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Authors in Action: Laurence Yep 
 
 Laurence Yep was born and grew up in San Francisco, graduated from the 
University of California at Santa Cruz, and received his Ph.D. from the State 
University of New York at Buffalo. He has taught creative writing and Asian 
American Studies at the University of California, Berkeley and Santa Barbara. 
Laurence Yep has authored over 50 novels and picture books for young people, 
many of which incorporate his own experiences growing up as a Chinese 
American. A prolific writer, many of his works are parts of series such as the 
Golden Mountain Chronicles which documents the story of the fictional Young 
family from 1894, in China, to 1995, in America. Other popular series include the 
Dragon of the Lost Sea fantasies, and the Chinatown Mysteries, the Tiger’s Apprentice 
series, and multiple sequels that feature the characters from the novels, Ribbons 
and Later, Gator. He received the Newbery Honor for Dragon's Gate and for 
Dragonwings, the Laura Ingalls Wilder Award for his body of work, and numerous 
other awards and distinctions. Here he writes about the impetus behind telling the 
story of the Great San Francisco Earthquake and Fire of 1906. 
 

Growing Up with Earthquakes 
by Laurence Yep 

 
When you grow up in San Francisco, you learn to live with earthquakes.  When I 

was a child, earthquakes seemed as natural to me as fog was—though fortunately not as 
frequent.  While I never experienced an earthquake as violent as the Great Earthquake of 
1906, I could not escape its effects.  The 1906 Great Earthquake and subsequent fire had 
erased much of San Francisco’s physical past, so that the buildings I saw had been built 
after 1906.  San Francisco seemed so “young” compared to other American cities with 
buildings that dated back to the 19th- or even the 18th-centuries. 

They say that writers should write about what they know, and I knew about 
earthquakes, so the very first story I sold was a science-fiction story about an earthquake 
that sank San Francisco.  I was 18 and I imagined a tale in which the characters swam 
through my sunken home.   

Even then, I wasn’t done with the subject.  I kept saving material about the Great 
Earthquake and Fire, and what interested me the most were the accounts by survivors 
who had been children at the time. 

They remembered the Earthquake in concrete terms: what they saw, heard, and 
felt that morning—memories of whimsical oddities as well as the terrifying.  One young 
survivor marveled at how her bedroom furniture waltzed about the room, another the 
novelty of camping out for several days in a nearby park.  The Earthquake seemed much 
more real when seen through their eyes. 

When I taught creative writing, I had to convince my students that history was 
created not just on battlefields or in great palaces; history was also woven from the simple 
threads of ordinary people’s lives just like those children. 
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When I wrote The Earth Dragon Awakes, I used the present tense to try to make 
readers feel as if they were experiencing the Great Earthquake and Fire moment to 
moment.  History is not something that occurs in the remote past and to other people.  
History is an ongoing process that happens to us, not just to them.  Like the San 
Franciscans of 1906, we are all swept along the river of time. 
 
 


