massive extraneous incidents were
necessary to stop Chiang Kai-shek; large areas had to be reconquered, casting a
shadow over the “luring the enemy deep” strategy; and the losses, according to
numbers favorable to the Communists, had been twice as high as on the Nationalist
side, if put in relation to the overall strength of the army (Huang 1989a:40).

At that stage two factors seem to have coincided: the need for a new military
strategy, and changes in the political situation. Strategy had to be changed because,

o Though he has to concentrate on Mao and probably trusts his sources a bit too much, Averill (1997)
does seem to provide the best compact overview of the CCP in the early 1930s yet. In the following 1
mostly disregard other Communist bases in China, such as Zhang Guotao’s. Benjamin Yang (1990) has
included information on them, but more studies are still necessary.
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not only had the Nationalists become aware of some of the stratagems of the Red
Army (Tarsitano 1979:30), but to continue with the defensive strategy of “luring
the enemy deep” would have resulted in major problems with the local population
which certainly did not appreciate being forced off the land repeatedly by the
retreating Red Army or enduring the rampages of both Communist and Nationalist
troops. Moreover, with land reform one of the few and probably the most impor-
tant of the communist battle-cries to stimulate the local peasants, a more permanent
control of territory was paramount to the political ambitions of the CCP. In
addition, such a fundamentally defensive mindset left the military initiative almost
completely to the enemy.

The changes in the political situation were manifold. The Jiangxi Soviet had,
more or less, stood the test of various attacks, so that in November 1931 the Chi-
nese Soviet Republic was proclaimed there. Assuming many of the trappings of an
independent state, this was seen as a major milestone in the development of com-
munism in China. By the same token, it shackled the government of the Chinese
Soviet Republic, with Mao Zedong at the helm and the CCP as ruling party, be-
cause it now had to ensure the safety of its populace and the territorial integrity of
the Soviet."’

At the same time, more and more members of the national CCP leadership (for
example, Zhou Enlai) began to arrive in the Central Soviet, which now looked like
the most secure and promising place for communists in China. The Japanese inva-
sion was perceived as a major and lasting diversion of Chiang Kai-shek, leaving
the Communists free to expand in Jiangxi against mostly weak provincial troops
better prepared to fight among themselves. Finally, the economic crisis in the
“capitalist” world provided a positive international environment, further weaken-
ing the Nationalists’ domination of China.

All of this seems to have uplifted the morale of the CCP cadres enormously,
initially even leading again to exuberant predictions of victory in one or more pro-
vinces."!

Thus, by early 1932,"> a new strategic line was developed: changing from the
defensive one of “luring the enemy deep” to an offensive and “positive” one of

19 Whereas Benjamin Yang (1990:23) considers the “soviet” mostly in administrative terms, territorial
control is the basis for administration and therefore a necessity for practical purposes. In my opinion,
however, the concept of the “Central Soviet Republic” as a “state” also contained a more abstract obliga-
tion to ensure territorial integrity. Accordingly, progressing from “guerilla base area” to “soviet” to
“soviet republic” would have entailed ever less freedom to give up territory, even temporarily.

" This mood is evident in various documents published in WJXJ 8. Also cf. Saich 1996:558-566.

12Ac:cording to Benjamin Yang (1990:45), a proposal for a more active defense was made already in June
1931 by Mao, possibly providing the reason for the decision to take a stand at Gaoxingxu in September
1931, and leading to an important defeat of the Communist First Front Army (Whitson 1973:274). In
April 1932, too, Mao is said to have pursued a more active defense (Gong 1992:37). Mao is usually
associated with the “luring the enemy deep” strategy/tactics.
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mobilizing the masses, fighting at the borders of the Central Soviet and beyond,
concentrating troops to defeat the enemy, and generally regaining the initiative
(e.g., WIXJ 8:266-283). Military structures were reorganized, regularized and
modernized. “Guerillaism” — defined as a distaste for regular military structures, as
insubordination, and as “pure defense” — became increasingly subject to criticism.
Conversely, attempts were made to switch to conventional warfare combined with
extended guerilla activity behind the enemy lines (e.g., WIXJ 7:486; cf. Averill
1997:1-liv; but see van de Ven 2000:385-390).

