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By Deng Zhangyu and 
Zhu Xingxin

In the heart of the majestic Tai-
hang Mountains in Licheng county, 
Changzhi city, Shanxi province, the 
Huangyadong Martyrs Cemetery 
lies amid solemn pine and cypress 
trees. There, 44 martyrs rest, their 
stories whispering in the wind. 

For 34 years, 80-year-old Zhao 
Naitang has been the silent sentinel 
of this sacred ground, dedicating his 
life to the memory of those who sac-
rificed theirs.

Each morning at 6, as the moun-
tain breeze rustles through the trees, 
Zhao begins his day with a ritual of 
care and respect. With a gentle hand, 
he wipes the dust from the grave-
stones, his aged fingers trembling 
slightly, moving with precision. As the 
sun casts a warm glow on his weath-
ered face, Zhao sweeps the paths, 
ensuring that the final resting place of 
these heroes remains pristine.

“As long as I can move, I will guard 
these heroes. After so many years, 
they feel like family to me. My heart 
is here,” says Zhao.

Zhao’s journey began in 1991, and 
was driven by a promise to honor the 
martyrs of the Huangyadong 
Defense Battle, a fierce fight during 

China’s War of Resistance Against 
Japanese Aggression (1931-45). The 
battle, primarily to protect a crucial 
arsenal for the Eighth Route Army 
led by the Communist Party of China, 
lasted for eight days and nights in 
November 1941.

Zhao’s father and uncles partici-
pated in building the arsenal and 
supporting the army with supplies. 
Their stories, recounted by his 
father, left an indelible mark on 
Zhao’s young heart.

In 1964, at the age of 19, he joined the 
village militia and quickly became the 
company commander. Later, while 
working in a steel factory, he would 
often go up the mountain to pay 
respects at the cemetery, which dates 
to 1942. His visits deepened his resolve 
to honor the legacy of the heroes. 

The cemetery is located deep 
inside a national forest park, 45 kilo-
meters from the nearest settlement. 
When the position for a guardian of 
the cemetery became available, Zhao 
accepted without hesitation. The 
unmarried man moved into a row of 
old houses previously used as bar-
racks, where he lives alone. 

“To preserve the graves properly, 
to watch over the martyrs and pass 
on the stories of these heroes,” he 
says, recounting his promise.

blood, I consider myself their kin,” 
Zhao says. 

Beyond his role as caretaker, he 
serves as an unofficial guide, sharing 
tales of bravery with visitors. His 
simple home, furnished with an old 
television, a radio, and a few pieces 
of furniture, reflects his modest lifes-
tyle. But on special occasions, he 
spends his own money on flowers 
for the martyrs.

Visitors are often moved by Zhao’s 
dedication. “Listening to Grandpa 
Zhao’s story is incredibly touching,” 
says Yao Liqiong, a visitor. “We must 
carry forward the spirit of our prede-
cessors, and Zhao’s work is admirable.” 

Chen Shiyan, a high school student 
from Changzhi, echoes this senti-
ment: “Without the martyrs’ sacrifi-
ces, we wouldn’t have the happiness 
we enjoy today. We must remember 
our mission and study hard.”

In December 2023, Zhao was recog-
nized as Changzhi city’s “Honest and 
Trustworthy Moral Model”, inspiring 
others to join him in preserving the 
Red spirit of the revolution. His 
34-year vigil, marked by his hair turn-
ing from black to white, exemplifies 
the meaning of a promise kept.
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Zhao Naitang sweeps the path at the Huangyadong Martyrs 
Cemetery in Licheng county, Shanxi province, to ensure the 
resting place of heroes remains pristine. provided to china daily

Guardian keeps martyrs’ memory alive

For over three decades, Zhao has 
tended to the cemetery with dedica-
tion. He pulls weeds, fills in holes, 
and wipes the gravestones. Even 
during storms, he can be found 
patrolling the grounds, sweeping 
away branches, and ensuring the 
cemetery remains undisturbed.

The Huangyadong Defense Battle 
was a costly engagement. The 
Eighth Route Army suffered 166 
casualties while inflicting over 1,000 
on the enemy. The 44 martyrs 
interred in the cemetery include 40 
originally buried at the site, each of 
whom is named, and four others 
relocated from elsewhere, whose 
identities are not known.

“Though I am not related by 

As long as I can move, 
I will guard these 
heroes. After so many 
years, they feel like 
family to me. My 
heart is here.”
Zhao Naitang, 
caretaker at the Huangyadong 
Martyrs Cemetery

Giving Tanzania the technical treatment
Medic’s mission in African state extends beyond the hospital to building bridges between cultures, Wang Qian reports.

O n the streets of Dar es 
Salaam, Chinese doctor 
Zhang Junqiao does 
what the Tanzanians do. 

He plays soccer with teenagers, 
runs marathons during his spare 
time, and enjoys the views on the 
way to the hospital he works at 
some 7 kilometers from his home.

The 38-year-old anesthesiolo-
gist from Shandong Second Medi-
cal University in Weifang, 
Shandong province, is the leader 
of the 27th Chinese medical team 
in Tanzania, and has spent more 
than a year providing medical 
assistance, not only saving lives 
but also building bridges between 
cultures through his dedication 
and compassion.

For Zhang, healing extends 
beyond the operating room. He 
has immersed himself in Tanzani-
an life, learning useful phrases, 
visiting an orphanage, and donat-
ing blood to help address chronic 
shortages. 

“To truly help, you must become 
part of the community,” he says. 
“When I greet people — even if I 
mix up words like ‘eyes’ and 
‘mouth’ — their faces light up. It’s 
like when foreigners try Chinese; 
the effort builds trust.”

