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One Book in Action 
 

The Earth Dragon Awakes by Laurence Yep 
 

A focus book for historical fiction allows us to provide an entry into 
history through a work of appealing fiction. In schools, it offers the opportunity 
to link reading with the teaching of history or the social studies. And in general, 
it helps us nudge children backwards, so to speak, to take a glimpse into the past 
and see how people before us lived, learned, believed, and thought. In my 
experience, this genre is often the hardest “sell” with children, perhaps because 
they associate history with rote learning or dry facts, or perhaps because their 
young world-view can be somewhat limited. Whatever the reason, we 
sometimes have to be creative in introducing kids to historical fiction, keeping 
the focus on the universality of human emotion and experience, whatever the 
setting.  

Our book for this chapter is Laurence Yep’s The Earth Dragon Awakes 
(HarperCollins, 2006), a short novel that tells the story of two boys, one 
American and one Chinese American, from two different neighborhoods, who 
live through the great San Francisco earthquake and subsequent fires of 1906. Ah 
Sing is the “houseboy” to the Travis family, and his son, Chin, is a friend of the 
Travis boy, Henry. Both boys respect their fathers, but adore the heroes they read 
about in the “penny dreadfuls” of adventure stories so popular during that era. 
When the earthquake strikes, however, both sons come to see heroic qualities in 
their fathers and demonstrate some heroism of their own. Details of the quake 
and the fire in its aftermath are vividly portrayed and told from the alternating 
perspectives of Henry (in his affluent city neighborhood) and Chin (in 
Chinatown). Yep includes an excellent Author’s Note at the back of the book that 
includes background information, personal anecdotes, related books and Web 
sites, and even photographs of the city, the fire, and the damage.  

The short length (105 pages), short chapters, and short sentences make for 
an easy read aloud—an excellent way to share the story. In addition, three 
readers can make the read aloud even more effective, with one person reading 
the chapters focused on Henry, one reader for the chapters focused on Chin, and 
one reader for the brief chapters describing the earthquake and its effects. 
Afterward, open the discussion to children’s own experiences of natural 
disasters, if they feel comfortable participating. Or consider other disasters 
they’ve read about or heard about in the news. Did any “hero” stories emerge? 
As a follow up activity with older children, consider investigating resources for 
discussing disaster preparedness, such as the U.S. Department of Homeland 
Security “emergency preparedness guide” available at http://www.ready.gov/ 
or the American Red Cross “Disaster Preparedness Information” 
http://www.prepare.org/. Please proceed with care since this discussion may 

http://www.ready.gov/
http://www.prepare.org/


One Book in Action: The Earth Dragon Awakes by Laurence Yep originally appeared Children’s Literature in 
Action: A Librarian’s Guide by Sylvia M. Vardell. Westport, CT: Libraries Unlimited. © 2008. pp. 

also create anxiety and concern. Combine with gentle poems from Georgia 
Heard’s This Place I Know: Poems of Comfort (Candlewick, 2006) 
or Nancy Willard’s Step Lightly: Poems for the Journey (Harcourt, 1998). 
 
Read-Alikes 
 

There are many more novels that use the San Francisco Earthquake of 
1906 as a backdrop and children may enjoy reading more and comparing 
perspectives. Some involve girl protagonists, some focus on the divide between 
American and Chinese residents, some incorporate an element of mystery. The 
possibilities include:  

 
Gregory, Kristiana. Earthquake at Dawn (Great Episodes series) (Gulliver, 2003) 
Hopkinson, Deborah. Into the Firestorm (Knopf, 2006) 
Karwoski, Gail Langer. Quake: Disaster in San Francisco (Peachtree, 2006) 
Kudlinski, Kathleen C. Earthquake! A Story of the San Francisco Earthquake (Once 

Upon America series) (Puffin, 1995)  
Osborne, Mary Pope. Earthquake in the Early Morning (Magic Tree House series) 

(Random House, 2001) 
Reiss, Kathryn. The Strange Case of Baby H (American Girl History Mysteries series) 

(American Girl, 2002) 
 
A picture book, Earthquake by Milly Lee, illustrated by Yangsook Choi (Farrar, 
Straus & Giroux, 2006) provides an additional perspective based on the 
memories of the author’s mother. It follows a child and her family from their 
damaged home in Chinatown to the temporary tent city in Golden Gate Park 
through illustrations and text. 
 
Research 
 
 Often when reading historical novels, children will want to learn more 
about the facts behind the story, an ideal opportunity for recommending 
research and reading nonfiction. For example, Earthquakes by Seymour Simon 
(Collins, 2006) is an excellent photo essay book for providing background 
information. And although not written expressly for children, The Earth Shook, 
The Sky Burned: 100th Anniversary Edition; A Photographic Record of the 1906 San 
Francisco Earthquake and Fire by William Bronson (Chronicle, 2006) is an amazing 
pictorial presentation. Children may also be fascinated by Jim Murphy’s 
compelling nonfiction account of another catastrophe, Chicago’s disastrous fire of 1871, 
The Great Fire (Scholastic, 2006). For more background information and period 
photographs, Web resources can also be helpful, especially the U.S. Geological Survey 
(http://earthquake.usgs.gov/regional/nca/1906/18april/index.php), the 
Virtual Museum of the City of San Francisco 
(http://www.sfmuseum.org/1906/06.html) which even includes “The San 
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Francisco 1906 Earthquake Great Register,” and accounts of eyewitnesses at 
“History through the Eyes of Those Who Lived it” 
(http://www.eyewitnesstohistory.com/sfeq.htm). 
 
Respond 
 
 Follow up games, activities, and experiments for learning more about 
earth science can be gleaned from How the Earth Works: 60 Fun Activities for 
Exploring Volcanoes, Fossils, Earthquakes, and More by Michelle O'Brien-Palmer 
(Chicago Review Press, 2002) and Shake, Rattle, and Roll: The World's Most 
Amazing Volcanoes, Earthquakes, and Other Forces by Spencer Christian and 
Antonia Felix (Jossey-Bass, 2001). Or look for these documentary films 
specifically about the San Francisco earthquake available on DVD (and be aware 
of licensing rights for public performance) including The Great San Francisco 
Earthquake (WGBH Boston, 2005) and Disaster By The Bay: The Great San Francisco 
Earthquake and Fire of 1906 (PDQ Video, 2006). 
 
Read On 
 
 Finally, children who enjoyed this glimpse into American history may 
want to read more of the many historical novels by Laurence Yep. In particular, 
his Golden Mountain Chronicles tell the story of the fictional Young family from 
China to the U.S., and from generation to generation. This currently includes: 
 

The Serpent's Children (set in 1849; HarperTrophy, 1996) 
Mountain Light (set in 1855; HarperTrophy, 1997) 
Dragon's Gate (set in 1867; HarperTrophy, 1995) 
The Traitor (set in 1885; HarperTrophy, 2004) 
Dragonwings (set in 1903) (HarperCollins, 1977) 
Child of the Owl (set in 1965; HarperTrophy, 1990) 
Sea Glass (set in 1970; HarperTrophy, 2002) 
Thief of Hearts (set in 1995; HarperTrophy, 1997) 

 
Additional resources for sharing Yep’s work are available on the Web at the 
“Laurence Yep Teacher Resource File” (http://falcon.jmu.edu/~ramseyil/yep 
.htm) or older readers may enjoy his autobiographical work, The Lost Garden 
(Peter Smith Publishers, 1999), in which he describes his growing up years in San 
Francisco. Through one of these several avenues, surely children can find some 
spark of personal connection with history and historical fiction.  
 

By Sylvia Vardell 
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