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To Ma Ding



As a military man I have known many clever and truly outstanding strategists. I have rarely come across an individual more strategically oriented than Ren.1

 

—Admiral William A. Owens,
former vice-chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff
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A NOTE ON NAMES

The Chinese names in the text are transliterated in the pinyin system, which has been used in China since the 1950s. In pronunciation, a zh can be approximated by the English j (Ren Zhengfei = “Rin Jung-fay”), an x by the English sh (Ren Moxun = “Rin Moh-shyun”), and a q by the English ch (Zhou Daiqi = “Joe Dye-chi”).

Surnames precede given names in Chinese, and this often remains the case in anglicized versions. Some Chinese individuals who move abroad choose to adopt the Westernized convention of putting surnames second.

Many Huawei executives have adopted English names for their professional work, and this text frequently uses English names for broader accessibility.

The Cast of Characters lists executives by prominent titles they have held that figure into this story. Huawei’s executives tend to rotate roles and responsibilities every few years, and some have since progressed to other titles.




CAST OF CHARACTERS

The Ren Family

Ren Zhengfei / 任正非: Founder of Huawei Technologies Co., the world’s largest supplier of telecommunications equipment.

Meng Wanzhou / 孟晚舟 (a.k.a. Cathy Meng and Sabrina Meng): Daughter of Ren Zhengfei and Meng Jun; Huawei’s chief financial officer.

Ren Moxun / 任摩逊: Ren Zhengfei’s father; dean of Duyun Normal College for Nationalities and principal of Duyun No. 1 Middle School.

Cheng Yuanzhao / 程远昭: Ren Zhengfei’s mother; math teacher at Duyun No. 1 Middle School.

Steven Ren (a.k.a. Ren Shulu / 任树录): Ren Zhengfei’s younger brother; Huawei’s chief logistics officer.

Zheng Li / 郑黎: Ren Zhengfei’s younger sister; a finance executive at Huawei.

Meng Jun / 孟军: Ren Zhengfei’s first wife.

Meng Dongbo / 孟东波: Meng Jun’s father and Ren Zhengfei’s first father-in-law; Sichuan Province’s vice-governor.

Ren Ping / 任平 (a.k.a. Meng Ping / 孟平): Son of Ren Zhengfei and Meng Jun.

Yao Ling / 姚凌: Ren Zhengfei’s second wife; mother of Annabel Yao.

Annabel Yao (a.k.a. Yao Anna / 姚安娜 and Yao Siwei / 姚思为): Daughter of Ren Zhengfei and Yao Ling.

Carlos Liu (a.k.a. Liu Xiaozong / 刘晓棕): Meng Wanzhou’s husband.

Key Huawei Executives

Sun Yafang / 孙亚芳: Huawei’s chairwoman from 1999 to 2018.

Guo Ping / 郭平: One of Huawei’s three rotating chairpersons; member of the company’s early engineering team; oversaw Huawei’s international M&As and legal cases.

Ken Hu (a.k.a. Hu Houkun / 胡厚崑): One of Huawei’s three rotating chairpersons; oversaw Huawei’s international cybersecurity.

Eric Xu (a.k.a. Xu Zhijun / 徐直军): One of Huawei’s three rotating chairpersons; led Huawei’s wireless division during its early internationalization.

Zheng Baoyong / 郑宝用: Huawei’s chief engineer in early years and later an executive vice president; also president of Huawei’s US division in the late 1990s.

Li Yinan / 李一男: Huawei’s “boy genius” engineer in the early years; founder of the rival router maker Harbour Networks.

William Xu (a.k.a. Xu Wenwei / 徐文伟): Senior Huawei executive and board member who did chip engineering for the company’s early telephone switches.

Chen Zhufang / 陈珠芳: Huawei’s party secretary from the late 1990s through around 2007.

Zhou Daiqi / 周代期: Huawei’s party secretary starting around 2008.

