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INTRODUCTION 

Hong Kong ceased to be a British colony on 1 July 1997. It returned 
to Chinese sovereignty and became part of Communist China. But this 
was not Hong Kong's first encounter with Chinese Communism. It had 
been involved with the Chinese Communist Movement ever since its 
inception in 1921. This b9ok attempts to portray this involvement 
during the earliest period of the movement, a topic as yet unexplored 
in the fast expanding field of historical study of Hong Kong. 

Rationale of the study 

The recent return of British Hong Kong to Communist China made an 
. investigation into the relationship between Hong Kong and the 
Chinese Communist Movement timely. The fact, albeit little known, is 
that Hong Kong was greatly involved in the movement from its 
earliest beginning until its culmination in the establishment of the 
People's Republic of China. This involvement has hitherto been 
overlooked and left unrecognized as an important aspect of Hong 
Kong history of the first half of the twentieth century. An enquiry into 
the subject is, therefore, not only timely in view of Hong Kong's 
change of sovereignty, but a long overdue rectification of an oversight 
in the study of modern Hong Kong history. 

Apart from filling a gaping void in twentieth-century Hong Kong 
history, the fact that Hong Kong served as the headquarters of the 
Communist movement in Guangdong for many years before the 
Communist takeover in 1949 naturally means that this study will be a 
source of enlightenment on the Communist development in the 
province of which Hong Kong, despite its lengthy status as a British 
colony, has been an integral part. 

Emerging from this is· another aspect to the rationale of studying 
Hong Kong and Guangdong in the Chinese Communist Movement. To 
understand a national movement of this import and magnitude, it is 
crucialto look at it from different perspectives, at different levels, and 
in different localities. It is grossly inadequate . simply to study what 
appear to be the main events which constitute the movement. In the 
handling of major movements in China, the regional perspective 
comes naturally to mind, given the size of the country. It is, therefore, 

1 



2 From Nothing to Nothing 

somewhat surprising that there is a dearth of regional studies of the 
Chinese Communist Movement, especially in the English language. 1 

The situation is not substantially better in terms of publications in 
Chinese, although there appears to the casual eye a good deal more 
regionally based writings in Chinese on the Chinese Communist 
Movement. Here it is necessary to differentiate between collections and 
compilations of sources and materials according to regions on the one 
hand, and regional studies based on careful and serious research on the 
other hand. There is an impressive array of publications of the first 
category, most of which appeared in the past fifteen years or so. There 
are in fact numerous such publications related to the Chinese 
Communist Movement in Guangdong. However, there is still little to 
speak of in terms of major and comprehensive study of the Guangdong 
movement resulting from careful and serious research. This is 
certainly true in the case of publications in the English language. 

Deeper knowledge of the Communist situation in a particular region 
invariably enhances understanding of the Communist movement as a 
whole. Obvious questions emerge in this connection. What was the 
relationship between the particular situation and the main movement? 
How was the particular situation affected by the main events of the 
movement and vice versa? How was one particular situation similar to 
or different from other particular situations? Translated in more 
specific terms in this instance, how was the Guangdong Communist 
Movement shaped by the fact that for many years its headquarters was 
in the British colony of Hong Kong? The colonial setting was unique 
in the case of the Communist movement in Guangdong. Did it in any 
significant way set the Communist development in the province apart 
from that in the other regions? 

Aim and scope 

The aim is straightforward: to undertake a historical study of Hong 
Kong and through it of Guangdong, and the Chinese Communist 
Movement during the first fifteen years or so after the movement 
began. There is little fanfare and sophistication in that there is the 
marked absence of underlying or presumptive hypotheses. Knowledge 
of this important aspect of Hong Kong and Guangdong history is so 
scanty that no apology is needed for making this study mainly a fact-
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finding exercise which, if properly done, should furnish a broader and 
firmer basis for further enquiry, investigation, and analysis. 

Some time after the project began it was found that what appeared 
to be a relatively unambitious task of fact finding threatened to be 
much more daunting than expected. The original intention of the 
project was to look at Hong Kong and Guangdong in relation to the 
Chinese Communist Movement during the entire pre-1949 period. The 
initial design was also to study the Communist mechanism in Hong 
Kong and Guangdong at every level of operation and in the different 
localities. With the later reali7.ation that the scope and approach 
envisaged would far exceed the limits of the author's energy and 
competence and the publisher's tolerance of publication length, two 
changes were reluctantly conceded. The first was the reduction of the 
period covered. Instead of dealing with the years 1921-49, the study 
will end at 1936, and the rationale for the new dates will be given in 
the following section on periodi7.ation. 