This new, offensive line showed some promising effects in the Central Soviet
during 1932. The Red Army succeeded against the Nationalists’ Fourth Encircle-
ment Campaign (December 1932 to March 1933) at the border of the Central So-
viet by attacking the enemy while he was still preparing, defeating two Nationalist
divisions and losing practically no territory (Tarsitano 1979:40-42; Benjamin Yang
1990:63-67). But these victories do no tell the full story. While the Central Soviet
had survived, the other two most important ones, the E-Yu-Wan (Hubei-Henan-
Anhui) and the Xiang-Exi (Hunan-Western Hubei) Soviets, had been destroyed by
Chiang Kai-shek’s troops during the summer of 1932. Their Red Armies were
being forced on ,,Long Marches” of their own (Benjamin Yang 1990:51-63). Fur-
thermore, the Japanese again “assisted” the Communists in their efforts, this time
by invading North China (Chahar and Jehol provinces) early in 1933, thus forcing
Chiang to redeploy his troops and to break off his campaign against the Com-
munists.

After the Fourth Encirclement Campaign, both sides evaluated the situation and
prepared for the next round. Chiang Kai-shek had become aware that it would not
only take more of an effort, but a different one to defeat the Communists decisive-
ly. Numerous changes were therefore introduced on the Nationalist side, especially
in three areas: army organization; strategy and tactics; and “political warfare” (Tar-
sitano 1979:ch. 2). In the first area, this meant regularization and strenghthening of
command, down-sizing divisions, establishing a training center at Lushan, better
intelligence, and so on.

In the second area, both strategy and tactics were completely changed. Now a
combination of offensive strategy and defensive tactics was to be employed over
an extended period of time. Cornerstones of both strategy and tactics were the
“pill-boxes” or “blockhouses” built in prodigious numbers. Strategically, they en-
abled the Nationalists to advance carefully and to slowly strangle the Central So-
viet, while ensuring safe logistical routes and avoiding overstretching. Tactically,
they provided shelter for the Nationalist troops and a kind of psychological
restraint to prevent smaller units from becoming overoptimistic, dashing about, and
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falling victim to the Red Army’s tactical feints. Slow but continuous and secure
advance was to be attained on both levels."

The third area, “political warfare”, was a real innovation in this context. Chiang
Kai-shek now tried to come up with new political ideas (the “New Life Move-
ment”; cf. Yip 1992), and to actively better the lot of the people in the “freed
areas”, for example by improving the infrastructure — which was beneficial to
military logistics, too.

For the Communists in the Central Soviet surveying the situation in the middle
of 1933 the outlook was a mixed one. On the one hand, the Red Army had proved
capable of defeating the odd “central” division among Chiang’s troops, and was at
the time actually doing quite well in Fujian (Averill 1997:1xxvi). But could it hold
out against a concerted onslaught without external intervention? Chiang had con-
cluded the Tanggu Agreement with Japan in May 1933, so he had his back free
this time. The new, more aggressive strategy had been quite successful, though
circumstances had been favorable. To adopt an effective offensive strategy, on the
other hand, would have been too dangerous. The troops of the Red Army in
Jiangxi, numbering 100,000 at best, were surrounded by an increasing number of
some 500,000 Nationalist soldiers.

The economic blockade of the Central Soviet by Nationalist and provincial
troops continued and slowly began to bite, leading inter alia to problems in re-
cruiting and morale. On the positive side, during 1933 rumours intensified that the
southern warlords might go to war against Chiang (Litten 1988a:23). The interna-
tional situation, however, as seen from Moscow and thus at least in part by the
CCP, worsened with the rise of Hitler in Germany and the easing of the world
€conomic crisis.

Various alternatives were open to the Communists at this point. They could keep
on trying to defend the Central Soviet Republic, their “beacon” to revolution in
China. Or they could give up the idea of a “soviet republic” and try to “transfer”
most of the Central Soviet to another, less endangered region, hoping to win time
but losing prestige and power. Or they could just revert to pure guerilla warfare,
try to save the Red Army’s “living forces”, abandon for the time being the idea of
establishing any soviet, shelter in the mountains or rove around pin-pricking the
Nationalist armies and hoping for miracles.

Given these choices, the CCP leadership’s decision to stay and to try to defend
the Central Soviet Republic seems understandable and defendable."* While the

13 This approach even continued for some time after the main forces of the Red Army had left the Central
Soviet (Benton 1992:20).