Jiang Xisheng / 江西生: Early Huawei executive who negotiated the exit of the company’s five original investors.

James Yan (a.k.a. Yan Jingli / 阎景立): Huawei’s first US representative in the 1990s.

Matt Bross: British Telecom CTO who selected Huawei for its first major contract in the West in 2005; later joined Huawei as global CTO.

Teresa He (a.k.a. He Tingbo / 何庭波): Head of Huawei’s chip unit, HiSilicon.

Wen Tong / 童文: Huawei’s lead 5G scientist; former head of Nortel’s Network Technology Labs.

Charles Ding (a.k.a. Ding Shaohua / 丁少华): Huawei’s chief US representative during the House Permanent Select Committee on Intelligence’s 2012 hearing on Huawei and ZTE.

Richard Yu (a.k.a. Yu Chengdong / 余承东): Huawei’s smartphone head.

Catherine Chen (a.k.a. Chen Lifang / 陈黎芳): Head of Huawei’s public affairs during the US-China trade war; her husband, Cao Yi’an, was one of Huawei’s early engineers.

Domestic Rivals

Shen Dingxing / 沈定兴: Founder of Zhuhai Telecom; one of Huawei’s original five investors.

Wan Runnan / 万润南: Founder of the Stone Group Corporation, China’s most promising early private tech company, dubbed “China’s IBM”; he went into exile in France after supporting pro-democracy student protesters in Tiananmen Square in 1989.

Wu Jiangxing / 邬江兴: Military engineer who developed the “04 switch,” China’s first homegrown advanced digital telephone switch, in 1991; founder of the switching company Great Dragon; he was a director of the Information Engineering Academy of the PLA’s General Staff Department, a title that Ren Zhengfei has been mistakenly cited as holding.

Hou Weigui / 侯为贵: Founder of ZTE.

Liu Chuanzhi / 柳传志: Founder of Lenovo.

International Industry Executives

John Chambers: CEO of Cisco when the company filed an intellectual-property lawsuit against Huawei.

Bruce Claflin: 3Com CEO; set up a joint-venture company with Huawei to help it defend itself against the Cisco lawsuit.

Mike Zafirovski: Motorola COO who tried to negotiate a merger with Huawei in 2003.

William A. “Bill” Owens: Former vice-chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff; former Nortel CEO; represented Huawei in its 2010 bid for a place in a Sprint contract.

Daniel “Dan” Hesse: Sprint Nextel CEO.

Chinese Government Officials

Note: The title of China’s top leader fluctuated before 1997. Mao Zedong led China under the title “chairman of the Communist Party of China” from 1949 until his death in 1976. After a brief interregnum, Deng Xiaoping took over the helm under a range of titles, including “paramount leader,” then just “comrade” in the years before his death in 1997. Since then, starting with Jiang Zemin, the nation’s top leader has ruled as “general secretary of the Chinese Communist Party” while also doubling as the nation’s “president” on a staggered schedule. For instance, Xi Jinping became China’s leader in November 2012, when he assumed the post of general secretary of the Chinese Communist Party, then gained the additional title “president of China” in March 2013. The premier is the nation’s number-two official.

Mao Zedong / 毛泽东: Founder of the People’s Republic of China, chairman of the Communist Party of China (CCP), and the nation’s leader from 1949 until his death in 1976.

Deng Xiaoping / 邓小平: China’s leader from 1978 to 1997. He retired his formal government titles in the late 1980s but continued to be regarded as the nation’s de facto leader until his death. He is credited with engineering China’s economic renaissance through market reforms following Mao’s Cultural Revolution.

Zhao Ziyang / 赵紫阳: China’s premier from 1980 to 1987 and general secretary of the CCP from 1987 to 1989. He was deposed after sympathizing with the pro-democracy student protesters of Tiananmen Square in 1989. Earlier in his career, he was the leader of Sichuan Province as it began its experimentation in market reforms.

