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Chai rman Mao studying the map of the Haiho basin. 
( Inscr iption: The Haiho River must be brought under permanent 
control! Mao Tsetung, November 17, 1963) 
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The Old Haiho River 

North China's Haiho River has its source in the 
Taihang and Yenshan mountains and empties into the 
Pohai Bay at Taku. It is fed by 300 tributaries and five 
rivers (South and North canals, the Tzuya, the Taching 
and the Yungting) and is called the Haiho from the 
convergence of the five rivers near Tientsin. Together 
with its tributaries it fans out over north China as an 
extensive water network known as the Haiho River 
system. Closely linked with South Canal and therefore 
included in this system are also the Tuhai and 
Machia rivers, though they flow independently into the 
sea. 

The Haiho basin extends from the Taihang Moun­
tains in the west to the Pohai Sea in the east, crosses 
the Yenshan Mountains in the north and borders the 
Yellow River in the south. The greater part of Hopei 
Province is drained by the Haiho system and forms 
more than half of the basin. Peking, China's capital, 
and Tientsin, a major industrial city, are located in this 
basin as are northern Shantung Province and parts of 
Shansi and Honan provinces and the Inner Mongolia 
Autonomous Region. The total area of the basin is 
265,000 square kilometres, roughly half and half moun-

1 



tainous and plain, with a population of over 70 million. 
Its cultivated area is 180 million mu-^ 

The Haiho basin features rich soil, abundant natural 
resources and well-developed communications. The cen­
tral and southern parts are broad plains — important 
grain and cotton areas. To the east is the sea coast rich 
in fish and salt, while to the west and north are moun­
tain regions abounding in mineral deposits. Railway, 
highway and water courses afford convenient transport 
throughout the area. Linking the country's north and 
south are the Peking-Canton, Peking-Shanghai, Peking-
Chengteh and Tientsin-Chihsien rail lines. The Peking-
Shanhaikuan, Peking-Paotow, Shihchiachuang-Tehchou 
and Shihchiachuang-Taiyuan lines connect east and west. 

But, old China's history is filled with grave natural 
calamities throughout the Haiho basin. Frequent floods, 
waterlogging and drought made the river one of China's 
sorrows. 

In mountainous upper reaches the many tributaries 
were short and swift with abrupt drops. On the plains 
of the middle and lower reaches the water slowed down, 
depositing silt in the river beds and raising them to form 
"elevated rivers." That is, the river level was above 
ground level, with dykes containing the water. Their 
narrow courses and few small outlets to the sea created 
a difference of from scores of times to one or two 
hundred times in discharging capacity between the up­
per and lower reaches. The basin has its own climate. 
Annual rainfall is unevenly distributed, the wet season 
being around July and August when 60-70 per cent of 
the year's total rain falls. Heavy rains in the moun-

'One mu is equivalent to 1/15 hectare or 1/6 acre. 
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tainous upper reaches often brought down silt-laden 
floodwaters which the lower reaches could not promptly 
discharge and which breached dykes and flooded the 
surrounding areas. In spring, wind and lack of rain re­
sulted in water shortage. Rivers disappeared, wells dried 
up and there was serious drought. History records that 
in the 580 years between 1368 and 1948 floods ravaged 
the basin 387 times and drought 407 times. Tientsin was 
under water more than 70 times, each major flood affect­
ing over 100 counties. Not infrequently flood and 
drought alternated. The low-lying areas were turned 
into alkaline wastes by waterlogging over the years. One 
such alkaline waste, the Heilungkang area' which oc­
cupies a third of the province's cultivated land, was 
described by the local people in the following verse: 

In spring the ground's frosted with soda, 
In summer we can't see it for water. 
No plant will ever grow, 
No matter how we sow. 

Though the woes brought on the people by the Haiho 
were natural calamities, it was the society that was 
mostly to blame. Ruthlessly exploited and oppressed by 
old reactionary ruling classes, particularly by the im­
perialists and Kuomintang reactionaries, China's work­
ing people lived miserably. They had no way of fighting 
natural calamities with water conservancy projects, for 

'The Heilungkang area is situated in southeastern Hopei Province, on the middle and lovirer reaches of the Haiho. It includes the Tsangchou and Hengshui regions (a province is divided into regions and a region into counties), southern Tientsin region, eastern Hsingtai and Hantan regions and Chinghai County of Tientsin Municipality — altogether 47 counties and cities. 
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the reactionary ruling classes knew nothing but to tax 
and fleece the people, never giving a thought to their 
welfare. The river courses and dykes along the Haiho 
basin were for long years out of repair and calamities 
became worse and worse. 