' There is no definite contemporary evidence of such a discussion. Of the top CCP leaders only Zhang
Guotao, who had lost “his” E-Yu-Wan Soviet, is reported to have held the view of preserving the Red
Army first, the soviet later, if at all (Chuan-Shan geming genjudi lishi changbian 1982:338). Also cf.
Benjamin Yang 1990:131-132.
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Communists had sobered up (see, for example, WIXJ 9:536-537), they were still
entitled to guarded optimism about attaining that goal; only with hindsight is the
hopelessness of their situation obvious.

As mentioned earlier, rumours of internal strife in Chiang Kai-shek’s camp had
been ripe in 1933. Chiang needed troops from warlords such as Chen Jitang in
Guangdong or He Jian in Hunan, but they were as weary of Chiang as of the
Communists. The weakest point in Chiang’s encirclement strategy, however, was
the 19th Route Army in Fujian, formerly famous for their defense of Shanghai
against the Japanese in early 1932, under the command of Chen Mingshu and Cai
Tingkai. Their discontent with Chiang was an open secret, and they were decidedly
unwilling to fight against the Red Army, as the latter’s operations in Fujian in the
summer of 1933 had shown (Litten 1988a:19-20).

On 26 October 1933, shortly after the start of the Fifth Encirclement Campaign,
the 19th Route Army and the Communists signed a truce and discussed a common
front against Chiang Kai-shek. To the Communists this was a welcome break of
the encirclement, enabling them to get provisions through the Nationalist blockade.
At the same time, the CCP seems to have been suspicious and reticent, too, and for
good reason — the 19th Route Army was desperate. Chiang Kai-shek had, of
course, known about their discontent all along and had cut off the money transfers
from Nanking. This forced the leadership of the 19th Route Army either to
surrender to Chiang and lose face, or to revolt. They decided to do the latter and
were now looking for allies among the many factions and groups unfriendly to
Chiang. But Chiang had the situation under control, owing to his military might
and to “General Dollar”, and by sowing rumours that the 19th Route Army was
already hand in glove with the Communists — a thought that did not improve
relations with other potential allies (Litten 1996).

In fact, the Fujian Rebellion, starting on 20 November 1933, was mostly make-
believe."” With the possible exception of the so-called “Third Party”, which had
some influence in the beginning, nobody really wanted to fight — the main aim was
to save face by pretending to fight. The Communists seem to have tried to help the
Fujian “government” militarily for about a month (besides pursuing their own
aims); it is difficult to decide whether thereafter Chiang’s troops or the collapse of
the Fujian “government” progressed faster. At the end of January 1934, the rebel-
lion by one of China’s most famous armies had been crushed. There remained the
task for the Communists to profit as much as possible from the temporary disarray
in Fujian, and for Chiang Kai-shek to close the encirclement anew.

"% The most complete study of the Fujian Rebellion remains Eastman 1974:ch. 3, though with regard to
the CCP it is now out of date. Cf. Litten 1988a:ch. 2, or Litten 1988b.
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In other words, the Fujian Rebellion was a sham, and by no means the “big
chance” that had been lost by the incompetence or doctrinaire stance of the then
Communist leadership, as later writers, beginning with the so-called “Zunyi Reso-
lution”, would claim. With the temporary respite and the chance to convene the
Second National Congress of the Chinese Soviet Republic in January 1934, the
Communists had probably got the most out of it,'® but Chiang’s position and
especially his prestige had also been strengthened. Having bought off the Japanese
for some time and crushed resistance to his rule in such a way, there was scant
chance of any further interruption of this encirclement campaign.

