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Dragons, Dams,  
and Disasters

1

People live alongside great rivers because they are easy places to 
find food to eat and water to drink. They enable people to travel 
in boats and provide a convenient source of water to grow 

crops. But rivers are also prone to floods.
Chinese legend tells the story of a massive flood that washed 

over the land a long time ago. Waves taller than a 30-story building 
crashed into villages and demolished them. Heavy rains caused rivers 
to overflow. The Great Flood, as it became known, occurred about 
2000 BCE (BEFORE COMMON ERA). It was actually a series of floods 
that lasted for decades. The floods began during the reign of Emperor 
Yao and continued through the reign of his successor Emperor Shun. 
The emperors called on Gun, a trusted official, to control the flood- 
waters. Gun built a series of dams and dikes. They didn’t have any 
effect. The misery continued.

In desperation, Emperor Shun turned to Gun’s son Yu. Yu was 
keenly aware of the problem. “The inundating waters seemed to assail 
the heavens, and in their extent embraced the hills and overtopped 
the great mounds, so that the people were bewildered and over-
whelmed,”1 he said. To deal with the issue, he tried a different method 
than his father. “I opened passages for the streams throughout the 
nine provinces and conducted them to the seas,” he explained. “I 
deepened the channels and conducted them to the streams.”2
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5

Emperor Yao was regarded as one of the most morally correct and 
intelligent Chinese emperors. According to legend, his reign lasted for 
nearly a century. But he couldn’t overcome the forces of nature. The artist 
is Ma Lin, whose career flourished during the early and middle parts of 
the 13th century—more than 2,000 years after Yao.
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CHAPTER 1

6

This statue in China of Emperor Shun, titled Filial Piety Moves the 
Heavens, honors the emperor’s devotion to his widowed father. Shun 
respected his stepmother and loved his half brother even though they 
tried to kill him.
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Dragons, Dams, and Disasters

7

Such a massive task was clearly too much for a single man to accom-
plish. So, as the legend has it, Yu enlisted a team of dragons and set to 
work.

Yu and his dragons carved out new river beds to drain the floodwa-
ters into the ocean. They altered the courses of some of the rivers to make 
them less likely to flood. Their work changed China’s geography. One of 
the greatest changes was to move Yun Ling Mountain and place it in the 
Yangtze River. The mountain blocked the river’s southward course and 
forced its waters to turn north. By means of this mythical movement, 
China’s greatest river—called Chang Jiang, or “Long River”—remained 
flowing entirely in Chinese territory so its people could take advantage of 
its lifegiving water.

Yu controlled the floods and reshaped the face of China throughout 
a lifetime of service. He reaped great rewards for his work. Emperor Shun 
later chose him as his successor. What happened to Yu’s team of dragons 
remains unclear. As emperor, Yu became known as Da Yu—the Great Yu. 
But despite Yu’s lifelong struggle, the floods he controlled in his lifetime 
long outlasted him.3

In China, floods were—and still are—a way of life. They have claimed 
the lives of millions of people. A major flood occurs at least once every 
ten years. One of the worst floods in recent times occurred in 1954. During 
a long rainy season, with heavy rains in the middle reach of the Yangtze, 
the great river overflowed. The flooding claimed the lives of some 30,000 
people. This tragic loss of life sparked renewed interest in building new 
dams for flood control on the Yangtze.

Such dams would regulate river levels and flooding downstream. 
They would help control flooding by storing the flood volume in reservoirs 
and releasing it later.

Flood control isn’t the only reason to build dams. Even before the age 
of the Great Yu, dams served as ways of supplying water to irrigate crops. 
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