The second change was the abandonment of the idea of looking 
systematically at different levels of the Guangdong Communist 
machinery and Communist activities in different parts of the province 
and different localities in Hong Kong. With the new approach 
attention is in the main focussed on the highest level of operation 
between Hong Kong and the Chinese Communist Party Central 
(Executive) Committee (hereafter CCP Central)° on the one hand and 
Hong Kong and the Communist bases in Guangdong on the other, 
especially during major events and crises and at times of key policy 
changes either of the Chinese Communist Movement as a whole or in 
the Guangdong region in particular. To speak in more concrete terms, 
using the Communist situation in Hong Kong itself as an example, 
there will be no in-depth study of each of the Communist cells or 
branches, in the various factories, dockyards and other work places, 
and in the different areas in the territory. The same is true when 
dealing with the situations in Guangzhou and the major areas of 
Communist presence in other parts of Guangdong. In short, there is 
still much room beyond this book for further examination of the 
Communist developments in Hong Kong and Guangdong during the 
first fifteen years of the Chinese Communist Movement. 

' The Conunittee was renamed the Chinese Conununist Party Central Conunittee from June 
1927. 
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Periodization 

This project began with the aspiration to cover the entire pre-1949 era. 
Despite the expediency of cutting short the period, this section still 
attempts to deal with the periodization of 1921-49. These years, 
broadly speaking, fell into five distinct periods: 1921-7, 1927-36, 
1936-41, 1941-5, and 1945-9. It is hoped that a brief look at each of 
the five periods will provide better contextualization for the years 
1921-36 with which this study is primarily concerned. 

The earliest period of 1921-7 was in fact further divisible. During 
the years 1921-4 the basic organizational structure for Communist 
development was laid down in Guangdong from where it was extended 
to the British colony of Hong Kong. It was a humble beginning, 
characterized generally by lack of manpower and funds both in 
Guangdong and Hong Kong. Yet this lack-lustre and unpromising 
start was somehow sufficient to enable the Communists in the two 
places to take good advantage of the extraordinary political and 
diplomatic events in the following two years to bolster significantly the 
position of not only the Communist movement in Guangdong, but that 
of the Chinese Communist Movement as a whole. The unusual 
happenings referred to here were encapsulated in the historic 
Guangzhou-Hong Kong Strike-Boycott in 1925-6 which has been 
credited by many historians, especially Chinese Communist historians, 
as an important milestone in the early consolidation of Communist 
influence in China. 

The year 1927 marked the beginning of a new phase of Communist 
development in Guangdong and, especially, Hong Kong. The 
Guomindang (hereafter GMO) and Jiang Jieshi decided to split with 
the CCP and large scale anti-Communist purges were conducted all 
over the country. In Guangdong, the Party' Purification Movement was 
launched in mid April. The Communist position in the province was 
severely dislodged and it became so endangered that the Guangdong 
Communist leadership was forced to make the decision to relocate the 
provincial headquarters from Guangzhou to Hong Kong. 
Consequently, unbeknown to many, Hong Kong was in fact the centre 
of Communist activities in Guangdong during most of the period from 
1927 to 1936. 

During the decade 1927-36 both Guangdor.g and British Hong 
Kong were, in Communist terminology, in the "White Region" where 
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the so-called "White Terror" reigned. Despite the severe dislocation 
caused by the anti-Communist purge in the spring of 1927, the rest of 
the year registered an extraordinarily high level of activities on the 
part of the Guangdong Communists with their central base in Hong 
Kong. The two main Communist attempts at gaining local control 
were unquestionably the Nanchang Uprising in August and the 
Guangzhou Uprising in December which, albeit unsuccessful, have 
since been regarded as major and significant events in the history of 
the Chinese Communist Movement. 

Communist activities in Guangdong in the late 1920s and early 
1930s were largely associated with the Li Lisan Line and the Wang 
Ming Line. The Guangdong Communist situation had become 
extremely isolated and had significantly deteriorated from an already 
untenable position by the time of the Long March. By 1936 
Communist development in Hong Kong and Guangdong had almost 
come to a complete halt. 

What constituted the "White Terror" in specific terms during the 
. decade 1927-36 when Hong Kong was the nerve centre of the 

Guangdong Communist Movement? There is· also the question 
whether the "White Terror" actually existed in Hong Kong or whether 
it was simply a Communist cliche loosely applied to the British 
colony. The answer is clear-cut. The "White Terror" was as real in the 
British colony as it was in Guangdong. For the most part of 1927-36 
Guangdong was under the rule of Li Jishen and Chen Jitang. While 
both Li and Chen were not known for their friendship for Jiang Jieshi, 
they all were staunchly anti-Communist and their administrations 
spared no effort whatsoever to purge the Communists and destroy their 
aspirations. 