At the end of January 1934, the Fifth Encirclement Campaign began anew. The
intermezzo of the Fujian Rebellion had not changed the Communists’ strategic
options, limited as they were both by circumstances and by the political decision to
defend the Chinese Soviet Republic. A strategic offensive was inadvisable if one
took into account the numerical and technical superiority of the National and
provincial troops (nearly one million men by now) who, though they might not all
actively fight the Communists, were certainly protecting their turfs. The old “lur-
ing the enemy deep” strategy could not be used for two reasons: Firstly, Chiang
Kai-shek had chosen his strategy and tactics to prevent being “lured deep”.
Secondly, the principle of territorial integrity, or at least the uphold of Communist
administration and land reform, prevented the use of this strategy. Other forms of
strategic retreat or guerilla warfare were incompatible with the overriding political
decision to defend the Central Soviet. Therefore there remained only one strategy:
stubborn defense, in theory on the whole frontline, in fact mostly in the north-
eastern sector, where the Red Army was confronted by Chiang Kai-shek’s best and
most active troops. Given Chiang’s strategy and tactics, it was obvious that this
stubborn defense could also lead to positional warfare. However, it is important to
note again that the possible necessity for this kind of warfare arose from the
political decision to defend the Central Soviet and from the military situation, not
from any of the leaders’ putative personal predilections or incompetence, as is
often alleged (e.g., Benjamin Yang 1990:121; but see Jerome Ch’en 1986:206-
208).

In November 1933, the Red Army, it seems, had attempted the aggressive
variant of this strategy, perhaps in connection with the events in Fujian — but it
failed (Tarsitano 1979:117-119). Afterwards, possibly influenced by a wait-and-
see attitude during the later part of the Fujian Rebellion, the defense strategy
became more passive and many “Red” blockhouses were built.

'8 This does not preclude that certain tactical measures taken by the CCP and Red Army leadership were
not optimal, or even wrong. Qin Bangxian, a.k.a. Bo Gu, then at least nominally the top CCP leader,
wrote in August 1934 — before the “great chance” myth had arisen — that the Red Army had not sucked up
enough of the “Fujian rebel” troops left scattered by Chiang’s attacks (Bo 1934:17).
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Tactics was, of course, also constrained by the strategic choice and by the actual
circumstances. An article by Xiang Ying and Wang Jiaxiang, written in November
1933, presents quite a passive form of tactical defense — for all practical purposes
this was a call for positional warfare — centered on the “Red” blockhouses (Litten
1988a:50). At the end of the first phase of the Fifth Encirclement Campaign (i.e.,
up to the battle of Guangchang in April 1934), a more mobile tactical variant was
introduced under the name of duancu tuji (“short, swift strikes”). This tactic put
less stress on “Red” blockhouses, using them mainly as a launch pad for attacks on
Nationalist units that ventured out of their blockhouses."’

In addition to these tactical concepts for “regular warfare”, which was meant to
bear the brunt of the fighting, the guerilla units were allotted quite an important
role, too. They were meant to operate in the enemy’s hinterland and between his
blockhouse-lines, to disrupt his logistics, and to force him to divert troops from the
front.

However, theory and practice seem to have gone their own ways as time pro-
gressed. The guerilla troops did not follow orders, and the regular units seem to
have become quite wedded to the more passive forms of defense. Of course, the
duancu tuji were rather demanding in coordination and swiftness, and not all
Communist commanders and troops were up to it. But there was also a noticeable
decline in the general quality of troops, since human supplies were running out,
forced recruitment was increasing, morale sinking (Tarsitano 1979:111-138; Ben-
ton 1992:11). In fact, morale was battered from all sides: the economic situation
grew worse all the time; Chiang Kai-shek’s troops seemed to advance relentlessly;
CCP-internal struggles, such as the fight against the “Luo Ming Line” (Averill
1997:1xi-Ixiii; van de Ven 2000:373-385), were less than opportune; and Chiang’s
“political warfare”, and the Communists’ track record, threatened to rob the CCP
of its main raison d’étre in the eyes of much of the Soviet’s population: the
promise of reform and a better life.

General considerations were thus probably more important than purely military
ones in the Communist leadership’s decision to take a firm stand against the Na-
tionalist troops in Guangchang, considered the “gateway” to the Central Soviet, in
April 1934. It is still obscure what exactly happened in the battle of Guangchang
on the Communist side, but it was a big defeat with about 4000 Communists killed
or wounded, compared to about 2500 Nationalist troops (Litten 1988a:52-55).'% A

7 The duancu tuji are commonly attributed to Otto Braun, the German military advisor to the CCP. That
they were also propagated, in slightly different forms, by Lin Biao (see Saich 1996:627-635) — who even
claimed to have invented the term (Snow 1957:30) —, Peng Dehuai and others is usually dismissed as a
sign of Braun’s power of “persuasion”. The Moscow Archives might give a clue to the role of Manfred
Stern in the development and propagation of this tactic. On tactics and their execution during that time
see Tarsitano 1979:ch. 5; Litten 1988a:ch. 3.