Li Peng / 李鹏: China’s premier from 1987 to 1998. A security hard-liner who backed the use of force against the Tiananmen Square protesters in 1989.

Hu Yaobang / 胡耀邦: General secretary of the CCP from 1982 to 1987. His death in April 1989 sparked student protests in Beijing that escalated into the Tiananmen Square protests.

Jiang Zemin / 江泽民: General secretary of the CCP from 1989 to 2002. He oversaw China’s freewheeling boom in private business, as well as the nation’s 2001 entry into the World Trade Organization (WTO). Outranked by Deng Xiaoping during the first part of his tenure as general secretary, he became China’s top leader following Deng’s death in 1997. Ren’s meeting with Jiang in 1994 is often cited as an early highlight for Huawei.

Zhu Rongji / 朱镕基: China’s premier from 1998 to 2003. He was a leading proponent of China’s economic liberalization and negotiated the country’s entry into the WTO. Following Zhu’s visit to Huawei in 1996, the company gained easier access to financing from the state-owned banking system.

Hu Jintao / 胡锦涛: China’s leader from 2002 to 2012, he presided over a period of rapid globalization. Ren Zhengfei accompanied him on a state visit to Iran in 2001.

Wu Bangguo / 吴邦国: China’s vice-premier from 1995 to 2003 and chairman of the Standing Committee of the National People’s Congress from 2003 to 2013. He was one of Huawei’s supporters in Beijing and the official whom the company sought out for help when it came under scrutiny from national auditors in the early 2000s.

Wen Jiabao / 温家宝: China’s premier from 2003 to 2013.

Zhang Gaoli / 张高丽: China’s vice-premier from 2013 to 2018. He visited Huawei in 1998 during his tenure as Shenzhen’s party secretary.

Xi Jinping / 习近平: China’s current leader and general secretary of the CCP since 2012.
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[image: Photo of three people cycling down a street in Shenzhen, China, 1981]
A street in Shenzhen, China, on August 3, 1981, a year after the city was named the nation’s first “special economic zone,” giving it the green light to experiment with capitalism. Bicycles were still the most common mode of transportation.

[image: Photo of Wen Jiabao and Ren Zhengfei at Huawei’s software development center in Bangalore, 2005]
Huawei’s founder, Ren Zhengfei (right), speaks with China’s premier, Wen Jiabao, at Huawei’s software development center in Bangalore, India, on April 10, 2005.

[image: Photo of a group of men in suits standing around the Huawei booth of a trade show in Hong Kong, 2006]
Huawei’s founder, Ren Zhengfei (front row, second left), speaks to former vice-premier Wu Bangguo (center) and the International Telecommunication Union’s secretary-general, Yoshio Utsumi (front row, third right), at the Huawei booth of a trade show in Hong Kong on December 3, 2006. Eric Xu, who became one of Huawei’s three rotating CEOs, stands (first row, left). Wu was one of Huawei’s supporters in Beijing.

[image: Photo of Guo Ping with Ewon Ebin in Kuala Lumpur, 2013]
Guo Ping (front row, right), who started out as one of Huawei’s earliest engineers and later became one of the company’s three rotating CEOs, meets with Ewon Ebin (center), Malaysia’s minister of science, technology, and innovation, in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, on June 18, 2013, as Huawei signs an agreement with the Malaysian government to promote digital education.

[image: Photo of Sun Yafang sitting opposite Egyptian President Abdel Fattah el-Sisi in Cairo, 2017]
Huawei’s longest-serving chairwoman, Sun Yafang, meets with Egyptian president Abdel Fattah el-Sisi in Cairo, Egypt, on April 13, 2017. Sun handled many of the company’s high-level diplomatic meetings.

[image: Photo of Ken Hu shaking hands looking at the camera with the Czech Republic’s prime minister Andrej Babis]
Ken Hu (left), one of Huawei’s three rotating CEOs and head of the company’s international cybersecurity policy work, meets with the Czech Republic’s prime minister, Andrej Babiš, in Davos on January 25, 2019, as the Czech government announced it was studying potential cybersecurity risks in Huawei’s equipment.

