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Prologue: The Question That Keeps Returning 

The water always comes back to the same question. 

It comes back in July, when the rains arrive early and heavy, when rivers 

that have run quietly for eleven months suddenly remember how large 

they used to be. It comes back in reservoirs releasing water they were 

never meant to hold all at once, in mountain snow melting faster than 

anyone planned for, in landslides that take whole sections of road with 

them overnight. 

Is the wall still holding? 

It is a strange thing, to build something so large that an entire civilization 

starts asking after its health the way it might ask after an aging relative. 

But that is what happened here. A river that carved its path over millions 

of years, that mountains bent themselves around, that gave people their 

myths of dragons sleeping beneath the current — that river was, within a 

single decade, stopped. 

Not diverted. Not managed. Stopped. 

The people who did this called it progress. They said the river's floods, 

which had killed for centuries, would now be tamed, and its power, once 

wild and wasted, would be harnessed to light a nation. They were not 

entirely wrong. But they were not asked, either. 

This is a book about what happens after that kind of decision. Not about 

the ribbon-cutting, or the turbines, or the plaques — but about what a 

civilization owes the natural world it reroutes, and what it collects instead, 

slowly, in ways no engineer put in the blueprints. 

It is about a river that was told what to do. 

About a city upstream whose luck seems to have curdled into something 

else entirely. 
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About the warnings made before the concrete ever set, dismissed at the 

time as unpatriotic — and about how many of those warnings have 

already, quietly, come true. 

What does it cost a civilization to seize control of something ancient and vast, 

and what does that seized thing eventually take back? 

So we start where the story always seems to restart: with the water rising, 

and an old question returning. 
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Part I — The River as It Was 

Chapter 1: The Dragon of the West 

Long before anyone thought to measure the Yangtze river in cubic meters 

per second, people measured it in myth. 

They called mountains the bones of the land and rivers its blood. The 

channels through which unseen energy moved were called dragon veins, 

and the great river running west to east was considered the largest and 

most important of them all — the spine of the entire civilization it fed. 

A river, in this way of seeing the world, was never just water. It was a living 

thing, and living things can be wounded. 

This belief shaped where cities were built, which hills were considered 

lucky, and which valleys were avoided. It was not treated as decoration. It 

was treated as engineering knowledge, just of a different kind — passed 

down instead of calculated, but taken just as seriously. 

None of this made the river safe. It flooded. It killed. People built their lives 

beside it anyway, the way people always build their lives beside the thing 

that both feeds them and threatens them. 

But for thousands of years, whatever happened to the Yangtze river — flood, 

drought, the slow work of erosion — was understood as part of a 

relationship. The river acted; the people adapted. Nobody imagined stopping 

it entirely. 

That idea was still a long way off. 
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Chapter 2: A City Born Lucky 

Upstream, where two rivers met at the tip of a peninsula, a city was 

founded that its own people considered exceptionally fortunate. 

The location itself was chosen, according to legend, by a military 

commander who recognized its favorable position and decided to build 

there permanently. Water on two sides, high ground in the middle — it 

was the kind of geography that older belief systems read as protective and 

prosperous. 

Centuries later, an emperor renamed the city to commemorate his own 

rise to power, choosing a name that meant, roughly, double celebration. It 

was a name given in triumph, to a place already considered blessed. 

A city can carry its founding luck for a very long time. It can also, eventually, 

run out of it. 

Through dynasties and wars, the city kept a reputation as a place where 

power could be built and defended. During one of the twentieth century's 

darkest wars, it served as a wartime capital — proof, to the people who 

lived there, that the city's old luck still held even under enormous pressure. 

Nothing about its geography changed for over two thousand years. What 

eventually changed was the river. 
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Chapter 3: The Bones and the Blood 

To understand why so many people later believed a dam could curse a city, 

you first have to understand how seriously the relationship between 

mountains and rivers was once taken. 

In the old framework, a mountain range and the river running past it were 

not separate features on a map. They were one organism. The mountain 

provided structure — bones. The river provided circulation — blood.  

Together they created what was called good fortune, a kind of 

environmental health that supported everything built on top of it. 

Moving water was considered wealth in motion. Stilled water, blocked 

water, water with nowhere left to go — that was considered something 

closer to disease. 

This wasn't understood as poetic language. It was understood as a genuine 

claim about how energy and prosperity moved through a landscape, the 

same way modern engineers make genuine claims about how water 

pressure moves through a dam wall. 