18 For Benjamin Yang (1990:81-82) there are no difficulties in covering the Guangchang battle. In his
opinion the defeat is fully Braun’s fault, since Peng Dehuai says so. Braun’s story is seen as an excuse
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renewed discussion of the various political-strategic options now became unavoid-
able.

The negative course that the fight against the Fifth Encirclement Campaign had
taken punctured the Communist leadership’s confidence in being able to defend
the Central Soviet. It is impossible to be certain when and by whom the possibility
for a strategic transfer of the Central Soviet was first mentioned seriously, but
there seems to have been a period of uncertainty (May to about July 1934) about
whether and, if so, how to effect it, although this did not result in paralysis. In the
wake of Guangchang, strategy was changed somewhat to ensure higher mobility of
troops even if it might cost territory.'® Besides calls for more mobilization drives
and intensified guerilia war, defensive action by regular troops and the building of
blockhouses were now to be concentrated at fewer and more important places. To
relieve pressure on the Soviet, in early July 1934 the Seventh Army Corps, called
“Anti-Japanese Vanguard” for propaganda reasons, was sent to the border of Fu-
jian, Zhejiang, Anhui and Jiangxi to make trouble there for Chiang Kai-shek — and
perhaps provoke a Japanese reaction.

Whereas the acceptance of territorial loss and the sending of the Seventh Army
Corps are not necessarily proof of a firm decision for the transfer — there also
seems to have been a discussion in July whether the “strategic transfer” should be a
temporary measure with the ultimate aim of returning to Jiangxi, or whether the
main forces should abandon the Central Soviet for good (Zeng 1986:189; Braun
1973:107) —, the plans for the relocation of the Sixth Army Corps as given in a
directive of 23 July 1934 show that by then the “strategic transfer” had been
decided for all practical purposes (WJXJ 10:355-360). The Sixth Army Corps
under Xiao Ke was ordered to leave the Xiang-Gan Soviet (adjacent to the Central
Soviet), which was said to have become untenable and was to be “demoted” to an
active guerilla area, and, after causing confusion in central Hunan, to go to West
Hunan (the region of Xintian, Qiyang and Lingling, east of the Xiang River) to
establish a soviet there. This soviet was then to be enlarged in a northern direction
towards Xinhua and Xubu counties and finally even further north towards the Sec-
ond Army Corps, which, under the command of He Long, was operating in the
border area of Guizhou, Hunan and Sichuan. The leadership of the Central Soviet

because he was, after all, responsible for the disaster. However, Yang sees neither the contradictions in
Peng’s story and in other recountings, nor does he assume that Peng, commander of the Third Army
Corps which was heavily involved in the battle, might possibly bear some responsibility, too.

' This was really the time of the duancu ruji as propagated by Braun. Furthermore, this seems to have
been part of the first “quarterly plan” (May to July), quite likely written by Braun (Braun 1973:101; Zeng
1986:188).
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reasoned that the area where the Second Army Corps was operating was the weak
link between Jiangxi and Sichuan, and thus had to be strenghtened.

The plan for the Sixth Army Corps, whose details read like the rehearsal for the
evacuation of the Central Soviet, only makes sense in the context of a “strategic
transfer” of the Central Soviet Red Army (First Front Army); otherwise it would
have meant weakening the defense of the Central Soviet without any possible re-
compensation as in the case of the Seventh Army Corps. (The Hunanese warlord
He Jian was less troublesome to the Communists than Chiang Kai-shek.) The Sixth
Army Corps was to reconnoiter and prepare the way for the First Front Army (see
also Jin 1994:281, citing Zhou Enlai).

Since about the middle of July 1934,20 therefore, the “strategic transfer” must
have been planned and organized — even if the final decision was taken later, likely
in September. For this operation a “troika” was constituted, made up by the CCP’s
leader Qin Bangxian, Zhou Enlai, and Braun (Litten 1997:43; Benton 1992:18-20).
The secrecy surrounding most of it, as well as later political distortions, make it
extremely difficult to find out more about the preparations and, for example, the
contents of the second “quarterly plan” (August to October), prepared again in all
likelihood by Braun (Zeng 1986:190ff.). One can assume, though, that all other
military operations of the Red Army now served mostly to win time and to deceive
Chiang Kai-shek (and most Communists, t00).