[image: Photo of Meng Wanzhou in a dining room meeting former Italian prime minister Mario Monti in Italy, 2018]
Meng Wanzhou, Huawei’s CFO and eldest daughter of founder Ren Zhengfei, meets with former Italian prime minister Mario Monti (left), in Milan, Italy, on May 9, 2018.

[image: Photo of a China Telecom employee standing on the roof pointing at a Huawei 5G base station]
An employee of Chinese mobile operator China Telecom shows a Huawei 5G base station on the roof of a high-rise in Shenzhen, China, on January 21, 2019.

[image: Photo of Ren Zhengfei showing Xi Jinping around the Huawei offices in London]
Huawei’s founder, Ren Zhengfei (second left), shows China’s leader, Xi Jinping (second right), around the company’s offices in London on October 20, 2015. Huawei has benefited from Xi’s Belt and Road Initiative for global infrastructure construction.

[image: Photo of a man looking at a wall display of Huawei surveillance cameras]
A man inspects Huawei surveillance cameras displayed at the China Public Security Expo in Shenzhen, China, on October 29, 2019. Huawei is a major global vendor of video-surveillance systems.

[image: Photo of people looking at a wall display of the Huawei Safe City surveillance system]
Huawei displays its Safe City surveillance system at a trade show in Barcelona, Spain, on November 15, 2016. The system allows authorities to view footage from individual surveillance cameras, as well as traffic information and other analytics, on a big screen.

[image: Photo of Annabel Yao with other girls dressed up for Le Bal des Debutantes]
Annabel Yao (front row, second right), the youngest daughter of Huawei’s founder, Ren Zhengfei, attends Le Bal des Débutantes in Paris, France, on November 24, 2018. Yao studied computer science at Harvard University but decided to pursue a career as a pop singer and an actor.

[image: Photo of a building inspired by Germany’s Heidelberg Castle at Huawei’s Ox Horn Campus in China]
A building inspired by Germany’s Heidelberg Castle sits on Huawei’s sprawling Ox Horn Campus in Dongguan, China. The 1.2-square-kilometer grounds of the R&D center were designed to look like twelve European cities and regions in miniature.

[image: Photo of Greek-style pillars sculpted to look like women in a hall at Huawei’s headquarters]
A row of caryatids, Greek-style pillars sculpted to look like women, in a hall where Huawei receives guests at the company’s headquarters in Shenzhen, China.

[image: Photo of Meng Wanzhou leaving her house surrounded by paparazzi taking photos]
Huawei’s CFO, Meng Wanzhou, leaves her house in Vancouver, British Columbia, on May 8, 2019. While under house arrest, she was allowed outside with a tracking anklet and a security escort.

[image: Photo of Meng Wanzhou next to a chartered plane, looking at a crowd of cheering people]
Huawei’s CFO, Meng Wanzhou, arrives in Shenzhen, China, by chartered flight on September 25, 2021, after spending nearly three years under house arrest in Canada. The following year, she was promoted to rotating CEO of Huawei, a title she shares with two others.




AUTHOR’S NOTE

This is a work of journalism, which means that nothing is invented or fictionalized. Much of the dialogue and many of the details are drawn from official meeting minutes, speech transcripts, video recordings, government reports, and other contemporaneous records. Some information is also derived from the recollections of firsthand participants. Details on sources can be found in the endnotes, which are accessible at www.houseofhuawei.com/endnotes.

The goal of this project was to chronicle the historic path of the most successful company in China’s modern history, Huawei Technologies, in the belief that it could contribute to the conversation about how we arrived at this current moment in history—and what comes next.