The reactionary rulers claimed that they wanted to 
"fix the river," but any of their attempts at conservancy 
work were purely with the aim of prolonging their reac­
tionary rule and corrupt way of life. The Yungting 
River, for example, once known as "Wuting" ("no fixed 
course"), had threatened many times to inundate Peking. 
In 1698, to protect the imperial palaces, the Ching em­
peror Kang Hsi (1662-1722) conscripted a large labour 
force and, using money extorted from the people, had 
a stone dyke built on the Peking side of the river. At 
the same time, in a show of concern for the people, he 
ordered an inferior-quality earth dyke built on the other 
side of the river and changed its name to "Yungting" 
("forever fixed"). The river continued to overflow its 
banks. In 1890 heavy rains swelled the Yungting and 
Taching rivers so that they breached their dykes and 
again caused flood and waterlogging around Peking. It 
was the working people who really suffered. Historical 
records describe that year's flood in these terms: "A 
vast sea for hundreds of kilometres," "large numbers of 
people and livestock dead; the autumn crops completely 
washed out." Such was the result of the reactionary 
rulers' "river control." 

And this was only one of the innumerable cases of 
the reactionary ruling classes making their fortunes by 
fleecing the working people under the pretext of "river 
control" or otherwise taking advantage of flood and 
drought situations. In July 1939 floodwaters rushed 
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down from the Taihang Mountains, causing the Yung­
ting, Taching and Tzuya rivers to overflow or breach 
their dykes. The Peking-Hankow and Tientsin-Pukow 
railway lines were cut and 50 million mit of farmland 
was submerged. In the two months when Tientsin was 
flooded the capitalists raised the prices of grain, fuel 
and other necessities five or six fold, with prices going 
up several times a day. The reactionary authorities of 
Chinghai County, Hopei Province, extorted 160,000 yuan 
and more than 8,000 piculs of grain from the people of 
the county ostensibly for repairing a dyke which was 
actually never repaired. The flood raged on as the 
money and grain flowed into the pockets of the officials. 
Tens of thousands of houses collapsed and some 20,000 
people drowned or died of hunger or exposure. Sur­
vivors were swindled by the landlords and capitalists, 
one capitalist taking 300 mu of farmland from flood 
refugees in exchange for a boatload of grain husks from 
Tientsin. 

In pre-liberation China, weighed down by imperial­
ism, feudalism and bureaucrat-capitalism, the working 
people living in the Haiho basin had the same hard life 
as their counterparts throughout the country. They were 
victims of both man-made and natural calamities. His­
tory tells of their tragic suffering or succumbing to flood 
disaster. 

Flood swept 104 counties of Hopei Province in 1917, 
affecting an area of 35,800 square kilometres and a 
population of 6.2 million. Nearly 20,000 villages had 
houses collapse. Of the 27 peasant houses in Tungchao 
Village, Chiaoho County, only the house owned by a 
rich peasant, together with his ox, survived the calamity. 
It became known as "one-ox village," for the members 
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of all other households either died or fled the stricken 
area. 

In the 1920 drought, rivers in Hopei became trickles, 
water holes, ponds and lakes dried up and nothing could 
be grown on most of the farmland in 97 counties. For 
hundreds of miles around there was no cultivation. Ref­
ugees ate bark and grass roots and countless died of 
starvation. In the 600 villages around Hsingtai County 
alone over 11,000 people starved to death. 

Every flood or drought caused the break-up by 
death or separation of countless poor and lower-middle 
peasant families. When flood ravaged Fuchuang Village 
of Hsienhsien County during the reactionary rule of 
the Chiang Kai-shek Kuomintang, poor peasant Liu Chu 
and his wife fled with their five children only to find 
similarly stricken areas wherever they went. They 
could get nothing to eat by begging. They sold one of 
their little daughters, but the money they got for her 
bought only enough grain to last them a few days. 
Finally they sold three more girls one after another. 
Even so Liu Chu died of hunger not long afterwards. 
His wife could do nothing but sell her one remaining 
child and marry again. This story of poor peasant Liu 
Chu's family is only one of thousands from the old 
society. 

The history of the Haiho basin before liberation 
was one of catastrophe, of the working people's blood 
and tears, and of the reactionary ruling classes' crimes. 
The working people there longed for the removal of the 
three big mountains of imperialism, feudalism and 
bureaucrat-capitalism and for the permanent control of 
the Haiho River. They wanted to get rid of the area's 
poverty and backwardness. A folk song describes the 
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old situation and expresses the aspirations of the stricken 
working people. 