So when a project was proposed that would take one of the country's two 

or three most important rivers and stop it cold, turning hundreds of miles 

of free-flowing current into a single vast reservoir, the objection wasn't 

only about resettlement, or fish, or farmland. 

It was about interrupting something that people believed had kept an entire 

civilization in balance for thousands of years. 

That objection did not stop the project.   Nothing did! 
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Part II — The Engineering of 

Certainty 

Chapter 4: The Machine That Would Master the 

Water 

The pitch for the dam was, on its own terms, extraordinary. 

It would end centuries of catastrophic flooding downstream. It would 

generate more electricity than any single structure on Earth. It would allow 

larger ships further upstream, opening trade routes that had been limited 

for generations. It would announce, to the rest of the world, exactly what 

the nation was now capable of building. 

Every one of those promises was, at least partially, true. That is what made 

the project so difficult to stop. 

Large dams elsewhere in the world had already reshaped rivers and 

generated enormous power. The ambition here was simply to do it at a 

scale nobody had attempted before — a wall of concrete over a mile long, 

holding back a lake hundreds of miles in length. 

It was framed as a solution to genuine, deadly problems. Flooding along 

this river really had killed enormous numbers of people over the centuries. 

The desire to end that suffering was not cynical. 

But a project promoted as solving one set of problems does not automatically 

avoid creating a new set of its own.  

The people who raised that possibility were about to find out how little room 

there was in the plan for their objection. 

  



8 

 

Chapter 5: A Decision Made From Above 

Here is the part of the story that does not get told nearly often enough: this 

was never put to the people it would affect. 

There was no referendum. There was no independent press free to 

investigate the engineering concerns and publish them without 

consequence. There was no meaningful path for the communities who 

would lose their homes, their farmland, and their ancestral graves to object 

in a way that carried any real weight. 

The decision was made inside a political system built, by design, to make 

enormous decisions without needing anyone's permission but its own. 

This is not a footnote to the story. It is the story. 

A hydroelectric dam is, in the end, just a structure. What turns a structure 

into a historical event — for better or worse — is the process that 

authorized it. And this one was authorized by a small number of people at 

the top of a one-party state, over the sustained objections of some of the 

country's own most credentialed scientists. 

Engineers who raised structural and ecological concerns were not invited 

to shape the final design. Some were sidelined professionally. In the 

political climate of the time, open opposition to a national prestige project 

was treated less like scientific disagreement and more like disloyalty. 

A democracy can build the wrong dam too. But a democracy has to survive 

the argument first. This project never had to. 

That absence — of consent, of open debate, of any real mechanism for 

the people downstream to say no — is not a side detail in this book.  

It's the hinge the rest of the story turns on. 
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Chapter 6: The Warnings Nobody Wanted 

One of the country's own most respected hydraulic engineers spent years 

compiling a list of everything he believed would go wrong. 

His list ran to a dozen specific predictions: collapsing embankments 

downstream – disrupted river navigation – the enormous human toll of 

relocation – severe sediment buildup – worsening water quality – 

electricity output lower than promised – disrupted regional climate 

patterns – increased earthquake activity – the spread of a serious 

waterborne parasitic disease – ecological decline – worsening flooding 

upstream of the dam itself — and, last on the list – the possibility that the 

structure might one day have to be destroyed, with catastrophic results! 

He made these predictions before a single cubic meter of concrete had been 

poured. 

He was not alone in his concerns, but he became the most prominent voice 

associated with them. For his trouble, he was marginalized within his own 

field for years, at a moment when the political leadership had already 

decided the project would go forward regardless of what its own experts 

said. 

Supporters of the project called the warnings unpatriotic, exaggerated, or 

simply wrong. Decades later, according to many who have studied the 

dam's actual performance, most of those specific predictions have occurred 

to at least some degree. 

A warning ignored does not disappear. It just waits. 
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Chapter 7: What Rises Also Presses Down 

Water is heavy. It is easy to forget that when you're only looking at a dam 

from the outside, admiring its scale. But behind that wall now sits one of 

the largest man-made accumulations of weight ever assembled by human 

beings on a single stretch of land. 

That huge weight has consequences that have nothing to do with anyone's 

intentions. 

Sediment that used to travel downstream and replenish farmland now 

settles at the bottom of the reservoir instead, building up year after year.  

