THE LEGEND OF THE FOUR DRAGONS
In Asia, a long, long time ago, there were no large rivers and no large lakes, but only small gullies and hollows, which would fill up for a few days each time it rained.

Most of the water on Earth was found in a single fresh-water sea. People in China called it the Eastern Sea and they believed it was lucky, because the sailors and fishermen who sailed out on it were watched over and protected by four guardian dragons: the Long Dragon, the Yellow Dragon, the Black Dragon and the Pearl Dragon.

The four dragons were the trusted servants of the Jade Emperor, who was Emperor of Heaven, Emperor of Earth and Emperor of all the creatures who lived under the Earth. The Jade Emperor lived high in the heavens, in the beautiful Cloud Palace of the Golden Gates. From his great halls, such as the Treasure Hall of the Holy Mists, he could look down upon the Earth and send his blessings down to his people.

The Jade Emperor loved his people. They seemed always to be joyful. He loved to listen to them singing together as they worked in the fields and they were always grateful when he sent rain from the heavens to water their crops and make them grow. They would always offer fragrant incense, fruits, food and hymns of praise in thanks and he cared for them as if they were his own children.

It was the Jade Emperor who had commanded the four Dragons to watch over the people travelling on the Eastern Sea, although the Dragons did not think of this as a duty. To them it was a pleasure. They enjoyed helping the sailors and they did it well.

All was good and peaceful and orderly in the land … until the Emperor married the Faery Queen.

The Emperor’s new wife was jealous of the time he took caring for his people, so she used the magic in the music of her beautiful songs to entrance him, so he would pay more and more attention to her.

Many days passed and, as he listened to the songs of his wife and her faery servants, the Jade Emperor began to forget his duties. He forgot to send down rain and to listen to the prayers of his people.

On Earth, the crops became dry and stunted, and the land withered. The people were confused. This had never happened before and they thought they had perhaps angered the Emperor. They offered him fruits and incense. They sang to him, and chanted his praise, but the Emperor's ears were filled only with the songs of his wife and her large choir of faery maidservants.

The Dragons did not have to work every day. When the sea was calm and the wind was gentle, the dragons could fly up from the clear water into the sky to relax and play. They twisted through the swirling clouds like sea-snakes swimming through white surf. They soared and dived and liked to hide in the thickest white clouds - darting out suddenly in a flurry of mists to surprise their friends. They danced together like ribbons twirling in the breeze.

One day, in the middle of their game, Pearl Dragon looked down and stopped with a cry - rippling gently as he floated in the air. "Come and look!” he called to the others.

"What's the matter?" asked his three friends, looking in the direction of the Pearl Dragon’s sad gaze.

Although they were high in the heavens, the dragon’s had eyes and ears sharper than eagles. On the earth, far below, they saw lines of people following priests dressed in bright robes and and beating gongs to the green-roofed temples. The people put offerings of their last fruits and rice-cakes on to the ground before their temples and bowed to statues of the Jade Emperor, holding incense sticks high in front of their faces.

Everyone on earth was praying! An old woman, with white-hair and a skinny boy slung across her back in  a red cloth, knelt on the ground and stretched her arms towards the altar: "O, god of the Heavens and god of the Earth, please send rain soon and give our children rice to eat. There has been no rain for so long. Why are you punishing us? Our crops have turned dry and yellow and our grass has withered. Our fields are cracked from the scorching sun. If we do not have rain soon then we will all grow weak and starve.

"How sad the people are!" said the Yellow Dragon. "If they don’t get water soon then they will surely die!" The Long Dragon nodded and for a while the four great dragons of the sea drifted silently through the skies, listening to the cries of the people and wondering why the Emperor had not sent rain.

“Maybe the people have been bad?” the Pearl Dragon suggested: “And the Emperor is punishing them?”

The Long Dragon shook his head and his beard swayed as he spoke. "Whatever they have done, this punishment is too great. Let us go and beg the Jade Emperor to forgive his people and to send them rain."

As he finished speaking, he uncoiled his long body and turned through the wispy clouds towards the Cloud Palace of the Golden Gates. The others followed closely and soon they soon all arrived at the great hall in which the Jade Emperor was smiling and listening to the faery choir.

The faeries were surprised as the dragons swept in and stopped singing in shock. The Jade Emperor fell out of his trance. He stood up angrily. "What is the meaning of this?” he shouted. “Why do you to disturb us without being called? You should be looking after the sea as I commanded! You are disobedient and you forget your duty!” he said, frowning and waving his finger at them, as he sat down again.

The Long Dragon walked one step forward and bowed his great head to the floor. “We beg your forgiveness, Majesty,” he said, “But the crops on Earth are dying and the people are suffering. We beg you to send rain before it is too late!”

The Jade Emperor sat down. He still loved his people and was very sorry to hear the trouble they were in.

“Very well,” he said. “I will send rain tomorrow, so that the crops grow and the people can sing their songs again.”

“Our thanks to Your Majesty!" said the four dragons together, as they bowed to the floor and walked back from the Emperor through the huge doors. But the Emperor did not hear their final words. Jealous of her power, the Faery Queen had started to sing again. Soon the other faeries joined her, filling the hall with their voices. And the Jade Emperor turned to them with a strange fixed smile on his face...