The Haiho River, ah, it is long, 
At mention of it the people's anger rises. 
Spelling tragedy nine years in ten. 
It sends tens of thousands fleeing disaster. 
Shouting "river control" 
Officials exact taxes and levies fiercer than the 

flood. 
Where is the end of the tears of the poor? 
Longing for the day when the sun will rise in 

the east. 
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The Great Call 

"Only socialism can save China." After the founding 
of the People's Republic of China the dream of the people 
living in the Haiho basin to control the river came true. 
Led by our great leader Chairman Mao Tsetung, the 
Chinese Communist Party and the People's Government, 
and on the basis of the progress in socialist revolution 
and socialist construction, the planned control of the 
Haiho River system began. 

During the period of rehabilitating the national 
economy (1949-52) attention was centred on flood-
prevention projects, since flood was the greatest im­
mediate harm. Dyke repair, long neglected in the old 
society, was first done. Channels in the middle and lower 
reaches of the Chaopai and Yungting rivers were dredged. 
A number of flood-diversion canals and drainage ditches 
were dug. Kuanting, the first large reservoir in the Haiho 
basin, was completed on the upper reaches of the Yung-
ting River. 

During the period of the first two five-year plans 
for socialist construction (1953-57 and 1958-62) extensive 
study and investigations were carried out on the topog­
raphy, geology, soil, climate and hydrology of the Haiho 
basin and a wealth of data collected. A preliminary plan 
for harnessing the Haiho was made according to the 
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principle of combining permanent with temporary solu­
tions to prevent flood, drought and waterlogging. During 
this period agricultural collectivization was realized in 
China's countryside and, particularly in 1958, with the 
Great Leap Forward, people's communes were set up. 
Water conservancy work on a mass scale began in the 
Haiho basin by relying on the strength of the communes' 
collective economy. By 1963 reservoirs had been built 
on most of the larger tributaries in the Haiho's upper 
reaches, 18 of large size with a holding capacity of more 
than 100 million cubic metres.^ They have played a 
major role in regulating floodwaters from the mountains. 
In the lower reaches diversion canals (sometimes called 
hsinho, or new rivers, by the local people) were dug, river 
courses dredged and dykes reinforced so that their ca­
pacity to drain water into the sea more than doubled that 
of pre-liberation years. In many places the people were 
mobilized to dig ditches and wells that doubled the ir­
rigated area of the basin compared with the early years 
of the People's Republic. The achievement in water con­
servancy in the first dozen years after liberation amply 
demonstrated the superiority of the socialist system. 

The various projects undertaken in those years did a 
great deal towards preventing and controlling flood, 
waterlogging, drought and soil alkalinization. But fur­
ther work of widening the course on the middle and 
lower reaches and improving the few outlets to the sea, 
which were small and silted up, were yet to be done. In 

'Reservoirs are classified according to their holding capacity: 
large size with a capacity of more than 100 million cubic metres, 
medium size from 10 to 100 million and small size less than 10 
million. 
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August 1963 the century's heaviest rains in the eastern 
foothills of the Taihang Mountains caused flood to sweep 
down, swelling the Changwei, Tzuya and Taching rivers. 
The total volume of waterflow nearly doubled that of 
1939. The ten large reservoirs on the upper reaches of 
these rivers contained nearly half of the water there. 
But the peak flow into the rivers on the plains was 78,000 
cubic metres per second, inundating large areas of farm­
land in Hopei Province and threatening the city of Tien­
tsin and the Tientsin-Pukow Railway. The devastation 
would have been inconceivable had it happened before 
liberation. But in socialist new China, with the concern 
of Chairman Mao and the Party Central Committee and 
wide support from the people and the People's Libera­
tion Army, the people of Hopei Province, Tientsin 
Municipality and northern Shantung fought the flood 
heroically, protecting Tientsin and the Tientsin-Pukow 
Railway from the flood disaster. 

After defeating the extraordinary flood of 1963 the 
people in the Haiho area urged that the river be per­
manently controlled, and on November 17 of that year 
Chairman Mao issued the great call: "The Haiho River 
must be brought under permanent control!" 

This incisive instruction was just what the people 
had been waiting for. It gave the guidelines for elimi­
nating the flood menace and undertaking conservancy 
projects to change the situation of agricultural production 
in the Haiho basin. It sparked the people's initiative in 
building socialism. 

When the key project for the permanent control of 
the Haiho was about to begin, the inhabitants who had 
drained the cup of bitterness in the old society vied with 
one another to take part. Parents sent their children 
10 

off to the worksite, wives saw off husbands, whole fami­
lies volunteered. In many counties and people's com­
munes the numbers of people who signed up were several 
or even a dozen times the required figures. There were 
inspiring scenes. The men and women of the "one-ox 
village" of the 1917 flood, Tungchao Village, all requested 
to join in the work, finally electing four model commune 
members to represent them. 

