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Preface

Rao Weichun
Kunming May 26, 2008

Bridge and Architecture

Both houses and bridges are the two major types of
artificial construction at the early stage in the long course of
human history. Only in the o Id days, hay and wood were
popularly used for making houses and bridges in all parts of the
world. However, the function of architecture has expanded as the
social-economic development progressed.

In many occasions, houses are not only for the purpose
of providing shelter, but meeting the increasing demands of
the people as well. For instance, the function of a bridge is not
simply for crossing the river or a ditch, but for other purposes,
such as aesthetics, or landscape. One concrete example, such as,
the ‘arcaded bridge’ shows that it can additionally offer places
for people to keep away from the rain or wind, or even rest. Such
function has little difference from that of a common house.

In today’s modern engineering system, bridges and
architecture do not really belong to the same category, but they
both present two subsystems from the same root and same origin.
The famous contemporary Spanish architect Santiago Calatrava
is both an engineer and an architect, same as Liugi Newi, an
Italian architect, who created an excellent Volanatin pedestrian
bridge, naturally combining technology with art to create an
‘elaborate balance.” It is honorably regarded as an apotheosis in
bridge design. In a word, both bridges and architectures are an
integration of technology and art in the surroundings to a certain
scale. They are serving the uses of human beings. Thus, this
book is titled ‘Ancient Bridges in Yunnan.’

Definitions of Ancient Bridges

From the ancient Ming and Qing dynasties, ancient bridges
are comparatively well retained in all of Yunnan. Due to the
mountainous geological conditions, many bridges are seen built
over deep valleys, spanning swift rivers and mountain cliffs.
Obviously, it was a tough mission in the old days to build bridges
under such risky conditions. People living in such places,
however, overcame a great deal of difficulties to have built all
kinds of bridges, by skillfully using the materials and regional
availabilities, all over Yunnan Province.

To name the earliest ancient bridges in China, the Anji

Bridge, also called Zhaozhou Bridge, in Zhaoxian, Hebei,
which was built during the Daye Reign (606 to 616 AD) of the
Sui Dynasty, number the first as a paradigm in Chinese bridge
construction history.

When numbering the ancient bridges in Yunnan, the earliest
one was built in the 2nd year of the Wude Reign of the Tong
Dynasty (619 AD), which is located at Pingxi, Zhanyi, Qujing,
named as Heiqiao (Black Bridge). Nevertheless, the longer and
more remote a bridge was built in history, the higher historic and
cultural value it will get. In fact, the definition of ancient bridge
is determined by the time limit of before the Opium War (1804)
or before the Xinhai Revolution, also the Revolution of 1911.

However, all the bridges enlisted in this book, though, are
determined by the time limit before the founding of the People’
s Republic of China (1949), since Yunnan is located on the
southwest border with comparatively underdeveloped social-
economic conditions. Many ethnic inhabited areas still remain
at the primitive conditions long after the founding of the People’
s Republic of China even. In addition, many contemporary
bridges are listed just because they are built at the original sites
of ancient bridges or near the ancient bridge sites; they are not at
all ancient bridges according to the definitions set forth.

Categories of Ancient Bridges

The systematic categorizations of the ancient bridges in
Yunnan generally cover the following aspects:

1. The first category is grouped by regional location,
referring to the exact location of bridge. It is the primary
categorization of this book for it is simple and easy in operation.

2. The second category is grouped by the time frame, which
refers to the construction time of the bridge alone. This is also a
simple and easy method to categorize the bridge. Only there are
a number of existing bridges in Yunnan which modern people
are unable to determine their exact date of construction, making
such operation rather difficult.

3. The third category is grouped in terms of building
materials, which simply record the materials used for building
the bridge, such as stone arch bridge, iron-chain bridge, wooden
bridge, and reinforced concrete bridge. This is obviously the
simplest method in categorization.

4. The fourth category is grouped by judging the
construction form of the bridge, which refers to the stress
bearing type. It is a more technical aspect than the first three
categorizations. In this category, there are beam bridge, arch
bridge or suspension bridge, and so forth.

Fortunately, Yunnan, due to its remote location from the
central China, still well retains all kinds of ancient bridges named
above, though many of them are no longer existing in the inner



land of China. No wonder, Yunnan is known to the modern
Chinese people as a Museum of Ancient Bridges as well.

