"MYSELF AND CHINA" 
- Prologue

Premier Zhou Enlai asked with a smile, “Where did you study Chinese?”

“In America,” I replied, a little surprised that the Chinese leader had understood my poor Chinese with its Australian accent.

Zhou Enlai said with spirit: “That’s a fine thing, an Australian learning Chinese in America!”

It was 1971. I had been introduced to Premier Zhou Enlai by Ma Yuzhen, later Chinese ambassador to England. I was accompanying Labor Party leader Gough Whitlam, later prime minister of Australia, at an evening session with Zhou in the Great Hall of the People. 

Mine has been a three-country existence - Australia, the USA, and China - as Zhou Enlai’s comment suggested. I encountered China through its impact on rural Australia in the aftermath of the Gold Rushes. I studied political science at Harvard in the 1960s. I assisted Prime Minister Whitlam’s breakthrough to China in 1971-72. Over three decades I interviewed Chinese ministers, entrepreneurs, writers, students, and farmers, to write books for American, Australian, and other readers.

“Myself and China” traces struggles against the White Australia immigration policy in Melbourne, an eager student’s discovery of Beijing and Guangzhou in 1964, puzzling over the Cultural Revolution at Harvard, and the excitement of Nixon’s trip to Beijing in 1972 - which I described to millions on CBS TV. 

The international scene in 1964 when the author first came to China was not healthy. A tense Cold War existed in Europe and Asia alike. Asia was known not for economic progress but for the Korean War and the Vietnam War. In Beijing, Mao Zedong ruled with an iron grip. The changes in China since the 1960s are amazing and complex. Where will they lead next?

A decade later, in 1974, when I was a faculty member at Harvard University, I was given the task of shepherding the prime minister of Singapore, Lee Kuan Yew, around the campus. I supervised a swim for him at Harvard’s indoor pool. Then I left Lee free for an hour. Over dinner, he told me he went to Yenching Library to read some issues of People's Daily. "As I read the propaganda," he said of Peking's Communist Party newspaper (which Lee did not then permit in Singapore), "I suddenly wondered how on earth Americans, peering through a peephole, could ever understand a society like [China]." 

“We foreigners don’t really understand it,” I said to the Singapore prime minister. “We invent Chinese Communist society according to our wish.” Still, we try to gain experience of China realities, I ventured. Thus armed, we periodically revise the image we have created. 

After Mao died in 1976, the Chinese economy and society came into their own during the 1980s, and I formed friendships with Chinese and helped some study in the USA and Australia. I was in the midst of the Tiananmen Square pro-democracy movement and its violent denouement, spending the month of June, 1989 in Beijing. 

By 1992 China had largely recovered from the Tiananmen tragedy and post-Mao reform took on extra momentum when China, a rising trading power, entered the WTO. By the early 2000s I was visiting China twice yearly in a new role as lecturer to American and European artistic, business, and educational leaders as they flocked to an increasingly modern China. 

“Myself and China” tells the story of the writing of 800,000,000, one of the most influential Western books on Mao-era China, and Flowers on an Iron Tree, an account of urban change during the 1970s. I explain my turn to biography with Mao and Madam Mao, and guess at the reasons for the phenomenal reception in China of a Chinese-language edition of Mao since 2006.

My first newspaper article, written from Guangzhou in 1964 for Rupert Murdoch in Sydney, predicted: “Just as once in the past, long before the present barren era of clashing ideologies and wrenching divisions, China was the greatest power on earth, so in the future she may become so again.” 

Forty-four years later, in 2008, Prime Minister Kevin Rudd invited me to talk about China. I have known the last six Australian prime ministers and none until Rudd spoke Chinese. About to fly to China, Rudd asked my views on Tibet and other China issues. 

For the eight years of the Bush presidency, the American ambassador in Beijing was Clark Randt, a former classmate of Bush at Exeter, who also speaks very good Chinese. That a US president could choose as ambassador to the PRC a close friend who spoke Chinese was unthinkable until very recently.

In July, 2008, Kissinger came to the Woodrow Wilson Center in Washington to inaugurate a new Institute on China and the United States. During the celebratory lunch, former secretary of state Kissinger greeted me warmly: “Oh, I read your writings on China often!” he said. At eighty-five years of age, Kissinger had a sharp memory of our contacts since the 1960s. He said at the lunch: “I’ve believed in the importance of United States-China relations for nearly forty years, without wavering.”

Indeed, United States-China relations, or lack of relations, have shaped Asia-Pacific since my boyhood in the 1940s. World War Two saw Japan attack China; Japan and the United States declare war against each other; and Japan bomb northern Australia. China, the United States, and Australia became tight allies. 

Five years after the end of World War Two, the Korean War, which would not have occurred without Sino-American hostility, solidified the Russia-China bloc, crystallizing the Cold War. Stunningly, the Richard Nixon-Mao handshake of 1972 ended the danger of war between China and the United States. It turned a bipolar world into a triangle and ushered in an age of economics in East Asia, with the American market as catalyst and Chinese economic development as beneficiary. 

Into the 21st century, China and the United States are interlocked as never before, even financially. Australia, now good friends with both giants of Asia–Pacific, breathes more easily in its region as a result.

“Myself and China” is history with a human face, offering a personal window on Chinese themes and events over half a century. Here are the Chinese people with their humor, industriousness, instinct for survival, and devotion to family. Here are the gyrations of global power that have given China a leading role in today’s world.