Chang Hsiu-chih, a woman of poor peasant origin, 
recalled her family's suffering in the old days and told 
of their happy life in the new. She encouraged her two 
sons to take an active part in the water control project 
and they worked hard on it for many years. When her 
gi'andson was 17 she also sent him to work on the Haiho 
project. 

The eldest son of old poor peasant Li Chien died on 
duty at the worksite. Li Chien then encouraged his 
second son to take over the wheelbarrow left by his 
brother and so continue the glorious task. 

Since work on the project would be hard, women 
were at first excluded. But the women demanded to be 
permitted to join in the battle. They said, "We must 
have a share in answering Chairman Mao's call" and 
organized many "Red Girls Platoons" and "Iron Girls 
Companies" to join the hundreds of thousands of men 
on the job. 

In winter and spring, while up to a million workers 
were busy on the key project, people in the adjacent 
countryside engaged in supplementary projects on an 
unprecedented scale: levelling hills, building terraced 
fields, digging ditches, sinking wells, planting trees. 
Each job was considered as a definite action towards im­
plementing Chairman Mao's call. From the Taihang 
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Mountains to the Pohai Sea coast, from the Yenshan 
Mountains to the north bank of the Yellow River a tre­
mendous upsurge began for controlling the Haiho. A 
million people and every commune and brigade were 
involved. 

Led by Party organizations at all levels and comply­
ing with Chairman Mao's instruction: "Ensure that there 
will always be water for irrigation in times of drought 
and adequate drainage in times of heavy rain," the people 
along the Haiho carried forward their comprehensive 
plan for preventing flood, waterlogging, drought and 
alkalinization. They correctly handled the correlation 
between the situations in the upper and lower reaches 
and the right and left banks, between drainage and ir­
rigation, remaking hills and harnessing rivers, water 
control and soil improvement, and between storing water 
and reducing alkalinization. They undertook every proj­
ect according to the needs of farm production and the 
availability of manpower and material resources. First 
things were done first and the work proceeded by stages, 
effort being concentrated on completing one job after 
another. In general, a project yielded benefits the year 
of completion, bringing into operation the general line 
principle of achieving greater, faster, better and more 
economical results. 

The Haiho basin people's ten years of hard struggle 
in 1963-73 did a great deal in harnessing the river. 
Reservoirs of different sizes were built or enlarged on 
its upper reaches, making a total of more than 80 large 
and medium-sized, and 1,500 small reservoirs in the 
entire basin, greatly increasing the flood-detaining and 
water storage capacity in the mountain areas. On the 
middle and lower reaches 34 trunk waterways with a 
12 

total length of 3,700 kilometres, including the New 
Changwei, New Tzuya, New Yungting, Machia, Tuhai 
and New Tehhui rivers and the Tuliu Diversion Canal, 
were dug or dredged. A total of 4,300 kilometres of 
flood-prevention dykes were built, over 270 tributaries 
and 150,000 canals or ditches dug or dredged and 60,000 
bridges, waterlocks and culverts erected along the streams. 
The completion of these projects outlined a water con­
servancy system in the middle and lower Haiho region 
which was well served with rivers and canals and com­
bined drainage and irrigation. Outlets to the sea were 
added or enlarged, increasing the discharging capacity to 
more than five times that of 1963. The situation of "wide 
upstream, narrow downstream; flood and rain water 
competing for passage through the channels; few and 
narrow outlets blocking the flow" was basically changed. 
The menace of flood and waterlogging was in the 
main averted. The city of Tientsin and the Peking-
Canton, Peking-Shanhaikuan and Peking-Shanghai rail­
ways were safeguarded. At the same time tree planting 
and the building of terraced fields and dams to conserve 
soil were begun in the mountain areas. On the plains 
deep ploughing to improve the soil, land levelling, the 
sinking of pump wells and enlarging of irrigated fields 
went ahead. Now each person in the Haiho basin has 
an average of one mu of watered land and the area of 
saline and alkaline land has shrunk considerably. 