The British Hong Kong administration in the same period was 
certainly no less hostile towards the Communists. The most overtly 
and blatantly anti-Communist governor was undoubtedly Sir Cecil 
Clementi who became governor in the midst of the colony's colossal 
crisis caused by the Guangzhou-Hong Kong Strike-Boycott. It is not 
unreasonable to believe that the close relationship which developed 
between Clementi and Li Jishen largely stemmed from their common 
detestation of the Communists. After the departures of the two men 
from the local scene, the Hong Kong and Guangdong governments 
continued to co-operate intimately in capturing Communists and 
suppressing Communist activities. 
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During the first few years of the 1930s there were many police raids 
on the Communist hideouts in Hong Kong, many of which were 
carried out with information furnished by the Guangdong authorities 
or their agents in the colony. There were also numerous arrests of 
Communists, prominent among whom were Deng Zhongxia and Cai 
Hesen. Deng was fortunate in that he was eventually released. Most, 
however, were less fortunate. Their most common fate was expulsion 
from Hong Kong. Those expelled to Guangdong were in many 
instances arrested, interrogated, tortured, and then executed. Cai 
Hesen, a renowned and gifted Communist leader who had been active 
in France together with Zhou Enlai and others, belonged to this tragic 
category. It is almost certain that if Cai had not been arrested in Hong 
Kong and executed in Guangdong, and if he had lived longer, he 
would have achieved much greater prominence in the history of 
Chinese Communism. The British colony of Hong Kong played a 
substantial role in Chinese Communist martyrdom in Guangdong. 

The decade 1927-36 was followed by the two war periods of 1937-
41and1941-5. By the eve of the Sino-Japanese War the much battered 
Chinese Communist Movement was gasping its last breaths. As it 
turned out it owed a new lease of life largely to the war. Under great 
pressure from within China the GMO had to concede to the so-called 
Second United Front with the Communists to fight against the 
common national foe, Japan. Communist activities in Hong Kong and 
Guangdong between Marco Polo Bridge and Pearl Harbor need to be 
understood against three background features: first, the Second United 
Front instituted shortly after the outbreak of war; second, Britain's 
policy of neutrality which, in Hong Kong, worked much more to the 
advantage of China than Japan; and third the continued enmity 
between the GMO and the CCP behind the facade of the united front. 
In short, the interaction of these three factors resulted in a drastic rise 
of the level of Communist activities in the region. 

Communists such as the son of Liao Zhongkai, Liao Chengzhi, Xue 
Shangshi, Wang Junyu, Lian Guan, Zhang Yunyi, Yun Guangying, 
Zhang Wenbin and others made substantial contributions to the 
resurrection of the Communist position in Guangdong where the 
number of Communists had been drastically reduced. There seemed to 
be only seventy to eighty Communists each in Hong Kong, 
Guangzhou, and the Pearl River Delta, nearly two hundred in the 
Chaomei region, and "several hundreds" in the Qiongya region. 2 
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Owing to the grave manpower and resource constraints, revival work 
had of necessity to concentrate on Hong Kong and Guangzhou in the 
first place. At the end of March 1936 Liu Shaoqi, as head of the CCP 
Central Northern Bureau initiated the task of revival of Communist 
work in the south. For this purpose Liu sent Xue Shangshi and Wang 
Junyu to Hong Kong and Guangzhou in the summer. In September 
Xue set up in Hong Kong the CCP Southern Temporary Working 
Committee which, in turn, gave approval for the establishment of the 
Guangzhou Municipal Committee and the Hong Kong Working 
Committee. The two committees came into existence in December. 3 

In September the following year the CCP despatched Zhang 
Wenbin to Hong Kong to reinforce the Communist revival in 
Guangdong. Under his guidance the CCP Southern Temporary 
Working Committee was replaced in October by the CCP Southern 
Working Committee which moved to Guangzhou in February 1938. 
Two months later the working committee was restructured as the CCP 
Guangdong Provincial Committee, thus marking the end of more than 
a decade of seeking refuge by the top organization· of the Guangdong 
Communist machinery in the British colony of Hong Kong.4 

However, Hong Kong remained a centre of Communist activities. 
Liao Chengzhi and Lian Guan went to Hong Kong where one of their 
first tasks was to establish, with British and GMD approval, the 
Eighth Route Army Hong Kong Office, early in 1938. In order to 
avoid openly defying Britain's alleged neutrality in the war, the office 
operated in Queen's Road Central behind the facade of a tea business 
called the Guangdong China Company. Liao maintained close contact 
with Guangzhou where an office of the Eighth Route Army was also 
set up. s The term Communist activities assumed a new meaning in 
this and later periods. Whereas before Communist activities were in 
the main carried out by the Communists, by this time, as a result of the 
Communist anxiety to expand the support base, the term "Communist 
activities" came to be applied also to the actions of the so-called 
"fellow travellers" who, though not being Communists, were willing to 
associate themselves with the Communist cause for different reasons. 
Generally speaking, the major reasons for alignment with the 
Communists were to bOlster national resistance to Japan during the 
war, and to undermine GMD autocratic rule when war was over.6 

Communists activities in Hong Kong between Marco Polo Bridge 
and Pearl Harbor can broadly be categorized into three groups. They 
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were quite different in form if not in purpose. The first type of work 
was anti-Japanese literature and journalism. Mainly to escape from 
GMD opposition and suppression, many pro-Communist and leftist 
writers and journalists flocked to Hong Kong, including Mao Dun, 
Zou Taofen, Liu Yazi, to name only a few. All of a sudden Hong Kong 
was bubbling with literary activities in support of China's war effort. 
In March 1939 the Chinese National Anti-Japanese Literary 
Association Hong Kong Branch was formed to co-ordinate these 
activities.7 Apart from writers many veteran journalists congregated 
in Hong Kong. Some of them, such as Jin Zhonghua, Fan Changjiang, 
Qiao Guanhua, and Liao Mosha, founded the Hong Kong Institute of 
Chinese News on 24 April, 1939 for the training of a younger 
generation of journalists. Consequently the years 1937-41 have often 
been referred to as the "golden era" in the cultural history of Hong 
Kong.8 