Tanzania’s healthcare system, 
while better than in many Afri-
can nations, still faces signifi-
cant challenges. Zhang compares 
it to that of a county-level hospi-
tal in China — functional but 
lacking advanced equipment and 
resources. 

“The basic conditions are there, 
but things like disposable medical 
supplies and high-end anesthesia 
tools are scarce,” he says. 

One of the contributions by his 
medical team was a donation of 
visual anesthesia technology, 
including video laryngoscopes 
and bronchoscopes, to the anes-
thesiology department of Dar es 
Salaam’s Muhimbili National Hos-
pital in November. 

“Before, difficult airway cases 
posed a major risk — patients 
couldn’t be intubated, leading to 
life-threatening situations. Now, 
with these tools, we can solve 
problems that were once impossi-

ble here,” the doctor adds.
Arriving in Tanzania in January 

2024, Zhang prioritized training 
doctors in advanced techniques 
like video laryngoscopy to reduce 
risks from anesthesia. “True aid 
isn’t just giving someone a fish but 
teaching them to fish,” he says.

According to a statement from 
the hospital, the equipment will 
aid the anesthesiology depart-
ment in transitioning from broad 
to precision techniques, and the 
video laryngoscopes are “a timely 
help” that will enhance patient 
safety during anesthesia, and 
address a persistent challenge the 
department faced.

Despite issues such as limited 
resources and cultural differen-

ces, Zhang has adapted quickly. 
“You can’t change a system over-
night, but you can save one life at a 
time,” he says.

Among the many patients he 
has helped is an 8-year-old boy, 
who was diagnosed with a severe 
abdominal wall hernia. The boy 
developed a special bond with the 
Chinese medical team, who gave 
him the Chinese name of Qilu. 

Qilu is a reference to the king-
doms of the Qi and Lu in what is 
now Shandong before the found-
ing of the Qin Dynasty (221-206 
BC). It is sometimes used as a 
name for the province, one of the 
birthplaces of Chinese culture and 
civilization.

The boy’s family, unable to 

afford treatment, was on the verge 
of despair until the Chinese medi-
cal team stepped in and arranged 
for surgery at the Muhimbili 
National Hospital, pooling their 
resources to cover the medical 
expenses. After the boy recovered, 
his mother asked the team to give 
him a Chinese name as a way of 
honoring their kindness. 

Moved by her sincerity, Zhang 
named him Qilu, after the place 
from where all the team members 
come. “We hope this name sym-
bolizes the unbreakable bond 
between China and Tanzania,” 
Zhang says.

In November last year, Tanzania’s 
Prime Minister Kassim Majaliwa 
honored China’s medical team with 

a formal commendation for its out-
standing support and partnership in 
the field of health and medical care 
over the past 10 years. “Saving lives is 
why we come. It’s a doctor’s duty,” 
Zhang said at the 60th-anniversary 
celebration of diplomatic relations 
between China and Tanzania.

To commemorate April 7, World 
Health Day, he and other 12 mem-
bers from the three Chinese medi-
cal teams in Tanzania organized a 
two-day mobile free clinic in the 
northern city of Arusha. 

George Nsoke, leader of the 
Ngorongoro Conservation Area 
Authority medical center, says 
that the Chinese medics 
addressed long-standing shorta-
ges by sharing medical expertise 

and donating much-needed medi-
cines and equipment. 

Zhang says that the mobile clin-
ic allowed the medical teams to 
extend their expertise and sup-
port to more regions in Tanzania 
to the benefit of more people. 

Long before his mission, Zhang 
had already hit national headlines 
in China as the founder of Xintiao 
Xingdong (the Heartbeat Initia-
tive), a nationwide campaign to 
teach the public first-aid skills 
and cardiopulmonary resuscita-
tion, an emergency lifesaving pro-
cedure performed when the heart 
stops beating.

What began as a humble street 
stall initiative in 2020 — during 
which Zhang knelt on sidewalks 
in Weifang to demonstrate chest 
compressions — soon grew into a 
movement involving hundreds of 
medical professionals in 20 cities.

His efforts earned him wide-
spread acclaim, including a nomi-
nation for the “Good Doctor of 
China”, a prestigious honor recog-
nizing medical professionals who 
go above and beyond in serving 
public health. He has also taken 
the program to Chinese compa-
nies in Tanzania during his two-
year medical aid mission.

Since 1963, when China dis-
patched its first medical team to 
Algeria, about 25,000 Chinese 
medical workers have been sent to 
Africa, where they had treated 
some 230 million patients by the 
end of 2023, according to statis-
tics from the National Health 
Commission. 

Shandong Second Medical Uni-
versity has played an important 
role in this mission. Over four dec-
ades, it has sent 23 medical profes-
sionals to countries like Tanzania, 
the Seychelles and Tonga, over-
coming hardships to deliver care 
and share expertise. 

In reference to the devotion of 
generations of doctors and nurses 
who have offered a helping hand 
to Africa, Zhang says: “We carry 
the torch of our predecessors and 
the weight of their expectations.”
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Zhang Junqiao (left) demonstrates visual anesthesia equipment at 
a donation ceremony to the Ministry of Health in Tanzania last year.

As the leader of the 27th Chinese medical team in Tanzania, Zhang 
(center) teaches doctors how to use visual medical equipment. 

The 38-year-old doctor visits a school in Dar es Salaam in Tanzania.

Zhang (left) receives a formal commendation from Prime Minister Kassim Majaliwa (second from right) for the outstanding support and 
partnership of Chinese medical teams in the field of health and medical care over the past 10 years at the celebration ceremony of the 
10-year anniversary of Tanzania China Friendship Promotion Association in November 2024. photos provided to china daily