"Irrigation. . . is the lifeblood of agriculture." As 
water conservancy work progressed, the conditions for 
agricultural production radically changed and production 
rapidly increased. The per-mu yield of grain in many 
advanced counties, communes and brigades around Pe­
king and Tientsin and other areas in Hopei and Shantung 
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provinces reached or exceeded 400, 500 or 800 jin,* as 
envisaged in the National Programme for Agricultural 
Development of 1956-67.2 Since the Haiho project was 
undertaken, Hopei Province has reaped bumper harvests 
every year, nearly half of its counties and cities reaching 
the target set in the Programme. Northern Shantung,^ 
a low-yield and calamity-ridden area through the ages, 
has been self-sufficient in grain since 1971. In 1973 the 
over-all grain production for the Haiho basin doubled 
the amount before the control project. This has been 
an important factor in ending the necessity of sup­
plying grain to the north from the south and implement­
ing Chairman Mao's great calls: "Be prepared against 
war, be prepared against natural disasters, and do every­
thing for the people" and "dig tunnels deep, store grain 
everywhere, and never seek hegemony." 

"The correctness or incorrectness of the ideological 
and political line decides everything." The Chinese peo­
ple's great success in harnessing the Haiho River was 
achieved under the guidance of Chairman Mao's revolu­
tionary line and after defeating the interference and 
sabotage due to the revisionist line of the political swin­
dlers Liu Shao-chi and Lin Piao. During the decade of 

iQne jin is equivalent to 0.5 kilogramme. 
2 This Programme, adopted by the National People's Con­gress in April 1960, set average annual per-mu targets for crop yields in different areas as follows; north of the Yellow River, 400 jin; south of the Yellow River and north of the Huai River, 500 jin; south of the Huai River, Chinling Mountains and Pailung River, 800 jin. Targets for cotton output were 60, 80 and 100 jin for the respective areas. The Haiho basin is in the area north of the Yellow River. 

3 Northern Shantung includes Tehchou and Liaocheng regions and part of Huimin region — 27 counties or cities in all. 
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river-control work the struggle between the two ideol­
ogies and the two lines was very sharp. In 1963, after 
Chairman Mao had directed: "The Haiho River must be 
brought under permanent control!" Liu Shao-chi and 
his followers, opposing the instruction, vainly attempted 
to delay and prevent its being carried out. Some people 
were influenced by Liu Shao-chi's revisionist line and 
objected to river harnessing by mass effort. In 1965 
when hundreds of thousands of peasant workers gathered 
at Heilungkang, these people spread rumours about this 
area being "a bottomless dark hole," trying to pour cold 
water on the rising mass movement to bring the Haiho 
under permanent control. During the Great Proletarian 
Cultural Revolution the Lin Piao anti-Party clique with 
its criminal counter-revolutionary aim sought to disrupt 
the unity of the masses and create splits and did its 
utmost to interfere with and undermine Chairman Mao's 
revolutionary line. It vainly attempted to stop the mass 
movement to harness the Haiho River. The struggle be­
tween the two ideologies and the two lines was apparent 
in many aspects of the river-control work: Put proletar­
ian politics in command, or use material incentives? 
Rely on the masses and launch a large-scale mass move­
ment, or rely on a small number of people and stifle 
enthusiasm? Go all out, aim high and achieve greater, 
faster, better and more economical results, or keep Right 
conservative ideas, waver and get few, slow, poor and 
expensive results? Work as one man, or each for himself? 
Co-operate for mutual benefit, or benefit oneself at 
others' expense? 

Guided by Chairman Mao's revolutionary line, the 
people of the Haiho basin waged intense struggles against 
the revisionist lines of political swindlers like Liu Shao-
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c h i a n d L i n P i a o a n d w o n v i c t o r y a f t e r v i c t o r y . T h e 
c o u n t e r - r e v o l u t i o n a r y f e a t u r e s o f t h e s e s w i n d l e r s w e r e 
c o m p l e t e l y e x p o s e d d u r i n g t h e C u l t u r a l R e v o l u t i o n a n d 
t h e m o v e m e n t t o c r i t i c i z e L i n P i a o a n d r e c t i f y t h e P a r t y ' s 
s t y l e o f w o r k . T h e r e v i s i o n i s t l i n e w a s t h o r o u g h l y r e f u t e d , 
t h e m a s s e s ' p o l i t i c a l c o n s c i o u s n e s s f u r t h e r r a i s e d a n d 
t h e m a s s m o v e m e n t t o c o n t r o l t h e H a i h o R i v e r s w e l l e d . 
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Tientsin streets inundated in the 1939 flood. 





River-tamers heading for the site. 



P e a s a n t w o r k e r s t a k e a n a c t i v e p a r t i n 
c r i t i c i z i n g r e v i s i o n i s m a n d e x p r e s s t h e i r 
w i l l a n d c o n f i d e n c e t o p e r m a n e n t l y 
c o n t r o l t h e H a i h o . 

A m i l l i o n p e o p l e b a t t l e t h e H a i h o . 
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