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70 YEARS OF PROGRESS

udal Tibet. Women wear traditional dress to a spring plowing ceremony in March 2019. A Tibetan fashio:

model walks on Barkhor Street in Lhasa, capital of the Tibet autonomous region, in January 2019. XINHUA

From serfdom to security

Elderly residentsrecall the liberation of Tibet. Zhang Yangfei reports from Lhasa.

amten, 81, remembers the first time
he ate yak meat. He was 25, and he
found the juice that burst into his
mouth delicious. However, he had
never eaten meat before, so his body could
not absorb the protein and he got diarrhea.

His lowly status as a serf in a village near
downtown Lhasa disbarred him from eating
meat.

He said the People’s Liberation Army freed
Tibet from the aristocracy, meaning he was
able to cultivate his own land and butcher his
own livestock.

He noted that he was just one of the large
number of serfs that accounted for more than
90 percent of Tibet’s population at that time.

Samten, who like many Tibetans only uses
one name, was born into a family of serfs. He
had three older brothers. His oldest brother
was beaten by his owner and lost the use of his
legs. Because serfs were not allowed access to
doctors, the wounds on his injured lower body
quickly became septic and filled with maggots.
He died a few days later.

Seeing the misery of their oldest sibling,
Samten’s other brothers were frightened, so
they ran away. They were never heard from
again.

As the only child left, Samten said he was
also scared, and he thought about running
away. However, his parents and grandparents
were in the hands of the serf masters, and he
knew they would be severely punished. He also
knew that he would be beaten to death if he
were caught.

Lack of choice

“We didn’t have a choice. If you were born a
serf, you stayed a serf for your entire life. We
were resigned to our fate,” he said.

He continued working for his masters. He
toiled 10 hours a day, plowing the fields and
herding yaks. But if his masters were unhappy;,
they would beat him with whatever was with-
in reach, he said.

His food allowance every day was six tea-
spoons of tsampa, a staple Tibetan food made
from roasted barley flour. Today, tsampa is
often mixed with yak butter and milk, but at
that time Samten only had water.

Gaga, an elderly woman in Nyingchi city,
has even worse memories. When she was 7, the
local serf masters wanted more laborers, so
they tied her onto the back of a horse and car-
ried her to the pastures to tend yaks.

The 8l-year-old said that in addition to
being beaten, female serfs in feudal Tibet
endured terrible treatment. They were not
allowed to enter a house, and they were pro-
hibited from raising their heads when they
met men. At night when she slept on the grass-
land, Gaga used her shoes as a pillow and
counted stars, wishing the days and years
would go by faster.

“We were treated worse than animals. Yaks
could eat grass and enjoy the sun’s warmth.
Dogs could go inside. We just had to work, day
and night,” she said.

Dark memories

One time, when she needed to return the
yaks to the shed, she counted them and found
she had lost one. She dared not go back, so she
slept on the mountain. It was a cold winter,
and she said she felt so desperate that there
was a moment when she thought she would
just lie there and freeze to death. The next day,
she set out to look for the missing yak. Luckily
for her, she found it.
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“The old Tibet was dark,” Samten said.
Those dark memories cast such a deep shadow
on his heart that even after the democratic
reform, when serfs were given equal status
with their erstwhile masters, he deliberately
avoided meeting any of his former overlords.

“At the start of the reform, I worried all the
time that the feudal system would rise again,”
he said.

The dark time didn’t 1ast too long, though. In
1951, the PLA liberated Tibet peacefully, and in
1959, the central government carried out a pro-
found reform, overthrowing the feudal system
and freeing the serfs and slaves in the region.

Samten was given 0.67 hectares of land in
1959, and in 1965, he was elected head of his
village’s production cooperative. Gaga was giv-
enajobonafarmin 1964, the year she was reg-
istered as a citizen.

“I felt I had come back to life when I had my
own land,” Samten said. “The older generation
of the Communist Party of China had to
endure so much hardship to create a better life
for us. I am really grateful to them, especially
those who sacrificed their lives.”

However, the PLA wasn’t welcomed by the
local people initially because the aristocrats
and serf owners regarded the soldiers as a
threat to their own interests.

Gaga said her masters told her family that

Samten and his daughter stand in front of their house in Dagze county, Lhasa, Tibet,

when they entered Tibet, the soldiers would
eat their children. Her mother, who gave birth
to 11 children, believed their claims and
became excessively worried and miserable.

To avoid the PLA, Gaga’s family, who lived in
Chamdo city, fled south toward the border with
India. By the time they arrived in Metog coun-
ty, the army had reached Chamdo. Her rela-
tives who had stayed in the city sent a message
saying that the soldiers were extremely polite
and had offered the local people food and jobs.