This is an independent project, which means it does not have the endorsement of, and was not commissioned by, Huawei, any other tech company, or any government. Penguin’s Portfolio imprint was the sole source of funding. The Washington Post supported the endeavor through a book leave. This book also draws on interviews and research I did as a reporter for The Post and The Wall Street Journal.

The reconstruction of this narrative was made possible through the generous time and insights of many industry executives, policymakers, and scholars of China. I have tried to faithfully reflect the diversity of their perspectives in these pages. Any errors, misunderstandings, or oversights are solely my own. I hope that readers will enjoy their foray into the astonishing world of telecommunications as much as I did mine.
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INTRODUCTION

The woman’s flight from Hong Kong arrived in Vancouver on December 1, 2018, at 11:10 a.m., a few minutes ahead of schedule.1 Dressed comfortably in a dark hooded tracksuit and sneakers,2 her shiny black hair hanging loose around her shoulders, she was planning a quick stop at one of her family homes, then heading on to Buenos Aires. As it happened, the most powerful men and women in the world were gathering just then in the Argentine capital for the G20 summit. It was—by her account—a coincidence.

As she stepped off the Cathay Pacific flight at the Vancouver International Airport, something was not quite right. An officer was checking passports as the passengers emerged from the jetway at gate 65. When she reached him, she showed him her Hong Kong passport, a fairly new one, her seventh in eleven years. The officer called over a colleague, who asked her to hand over her mobile phones. Her lawyers would later say she could have resisted. But she was jet-lagged and caught off guard, so it didn’t occur to her to resist. She handed over her iPhone and a red-cased smartphone made by her father’s company. The officers put them into a thick bag designed to block cell-phone signals and make it difficult for anyone to wipe them remotely.

After following her to baggage claim, the two officers rifled through her luggage, pulling out more electronics: a pink MacBook, a rose-gold iPad, a 256-gigabyte USB drive. One of them asked her for the phones’ passwords and scribbled the numbers on a loose sheet of paper. The questioning continued. One hour passed, then two. Finally, three hours after she’d gotten off the plane, a third man appeared and told her she was under arrest. She was facing charges of fraud in the United States.

“You’re saying you’re going to arrest me?”

“Right.”

“And then send me to the United States?”

“Right.”3

It was now undeniable that this was not a random airport check. This was a highly planned operation. As the officer explained that they were going to book her into jail and fingerprint her, he advised Huawei’s CFO, Meng Wanzhou, also known as Cathy Meng, also known as Sabrina Meng, to get a lawyer.

Huawei had been on Washington’s radar for some time. The company had emerged as China’s leading high-tech firm, trouncing its Western rivals in bids for major contracts on the strength of its sales team’s ferocious “wolf culture.” Huawei was now number one in the lucrative trade of building the “pipes” that made up the world’s phone and internet networks. Its pockets seemed endlessly deep, as it scooped up top engineers from across the globe.

Meng Wanzhou’s father—Huawei’s reclusive founder, Ren Zhengfei—was a corporate legend in China. He had a reputation as a long-term strategist, and his military-esque aphorisms were widely quoted. Starting from humble beginnings, Ren had worked his way up through the military before setting up a humble telephone switch venture that had shot straight to the top. It was either an astonishing feat of innovation or, as some people muttered, too good to be true. There were rumors about the company pursuing obscured projects in Iran and North Korea. There were fears that Huawei products might contain “back doors” that could let overseas spies burrow their way in. There were questions of whether the company was controlled by China’s government, despite Huawei’s protests that it was an independent, privately owned company. Some US officials, with a touch of melodrama, were calling Huawei no less than the greatest threat to American democracy.4

Ren protested that he couldn’t possibly be involved in such things. He was, he said, only a maker of pipes—a humble vocation not unlike that of a plumber. Not everyone saw things this way. Sure, Huawei might make pipes of a sort, but it was not water flowing through them. What flowed through these pipes was telephone calls, emails, internet traffic, text messages, video calls, corporate accounting, medical records, wills and testaments, love letters, family photographs, police intelligence, government secrets. In a word: data. The most valuable commodity of the information age. And Huawei was the largest supplier of these pipes—by a long shot.