The second category of Communist activities in Hong Kong in the 
same period centred on Song Qingling, widow of Sun Yixian. Song 
headed the Defend China League in Hong Kong, the primary goal of 
which was to support the Communist forces in China in their fight 
against Japan. The league operated openly in Hong Kong along three 
main lines: propaganda for the Communist war effort; appeal both 
inside and outside Hong Kong for money and other forms of assistance 
especially medical and military supplies, for the New Fourth Army 
and the Eighth Route Army; and transportation and delivery of aid to 
the intended recipients in China.9 Liao Chengzhi of the Eighth Route 
Army Hong Kong Office naturally worked closely with Song and the 
Defend China League. 10 

The third kind of activities were those of the Communist guerrilla 
forces, mainly the ones operating in the East River Region. In the 
main the East River guerrilla forces were chiefly concerned with the 
collection of relief materials and funds, and with recruitment in Hong 
Kong. As far as recruitment was concerned, there were two obvious 
target groups. There was the expected effort to recruit among the local 
residents, especially those of East River origin. This aspect of work 
enjoyed the active co-operation of the local Communism groups.11 

The East River guerrilla forces were also anxiows to recruit overseas 
Chinese, Huaqiao, youth from different parts of Southeast Asia, such 
as Singapore, Kuala Lumpur, Thailand, Vietnam, and the Philippines. 
In this connection the main functions of the Hong Kong Communists, 
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especially the Eighth Route Army Hong Kong Office, were to receive 
the new recruits on their arrival in the colony, and to furnish them 
with as much necessities and supplies for themselves and the guerrilla 
forces as possible before sending them off to the East River Region.12 

Communist activities in Hong Kong entered another distinct phase 
after the outbreak of the Pacific War. Hong Kong was under Japanese 
rule during 1941-5 and it is generally assumed that the Communists 
ceased all operation in those years. This, h6wever, is an erroneous 
view. The Communist presence persisted throughout the Japanese 
occupation when the East River guerrillas, which came to be called the 
Guangdong People's Anti-Japanese Guerrilla Forces East River 
Column, commonly referred to simply as the East River Column, at 
the end of 1943, continued to be active in Hong Kong. Two distinct yet 
uneven periods are clearly discernible in this respect. During the first 
few months after the fall of Hong Kong, the preoccupation of the 
guerrillas, presumably under order from the CCP Central, was to 
evacuate from Hong Kong political personages, writers, journalists, 
and other influential people who were sympatl!etic with or useful to 
the Communist cause. 13 For the rest of the occupation the guerrilla 
presence continued in Hong Kong in the founding in March 1942 of 
the Hong Kong Kowloon Independent Brigade, the primary mission of 
which was to sabotage the Japanese position in Hong Kong, and to 
rescue prisoners of war from the concentration camps in conjunction 
with the Communist guerrillas operating in the vicinity and the British 
Army Aid Group, a British intelligence organization working in the 
region. 14 In recent years a considerable amount of literature has been 
published on the concentration camp aspect of the Japanese occupation 
of Hong Kong. Most of the writings are from the point of view of the 
Western ex-prisoners of war. These publications will be most 
beneficially balanced by some understanding of the Chinese 
Communists' contribution to the relief of the tremendous hardship and 
adversity caused by the Japanese militarists especially during the last 
stage of war. 

The outbreak of civil war in China shortly after Japan's defeat and 
the unexpected speed with which the Communists swept southward 
brought about a flurry of Communist activities in Hong Kong. For 
some months after the war Communist activities continued in the main 
to be the work of the East River guerrillas. A significant expression of 
their influence in this period was the publication, in mid November 
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1945, of Zheng Bao (Upright Newspaper), which has since been called 
the first party paper in Hong Kong. 15 The predecessor of Zheng Bao 
was in fact the Qianjin Bao (Advance Newspaper) which was the 
organ of the East River Column.1 6 

The post-war Communist position in Hong Kong and Guangdong 
received a major boost with the arrival of Fang Fang, a veteran and 
energetic Communist leader, in the summer of 1946. Fang had earlier 
been assigned by the CCP Central to the task of overseeing party 
development and organization in south China generally and was 
assisted by such well known Communist figures as Zhang Hanfu, Xia 
Yan, Xu Dixin, Qiao Guanhua and others. With the unexpected and 
rapid spread of Communist victory, Hong Kong became an 
increasingly important operational base for the Communists. In May 
1947 the CCP Central Hong Kong Bureau was founded with Fang 
Fang as Secretary and with Yin Linping, Zhang Hanfu, Liang Guang, 
Pan Hannian, Xia Yan and Lian Guan holding the other key positions 
of the bureau. The bureau's nomenclature was clearly misleading with 
its jurisdiction over the Communist structures not only in all of 
Guangdong and Guangxi, but in parts of Fi:Jjian, Jiangxi, Hunan, 
Yunnan, and Guizhou. The bureau was more aptly renamed the CCP 
Central South China Bureau in February 1949.1 7 

