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Students, 
farmers 
plot success 
together 

SHIJIAZHUANG — Instead
of returning home or traveling
during his summer vacation,
postgraduate student Ye Song-
lin toils in the field every day
in Hebei province, 400 kilome-
ters from his university in Bei-
jing.

One of his tools is a ruler he
uses to measure and record the
growth of corn in the morning.
In the afternoon he analyzes
the data he has collected in a
lab. The research helps him
monitor the effects different
amounts of water and fertiliz-
er have on corn varieties.
“Sometimes, I’m too busy to
have a sip of water,” the
23-year-old said.

Ye is one of 21 postgraduates
from the China Agricultural 
University working at eight 
rural stations in Quzhou county.

The rural stations, also
known as “tiny yards of science
and technology”, allow stu-
dents like Ye to perform field
research on farmers’ plots,
while farmers gain direct
access to advanced agricultur-
al techniques.

The students stay at the sta-
tions from spring to fall, moni-
toring the crops, training 
farmers and conducting field 
research. In winter, they return 
to campus for courses and to 
meet their instructors and fel-
low students.

It is the second summer
vacation Ye has spent in
Wangzhuang village, Quzhou.
Born into a farming family in
Henan province, Ye is not new
to rural life.

The student from the univer-
sity’s Resources and Environ-
mental Sciences School has 
learned to operate farm machin-
ery and even knows how to 
troubleshoot in case the equip-
ment needs a quick fix.

“Local farmers often come
along to consult on technical
questions about farming. I’m
happy to offer some help,” Ye
said, adding that he will refer
to documents or ask his
instructors to answer some of
their questions, which he
believes is helpful for his study.

Zhang Hongyan, an associate
professor at the university, said 
the students study smart 
machines, special cultivation 
methods and high crop yields in
the summer vacation. 

They also teach new skills to
farmers.

According to Zhang, the first
rural station in Quzhou was set 
up in 2009. The site was chosen 
after CAU instructors and stu-
dents, at the central govern-
ment’s urging, investigated ways
to reclaim saline and alkaline 
land to end a long history of low 
yields.

In Qianya village, fertigation
as well as interplanting grapes
with other crops such as pean-
uts and sweet potatoes, have
been promoted. 

Fertigation is the applica-
tion of fertilizer with irrigation
water. The process has been
applied to more than 130 hec-
tares of crops.

“Farming in a more scientif-
ic way does pay off,” said Guo
Liancheng, a local villager.
“Under the guidance of the
students I’ve had another
grape harvest this year.”

Long Shuyun, Party chief of
the village, said with improved
farming techniques, grapes
have been better quality and
produced higher yields.
Together with the interplanted
crops, this has brought local
farmers an additional 15,000
yuan ($2,150) to 45,000 yuan
per hectare.

With the higher income, farm-
ers have gradually developed 
trust in the young students. A 
WeChat group has been set up so
that farmers can ask them ques-
tions, Long said.

Li Huili, a student stationed in
the village, said, “Only better 
crop yields can prove the effec-
tiveness of my study and techni-
cal guidance.” 
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Yellow River raftsmen ride changing currents to tourism profits
YINCHUAN — After making sure

that the tourists were sitting secure-
ly on his sheepskin raft, Tong Jin-
ding leaned forward and pushed the
vessel from the shore with an oar. To
the splash of the water, he chanted a
local folk song about the Yellow Riv-
er, the country’s second-longest 
waterway.

“The tourists take photos and vid-
eos of the scenery as we drift on the 
water,” he said. “They are happy, and
so am I.”

Tong, 37, lives in Shapotou village
and works at a scenic spot in Zhong-
wei, Ningxia Hui autonomous 
region, through which 397 kilome-
ters of the Yellow River flows.

As the COVID-19 epidemic wanes
in China, the Shapotou scenic spot 
has once again started to embrace 
tourists.

Tong’s village is less than 1 km from
the scenic spot, and it is where the Yel-
low River and the Tengger Desert, the
fourth-largest in China, meet.

It is believed it was the place
where the Tang Dynasty (618-907) 
poet Wang Wei wrote that “in the 
boundless desert lonely smoke rises 
straight, over the endless river the 
sun sinks round”.

Tong said when he was a child he
wondered why the poem was so 
beautiful “but life here was so hard”.

Before the 1980s, villagers sur-
vived for generations from farming, 
although the barren land often fail-
ed to produce enough wheat and 

corn for them to earn extra income. 
They also had no opportunities to 
run businesses.

To support their families, Tong’s
father and other villagers used to 
transport goods and passengers in 
their traditional rafts made from 
inflated sheepskins and lengths of 
wood.

When winter came, villagers
relied on frozen pears, dates and 
coal from upstream.

Carrying wooden oars and deflated
sheepskins, his father led a team 
upstream for more than 30 km. Once 
they had purchased their goods, they 
assembled the sheepskin rafts and 
drifted downstream. “It took one day 
for my father to tramp over the hills 
and get there, and another day to drift
back home,” Tong recalled.

However, there were submerged
rocks and whirlpools on the way 
back home, posing a challenge for 
the raft operators.

Villager Tong Facai remembers
that they had to navigate their 2-me-
ter-wide raft through a narrow 
waterway churned by two whirl-
pools.

“It was challenging. I had been
rowing rafts for 30 years, however, I 
still had a lingering fear every time I
zipped through the waterway,” the 
55-year-old said.

In recent years, infrastructure,
including transportation, has 
improved a great deal in Zhongwei. 