And there was something else here. The question of Huawei wasn’t merely a question of business; it was also a question of belief. When the Soviets had sent Sputnik 1 into the skies in 1957, it had shaken Americans to the core. There was nationwide soul-searching: How could Moscow have gained the technological edge with its stodgy Communist methods? The collapse of the Soviet Union seemed to put that debate to rest, affirming the brittleness of Communist rule and the superiority of Western liberal democracy. As for China, it had been a technological leader centuries ago, inventing the compass, gunpowder, and paper. But it had fallen behind in the fifteenth century, and the prospect that it would ever catch up again seemed unlikely. Until now. The world was having another Sputnik moment. And this time the Sputnik was Huawei.

Huawei was filing more patent applications than any other company on earth. Huawei was number one in 5G. Huawei was number one in smartphones. It was breaking ground in artificial intelligence. It pulled in more in annual sales than Disney and Nike combined, and it employed more people than Apple. The rise of such an absolute corporate juggernaut was not supposed to be possible through Communism. But it had happened. It was the kind of thing that made people reconsider what they knew to be true. They were reconsidering if free trade really made everyone wealthier. They were reconsidering if history did end with Western-style democracy. They were reconsidering if the source of innovation really was college dropouts’ garages and not the state picking winners and losers. Because if so, then how did a company like Huawei exist?

Days after Meng’s detention, Beijing struck back. Two Canadians, both named Michael, were detained in China, thrown into solitary detention, and accused of espionage. The simmering US-China trade war had exploded into full-fledged hostage diplomacy.

Amid the fear and uncertainty that followed, something strange happened. Invitations began trickling out to major news organizations: The New York Times, The Washington Post, CNN, BBC. They were all invited to come to China and meet Ren Zhengfei himself. It was the first time in his life that Huawei’s secretive founder had thrown open his doors to the foreign press. So it was with a great deal of intrigue, and a little trepidation, that the journalists arrived, one after another, in the megacity of Shenzhen on China’s southern coast.

As they drove through the smoggy outskirts of Shenzhen, the sea of factories must have seemed to go on forever. There was one assembly line after another, churning out yo-yos, ziplock bags, scuba wet suits, electric toothbrushes, ultrasonic plastic welders, arch-support insoles, and everything in between. This was the place called the world’s factory floor. Finally, the foreign reporters emerged at a lakeside hill. This was where Ren had built his Garden of Eden. There was a life-size replica of Versailles, with statues of white horses galloping around a fountain at its entrance. Nearby, the red turrets of Heidelberg Castle soared. A little red train chugged cheerfully from castle to castle. One hundred and fifty Russian painters had been hired to paint the walls and ceilings of the massive halls with Renaissance-style murals. In one hall, there was a re-creation of the caryatids from Delphi, the mysterious female figures holding up the sky with their heads. Exquisitely dressed young women playing the lute. There was also a sprawling vista of the Battle of Waterloo. Outside, black swans glided on a lake—a reminder from Ren to his employees to always be on the lookout for a “black-swan event,” a term for an extremely unlikely but disastrous occurrence.

“Welcome,” the Huawei staffers said, “to Huawei’s R&D campus.”

Now out walked Ren himself. If you believed some folks in Washington, he was one of the most dangerous men in the world. He didn’t look so standing before them: a wizened little old man in a blue leisure suit and pastel shirt, spouting aphorisms and jokes through a translator.

The visiting journalists were keen to ask Ren about his background, about Huawei’s ownership, about the psychedelic vision of the European castles, about Huawei’s business in Iran, about the detention of his daughter. But most of all, they wanted to ask him over and over, in every possible permutation, the unanswerable question: Did Huawei help the Chinese government spy?

“We are a company that sells water taps and pipes,” Ren said. “How can anyone ask for water from a hardware store like us?”5
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