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Utilization of Sorghum Straw in Hydraulic Constructions of
Yongding River Since the Mid-Qing Dynasty

SHAO Hua
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Abstract: Since middle Qing dynasty, more and more sorghum straw were used in hydraulic projects
of Yongding river and gradually replaced stones and reeds. Due to the schedules of agriculture and flood, sea-
sonal characteristics of hydraulic constructions became evident. Local straw could not supply these works.
Although being criticized for its vulnerability, sorghum straw was the most important material in hydraulic
projects of Yongding river. Several reasons contributed for this phenomenon. The river was easily silting up,
breaking the dams and changing courses. It’ s uneconomic to build long-lasting facilities. The Qing state
raised main funds for buying sorghum straw, which mainly came from neighbors. However, compulsive levy
brought troubles to local society. The background of straw use was the rise of sorghum planting on Huabei
Plain during Ming-Qing period. It was also a result of survival wisdom of local people, who cultivated easily-
flooded land near the river and formed the agricultural schedule, "yishuiyimai( — 7k — %, planting wheat af-
ter flooding)". Government could not restrain cultivation on river beaches. The wide uses and resilience of
sorghum facilitated people's farming. It seems that planting sorghum was both profitable for local people and
hydraulic works, however, it was also the pushing hand which put Yongding river basin into greater uncer-
tainty.
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