Under the leadership of Fang Fang, the Hong Kong bureau made 
significant headway in four areas of work which substantially 
contributed to the final Communist victory in China in October 1949. 
The first was propaganda work. The intention was to develop Hong 
Kong into a propaganda base to reach three different target groups: the 
local people in Hong Kong, the people in China, and overseas Chinese 
in Southeast Asia and other parts of the world. In those days when the 
printed word played a predominant role in mass communication, 
newspapers were heavily depended on for the purpose of propaganda. 
Consequently, this aspect of Communist work in post-war Hong Kong 
was greatly bolstered by the founding of the Hong Kong Branch of the 
China News Agency in May 1947.18 Other important Communist 
efforts in this connection included the revival of the Huashang Bao 
(Chinese Merchants Newspaper) and the founding of the Jingji 
Daobao (The Economic Guide Newspaper) later in the same year, the 
publication of the weekly Qunzhong Zazhi (The Masses Magazine}, 
and the launching of the Hong Kong editions of the Dagong Bao (The 
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Great Justice Newspaper), Wenhui Bao (Cultural Newspaper) in 
1948.19 

During the several crucial years before the Communist takeover, the 
Communist leadership in Hong Kong was entrusted with yet another 
responsibility which contributed substantially to the Communist 
success, especially in south China. Cadres were regularly assembled in 
the relative safety of the British colony where they received training 
before being despatched to work in various locations. The trained 
agents were then mostly despatched to destinations on the Guangdong 
border, and in the provinces of Sichuan, Guizhou, and Yunnan where 
they were to look for opportunities to organize the so-called "military 
struggles" to prepare the ground for the arrival of the Liberation Army 
from the north. 20 

The third important mission of the CCP Central Hong Kong 
Bureau, later the CCP Central South China Bureau, was united front 
work to attain at least the acquiescence, if not outfight support, of the 
many political personages who for various reasons had congregated in 
Hong Kong. While these people were not Communists, they were, 
however, mostly anti-GMD, and consequently affectionately regarded 
by the Communists as "fellow travellers". A good number of them 
were members of the China Democracy League, .a federation of 
political parties which were of non-GMD and non-CCP affiliations. 
The Communist tactic in this area was not so much to convert 
members of the other political parties to Communism, but rather/to 
help them to better organize themselves so as to be able to put up a 
more aggressive anti-GMD stance. Communist success in this respect 
was reflected in the fact that many of the targeted people eventually 
left Hong Kong for China at the end of the period and assumed various 
roles in the newly established Communist regime.21 One concrete 
expression of co-operation in Hong Kong was the Dade College, a 
joint project of the Communists and the so-called People of the 
Democratic Parties. The college was founded in the autumn of 1946 
and, not unexpectedly, closed down by the British Hong Kong 
government in February 1949.22 

Finally, more than any previous periods, the post-war years 
witnessed a much more organized and consistent effort of the Chinese 
Communists at party work and recruitment amqng the local populace 
in Hong Kong. The emphasis was clearly on the workers and students. 
Communist cells were. organized in factories and leftist schools were 
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set up. There was an obvious overlap of Communist labour and 
educational activities in that a great deal of energy was invested in the 
establishment and operation of schools for workers' children. 
Communist work in the labour and educational sectors represented 
perhaps one of the most seriOus causes of friction between the 
Communists and the British Hong Kong administration during the 
period. 

This book deals with the first two of the five periods just outlined in 
terms of Hong Kong and the Chinese Communist Movement until the 
establishment of the People's Republic of China in 1949. There was 
clear continuity between 1921-7 and 1927-36 in that it was in the first 
period that the Communist foundation was first laid in Hong Kong 
and Guangdong, and it was on this platform that Communist activities 
in the second period were staged. It was towards the end of the second 
period that whatever was lefi of the foundation and what was on it 
were virtually effaced, hence the title of the book From Nothing to 
Nothing. There was, therefore, a deep divide between the years 1921-
36 and 1937-49. A searching question is whether Communist 
activities in Hong Kong and Guangdong in the first era, while 
unquestionably worthy of study, had any bearing on that in the second. 

Sources and materials 

The question of sources is dealt with at the outset in the Introduction 
because the availability and reliability of sources have generally been 
matters of particular concern with regard to research on Chinese 
Communist history. The crux of the problem here is not the 
availability of sources in general, which are plentiful, but of 
documentary and archival materials on the topic in question. 