Seismic activity in the surrounding region has measurably increased since 

the reservoir began filling — a phenomenon called reservoir-induced 

seismicity, documented at large dams elsewhere in the world as well. 

You cannot press hundreds of billions of tons of new weight onto a stretch of 

the Earth's crust and expect nothing to happen underneath it. 

Ecosystems downstream, adapted over millennia to a river with a natural 

flood-and-recede cycle, have had to adjust to an artificial rhythm instead — 

one controlled by engineers managing electricity demand and flood-

control targets, not by the seasons. 

None of this, on its own, proves the project was a mistake. Large 

infrastructure always reshapes the land around it.  

But reshaping is not the same as controlling, and the distance between those 

two words is where most of this book actually lives. 
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Part III — The Bill Already Paid 

Chapter 8: The Drowned Towns 

Before the reservoir could rise, an enormous number of people first had to 

leave. 

Two cities were submerged entirely. Well over a hundred towns 

disappeared beneath the rising water, along with more than a thousand 

villages. Roughly one and a half million people were relocated — the 

largest peacetime resettlement of a population in recorded history. 

Peacetime is an important word here. No war did this. A policy decision did. 

Entire communities, some with histories running back over a thousand 

years, were given resettlement packages and moved, often to unfamiliar 

provinces, sometimes to housing and farmland of noticeably lower quality 

than what they had lost.  

Ancestral graves, in a culture where ancestor veneration carries deep 

significance, were left behind under the water in many cases, unable to be 

relocated along with the living. 

Compensation was, by most independent accounts, inconsistent and in 

many cases inadequate. Corruption among local officials skimming 

resettlement funds was documented repeatedly during the process. 

This is the first bill the dam presented. 

It was paid, in full, by people who never got to vote on whether to take out 

the loan. 
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Chapter 9: A River That Forgot How to Clean Itself 

A free-flowing river cleans itself, in a sense. Sediment moves. Pollutants 

dilute and disperse. 

Fish migrate to spawning grounds their ancestors have used for as long as 

the species has existed. 

Stop that river, and all of that changes. 

The reservoir has become, according to multiple independent studies, an 

increasingly stagnant basin for industrial runoff, agricultural fertilizer, and 

untreated sewage from the cities along its banks.  

Algae blooms have become a recurring seasonal problem.  

Fish populations that depended on migration to breed have collapsed in 

some species and disappeared in others. 

Moving water was once considered, in old belief systems, a symbol of wealth 

and vitality. It is strange how literally that turned out to be true — and how 

literally its opposite has too. 

The sediment that used to enrich farmland downstream during natural 

flood cycles now piles up instead against the base of the dam itself, a slow, 

decades-long accumulation that:  

 — engineers have to manage through carefully timed water releases — 

 releases that carry their own flooding risk downstream when they're 

mistimed or come during a season of already-heavy rain. 
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Chapter 10: The Shaking Ground 

Reservoir-induced seismicity is not folklore.  

It is a recognized, studied phenomenon: when an enormous new weight of 

water is placed on a stretch of the Earth's crust, especially one already 

sitting near fault lines, it can trigger earthquakes that would not otherwise 

have occurred, or intensify existing seismic activity. 

Since the reservoir here reached its full operating level, seismic monitoring 

in the surrounding region has recorded a measurable increase in the 

frequency of small to moderate earthquakes. 

None of this needs a curse to explain it. It needs a geology textbook. 

That is, in some ways, a more unsettling explanation than folklore — not a 

mysterious force acting on a doomed city, but a well-understood physical 

process, operating exactly the way engineers who raised early concerns 

predicted it would. 

The dam itself was designed with this risk in mind, and its operators 

maintain that the structure is built to withstand significant seismic events. 

Independent verification of exactly how much margin for error exists in 

that design has been difficult to obtain, given the government's tight 

control over information related to the project. 
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Chapter 11: The Land That Slides 

Along hundreds of miles of reservoir shoreline, slopes that had been stable 

for centuries are now regularly saturated by water levels that rise and fall 

by dozens of meters over the course of a year. 

That kind of repeated saturation and drying weakens soil and rock in ways 

that often aren't visible until a slope simply gives way. 

Landslides around the reservoir have become a recurring, sometimes 

deadly problem, destroying roads, damaging property, and in some 

documented cases generating small local waves inside the reservoir itself 

when a large enough mass of earth enters the water quickly. 

