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P’an Chi-hsun &ZHJ| as A Prominent Figure in the
Control of the
Yellow River during the Ming Dynasty

Yen Ch’ing-yang
ABSTRACT

The Yellow River had given birth to the Chinese civilization, but owing to its
peculiar geological and topographical conditions, it had also often broken through its
banks and changed its courses of flowing thus spreading its disasters over the central
areas of this civilization. Almost every dynasty in Chinese history had witnessed the
harms done by the Yellow River. Accordingly, the control of the River had been, and
still is, one of the biggest problems of the country.

During the Ming dynasty (1368--1643), both the seriousness of the trobles caused by
the River and the difficulties encountered in solving them were the toughest in the
history, owing to the River's changes of courses over the years towards the South. In
the sixth year of the reign of Hsiao-tsung 5% (1493), it shifted to the Southeast and
merged with the Huai River #E/ in running to the sea at Ch'ing-kouf [ where they
were joined in by the Great Canal. This confluence caused the waterways of the
nearby areas to criss-cross one another, often leading to the situation where once an
area was in lrouble, the rest were inevitably affected. The people of the Ming dynasty
were thus worried about the breakage of the banks of the Yellow River, which would
cause havoc to them. Besides, they were also fearful of the blockage of the Huai
River by the Yellow River,causing the waters surging upwards, and flooding the
tombs of the founding emperor, Tai- chu's JH ancestry; but what was the most
unbearable was no other than the silting up of the Great Canal, because foodstuffs
from the Chiang-nan {LFwere the lifeline of the army and the imperial Court in the
North. So the event of controlling the Yellow River really included makKing the Great
Canal free, ensuring the Huai River save, and protecting the tombs, thus actually
combining four big engineering works into one of super-gigantic scale, and it was no
wonder that the difficulties were many times over those of the past.

Despite the difficulty of the task in controlling the Yellow River. the people of
the Ming dynasty had shown extraordinary achievements, and there were quite a few
famous figures who exerted considerable influence on the future generations in such
deeds, among these, those of P'an Chi-hsun #Z=H(were the most noteworthy in the
warld of hydraulic controlling. This article aims at giving a description of his life,

important deeds of hydraulic controlling, and those strategies that he adopted for such
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undertaking that have been praised by later generatios .

As a contemporary of such prominent figures as Wang Shih-chen FiE, and
Ch’i Chi-kuang H#&¥.and others, P'an’s given name is Tzu- liang & and his other
name is Yin-ch'uan ElJI|. He was born in Wu- ch’eng /572, Hu-zhou ¥/ (now
Wu-hsien District 28, in the Province of Che-Kiang#f{L), in the year of sixteenth
in the reign of Wu-tsung #E5%, of the Ming dynasty (1521), and died in the year of
twentieth-third in the reign of Shen-tsung 5% (1595). For four times, P'an was in
full charge of the responsibilities for the affairs of the River, lasting in total 27
years, and going through three reigning periods. It may well be claimed that :He de-
voted his youth to the River works, became old with them, and had fallen ill at the
same”, as half of his whole life-time was inseparable from the River, especially during
the period of his third assumption of the responsibility, when his deeds of controlling
the River reached the height.

P'an’s strategies for controlling the River can be summed by as " building em-
bankments for controlling the waters, which are then being channelled to wash away
the silts. "The way for achieving this is to build strong embankments, so that the
waters are being channelled into one river, by means of which rapid currents are
formed to make silts difficult to accumulate, while the force of channelled waters can
be used for deepening the riverbeds, And in order to prevent overflowing, various
kinds of embankments and Walergates are built to check one another, with a view to
reducing river flooding, and to flushing away silts in the riverways to the sea". The
basis of this kind of strategy for controlling the River is that "the Yellow River,
should not be parallel”, because the waters of the river carries lots of silts, and one
degree of the currents is reduced, the more drastic reduction its speed will be, which
will make the silting up easier; and the longer the accumulation becomes, the easier
the breaking through of the riverbanks will be, so the first thing to do in controlling
the River lies in "construction of strong preventive embankments, through which the
walers are channelled into one riverbed."

During the Ming dynasty, P’an's strategy for controlling the River was not used
for long, and his contemporaries were divided on the merits and demerits, but it was
adhered to by the Ch'ing dynasty for almost three hundred years, and his masterpiece
He Fang yi-lan{i[i—% (A Survey of Strategies for Preventing River Folding), had
been treated as if it was a textbook in the world of hydraulic engineering. Besides,
there are quite a few prominent contemporary figures in this field paying high re-
gards to it. and there is even a noted German hydraulic engineer, who has made used

of a hydraulic engineering model to experiment and test P'an’s theory. All these have
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amounted to a unique even! in the history of China's control of river flooding, an

event that had no precedent, and has yet to have its sequel.
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