Contrary to initial apprehension, relevant documentary and archival 
materials are within easy reach in that they are in fact mostly in print. 
At the time when the research project was launched, the three major 
collections of archival and documentary materials in relation to the 
activities of the CCP and the Chinese Socialist, later Communist, 
Youth League, hereafter CSYL and CCYL respectively, in 
Guangdong, including Hong Kong, were being published. It was 
fortunate that the parts of the collections that cover the period 
concerned were then already published. The smallest of the three 
collections consists of three volumes, the first two of which are of 
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direct relevance: Guangdong Provincial Archives and CCPGPC 
Research Office for Party History, Guangdongqu Dang Tuan Yanjiu 
Shi/iao 1921-1926 (Research Materials on the Party and League in the 
Guangdong Region During 1921-1926), and Guangdongqu Dang 
Tuan Yanjiu Shiliao 1927-1934 (Research Materials on the Party and 
League in the Guangdong Region during 1927-1934) (Guangzhou: 
Guangdong Renmin Chubanshe, 1986). 

The second collection is much larger and is devoted exclusively to 
the activities of the youth league. The period under discussion in this 
book is covered in the first eight volumes of the collection: Guangdong 
Provincial Archives and Guangdong Research Committee for History 
of Youth Movement (eds), Guangdong Qingnian Yundong Lishi Ziliao 
(Historical Materials on the Youth Movement in Guangdong) 
(Guangzhou: n.p., 1986-90). The third collection is the largest, 
relevant documents are found in the first fifteen volumes: Central 
Archives and Guangdong Provincial Archives (eds), Guangdong 
Geming Lishi Wenjian Huiji 1921-1949 (A Collection of Historical 
Documents on Revolutions in Guangdong) (Guangzhou: Central 
Archives, 1982-90). 

While the three coilections taken together represent an impressive 
wealth of archival and documentary evidence on the subject, it is a 
natural tendency of a serious historian to look beyond the printed 
words and turn to the actual archives lest important documents are 
overlooked. After extensive consultation with Chin~se scholars 
familiar with the archives in China, the Guangdong Provincial 
Archives, which was involved in the edition of all the three collections 
mentioned above, was pinpointed as the archives of primary 
importance. The conclusion was made on the basis that the CCP 
Central Archives were generally firmly closed to the average 
researcher, and that the Chinese Second Historical Archives i_o 
Nanjing, according to the experts who knew the archives well, did not 
appear to contain much of importance on the subject of this book. To 
date, the party archives remain inaccessible. To commemorate Hong 
Kong return's to China, a recent article in Minguo Dang'an (Archives 
of the Republic of China), a journal published under the auspices of 
the Nanjing archives, devotes itself to the holdings on Hong Kong 
during 1896-1949 in the archives. The article clearly confirms the 
correctness of the judgement that the archives are not of particular 
relevance to the research project in question.23 A visit to the 
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Guangdong Provincial Archives ended in both relief and 
disappointment: relief in that the three collections in fact contain 
almost the entire bulk of the archives' holding of relevant materials; 
and disappointment resulting from the unrequited desire for further 
enlightenment. There is, however, one body of information in the 
archives which has not been available elsewhere. The hitherto 
unpublished material throws valuable light on Hong Kong's role in 
Chinese Communist martyrdom in Guangdong during the period, a 
theme in Hong Kong history which has escaped attention thus far. 

Apart from archival and documentary sources, many other types of . 
materials have been published on the subject in large quantities. 
Special mention needs to be made of the numerous biographical or 
autobiographical accounts published in recent years. Publications of 
this nature are generally received with scepticism due to various 
reasons, the most frequently cited of which is concern for accuracy. It 
is commonly felt that the considerable time gap in many cases between 
the occurrence of a specific event and the recording of the event is an 
almost certain guarantee of some degree of memory loss which, of 
course, has an adverse bearing on the reliability of the records. 
Fortunately, the effect of this reasonable presupposition is drastically 
minimized in this case by the sheer volume. of the publications 
available. It is, therefore, not difficult to achieve reasonable accuracy 
by comparing and balancing the many records with each other. 
Reliability is further attained through setting these secondary materials 
against the vast body of Chinese Communist documents. 

Before leaving the discourse on Chinese materials, reference must 
be made to a recent publication which was of immense importance in 
the writing of this book and will, without a doubt, be the same to later 
research on the Chinese Communist Movement in Guangdong. This 
invaluable book, entitled Zhongguo Gongzhandang Guangdongsheng 
Zuzhi Shi Ziliao (Materials on the History of the CCP Guangdong 
Provincial Organizations), was jointly edited by the CCP Guangdong 
Provincial Committee Organization Section, CCP Guangdong 
Provincial Committee Commission for Collecting Data on Party 
History, and, expectedly, the Guangdong Provincial Archives. The 
first volume of this work covers the period 1921-49 and was published 
by the Zhonggong Dangshi Chubanshe in Beijing in 1994. The value 
of the work lies in unravelling the mystery of the organizational maze 
of the Communist structure in Guangdong and Hong Kong. Due to the 
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turbulent nature of Chinese Comm.unist histoiy in the 1920s and 
1930s, there were numerous rapid changes in the names and numbers 
of organizations and personnel of the Guangdong Communist 
structure at different levels and in different localities. The timely 
appearance of the publication provided welcome relief to the 
tormenting headache caused by these dizzying changes which have to 
be sorted out in the first place before giving a credible and readable 
account of the Communist situation in Guangdong and Hong Kong. 