A river that used to flow past a mountain is not the same as a lake that 

spends years slowly softening that mountain's foundation. 

This is one of the clearest examples in the entire story of an unintended 

consequence outliving the completion of the project by decades.  

The dam was finished.  

The landslides didn't stop. They started. 
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Part IV — The City That Paid the 

Price 

Chapter 12: Inheriting the Flood 

The city that had once been considered so fortunate found its modern 

political status permanently reshaped by the very project that would later 

trouble it. 

Managing the relocation of over a million people required, in Beijing's eyes, 

a city with more direct administrative authority than an ordinary 

provincial capital could offer.  

So the city was elevated to the status of a centrally administered 

municipality — one of only a small handful in the entire country — 

specifically to handle the logistics of the resettlement. 

The city's promotion and the project's human cost were not two separate 

stories. They were the same story, told from two different angles. 

That elevated status brought new investment, new political weight, and 

new visibility. It also placed the city permanently inside the highest tier of 

national politics — the tier where ambitious officials compete hardest, 

where the stakes are highest, and where falling from grace tends to be 

most severe. 
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Chapter 13: The Pressure With Nowhere to Go 

As the reservoir behind the dam slowly rose toward its final target height, 

the backwater zone stretched further and further upstream, eventually 

reaching all the way to the city itself. 

To people who still thought in terms of the old framework — moving water 

as wealth, stagnant water as trapped pressure — this was read as a 

warning sign.  

The city's naturally flowing rivers, considered part of its original good 

fortune, had effectively been slowed at a distance, their energy no longer 

able to move freely out toward the sea. 

Whether or not you believe any of that has real force in the world, it's worth 

noticing how many people in the city did. 

The belief took hold that the city had become something like a locked 

container — water continuing to enter, but the pressure inside was no 

longer able to escape the way it once had. 

And not long after the reservoir reached its highest level, the city's 

politics entered a period of turmoil unlike almost anywhere else in 

China. 
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Chapter 14: One Firefighter After Another 

A pattern took shape that outside observers eventually gave its own name. 

A powerful official would rise to the top of the city's police and security 

apparatus. He would consolidate control, build alliances, and accumulate 

enormous influence over the city's business and criminal underworld alike 

— a common, if uncomfortable, feature of major-city policing in this 

political system. 

A new party leader would then arrive with ambitions of his own, distrust 

the sitting security chief, and install a replacement loyal to himself. 

Then, without fail, the cycle would repeat — with the new man playing the 

old man's role within a few years. 

Officials arrived promising to clean up the corruption and toxic influence of 

their predecessors.  

Each one, eventually, became part of the very legacy the next arrival was 

sent to clean up.  

Some were imprisoned.  

Some were executed.  

Some were expelled from the party and quietly demoted into irrelevance.  

Almost none left the position with their careers, their freedom, or in a few 

cases their lives intact. 

This is documented political history, not rumor — a genuine, 

repeating pattern inside one of the country's most politically 

important cities. 
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Chapter 15: Who Holds the Secrets 

There is a more grounded explanation for why this particular position has 

proven so consistently dangerous, and it has nothing to do with dragons or 

trapped energy. 

The person in charge of a city's police and security apparatus knows 

things. He knows which officials took bribes, which ones kept mistresses, 

which business deals were never supposed to be traced back to anyone in 

particular. 

In a political system with no independent courts to hold that information 

accountable, whoever controls it becomes either an asset or a threat — and 

rarely stays neutral for long. 

When a powerful patron falls from favor in the capital, everyone connected 

to him becomes vulnerable, and the security chief — sitting on the most 

sensitive information in the entire city — becomes the single most valuable 

and most dangerous person left standing.  

Rivals want him removed before he can use what he knows.  

Winners want him controlled before he can use it against them. 

That is enough, on its own, to explain why so many officials in this particular 

job have met a bad end — no curse required. 

But it does not make the fact any less unsettling that person after 

person has now met that same end. 
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Part V — Reckonings 

Chapter 16: The Water Always Wins 

Every few years, the same images return: rivers rising far past their banks 

– cities placing themselves under emergency flood warnings unlike 

anything in living memory – landslides swallowing entire sections of 

highway. 

Officials, almost without exception, insist the dam itself remains 

structurally sound.  

Independent verification of that claim is difficult, given how tightly 

information about the project's engineering condition is controlled. 