In September, secrecy was relaxed a bit, and Zhu De and Zhou Enlai launched
negotiations with the Guangdong warlord Chen Jitang in order to prepare for the
breakout of the Communists (Zhu 1983; Litten 1988a:58). Chen Jitang could have
had no interest in the Communists being destroyed — after all, they kept Chiang
Kai-shek from turning on him (see SHAT: 7 N 3295, 1 February 1935). On the
other hand, it was obvious that the Central Soviet was doomed, so it was the best
solution for him to let the Communists out and hope that Chiang’s troops would
follow them and stay away from Guangdong.

At the end of September, an article by Zhang Wentian, ak.a. Luo Fu, in “Red
China” for the first time mentioned publicly that the Central Soviet was to be aban-
doned (Benjamin Yang 1990:96); in mid-October more than 85,000 men (and
some women), burdened with everything from provisions to printing-presses, be-
gan the “strategic transfer”; about 15,000 troops and about 30,000 wounded stayed

» According to Braun (1973:106-108), the date would be about a month later, with the final decision
only in September; but I wonder whether this description is based on memory (either at the time of his
report to the Comintern in 1939/40 or at the time of writing his memoirs), or on other sources used but
not named in his memoirs. Li Ping (1996:18) argues, without any sources given, that the decision was
already taken in May 1934, and that the Comintern’s placet arrived in late June (cf. Benton 1992:13), but
that Braun was trying to delay leaving the Central Soviet. Li also cites Zhou Enlai at an unspecified
Central Committee meeting saying that there had been no actual preparation for the March before
September.
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behind in what was now to become several “guerilla areas” (Benton 1992 tells
their story).

The breakout occurred in the southwestern part of the Central Soviet, at the
border between Guangdong and Hunan, with initially good progress. Yet there had
been big difficulties with the Sixth Army Corps. That corps had not been able to
stay east of the Xiang River and build a “soviet”, but had been pushed over the
Xiang further west towards Liping. There the leadership of the Sixth Army Corps
decided to change course, head north and unite with the Second Army Corps (up to
then called the “Third Army”). In late October, the two army corps met in north-
eastern Guizhou, later to become the Second Front Army (Benjamin Yang 1990:
90-93).

About a month later, at the end of November 1934, the Red Army from the Cen-
tral Soviet had broken through the first three Nationalist blockade lines and arrived
at the fourth and final one — at the Xiang River.

According to the studies of most scholars, both in China and in the West, the
Xiang River crossing was a huge disaster. Usually it is claimed that afterwards the
First Front Army had shrunk by at least half its original strength of about 80,000
men at the outset in mid-October. This is taken as proof for the utter failure of the
leadership at the time (mainly Qin Bangxian and Otto Braun) and for the necessity
of the changes to be implemented shortly thereafter at Liping and Zunyi.

Such an interpretation, however, is an absolutely essential part of the Long
March myths, and thus deserves some closer inspection. The first question to ask
is: Was there a battle at the Xiang at all? This may sound absurd in light of
Salisbury’s description of this battle (Salisbury 1985:96-104), to give just one
example. However, there is an article by Chen Yun, a Long Marcher and politburo
member already then, originally published in France in 1936, in which he claims
more or less plain sailing through all four blockade lines (Chen Yun 1985a:8).
Furthermore, neither the so-called “Zunyi Resolution” nor Edgar Snow’s Red Star
over China (Snow 1978) specifically mention a battle at the Xiang. Karen Gernant
also cites a certain Meng Qiu (presumably Xu Menggiu) writing in 1938 that the
crossing went on “peacefully and without incident” (Gernant 1980:92). Xue Yue,
commanding general of the pursuing Nationalist troops, does not mention any
large battle at the Xiang (Xue 1978); the official Nationalist history of the “bandit
extermination campaign” notes a battle after the crossing of the Xiang with about
3000 dead and wounded on the Communist side (Jiaofei zhanshi 1967:861). It
seems that an enormous battle at the Xiang entered the record only later, and only
on the Communist side.

On the other hand, there are indications that some kind of battle or battles ac-
tually happened at or near the Xiang crossing. For example, an American military
intelligence report dated 20 December 1934 (USMIR X:125) claims that one col-