While still on the subject of confusion over names and rapid 
organizational changes, and the immense· difficulties arising from 
them, this is perhaps an appropriate place to clarify the names of two 
bodies of the central. Chinese Communist organizational hierarchy: the 
CCP Central and the Chinese Communist Party Central Political 
Bureau (hereafter Politburo). After each CCP national congress, a new 
CCP Central was elected. The Politburo, or Provisional Politburo as 
the case might be, was made up of some members of the CCP Central, 
and the Politburo's function was allegedly to facilit!lte the execution of 
the policies of the CCP Central. Both the CCP Central and the 
Politburo figure prominently in this study in that the Guangdong 
Communist leaders were responsible to them as the highest level of 
command in the entire Chinese Communist structure and were, 
therefore, in close communication with them. 

Unfortunately, the co-existence of the CCP Central and the 
Politburo gives rise to considerable bewilderment in following some of 
the events dealt with in this book. The Politburo or Provisional 
Politburo had an irregular existence during the years concerned. Its 
membership, as previously explained, not insignificantly overlapped 
with that of the CCP Central. In order to avoid confounding the 
readers, many writers on Chinese Communism in this period refer to 
the CCP Central and Politburo loosely and interchangeably. However, 
notwithstanding the understandable desire for clarity, it is not 
appropriate to replace the Politburo with the CCP Central when the 
Politburo is specified as the body which made or announced a certain 
decision, or to which a certain letter or document from Hong Kong or 
Guangdong was addressed. It is this insistence on the correct 
separation of the two bodies which accounts of the seeming confusion 
in certain parts of this work where both the CCP Central and the 
Politburo are referred to. 
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In view of Hong Kong's political status as a British colony, one 
naturally expects the existence of British official sources and 
materials. While the British government generally regards Communist 
activities in Hong Kong as a sensitive subject, there is, on the whole, 
freer access to materials before 1949. These materials are not confined 
to the familiar Colonial Office (CO) 129 series on Hong Kong. 
Another important, yet less well known, Colonial Office series on 
Hong Kong is CO 537, which is particularly rich in materials relating 
to Communist activities in Hong Kong during the late 1940s, just prior 
to the Communist takeover in 1949. Other relevant minor Colonial 
Office series are CO 131 and CO 132. 

Apart from sources emanating from the Colonial Office, which was 
of course the British government office chiefly responsible for the 
administration of Hong Kong, information is diffused in the files of 
the War Office (WO 106, WO 208), and the Admiralty (Adm 125) 
which were involved in the compilation of intelligence with regard to 
the Hong Kong/China region. The Foreign Office, in its dealing with 
China, especially with Guangdong through its consular staff, is a 
major repository of relevant materials (FO 371, FO 228). 

However, the British government sources mentioned above are not 
particularly useful when dealing with the period 1921-36. Apart from 
the Hong Kong Seamen's Strike in 1922, the Guangzhou-Hong Kong 
Strike-Boycott in 1925-6, and the Guangzhou Uprising in 1927, 
information on this earliest period of Communist history in the area is 
relatively scattered, if not sparse, in terms of British government 
documentation. This is probably because Communist activities outside 
of the strikes, where the Communists claimed to have played a 
significant role, and the short-lived Communist uprising were, in the 
main, secretive and dispersed. The colonial police force was entrusted 
with the task of combating and containing Communism. However, 
access has yet to be gained to the files of the Hong Kong Police, 
especially of the Political Bureau, renamed Special Branch in 1932, 
which was the sub-department charged with the responsibility of 
curbing the spread of Communism since the end of the 1920s. In any 
case, it has been widely circulated that these police files no longer 
exist in that they were destroyed during the Japanese occupation. 
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The first fifteen years or so of Chinese Communism in Guangdong 
and Hong Kong concluded with its virtual disappearance, marking an 
indisputable end to a period of the Chinese Communist Movement in 
the region. In fact the end was sufficiently clear-cut and definite as to 
prompt the question if this earliest period of Guangdong Communist 
history had any bearing whatsoever on the later Communist 
development in the province. It seems not unreasonable to suggest that 
by 1936 there was virtually nothing significant left of Communism in 
Guangdong. The Communist situation was rebuilt almost from ,, 
scratch, taking advantage of the opportunities provided by 1 the 
escalation of Japanese aggression which culminated in the Marco Polo 
Bridge Incident. The Guangdong case was yet another testimony of the 
tremendous weakness of the Chinese Communist position before the 
outbreak of the Sino-Japanese War and it raises the question if later 
Chinese Communist history would have been the same if there had not 
been the breathing space furnished by Japanese imperialism. 