The gap between official reassurance and the fear of the people living 

downstream has never fully closed, and every flood season it widens again for 

a while before quietly narrowing back down. 

Unverified reports of visible deformation, cracking, and leaks near the 

dam's base circulate during almost every serious flood event, usually from 

sources who cannot be independently confirmed. Some of these reports 

may be accurate. Some are almost certainly exaggerated or invented.  

The government's habit of tightly restricting independent information about 

the dam's condition makes it very difficult for anyone outside the system to 

know which is which — and that difficulty is itself a consequence of how this 

project was managed from the very beginning. 
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Chapter 17: Twelve Predictions, Eleven Confirmed 

Return, for a moment, to that old list of twelve warnings made decades 

before construction even finished. 

Downstream embankment erosion — documented. Disrupted river 

navigation — documented. The enormous human toll of relocation — 

extensively documented. Severe sediment buildup — documented and 

ongoing. Worsening water quality — documented. Electricity generation 

below original projections — documented in various years. Disrupted 

regional climate patterns — argued by some researchers, disputed by 

others. Increased seismic activity — documented and measured. The 

spread of a serious waterborne parasitic disease — documented as a 

genuine public health concern in the region. Ecological decline — 

extensively documented. Worsening upstream flooding — documented 

repeatedly in recent years. 

Eleven for eleven, by most independent accounts, at least to some meaningful 

degree. 

Which leaves one prediction remaining.  

The one nobody wants to say out loud.  

The one this book takes seriously enough to give its own chapter, 

clearly labeled as speculation, because ignoring the possibility 

entirely would be its own kind of dishonesty. 
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Chapter 18: Believing in Curses 

When a government keeps its most important information locked away, its 

citizens do not stop asking questions. They just start answering those 

questions themselves. 

That is, in large part, where a story like "the city was cursed by the dam" 

comes from. It is not simply superstition for its own sake. It is what 

happens when people are given no real information and are still trying to 

make sense of an unmistakable pattern. 

Belief in a curse gives shape to something that otherwise feels random and 

threatening. It offers an explanation — even a supernatural one — in a 

system that refuses to offer a real one.  

It lets people feel, in some small way, that they understand what is 

happening to their city, even when the actual mechanisms are hidden 

behind closed doors in the capital. 

None of this requires the curse to be literally true to be worth taking 

seriously as a phenomenon.  

A belief doesn't need to be factually correct to reveal something true about 

the fear underneath it. 
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Chapter 19: If the Wall Breaks 

This chapter is speculation. It should be read as speculation from 

beginning to end.  

But it deserves to be taken seriously, because credentialed engineers and 

analysts have taken it seriously for years, and because dismissing the 

possibility outright would be its own kind of denial. 

Should the dam ever fail catastrophically, the consequences would very likely 

be measured in the millions of lives at risk, not the thousands. 

Cities downstream range in population from several million people up to 

roughly eleven million in the largest urban center along the river's path. A 

sudden, uncontrolled release of the reservoir's water — a body of water 

longer than the largest of North America's Great Lakes — would very likely 

overwhelm existing flood defenses and downstream lakes designed to 

absorb far smaller volumes. 

China's own history includes the deadliest dam failures ever recorded 

anywhere in the world, events that killed tens of thousands of people and 

displaced millions more in a single season. This Three Gorges dam holds 

back a substantially larger volume of water than any of those did. 

Beyond the immediate loss of life, the country's power grid would likely 

suffer a severe blow, given how much of the nation's electricity capacity 

runs through this single structure.  

Farmland along the river, much of it approaching harvest season during 

the highest-risk flooding months, could be destroyed at a scale that 

threatens the national food supply. 

And there is a political dimension that is impossible to separate from the 

physical one. This dam has been championed, defended, and tightly 

controlled information-wise by the country's ruling party for decades.  
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A catastrophic failure would not just be a natural disaster. It would be an 

indictment of the system that built it, silenced its critics, and insisted for 

years that the concerns were overblown. 

Some analysts believe an event of this scale could represent a genuine 

existential threat to the ruling party's legitimacy — and a multi-

generational setback to the nation's economy, on a scale difficult to fully 

model in advance. 

This is not a prediction. It is a possibility serious enough that ignoring it 

would be irresponsible — and speculative enough that treating it as certain 

would be dishonest. 
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Part VI — The Larger Pattern 

Chapter 20: The Technology Trap 

This is not, in the end, a uniquely Chinese story. It is a human one. 