The four dragons returned happily to the sea. But a day passed, and then another, and another, until ten days had gone by and not even a drop of rain had fallen.

Gripped by worry, the four dragons flew again over the Earth. The people were suffering more and more. They had already cooked and eaten the yellow grass. Some ate bark and roots dug from the hard, dusty ground. Some did not even have bark and were eating bowls of white clay. And some were so weak that they did not have the strength to eat at all, or even to wave away the flies that were trying to drink the water from their tears.

No more did the people sing out in joy. Only the sounds of suffering rose from the Earth.

Seeing this, the four dragons felt very sad, for they could see that the Jade Emperor had not kept his promise and was not caring for his people. They knew they must do something to help them, until the Emperor recovered from his strange forgetfulness.

Long Dragon looked out across the far distant sea, where the sun was shining on the waters like a huge silver mirror under the clear blue sky. His wise eyes gleamed and he nodded gently. “I see you have an idea. What is it?” asked the Yellow Dragon eagerly “Tell us quickly. There is no time to lose.”

“There is a lot of water in the sea.” Long Dragon began. “If we scoop it up and spray it into the sky, the water will make clouds and they will drop rain on the dry earth." The other Dragons heard the idea and danced with joy through the sky. They could see how save the crops and save the people!

But then the Black Dragon stopped and thought. “The Jade Emperor has not asked to do this,” he said quietly. “We will be blamed and punished for acting without his order.”

“We cannot let the people die, even if it costs us our own lives,” said the Yellow Dragon seriously.

“I will do anything to bring joy and song back to the people and stop these groans of sorrow,” the Pearl Dragon agreed.

“Let us do this and regret nothing in the future” said the Black Dragon, gripping their arms in his claws. They all nodded and touched their heads together. Then they turned and flew back to the sea with the speed of a whirlwind, gathering the water from the surface of the sea in their mighty jaws and spraying it in huge plumes into the sky.

Back and forth, back and forth. The four dragons flew tirelessly, filling the skies with moisture until slowly, slowly, clouds formed, then filled out, then towered and darkened, and grew so thick and heavy that they could hold out no longer. Their sides split and rain began to fall across the land.

The weakened people felt spots of water on their dusty heads and raised their eyes with new hope. "It's raining! It's raining! We will be saved!" they cried.

As the rain fell, the rice fields softened, the wheat stalks raised their heads and the bowed sorghum stalks straightened. The grain filled out and soon the people were able to harvest their crops. They gave thanks to the heavens and danced and sang with joy.

Hearing the noise, the Faery Queen stopped her own song and ran to the window. “The dragons have acted without your command!” she said to her husband, angily. “They must be punished, or soon everyone will do as they want and no-one will obey you!”

The Jade Emperor nodded sadly and sent his guards to bring the four dragons for punishment. The guards quickly surrounded the dragons, but they did not try to fight. They knew they must obey to their Emperor and, in their hearts, they thought he would forgive them, because they had only helped the people as he had once ordered them to do. The guards bound the dragons together in heavy chains and dragged them to the palace.

They were brought into the hall, but before they could speak, the Faery Queen called her maidservants and they began to sing a loud and warlike song. The Emperor’s mood changed instantly and he fell into a fury. He would not listen to the dragons’ reasons or their pleas for mercy. He called the god of the mountains. “Bring me your largest mountains, and put one on each of the dragons,” he shouted. “They must never escape and disobey me again.”

Unhappily, the mountain god followed his Emperor’s orders. He called to his four greatest mountains, which rose slowly away from the earth, then flew through the air from afar, until they arrived below the Treasure Hall of the Holy Mists and dropped down on the four dragons, trapping them against the Earth.

But even now the dragons would not say they had done wrong and they never regretted their actions, because they knew that helping others was the right thing to do. They knew in their hearts that helping those who could not help themselves was even more important than showing loyalty to the Emperor, when the Emperor himself was neglecting his duties and not taking proper care of his people as he ought to do.

Yet they were afraid that the Emperor might punish the people for what they, the dragons, had done. Determined to give help to the people for ever, they used their magic powers to turn themselves into four great rivers, which flowed out of the mountains that imprisoned them and ran through the deep valleys in the west, until they crossed the plains and emptied into the Eastern Sea.

Black Dragon became the Heilongjiang (the “Black Dragon River”), which gives water to the people of North-Eastern China and serves as a border with other tribes and countries in the far north, keeping China safe from invaders.

The river formed by Yellow Dragon flowed across the north and central parts of China. It was called "Huanghe" (the “Yellow River”) and even today, brings rich soil and useful minerals down from the mountains to help crops grow thick and full and to feed the Chinese people.

In the middle of China, Long Dragon formed the Changjiang (the “Long River” – sometimes called the “Yangtze River.”). This river cuts through steep gorges and for hundreds of years has been the quickest way to travel from Western China to the East, letting the people share their crops and goods with those far away.

In the south of China, Pearl Dragon became the Zhujiang (the “Pearl River.”) This river gives water to the people in the south and can carry boats from Hong Kong as far as Vietnam.

The goodwill and self-sacrifice of the four dragons means that people will no longer suffer from drought. Even when there is no rain, the water from the rivers made by the four dragons can supply the needs of the farmers and the people who rely on them for food. Everyone has enough to eat and is happy.