Medical assistance

As a result, Gaga’s family abandoned the
idea of crossing the border and started their
journey home. On their way north, Gaga’s old-
est son had an epileptic seizure. Just when
everyone said the child was going to die, a PLA
doctor treated him and brought the episode to
an end. That was when Gaga completely
changed her opinion of the troops.

Samten recalled his brief encounter with the
PLA. The serf masters had long scared people
with tales that the soldiers would “burn, kill
and loot” when they entered the villages.

However, when they arrived, the troops
avoided the houses and, instead of plundering,
they shared their food with the residents.

“I watched from afar as they marched
around carrying heavy backpacks. They didn’t
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look like the kind of bad people who ate chil-
dren. Seeing them share their rice with us, I
began to have the feeling that maybe these peo-
ple were here to save us,” Samten said.

That first encounter left a deep impression
on him. Later, during a skirmish, he volun-
teered to help transport supplies for the PLA.
Inreturn, a soldier gave him some towels and a
cup that he still has.

“I never had a full stomach when I was a
serf. My oldest brother lost his life after a
beating. Today, 70 years after liberation, the
people’s lives have seen drastic changes, and
my life has become better every day,” he said.

“I pray with my whole heart that this hap-
py life will last forever.”

Wang Luxi contributed to this story.

Contact the writer at
zhangyangfei@chinadaily.com.cn

Old soldier
lauds PLAS
pivotal role

By ZHANG YANGFEI

Veteran Peng Xiaomao became
emotional as he recalled his years of
service in the Tibet autonomous
region more than six decades ago.

Born in Hubei province in 1937,
Peng enlisted in the People’s Libera-
tion Army as a machine-gunner in a
field unit in Sichuan province and
marched to Tibet in 1958.

In the decade that followed, he
fought in several battles that helped
bring peace to the region and laid
the foundation for its development.

For Peng, today’s prosperous
Tibet was earned through the hard-
ships endured by PLA soldiers.

His unit set out from Chengdu,
Sichuan’s capital, to its destination of
Tibet’s Chamdo city. The journey was
about 1,200 kilometers, and about 75
percent of it was undertaken on foot.

After they
entered Sichuan’s
Garze county, the
going became
extremely tough.

The soldiers had
to constantly climb
over snow-capped
mountains more
than 6,000 meters
high. The low level
of oxygen caused
many of the troops to faint.

In addition to having difficulty
adjusting to local conditions, they
fought several battles against ban-
dits along the way.

However, no sooner had the unit
settled down in Chamdo, the
authorities in Bomi, a county in
Nyingchi city, sent an urgent
request for backup.

It was January 1959, and a revolt
that had erupted in Lhasa, Tibet’s
capital, had quickly escalated into a
full-scale rebellion. As a result,
about 80 troops were stationed in
the offices of the Bomi County Party
Committee, resisting a rebel attack,
and about a dozen had been killed.

Peng’s unit was ordered to get to
Bomi in seven days. The distance
was 600 Kkilometers, and Peng said
the troops ran almost nonstop day
and night.

“There was no road at all. All you
saw ahead were trees and rivers. We
were particularly afraid of rain
because landslides happened all the
time,” he said.

During the journey, everyone was
hungry and had blisters on their
feet, but they still had to move on,
carrying machine guns that each
weighed 40 kilograms, he said.

“In three days, we only had two
meals,” he recalled.

They arrived on the seventh day.
Without taking a break, they set up
their machine guns on a nearby hill
and joined the battle immediately.

“People always think gunfights in
war movies are cool, but real war is
not like that. You don’t even know
when a bullet has been fired. You feel
a bit scared before the gun goes off,
but once it has been fired, the only
option is to charge forward,” he said.

“If you dodge the bullets, you live.
If not, you lose your life. We were all
in our 20s — if we died, we died. I
didn’t have any other thoughts.”

When recalling that experience
Peng said the words he heard most
were “unfavorable conditions”

“You think about drinking and
eating? No way. Unfavorable condi-
tions for you. We had to set out as
soon as the order came, and we
started fighting as soon as we
arrived. You want to rest, but your
enemy won’t wait. They were ready
to attack at any minute, yet you
were there, afraid of death and the
cold? If you can’t do it, then go
home. You have no room to negoti-
ate when you are a soldier;” he said.

Despite their difficulties, the PLA
troops stuck to the strict rule of not
taking anything from the local peo-
ple. Peng said one ravenous soldier
who caught a fish in the river was
executed for violating discipline.

For Tibetans, fish are incarna-
tions of a water god and have impor-
tant religious significance.

“We were there to give them a bet-
ter life, to help build the region, not
to harass them or place a burden on
them,” Peng said.

In 1967, he retired from the mili-
tary and worked on a farm in Nying-
chi in line with the central
government’s call to “develop Tibet”.

He remained there until he took
full retirement in 1992.
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