Throughout history, societies have solved immediate, painful problems by 

seizing greater control over the natural world — and then discovered, 

often decades later, that the solution had quietly created a new and 

different problem, one that took much longer to notice and often far longer 

to fix. 

The pattern is almost always the same: an urgent need, a powerful 

technology that promises to solve it completely, dissenting voices dismissed 

as obstacles to progress, and consequences that only become visible once it's 

too late to easily reverse course. 

Other major rivers around the world dammed in the twentieth century tell 

smaller versions of the same story: disrupted ecosystems, displaced 

populations, unexpected geological consequences, and benefits that, while 

real, often fell short of what was originally promised. 

None of this means large infrastructure projects are inherently wrong.  

It means that certainty, at the scale required to reshape a landscape this 

significant, is almost always overstated at the moment the decision gets 

made — and confidence is not the same thing as control. 
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Chapter 21: What We Build to Escape Nature, 

Nature Builds Back 

There is a temptation, when telling a story like this one, to look for a villain 

— a single decision, a single leader, a single moment where things clearly 

went wrong. 

The more honest version is less satisfying.  

Nobody set out to hurt anyone.  

People set out to solve real, deadly problems, using the best tools and the 

most confidence available to them at the time. 

What this story actually demonstrates is something quieter and more 

universal: that mastery over nature is often an illusion of timescale. In the 

short run, the floods stopped. The lights came on. The ships sailed further 

inland than ever before. All of that was real. 

In the longer run — the run measured in decades rather than years — the 

river has been reasserting itself the entire time, in sediment, in seismic 

tremors, in landslides, in algae blooms, in a city's fractured politics, in the 

quiet fear that returns every flood season. 

Control, it turns out, is rarely a permanent state.  

It is usually just a loan, taken out against a future that eventually comes due. 
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Chapter 22: Epilogue 1 — The River, Waiting 

The dam still stands. As of this writing, it continues to generate power, 

continues to hold back its reservoir, it continues to be defended by the 

government that built it as safe, sound, and permanent. 

The river beneath it has not gone anywhere. It has only been asked to wait. 

Rivers, unlike governments, have no particular investment in anyone's 

timeline. 

Whatever comes next — whether the structure stands for another century 

without major incident, or whether one of the old warnings still waiting on 

that list eventually arrives — the story underneath it will remain the same 

one this book has tried to tell.  

A civilization reached for total control over something ancient and 

enormous. It got a great deal of what it wanted. And it is still, all these 

years later, finding out exactly what that control cost. 

The water is still rising somewhere on this river tonight. It always is. 

And somewhere, someone is still asking the same question that opened this 

book: is the wall still holding? 

No one, yet, can say for certain. 
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Part VII — Other Rivers, Other Dams 

A follow-up section for THE RIVER THAT REMEMBERS 

The story of one river and one dam is never really just about one river and 

one dam. Once you start looking, the same pattern shows up again and 

again around the world — different governments, different rivers, the 

same basic mistake, made with the same basic confidence. 

This is what makes it worth calling a pattern instead of a coincidence. 

 

Chapter 23: The Desert That Was Promised Water 

Long before there was a dam on this book's Yantze river, there was a 

different kind of dam-building mania playing out in Iran, and it began with 

genuine, almost boyish wonder. 

In 1949, Iran's young monarch, the Shah, visited the Hoover Dam in the 

American desert and came home determined to do the same thing to his 

own country — to turn dry land into an oasis through sheer engineering 

will.  

Over the following decades, both his government and, after the 1979 

revolution, the Islamic Republic that replaced him pursued the same 

underlying strategy: dam the rivers, drill the aquifers, transfer water 

between basins, and treat scarcity as a problem to be engineered away 

rather than lived within. 

Two governments that agreed on almost nothing else agreed completely on 

this: that concrete and pumps could outrun geography. 

For a while, it worked. Agriculture expanded. Cities grew in places that 

never should have supported large populations.  
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But the ancient underground water systems being drained to make this 

possible had taken thousands of years to fill, and once emptied, they do not 

refill on any human timescale. 

Today Iran is widely described by its own scientists as facing water 

bankruptcy — a state where demand has permanently outstripped supply.  

Major cities have come within weeks of running dry.  

