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English Translation

The Source of the Yellow River (I)

Lesson One

When you look at a map of China, you will see a winding river spanning across northern China
like a gigantic dragon.

The Yellow River is the second longest river in China with a length of 5,464 kilometers. It takes
five consecutive days and nights by train traveling at the speed of 50 kilometers per hour to only cover
the distance between the riverhead to its mouth. It is an important river in China and one of the most
famous rivers in the world.

Li Bai, a great poet during the Tang Dynasty, once praised the river in one of his poems:

The water of the Yellow River comes from the sky,

It rushes into the sea and never returns.

However, poets are generally given a license to be creative in their poems, and it is impossible that
a river originates from the sky. Where exactly then is the source of this great river? This is a question
where the answer became clear only after many, many years of exploration.

More than 2,000 years ago during the Han Dynasty, Zhang Qian was sent to the Western Regions
as a diplomatic envoy. On his return to the capital, he gave a report to Emperor Han Wudi, saying, “When
I was in the Western Regions, I heard that the Yellow River originated from the Tarim River.” But he
believed that this was probably not the case, for he already knew that the Tarim River flowed into the
Lop Nur Lake. In the Jin Dynasty, Zhang Hua recorded a much more likely answer that the Yellow
River originated from the Star Sea in his Bowu Zhi: Treatise on Curiosities. But at that time, there was
no one who could verify his conclusion.

In the year 1280 during the Yuan Dynasty, the government sent the first expedition team to locate
the source of the Yellow River. They went to the Qinghai Plateau and spent more than four months
there searching and exploring. They reached the Star Sea and traveled along a small river which flowed
into the Star Sea from the southwest direction. They traced it for more than 100 /i (approximately 50
kilometers) before giving up.

During the expedition, they left many precious records about the area around the Star Sea in order
to allow people to understand the details of this remote area for the first time. But the map they drew
was lost and people only knew much later that the Yellow River originated from somewhere around
the Star Sea. Nevertheless, it was through this expedition that the people gained a better understanding
about the origins of Yellow River.

More than 400 years later, in the year 1704, during the Qing Dynasty, Emperor Kangxi sent an-
other expedition team into Qinghai to continue the task of finding the source of the Yellow River. But
again, the team terminated their search at the Star Sea and didn’t go any further from there.

In the year 1782 during the Qing Dynasty, Emperor Qianlong once again sent an expedition team
to look for the river source and this time, they went beyond the Star Sea. To the southwest of the Star
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Sea, they found a large rock to the west of the river mouth with a spring that released water all year™
round. They believed that this spring must be the origin of the Yellow River and named it Ahletan-
guole (meaning the River of Gold in Mongolian). They reported their conclusions to the emperor upon
returning to Beijing. However, according to their recorded location and description, the river they saw
and named was actually the Karequ River. Hence, their conclusion about the origins of the Yellow
River sparked off a controversy.

In 1952, the Chinese government sent an expedition team which comprised of more than 60 mem-
bers to examine each river on the Qinghai Plateau to find out the real source of the Yellow River. The
team traveled more than 5,000 kilometers in four months through plains and mountains. Upon arriving
at the Star Sea, they noticed a river flowing westward to the sea. The team suspected that it was part of
the source they were looking for. So they walked along the river and entered the Yueguzonglie Basin
(literally meaning a pot for stir frying highland barley in Tibetan). The total area of the basin is about
300 square kilometers and it used to be a huge lake a long time ago which shrank gradually due to the
change of climate. It has formed more than 170 small lakes scattered around the original area of the
lake floor. The river wound around the basin center like a shining ribbon that narrowed gradually after
it passed through the basin down to no more than two meters wide at its source. The expedition team
found a small spring of only three or four square meters at the end of the river. The spring rose and fell
like boiling water, producing a pleasant tinkling sound. The expedition team was overjoyed and ran to
the top of the hill, which was west of the spring, to examine the surrounding landform. The Yaladaze
Peak (5,442 meters above sea level) of Bayankala Mountain, a lofty snow mountain (also known as the
Bayan Har Mountain, meaning rich black mountain in Mongolian), is located to the west of the small
spring, guarding the origin of the Yellow River. The expedition team believed that the Yueguzonglie
River was the real source of the great Yellow River. They erected a high stone table with three big
characters - Huanghe Yuan (the source of the Yellow River) and a sentence in Tibetan.

But later on in 1978, Qinghai Province organized an expedition and the results caused them to
believe that the real source should be the Karequ River. Subsequently, people discovered from satellite
photographs that the Karequ River to the south of Yellow River (also known as Maqu River) was 25
km longer than Yueguzonglie River. According to the basic principle of determining a river source, “the
length determines a river’s origin”, it was therefore concluded that Karequ River should be the real ori-
gin of the Yellow River. The mystery of the Yellow River source was finally solved.

There is one fascinating fact to know about the Yellow River. The distance between Karequ River,
the south source of the Yellow River, and a branch of the Tongtian River, the upper source of the
Changjiang River, is only 200 meters apart. They are separated from each other by a low mountain
range. The two “sister rivers” originate from the same area which is at the southern part of the Qinghai
Plateau and start their different journeys toward the sea, where one flows through southern China, and
the other through northern China.

Adapted and Revised from The Rushing Yellow River by Luo Shuyun and Zhao Heshun

The Swan Lake

China’s Swan Lake, also known as Bayanbulak Lake, is located in the Bayanbulak Plains in Xin-
jiang. It is a mountain lake that is surrounded by Tianshan’s icy mountains. The Swan Lake is 30 kilo-
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meters long stretching from east to west, and 10 kilometers wide spanning from north to south. It has
many clear springs around it. During spring, the snow melts and flows into the lake, the clear water
making the whole place beautifully spectacular. Every spring, swans would fly from Indian Ocean and
the southern part of Africa to the lake where they spend the entire winter for breeding. During this sea-
son, there are hundreds and thousands of swans on the lake. Some swim freely on the lake, some build
nests and hatch their eggs on the fields at the lakeside. The newly hatched swans are able to run, swim,
and find food in the lake like their parents only three or four hours after emerging from their shells.
They grow fast and can reach up to about 10 kilograms in three months.

The Swan Lake is one of the areas with the most number of swans in the world. In order to protect
the swans there, the Chinese government made an official recognition of the place in 1980 as a nature

reserve for swans.
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