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This is a record of the very first comprehen-
sive aerial photographic survey of the Yellow River
to be undertaken in China, and is the work of pho-
tographer Liu Hongxiao. This is the Chinese main-
land debut edition of the photographs in album
format. The Yellow River is considered the cradle
of Chinese civilization and the heartland of Chi-
nese culture. "The Yellow River Flows from
Heaven" provides a complete and magnificent
aerial view of the river from its headwaters on the
Qinghai-Tibet Plateau to its delta in Bohai Bay.
The photographer has captured the unique beauty
of the majestic mother river from different angles.
Through the eminently skillful aerial photography
of Liu, readers are afforded the pleasure of an air-
borne tour of spectacular scenes that cannot be seen
from the ground. To mark the 20th anniversary of
Liu's aerial survey of the famous river, we have
selected 120 pictures from his work for this album,
many of which are published here for the very first
time. The photographs we have collected here will
be of great value to geologists, scholars of Chi-
nese culture, photographers, artists and the gen-
eral reader.
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Preface

It is the Yellow River that had nurtured the
ancestors of our nation who had their feet firmly
planted in the earth. They strode proudly ahead,
showed wisdom in creating, multiplying... When
tall and naked primitive Lantian Man shaded his
eyes with his hand and gazed far into the distance,
when Banpo men and women took their rest on
the banks of the Yellow River after playing and
frolicking in the river, they found it hard to appro-
priately express their deep respect and admiration
of the endless raging water and their wonder over
this mysterious source of life. Thousands of years
later, in the Tang Dynasty (618-907), the impas-
sioned poet Li Bai, after experiencing the plea-
sures and sorrows of life and bidding farewell to
the glamorous palaces of Chang'an, stopped to
water his horse at the river and immortalized it in
verse: "Flowing down from heaven, the waters of
the Yellow River roll away to the deep sea never
to return..." Over 1,000 years have passed. Who
would have thought that we would seek our ori-
gin of our life by soaring in the sky and looking
down at the river that has brought our nation the
greatest happiness and the utmost sorrow. The pho-
tographer unfolds before our eyes a magnificent
long scroll. The splendid peak of Bayan Har Moun-
tain where snow reflects the sunshine and drops
of water emerge one after another like tears gush-
ing from eyes is the birth source of the Yellow
River. Then it converges with clear streams form-
ing its main and collateral channels like the veins
of a leaf. Living creatures in great variety appear

along the piercingly cold springs under the sun-

shine and depend on one another for survival. What
a fascinating birth! What a strong and handsome
body! What a magnificent journey! Sweeping
away all obstacles and dashing forward! However,
we are no longer like our ancestors who could do
nothing but worship and pay respect. They were
overwhelmed with gratitude for the favors the river
bestowed upon them and docilely accepted the
worst. We have more than just romantic
imaginations. We are rigorous scientific thinkers
as well. As the earth washes away day after day
and year after year, our mother river is becoming
weak and gaunt after nourishing so many living
beings, including humans. When we examine
closely our stories about the Yellow River, we
should criticize more than commend, feel regret
more than pride, act urgently rather than dream...
because we are no longer an ancient country, we
are modern China. Our ancestors long dreamed of
turning the Yellow River into a "clean river," but
they thought it depended on the will of God. It is
only us who have realized that humans can do
something to pay the debt, a debt we must pay
back. It is a historical mission that we must
undertake! Our generation has become keenly
aware of this mission and we are determined to
dedicate our efforts to this cause of greatest and
utmost urgency. It is our hope that some day our
children will change the name of the Yellow River
to Green River. Some day in the future, people
would no longer need to look at aerial photographs
to see the Yellow River. Everyone will be able to