Whole villages, numbering in the thousands, have already been abandoned 

to desertification.  

One Iranian climatologist put it as starkly as any line in this entire book: that 

the true legacy of the country's leadership may not be its politics or its wars, 

but an environmental collapse that outlasts both. 
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Chapter 24: The Rivers That Belong to Whoever Is 

Upstream 

Two of the most storied rivers in human history — the same rivers that 

gave the ancient region between them its very name, meaning "the land 

between two rivers" — begin in the mountains of eastern Turkey before 

flowing south into Syria and Iraq. 

Since the 1980s, Turkey has built a sprawling network of dams and 

hydroelectric plants across the headwaters of both rivers, a state 

development program intended to modernize its poorer southeastern 

provinces. Turkey has never fully hidden its reasoning: the water starts in 

its territory, and it has treated that geographic fact as license to control it. 

Geography, in this telling, is destiny — and destiny, once again, was decided 

entirely upstream. 

The consequences downstream have been severe and measurable. Water 

flows reaching Iraq have been reduced by a majority of their historic 

volume. Farmland has gone fallow. Drinking water has grown scarcer in a 

country still recovering from decades of war. Downstream governments 

have repeatedly demanded consultation and fairer sharing arrangements; 

upstream, the dams have kept being built anyway. 

A river does not ask permission to cross a border.  

But the country lucky enough to sit at its source can act, in practice, as 

though it owns what everyone downstream depends on. 
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Chapter 25: The River Two Nations Both Call Their 

Own 

Nowhere is this pattern playing out more visibly right now than on the 

Nile. 

For over a century, Egypt built its entire national identity around near-

total control of the river's water — a river responsible for the 

overwhelming majority of its fresh water supply, in a country of more than 

a hundred million people.   For just as long, the countries upstream, 

including Ethiopia, had almost no say in how that water was allocated. 

That arrangement changed with the construction of a massive new 

hydroelectric dam on the Blue Nile in Ethiopia, completed and formally 

inaugurated in 2025 after more than a decade of construction and failed 

negotiations.  

Ethiopia frames the project as its own legitimate right to development — a 

chance to bring electricity to a country where roughly half the population 

still has none.  

Egypt has called the same project an existential threat to its water security 

and has publicly condemned unilateral steps to fill its reservoir as 

violations of international law. 

Both countries are right about something. That is exactly what makes this 

kind of conflict so difficult to resolve. 

As of this writing, no binding agreement between the two nations exists, 

and outside powers have periodically stepped in to attempt mediation 

without lasting success.  

Scientists on both sides of the dispute have warned that mismanagement 

or an eventual structural failure could trigger catastrophic flooding 

downstream in Sudan and Egypt — a smaller-scale echo of the same worst-

case chapter this book already devoted to a much larger dam, on a much 

larger river, thousands of miles away. 
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Chapter 26: The Weather the Dams Wrote 

There is one more thread that connects every one of these rivers, and it 

rarely makes the headlines the way border disputes and water shortages 

do: dams change the climate around them, not just the flow beneath them. 

A reservoir spread across hundreds of square miles evaporates enormous 

volumes of water into the local atmosphere, altering humidity and rainfall 

patterns for the surrounding region. 

Removing a river's natural flood cycle changes soil moisture, vegetation 

cover, and even local wind patterns downstream.  

Multiple independent studies have linked large reservoir projects to 

measurable shifts in regional precipitation, sometimes increasing rainfall 

nearby, sometimes drying out areas that used to depend on a river's 

natural flooding to recharge the land. 

A dam does not only decide where water goes. It quietly rewrites the weather 

that decides where water was always going to go next. 

In Iran, decades of dam-driven agricultural expansion in naturally arid 

regions have been directly linked by researchers to worsening 

desertification and dust storms that now paralyze entire cities when they 

strike.  

Along the Tigris and Euphrates, reduced downstream flow has combined 

with genuine climate warming to produce droughts more severe than 

either factor would have caused alone.  

Around the Nile basin, disputes over the new dam's filling schedule are, in 

large part, disputes about exactly this kind of climate risk — what happens 

to rainfall-dependent agriculture downstream if the river's natural rhythm 

is altered even slightly. 

None of these governments set out to change their region's weather.  

All of them did it anyway, simply by deciding they could control where a river 

went. 
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Chapter 27: The Same Mistake, Every Time 

Line these stories up next to each other — the dam this book began with, 

and the ones in this section — and the same shape appears every time. 