Present Conditions of Ancient Bridges

In the past days, many school children went to school by
using the cable slide in Nujiang area, which aroused the attention
of the public and the government as well. Thus, people and
organizations, with great concern, actively raised funds to build
iron-chain bridges to provide safe transportation for the people
living nearby. Ever since then, the ancient cable slide became a
part of history.

The ancient bridges at the thoroughfare now are
accompanied with modern highway bridges built right next to
them. Unfortunately, the ancient bridges are serious endangered
due to lacking attention after being abandoned. Some square
stone bridges are still tough and solid over centuries. Some stone
bridges among them are still in good physical condition, except
some of them are incomplete from missing parts of handrails.
Some remaining stone bridges can be even be used for heavy
trucks.

Compared with the stone bridges. both the wooden
and iron-chain bridges were badly damaged over the years’
weathering. For instance, the wooden bridges with suspension
arms at Shangri-La and Tengchong are seen deteriorating in
shape, the bridge surface is seriously worn from years™ of use
without care. More examples, such as the Yong'an Iron Chain
Bridge at Tengchong and the Huzhai Iron Chain Bridge, they
are left only with the iron chains. Examples will also be seen
from the bamboo and rattan bridges built over river shoals and
hidden in the thick forest. If no more attention is drawn to these
disappearing bridges. they will completely wilt from our history.

A few years ago, [ was introduced to visit a well-retained
bridge at Bingchuan. This ancient bridge, the Nanxun Bridge,
was built in the 23rd Year of the Jiajing Reign of the Ming
Dynasty (1544). However, this bridge has received continuous
care from both the local government and the dwellers for they
regard it as a treasure. Funds have been raised from all possible
channels to maintain the bridge and enlist it as a protected relic
unit at the county level. It is an encouraging but rarely seen
example among all the existing ancient bridges.

Values of Ancient Bridges

Facing the endangered conditions of some ancient bridges,
I could merely assume that our people are unaware of the historic
value of our ancient bridges. Both architecture and bridges are
materialized civilization of human history: they jointly witnessed
the time transformation of human society. More or less, they are
a material carrier of culture.

The stone arch bridges, the reinforced concrete arch

bridges, and the steel truss bridges along the Yunnan-Vietnam
Railway in south Yunnan (built during 1909 to 1910), recorded
and witnessed the Chinese semi-feudal social-economic
conditions. At the same time, they symbolize the China-
foreign cultural exchange and advanced technical civilization. In
particular, the Haidan Iron-Chain Bridge at Fuyuan. Qujing built
in 1930 once saw the Red Army during their Long March. which
has extremely valuable historic significance.

The Shunglong Bridge at Jiangshui built in the Qianlong
Reign of the Qing Dynasty has a large scale and mighty prestige,
and it is listed by Mao Yisheng, a sophisticated Chinese bridge
specialist, as one of the famous largest bridges nationwide.

The arcaded bridges, such as Yongji Bridge at Weishan,
the Yongshun Bridge, and Tongji Bridge at Tengchong jointly
present unique bridge designs. as well as artistic porches, or
corridor styles, valuing extremely high in terms of technology
and art itself.

The value of ancient bridges are highlighted in
three aspects; which is their socially-historical value and
economically-cultural value; their structural transmission and
structural technological value; and finally, their appreciation and
aesthetics value. The “Herringbone Bridge™ of Wujia Village
comprises these three values solely, which is rarely seen among
all the other bridges.

Protection of Ancient bridges

To respond to the present states and conditions in terms
of historic and cultural values carried by the ancient bridges in
Yunnan, it is high time that we take actions to seriously protect
these disappearing ancient bridges in Yunnan, especially.

The author of this precious bridge collection left his
footprints all over Yunnan’s mountains and along its river, taking
a hard journey to gather all the possible facts and pictures related
to the ancient bridges. The publishing of this book does not
only represent the modern people today with the outstanding and
graceful charms of the ancient bridges remained in Yunnan, but
it has dramatically made contributions to the active protection of
these disappearing ancient bridges.