fly freely in the sky and view this river with his

(her) own eyes, from any height. What they see
on the banks of the river will be deep forests, ver-
dant grasslands, flowers, flocks of birds and white
breakers lapping against the sides of cliffs. The
water will be crystal clear, and precious species
of fish that are rarely seen by people today will be
swimming freely in the waves. All this will be a
new kind of pleasant surprise, a delight and a
source of pride. What we lose will be the desolate
and endless desert, the sad sound of camel bells,
the rolling clouds of yellow dust and the lonely
villages on the bleak desert... scenes once cher-
ished for their sad beauty by poets, scholars,
traders, vagrants, soldiers, and prisoners. People
in the future will respect the old passion of their
ancestors for the Yellow River, but at the same
time find it hard to understand why successive gen-
erations of ancestors left the river silt-laden for so
many thousands of years. Why did they waste so
much time on endless disputes generation after
generation? Why did they let the loess, precious
as gold, flow away along with even more valu-
able time? To change the color of the river is in-
deed not an easy task. It will require the wisdom
and resources of the entire nation for hundreds of
years. However, it will be even harder to smash
the tangle of numerous old ideas and concepts. We
have no other choice but to smash. Smash before
all else! I love today's Yellow River with all my
heart. And I am proud of the river. But I yearn for
the Green River of the future. My loving heart will
keep beating even after my body vanishes...

Bai Hua
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In Li Bai's marvelous phrase, the "waters of
the Yellow River leap down from Heaven." To
countless generations of Chinese, it tells the beau-
tiful story of how the water of Yellow River comes
from the Silver River, the Chinese name for the
Milky Way. In fact, the water in all rivers on the
Earth, including the Yellow River, comes from the
sky. Rainfall feeds streams and streams converge
to form mighty rivers. History and geography
document the three source streams of the Yellow
River, namely the Zha, Yueguzonglie and Kari
streams. The Zha Stream has its source in the
Chaha Xila Mountains and has a narrow channel,
few branches and a limited amount of water. The
Yueguzonglie Stream, which lies between the Zha
and Kari, originates in the southwestern part of the
Yueguzonglie Basin at the foot of Yagradagze
Mountain 4,750 meters above sea level. It, too, has
a limited amount of water. The Kari Stream to its
south runs down from the northern pediments of
Bayan Har Mountain from an altitude of 4,800
meters. Unlike the other two streams, the Kari has
an abundant supply of water and feeds Zhaling and
Eling lakes downstream. It turns into a brook at the
foot of Bayan Har Mountain, 1 to 1.5 meters wide
and about 1 meter deep, with a flow of 0.3 cubic
meters per second. This is why you frequently hear
it said that the Kari Stream is the headstream of the
Yellow River. However, basing its conclusions on
historical tradition and following consultation with
various informed bodies, the Yellow River Con-
servation Commission concluded in 1985 that
Yueguzonglie Stream is the true source of the

Yellow River and erected a monument bearing the

inscription "Headstream of the Yellow River" at
95959'24" East Longitude and 35°01'18" North
Latitude, near Quguo, Maqu. Running down from
its headstream, the Yellow River becomes wider
and soon enters a vast wetland called "Xingsuhai,"
meaning "sea of stars" in Chinese, a pastureland
dotted with numerous small lakes, creeks and
pools. When you look down from an aircraft, they
seem like stars shining in a clear sky on a summer
night. Nothing could have been more appropriate
than the name "Sea of Stars" given to this heavenly
place by the local Tibetans. In the local language,
the word "hai" refers to these lakes and pools in the
pastureland in the local language, not the common
meaning of "sea" in Chinese. Some of them are
several thousand square meters in area, while
others may be just a few square meters--all sur-
rounded by a rich variety of wild flowers glisten-
ing in the sunlight. It looks as if Heaven and Earth
have blended into one harmonious whole. No
wonder so many beautiful folk tales and legends
have been nurtured by these mysterious highlarids
since earliest times and persist to this day. The
Yellow River turns eastward from Xingsuhai and
travels some 20 kilometers before entering first
Zhaling Lake, 550 square kilometers in size, and
then Eling Lake, 618 square kilometers. Both lakes
are more than 4,200 meters above sea level. As we
surveyed the expanse of the Yellow River source
area, shooting pictures from our aircraft, the two
lakes appeared to us to be the bright, brimming
eyes of our Mother River, the focal point of this
unique landscape at the source of the Yellow

River.
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Bayan Har Mountain on the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau, with its summit rising more
than 5,000 meters above sea level, is the source of China's two mightiest

waterways -- the Yangtze River and the Yellow River.
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The source streams of the Yellow River have their beginning in the Yueguzonglie

Basin on the north side of Bayan Har Mountain. The wide expanse of grassland in
the basin is densely dotted with marshes. Under the sun, the grassland with its
waters glistening in greens and blues looks like a peacock fanning its tail. The local

Tibetans call this section of the Yellow River "Maqu" (Peacock River).
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