A government facing real and urgent problems.  

A powerful technology that promises to solve these problems completely.  

A decision made with far more confidence than the available evidence 

actually supported. 

Downstream communities, whether inside the country's own borders or 

across an international one, given little real say in the outcome.  

And consequences that take years or decades to fully reveal themselves — 

by which point the dam is already built, the political capital already spent, 

and reversing course is far harder than it ever was to simply proceed with 

caution in the first place. 

Every one of these governments believed, at the moment of decision, that this 

time would be different. Every one of them was at least partly wrong. 

This is not a story about any single country's failure.  

It is a story about what happens, again and again, when the ambition 

to control nature outpaces the humility to understand it — and when 

the people most likely to pay the price are the ones least likely to 

have been asked. 
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Epilogue: The River, Waiting 

The Three Gorges Dam may be the most terrifying single dam on Earth. 

Nothing else holds back this much water, over this much history, above this 

many lives, with this little transparency about what's really happening at its 

base.  

If any one structure in this book deserves to keep people awake at night, 

it's that one. 

But it is not the only proof of anything. It's just the loudest. 

Iran took the same basic idea — that concrete, ambition, and enough 

political will could outsmart geography — and ran it through two 

completely different governments, a monarchy and a theocracy that agreed 

on almost nothing else.  

Both reached for dams and wells instead of limits.  

Both arrived at the same place: aquifers that took millennia to fill, drained in 

decades, and a country now openly discussing which of its own cities might 

simply run out of water first. 

Turkey took the same idea and pointed it at rivers that don't belong to 

Turkey alone. Upstream became a kind of quiet leverage — no invasion 

required, no treaty broken outright, just water held back at the source until 

everyone downstream understood exactly who was now in charge of their 

fields and their taps. 

Egypt and Ethiopia are still living the opening chapters of their version of 

this story, each certain that its own claim to the same river is the more 

legitimate one, each right about something, neither willing yet to be the 

one who yields. 

Different governments. Different rivers. Different excuses.  

The same underlying failure, wearing a different uniform each time. 
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None of this required a single villain.  

It required something much more common and much harder to guard 

against: a shortage of humility, arriving at exactly the moment a great deal 

of power was also arriving.  

Every leader in every one of these stories believed, sincerely, that this dam, 

this river, this decision would be the one exception — the one time a 

civilization could seize total control over something ancient and complex 

without a bill eventually coming due. 

None of them were right. Some are simply further along in finding that out 

than others. 

If there is a single ranking to be made among these stories, it may be this: 

the Three Gorges Dam represents the single greatest concentration of 

physical risk, a wall holding back a lake the length of a small country, above 

cities that would have no warning if it ever failed.  

But Iran may represent something quietly more advanced, and in its own 

way more instructive — not one catastrophic risk waiting to happen, but 

an entire nation already living inside the slow-motion aftermath of the 

mistake.  

Its aquifers are already gone.  

Its villages are already emptying.  

Its rivers are already dust in places they used to run.  

Iran is not a warning about what might happen.  

Iran is a record of what has already happened, running in real time, to 

people who have nowhere left to relocate to. 

That may be the most useful way to hold all of these stories at once.  

The dam that hasn't failed yet is the one that keeps everyone's attention.  
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The dam whose failure already happened, slowly, one drained aquifer and 

one abandoned village at a time, is the one that should keep everyone's 

attention longer. 

The rivers in this book did not ask to be mastered. They were mastered 

anyway, by governments confident they could manage what they were 

taking.  

Every one of those governments has since discovered, or is currently 

discovering, that a river does not forget what was done to it — it only waits, 

on whatever timeline it chooses, to remind everyone downstream exactly 

what was borrowed, and exactly what is owed. 

Do You think we Sapiens will ever achieve the Wisdom to properly live with 

our natural environment in the best ways possible? 
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A Closing Question — and an Invitation 

Do you think we Sapiens will ever achieve the wisdom to properly live 

with our natural environment in the best ways possible? 

That is the question this book was really trying to ask, from the first 

page to the last. 

Join the Triad Math Army to learn more things and acquire wisdom to 

improve your life, and the lives of your friends and family. 

Start reading a free PDF copy of a book: craighane.com/tma 

The Triad Math Army is the reason this book you just read was created. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


