The Great Wall of China


In China there’s a saying: You won’t be considered a great person until you’ve been to the Great Wall. I visited the Wall last year when I was in China. I don’t know if it made me a great person, but I do know that the Wall is indeed great.


As you can see in this photograph, the Wall is great in beauty, with its long arms resting on rolling hills and its towers peering across the valleys. The Wall stretches across more than half of China, from the sea in the East, past Beijing, to Ganzu province in the west. At a total length of 4,000 miles, it is the longest human-made construction in the world. If the Great Wall were transported to the United States and stretched out in a straight line, it would run from New York City, completely across the Atlantic Ocean, past Spain, England and France, and all the way to Berlin, Germany.


Today I would like to share with you some of the wonders of the Great Wall. I will focus on the three major stages of its construction, moving from the first phase during the Qin dynasty, to the second phase during the Han dynasty, and concluding with a third phase during the Ming dynasty.


Let’s start more than 2,000 years ago, when the first parts of the Wall were built. The beginning of the Great Wall as we know it dates to 221 B.C., when emperor Qin Shi Huang ordered his top general to lead 300,000 soldiers in rebuilding and connecting separate old walls that had been build by princes of warring states. In just twelve years, Qin had a 3,000 mile wall, using primarily wood frames filled with stones and compacted earth. 

While the Wall proved effective in keeping out the tribes that threatened to invade China from the north, it created dissent within China. According to Arthur Waldren’s The Great Wall of China, From History to Myth, ditches on the roadside were filled with corpses of men who had been forced into construction of the Great Wall. Compelled into hard labor and burdened by heavy taxes to finance the project, the people grew unhappy. A year after Qin’s death, the peasants revolted. While the Wall stood, the empire collapsed.

The second major period of construction of the Great Wall occurred during the Han dynasty, which lasted from 206 B.C. to 220 A.D. Emperor Wu Di ordered an extension of the existing wall to protect Lan Wan, when his armies defeated the northern tribes. Workers added 300 miles to the existing wall. They built wooden frames, which they filled with willow reeds and a mixture of fine gravel and water. As you can see from this picture of the ruins of the Han Wall, it was very different in construction and appearance of the Great Wall as it exists today.

The third major building period of the Great Wall occurred 1,100 years later, during the Ming dynasty. In 1368, the first year of the Ming dynasty, emperor Zhu Yuanzhang ordered more expansion of the Wall. Subsequent Ming emperors strengthened and extended the Wall further until it reached its current length.

Builders of the Ming Wall made three important architectural advancements, which resulted in the specific features of the Wall as it exists today. You can see those features especially well in this photograph. First, rather than using earth and stone, they used kiln-fired brick to create a stronger wall. Second, they erected more than 3,000 beacon towers to watch the mountain passes for potential invaders. These towers rise from the Wall like mighty outposts and are the most striking aspects of the Wall when you see them. Third, the Ming builders made the Wall so large that it would be almost impossible to break through. In fact the Wall is so wide that soldiers could ride several horses abreast along the top of the Wall.

In conclusion, the Great Wall of China enjoyed a rich history. Built over the course of over 2,500 years, during the Qin, Han and Ming dynasties, it is a magnificent feat of human engineering. While the Wall no longer continues to defend China from invaders, it does continue to play a central role in Chinese culture and international identity. Now that you know a little more about the Wall, I hope you will have a fuller appreciation as to why it is regarded as great – not just in China, but throughout the world.