Reading the book and looking at the graceful pictures of
the bridges left behind by our great ancestors, we, the latter
generations, should cherish them with double efforts. The great
panorama of the ancient bridges in Yunnan spreading before us
in this book has additionally brought consideration about our
profound past, as well as the development of the motherland’s
traditional architectural culture.
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Northwest Yunnan

Nujiang Lisu Autonomous Prefecture, Diqing Zang
(Tibetan) Autonomous Prefecture, Lijiang City, and Dali Bai
Autonomous Prefecture are all situated in the northwestern part
of Yunnan Province. This area borders on Myanmar in the west,
and is the conjunction belt of Hengduan Mountain range and
Yunnan-Guizhou Plateau.

About 200 million years ago, the Indian subcontinent split
apart from the Gondwana continent and continuously drifted
northward, and finally collided with the Laurasian continent. A
tremendous pressure forced the land of the ocean floor upward
forming what we know today as the Tibetan Plateau, Hengduan
Mountain Range, and northwest Yunnan.

: The terrain of Yunnan is high in the narthwest and Iaw in

Shu Shendu Dao ((Sichuan-India Road), passed right here,
which is known as the Southern Silk Road which existed even
earlier than the Northern Silk Road opened by Zhang Qian when
he was sent on diplomatic mission to Western Regions (a Han
Dynasty term for the area west of Yumenguan, including what is
now Xinjiang and parts of Central Asia). This area became thus
the first gateway for China’s cultural and commercial intercourse
with south and Southeast Asian countries.

From the first day that we human beings started the
exchange of commodities, the exchange of cultures has always
been conducted together. In order to expand the domains of
living and activities, to attain ideals and realize their dreams, the
people living in the Hengduan Mountain range and the near river
valleys had to cross huge mountains and steep gorges to share
and exchange materials and cultures. Thanks to this, among
the mountains and rivers of northwestern Yunnan people set up
homes and villages, and with this, they created all different sizes
and varieties of unique bridges, according to what they could
reach locally.

The styles of bridges vary with the physical features of
places Because of h]gh mountams anddeep goz:gcs, the bridges
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The Lancang River, as it originates
from China’s Qinghai Tanggula Mountain
Range and flows toward Xishuangbanna and
exits China, is also called, “Mekong River”
outbound. As it flows through Myanmar and
Vietnam, where it enters the sea, it is given
a nickname as “the Oriental Danube.” The
Lancang River of its entirety is 4,880 km long,
1,612 km of it flows inside China’s border, and
1,240 km flows through the Yunnan Province.

In Deqin, the elevation of the surface
of the Lancang River is 2,006 m while the
elevation of the neighboring Kawaboge
Mountain is 6,740 m. From the river water
to the mountain summit there is an elevation
difference of 4,734 m with a diagonal distance
along the slope of some 14km.
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Northwest Yunnan
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The Stretching Arm wooden bridge is situated in Deqin county. This bridge
consists of a stone and wooden structure, and is mainly comprised of three parts: the
bridge pier, the “extended arms”, and the bridge surface. In order to obtain a broader
span, round wooden logs are arranged length wise and width wise in an alternating
fashion, from both river banks, layer by layer protruding toward the river center.
When the gap in the center is only about 5 or 6 m (W), long wooden beams are used
to connect and complete the bridge surface.
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This multi-pier

wooden bridge is located
at Shangri-La, Zhongdian.
Normally, this type of
bridge is built over a wide
river, using logs to lead up
into diamond-shaped piers
with stone pieces to fill in
the middle.

Top: Multi-pier
stretching arm wooden
bridge with diamond-
shaped water division
pier.

Bottom: Multi-Pier
stretching arm wooden
bridge with square-shaped
water division pier, using
fir log, available for cargo
truck to pass through.
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The Lisu people
living along the Lancang

River are mostly inhabited
in dry clay wooden houses,
and the houses are built on
the slope exposed to the
sun. Up to 2004, no road
was available to Tongle
Village at Yezhi Town, and
the zip-sliding was the only
mean of transport.
Bottom: Lisu people
at the fair street along the

Lancang River

Northwest

Yunnan
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Nujiang River cable slide

The Lisu and Nu people live
at the remote places along the
Nujiang River still use cable slide to
and fro. The longest cable slide is
now remained at Lizijia Township,
Fugong, Nujiang, which is about
100 m. in length, 20 m off the water
surface.



