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The Grand Canal is the longest man-made
canal of the world. The first establishment of
the canal can be traced back to the Hangou
Canal excavated by the State of Wu in the
5th century B.C. during the Spring and
Autumn and Warring States periods. By the
Sui Dynasty over 1000 years ago, the canal
had connected the northern and southern
China, and stretched from Beijing in the
north to Hangzhou in the south. Flowing
through 6 provinces and municipalities
including Beijing, Hebei, Tianjin, Shandong,
Jiangsu and Zhejiang, and uniting the 5
major water systems of the Haihe River,
Yellow River, Huaihe River, Yangtze River
and Qiantang River, the Grand Canal made
enormous contribution to the communication
between the north and south in Chinese
history. This man-made river had not only

provided transportation convenience for
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the Chinese nation, but also fertilized the
extensive saline-alkali soil into fertile lands.
Further more, the canal brought up countless
cities, making them the lands of prosperity.
By reviewing the excavation history of
the Grand Canal, this book represents the
prosperity and development of the Grand
Canal in thousands’ years, introduces the
major cities and folk customs in the canal
basin, aiming to unfold a comprehensive,
patulous and charming Grand Canal to the

readers.
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Primitive Canals of China
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Since ancient times of China, people had started to excavate man—
made canals, which were firstly mentioned in the legends. By the
Spring and Autumn and Warring States periods, the Chinese nation
had already made outstanding achievement in the great project of
nature transforming.
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Bronze Lei (Shang Dynasty)

Lei was an instrument used for cultivating in
ancient time.

> Earliest Canal

According to the legend, the flooding
was epidemic on the Central Plain in
over 4000 years ago. Shun, the king of
that time, dispatched Yu to control the
flood. Yu excavated the Naiqu Canal and
Zhongqu Canal for the channelizing of
the flood. The two canals directed the
great flood rushing down the northwest
region to the north, slowed down the flow
rate, and reduced the impact force of the
flood against the lower reaches. After
then Yu successfully tamed the flood by
dredging nine major rivers and eventually
led the flood into the sea. Some éeople
take the two canals as the beginning of
China’s canal history.

In the late Shang Dynasty in the 12th
century B.C., the Zhou tribal leader King
Tai of Zhou had three sons, the eldest son
Taibo, the second son Zhongyong and the
youngest son Jili. Understanding that the
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Yu Mausoleum in Shaoxing, Zhejiang Province
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third son Jili was most favored by their

father and in order to abdicate the throne
to Jili, the brothers Taibo and Zhongyong
successively left for the wild unsettled
lands in the south. Taibo established
the ancient kingdom of Gou Wu, which
subsequently developed to the State of
Wu, in today’s Meili region in Wuxi,
Jiangsu Province. For the controlling of
the flooding, Taibo led the local ancestors

to excavate the channel with nine
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tributaries connecting the Taihu Lake in
the west and Caohu Lake in the east. The
channel was not only resistant to flood
and drought disasters, but also convenient
for shipping. People named the “Taibo
Canal”, which is today’s Bodu Port. It’s
the first man-made canal in the history of

the River South Region.
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Qingming Bridge Crossing over the Ancient Canal in Wuxi

The Qingming Bridge locates in the junction area of the ancient canal and the Bodu Port outside the South
Gate of Wuxi in Jiangsu Province, and was used to be called the “Qingning Bridge”. The Bodu Canal on
the south of the bridge flows through Mei County to Changshu.
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> Canals of the Spring and

Autumn and Warring
States Periods

In the Spring and Autumn Period, the
canal numbers increased. Some of the
canals were dug by the states of Chen
and Cai in today’s upper reaches areas
of the Huaihe River; some were dug by
the State of Chu within the territory of
today’s Hubei and Anhui provinces; and
some were excavated by the State of Wu
in the Taihu Lake basin surrounded by
the Yangtze River, Huaihe River and
Yellow River. Especially the several
canals created by the State of Wu had
exerted a far-reaching influence on that
time and the future generations.

In the late Spring and Autumn
Period, under the rule of the King of Wu,
Helii and his son Fuchai, the Taihu Lake
basin where the State of Wu located was

firstly developed. Meanwhile with the
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Bronze Wu King Fuchai He (Spring and
Autumn Period)

This bronze He is 27.8 centimeters tall and the
diameter of the belly is 24.9 centimeters. A circle
of inscription on the vessel shoulder mentions
that this He was made in bronze offered by the
vassals and was a gift from the King Fuchai
of Wu to a lady. The handle design of the
wine vessel is a hollow dragon composing of
innumerable tangled small dragons with slender
patterns fine as hair, presenting the uncanny
workmanship.
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supporting of some loyal ministers like
Wu Zixu and Sun Wu, etc, the national
power of the State of Wu was enhanced.
In order to chase the supremacy, the
King Helii of Wu firstly started the war
against the states of Yue and Chu. From
the end of the 6th century B.C. to the
beginning of the 5th century B.C., for
the convenience of replenishment, the
State of Wu continuously excavated three
canals on the basis of the natural rivers
in the Taihu Lake basin. Which were the
Xupu Canal, starting from the eastern
Taihu Lake in the north to the Hangzhou
Bay in the south; the Xuxi Canal, locating
to the west of Taihu Lake and connecting
the Taihu Lake and the Yangtze River;
and the third canal flowing north and
entering into the Yangtze River in today’s
western Jiangyin. The excavation of these
canals not only promoted the regional
unifying, but also laid the preliminary
foundation of the subsequent River South
canals. ’

In 506 B.C. and 494 B.C., the army
of Wu successively defeated the states
of Chu and Yue. The King Fu Chai of
Wu considered himself of already the
master of the Yangtze River basin and
decided to assault the north in order to

further dominate the Central Plains. In
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Ancient Hangou Relic in Yangzhou, Jiangsu Province

486 B.C., the King of Wu gave orders
to build Hancheng, the predecessor of
today’s Yangzhou in Jiangsu Province, in
today’s northwest suburbs of Yangzhou.
After then, the State of Wu brought in
the water of the Yangtze River from the
southwest of Hancheng and excavated
the Hangou Canal connecting the Huaihe
River. The canal was 150 kilometers long
and is the first large man-made canal of
China and the world with precise record

of excavation time. With a history of
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Taihu Lake Scenery
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over 2400 years, the Hangou Canal firstly
linked the Yangtze River and Huaihe
River, the two major water systems in
east China, and laid a solid foundation
for the excavation of the Grand Canal. In
the later ages of the Han, Sui and Tang
dynasties, this canal was used for grain
transportation from the River South
Region to the capitals.

After the finishing of the Hangou



