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The Bureau of Reclamation and the Yangtze River Gorge

Amidst the turbulence and instability of World War II, the Chinese Government
approached the Bureau of Reclamation for assistance in the damming of the
Yangtze River. From the beginning of the 20th century, the Chinese believed
that harnessing the Yangtze River would be a catalyst for development of a
modern China. While the majority of the world was gripped by war, the Depart-
ment of State, Bureau of Reclamation, and the Chinese Government laid the
groundwork for construction of the largest public works projects in China since
the Great Wall.

The Bureau of Reclamation turned to its great dam builder John Lucian
“Jack” Savage to fill the request for a hydroelectric power specialist. Savage was
one of the major design-
ers of the Grand Coulee
and Hoover Dams, and
the Tennessee Valley Au-
thority (TVA). The Chinese
had done some prelimi-
nary scouting through
the National Resource
Commission (NRC). The
NRC’s original mission
was to design and imple-
ment defense-related in-
dustries to make China
more self-sufficient. It is
probably a safe assump-
tion that they completed
the first engineer’s survey.

Savage spent most of 19&3 ee[}gg‘dslftl”l‘lg N&ﬁr};ﬁggz}\??&r of Afghanistan,
India, and China, with the majority of time in China. Upon his return in late 1944,
Savage published a work proposal titled “Yangtze Gorge and Tributary Project.”
Savage stated in the preface, “The Yangtze Gorge Project is a ‘CLASSIC." It will
be of utmost importance to China. It will bring great industtial developments in
Central and Western China. It will bring widespread employment. It will bring
high standards of living. It will change China from a weak to a strong nation.
The Yangtze Gorge Project should be constructed for the benefit of China and
the world at large.”

On June 3, 1946, the first project, the Upper Tsing Yuan Tung (U.T.Y.T) Dam,
began construction. The dam would sit on one of the smaller tributaries of the
Yangtze 25 miles north of the confluence of the Upper Tsing and the Yangtze.
The NRC planned a 40-foot-high, 650-foot-long dam that contained 700,000
cubic feet of masonry. Work was painstaking slow with most of the construction
being performed manually by untrained Chinese laborers. The work was con-
ducted in a way very similar to the building of the Great Wall of China. Exca-
vated bedrock was carried up out of the river valley in handwoven baskets, and
the masonic stone blocks for the foundation of the dam were hand-cut and
moved by laborers into place at the base of the dam. Oftentimes, this was a
family job with the children and elderly doing the lightest work while the
stronger members of the family carried the heavier burdens. Approximately
1,500 workers were employed on the dam.

Eventually the armed conflict of the Chinese Revolution pushed into the
Yangtze River Valley and Szechwan province, disrupting the construction project.
With the outbreak of violence many of the Americans hired by the NRC returned

Dr. John L. Savage’s Proposal for the Yangtze River

to the United States, including Savage and other top personnel. Additionally the
long, drawn-out war bankrupted the government of Chiang Kai-shek. The proj-
ect officially halted by August 15, 1947.

Photo 1: Dr. John L. Savage, and Chinese Delegation, on
Yangtze River, 1944 (NRG-115-05-088)

Photos 2 and 3: Early construction on the Yangtze River Gorge
Dam, Upper Tsing Yuan Tung Dam, 1947
(8NN-115-92-222)
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The Broncho boys, largest cattle outfit on reservation, put up a lot
hay with a little effort. Fort Hall Bottoms, 1935.

Record Group 75
Courtesy of National Archives at Seattle
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Corn Packing Plant, 1938
Record Group 142
Courtesy of National Archives at Atlanta
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Woman with large pumpkin at Cass Lake, ca. 1915

Record Group 75

Courtesy of National Archives at Kansas City
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