A picturesque location surround-

ed by desert and water, the city has 
also been attracting an increasing 
number of tourists from home and 
abroad. More than 6 million visits 
were made last year and tourism 
revenue totaled over 5.3 billion yuan
($763 million), according to local 
statistics.

The increase in tourism has pro-
vided more job opportunities for the
villagers, with men typically 
employed at the scenic spots and 
women running homestay busi-
nesses.

According to He Tianbao, former
Party chief of the village, 51 house-
holds are running homestays, and 
the annual per capita disposable 
income of villagers reached 24,000 
yuan last year.

About 40 villagers, including
Tong Jinding and Tong Facai, con-
tinue to work as raftsmen at the sce-
nic spot.

Apart from his full-time job as a
raftsman, Tong Jinding also runs 
homestay with his wife. Their 70 
rooms are often fully booked, espe-
cially during the summer holidays, 
generating an annual income of 
nearly 300,000 yuan.

“Thanks to the Yellow River and
the desert, we now make a living 
from tourism. It’s busy in the peak 
tourist season, and then we can 
enjoy our lives for the rest of the 
year,” Tong Jinding said.
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From top: A villager carries a sheepskin raft at a scenic spot in 

Zhongwei, Ningxia Hui autonomous region. CAO ZHIZHENG / FOR CHINA         

DAILY  Visitors ride a sheepskin raft on the Yellow River in Yinchuan, 

Ningxia. ZHOU YONG / FOR CHINA DAILY

Dedicated worker overcomes challenges of remote mountain routes

By YANG JUN and WANG KEJU

Zhang Linchang is no ordinary
postman. 

The 55-year-old has to trek dozens
of kilometers every day on foot, 
negotiating dense forests and dan-
gerous paths to deliver letters and 
parcels to inaccessible villages in the
mountains of Guizhou province. 

Over the past three decades,
Zhang has come across snakes,
boars, yellow weasels and other
wild animals in the line of duty as
he trudged along valley riverbanks
and crossed streams to reach the
villages. 

Zhang is the only postman in
Jinping township, Qiandongnan
Miao and Dong autonomous pre-
fecture, where the postal service is
severely limited because of the
steep mountain paths and the scat-
tered population. 

He started the job after being dis-
charged from military service in 
1987. “Before I took the job, I was 
told that no one was able to stick to 
it for more than three years as the 

90-km postal route is dangerous 
and intimidating,” he said. 

His postal round covers 200
square kilometers and 23 villages, 
and it takes him four days to deliver 
all the mail. To make his job possi-
ble, Zhang puts the mail into two 
large bags, which he attaches to the 
ends of a yoke that he carries across 
his back. 

Without anyone to keep him com-
pany, he said keeping boredom at 
bay was a major problem he had to 
deal with. “I can’t be any happier 
when I come across a bunch of vil-
lagers who I can talk to for a while 
after walking by myself for half a 
day,” he said. “They often invite me 
for tea and food at their homes.” 

When it gets dark, he asks the
local township government or vil-
lagers if he can stay the night before 
setting off early in the morning. 

Accidents will happen
Navigating steep, rugged trails —

even when it’s rainy, windy or snowy
— means accidents are an occupa-
tional hazard.

On a wet afternoon in September
2005, Zhang, was rushing to deliver 
a heavy parcel to Miaohou village 
when he slipped and rolled down a 
30-meter slope.

He had three front teeth knocked
out after his face hit a rock and splat-

tered it with blood. Zhang said his 
lips were swollen like two thick pie-
ces of toast and he almost fainted 
from the pain. But it was getting 
dark and he didn’t want to be alone 
in the wild as it was too risky. 

Enduring the severe pain, Zhang

picked up the letters scattered 
around the blood-stained rock and 
kept walking until he arrived at the 
village. 

While most postal workers would
be given time to recuperate after 
such an ordeal, there was no substi-
tute to do Zhang’s job.

“If I had taken leave, who would
have delivered letters for the 25,000 
villagers?,” he said. “No one wanted 
to take the risk of going into the 
wild. So, I chose not to take leave.”

At the end of that year he was
ordered to have his teeth fixed, 
when the county director of the 
State Post Bureau saw Zhang’s man-
gled mouth. In order to ensure the 
mail was delivered, Zhang request-
ed that a dentist treat him at home 
so he didn’t have to travel to a city 
for the dental work.

Similar accidents have been
repeated over the decades, but 
Zhang has never considered quit-
ting his job. 

Well aware of the dangers, he
worries about children who travel
the same paths as he does when
they go to school. Zhang has
adjusted his schedule so he can
escort some of the students to
school in the morning and back
home in the afternoon. 

“I am a veteran, I have experi-
enced training in the melting pot of 
the army. I joined the Party when I 
was in the army. I will not forget the 
purpose of serving the people 
wholeheartedly. I will continue to 
move forward until the day I can’t 
walk,” he said.

Contact the writers at                         
wangkeju@chinadaily.com.cn

Rain, hail or dental work, 
the postman always delivers

Clockwise from left: Zhang Linchang on his way to deliver letters and parcels to Peilong village in the Qiandongnan Miao and Dong autonomous prefecture, Guizhou province, 

on July 28. Zhang walks on the trail to Shao’ai village in Jinping township on July 29. He takes a ferry boat across the Qingshui River on his way to work on July 29.                               
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Zhang delivers a parcel to a resident at Yuhe village, Jinping town-

ship, on July 28. 