While the years 1921-36 perhaps cannot be claimed as the 
foundation of the later periods of Communist history in Guangdong 
and Hong Kong, they nonetheless were the earliest and important 
years of the history and, as such, are eminently worthy to be studied 
and understood. The Communist history in Guangdong and Hong 
Kong in this period, in many ways, did not form a significant 
deviation from the main history of the Chinese Communist Movement 
as a whole as it is generally known up to the present time. The 
Communists in Guangdong and Hong Kong responded to, took 
advantage of, received impetus from, or were restrained by more or 
less the same factors, elements, or conditions as Communists in other 
parts of China. 

In more specific terms, these factors, elements, conditions and so on 
generally fell into two categories: those outside of the Chinese 
Communist Movement and those within. Nationalism, warlordism, 
labour activism, and anti-Communism reigned supreme' in the 
external category. Internally, the CCP went through distinct stages of 
development: the first entente with the GMO, the anti-Communist 
Party Purification Movement, the Li Lisan Line, and the even more 
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radical Wang Ming Line. These events shaped and moulded 
Commurist activities during the period all over China, including 
Guangdong and Hong Kong. 

Consequently, the Guangdong/Hong Kong Communist position was 
from many perspectives a microcosm of the Chinese Communist 
Movement within the time scale in question. T,he immediate question 
that springs to mind here is the significance of Hong Kong's status as 
a British colony, bearing in mind that for most of 1921-36 Hong Kong 
was first a centre of Communist activism, and later the headquarters of 
the entire Guangdong Communist machinery. These facts migllt weJI 
create the impression of a relative haven for the Communists under the 
British colonial administration of Hong Kong. It might reasonably 
have appeared that the so-called "White Terror" since the Party 
Purification Movement in the spring of 1927 was much less terrifying 
in the British colony than in Guangdong which on the whole was 
under different and successive anti-Communist regimes. 

While it might be true that there was perhaps greater latitude for 
Communist activities in Hong Kong, the danger posed by the British 
colony to the Communists did not seem to be significantly less than 
that they encountered in Guangdong. It has been seen that there was in 
fact such close co-operation between the British Hong Kong and 
Guangdong authorities that for the Communists being caught in Hong 
Kong was little different from being caught elsewhere in Guangdong. 
In most cases, the same terrible fate awaited the Communists arrested 
in Hong Kong and handed over to the Guangdong authorities as the 
Communists captured in Guangdong itself. 

The negligible difference between Guangdong and Hong Kong as 
breeding grounds for Communism probably accounted for the fact that 
despite the unique feature of using a British colony as its headquarters, 
the Communist movement in Guangdong suffered more or less the 
same ignominious outcome as it did generally in other parts of China 
on the eve of the Sino-Japanese War. It should be of considerable 
interest to compare Hong Kong aiid Shanghai which was the seat of 
the CCP Central for most of the years under discussion and to see the 
impact of the presence of the foreign concessions, especially the 
International Concession in which the British predominated, on the 
Communist operation. 

Despite the dissipation of the Communist moveme.nt in Guangdong 
and Hong Kong by 1936, a lasting contribution was made to Chinese 
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Communism through the persistent maintenance of the clandestine 
Red Underground Communication Line. It is clear that the 
communication line played a vital role in the ultimate survival of the 
Central Soviet Region from which the Communists . fought their 
incredibly arduous way to Yan'an. Hong Kong was a crucial link in 
the communication line and was pivotal in its operation. 

Nearly sixty years later Hong Kong again figured prominently in a 
communication network, this time the underground escape route 
through which leaders of the Tian'anmen Incident and other political 
dissidents made their way to safety and to the West. Certain groups in 
Hong Kong seemed to have played a central part in setting up and 
maintaining the operation of the route which the Mainland authorities 
were anxious to uncover and destroy. It is not unreasonable to surmise 
that a good part of the ire directed at Hong Kong by Communist China 
was ,caused by fear based on past experience. It was highly unlikely 
that Li Peng could have been ignorant of the Red Underground 
Communication Line, bearing in mind his close relationship with 
Zhou Enlai, Li Fuchun and others who used it to reach the Central 
Soviet Region in the early 1930s. Hong Kong was important then. 
Hong Kong was again important in 1989. But there was one big 
difference: whereas in the 1930's Hong Kong's role was to the 
advantage of the Communists, the exact opposite was true in 1989. 

Partly because of the part Hong Kong played in the escape of the so­
called democracy leaders, and partly because of other pro-democracy 
gestures in the British colony, on numerous occasions after the 
Tian'anmen Incident China denounced Hong Kong for becoming a 
base for subversive activities and vowed to put a stop to this dangerous 
course. China did not have to tolerate this situation for long. The 
change of sovereignty on l July, 1997 would bring to a definite end the 
long tradition whereby Hong Kong had served as a haven to Chinese 
political fugitives. It is well known that in the past Kang Youwei, Sun 
Yixian, Chen Jiongming and many others had found refuge in Hong 
Kong, or through the colony safety in other places. What was perhaps 
most galling to the Chinese Communists was that the tradition had not 
in the main worked to their benefit. On assuming the sovereignty of 
Hong Kong, this state of aITairs must be terminated. 
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