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Tales from Chinas Classic Essential Readings

Preface

The ancient China long ago has stressed on the child and youth educa-
tion. Many primer readings spreading far and beyond came into focus, thus
strengthening the cause of child upbringing and brightness. The Three Char-
acter Classic, the Hundreds Surnames, the Thousand Character Classic,
and the Children's Knowledge Treasury are the best examples ofsuch primer
readings. Their main goal is to enable the child to learn characters and edu-
cate them about culture and morality.

The readings are easy to understand, and simple to read and recite as they
resemble songs. They influenced the lives of many Chinese. They learned
Chinese, as well as gaining knowledge on Chinese history, geography, and
society. They are well-educated on morality too. Till today, Chinese still love
and stress these readings.

O fthe above-mentioned four books, the Thousand Character Classic
came out earliest. It was compiled by a man of the Liang Dynasty. With four
characters in each sentence, there are 250 sentences and 1,000 characters in the
book. Due to this reason, the book is titled the Thousand Character Classic.

The Three Character Classic came out during the Song Dynasty times
and was modified later. As it has three characters in each sentence, the book

is titled the Three Character Classic. It comprises about 500 sentences. Many
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ideas and truths in it have profound impact on the Chinese people. UNESCO
incorporated the book into a list of compulsory books dedicated for the child
moral education. It was translated into many languages and circulated globally.

The Hundreds Surnames came out during the Song Dynasty times. It is a
primer reading related to the Chinese surnames. With a total of 568 characters
and in the form of songs with four characters in each sentence, it introduced
504 Chinese surnames in all.

The Children's Knowledge Treasury came out the latest. The people of
Ming Dynasty compiled this book. With rich contents, it became a mini-
encyclopeadia of natural and social sciences. It owns the reputation of“Making
you knowledgeable enough after reading the Children's Knowledge Treasury”.

We can see profound historical and cultural traditions clearly in these
books - especially those vivid and meaningful tales greatly impress the read-
ers. Talesfrom China's Classic Essential Readings has selected tales spread-
ing far and beyond in China from the above four books and tells them in
short, lively and interesting truths. Readers, around the world, can learn the
historical and cultural knowledge ofthe Chinese nation, ideology and moral-
ity through them. The tales are divided into categories to be easily understood
by modern people, with the support of humorous and vivid cartoons.

The books are not only suitable for children and youth, but also for read-
ers with interest in Chinese culture. They can experience the contact with

Chinese history and culture.



Contenﬁs

Studying Encouraging Tales

Mencius' Mother Chooses Neighbors /2

The Teacher of Confucius /9

m m en®)
Zhao Pu Reads the Analects /17

Lu Wenshu Writes on Cattail Leaves /24

w w m m m o4

Che Yin Catches Lightning Bugs, and Sun Kang Reflects Snowlight /33

Zhu Maichen Chops Wood but Does Not Forget to Study /41

ar i i A
Su Xun Reforms, and Starts to Study/48

Tales of Virtue

ur ur i oK ?
Dou Yujun Educates His Five Sons /56



Huang Xiang Practices Fanning the Pillow /63

ur
Kong Rong Offers the Best Pears to Others /7 1

Tales ofTalents

Lao-zi Goes over the Pass /78

Zhuang-zi Escapes the Troubled World /85

Eight-year-old Zu Ying Recites Poetry in the Northern Dynasties /92

Cai Wenji Differentiates among the Strings of the Qin,
and Xie Daoyun Extols the Snow /98

Child Prodigy Liu Yan /105

Legendary Tales

ur il Jj &
Fu Xi Invents the “Ba Gua’7112



1223 m m
The Legend of Shen Nong, the God of Agriculture /1 IK

The Great War between Huang Di and Chi You /125

Il Ne '+

Yao and Shun Practice Succession by Merit /132

Historical Tales

n I

King Wu Attacks King Zhou /142

Qin Shi Huang Di Unifies the Six States/149

LI bl III
Contest between Chu and Han /156

H#5*cT
A Three-Part Division of “All Under Heaven” /163

mm rtim

Sui Yangdi Loses His Country /17(1

TKTm 3tw™m m

Song Taizu is “Draped in the Imperial Yellow Robes by His Supporters" /176



Studying Encouraging Tales



Tales from China's Classic Essential Readings

P Téna _mu Iln chu
% £ I, NeWit ,
z1 bCi xue duan ji zhii
A " . Ne Ne #

- (M372—65289) HOHUNUHB "M (M475—1221)

—6E/;3cN§I<IlI>I{ KK (x§)

T& m TTAaT-10 & M, W WM mM T

*HNe & II M c#*I o
m+tm T o m T
/INtolld”, S<:fmruT, ™M U o

AT b I M M J T W, m W I g H

m X , T T o
-'hW & m, W ¥tS](tiA o

m n, ANSi& , TDATTIX éc



C

Tales from theThree Character Classic

o mn
rei 1xE T, mmuwmmmud. nm
Vi, m m m 1o

I 'mUl A'Ye-II®.,, E$ij-"0M SN W it+
ifta

w m e & ye”, $exk SHUTENTS5|@, x x , s

1, ot wnuutem&aumm, “"mmn-muv

Ne Ne *#1S11, ta®6$7ceNe 3£K N I1UST:*: W AeS>8$Ne
NoeWA, WAfltwSNetol@S, TIEfM-, 1L{I[+Ammllo

mu "ud® marr, xkw k" "m N-m w Il A , i ai



O 81 **8#*Tn*

Tales from China's Classic Essential Readings

A

ES$ija@ *re? o w & am w "m
NoNefi50
aw " m o ow ow o w “m om v p, weurn U o
AM & ma-, +tE&MS55, -l O $1IH E#He-«N «
s, *w wmm o mm 1. MHEN N 11650 o "-w & o

K, rBU "6+, NIl £Ne & III *1 DB ¥& Il m ** KLU

A

m - m aw w m , ~1tiucC'7, N m = "& *J6S

Amooe mow ow \ 7 e Mk 6& X $@ TN =

M- KNI ULIEX T»

SeiE tM ES, wm *, arst: "¢-I"IITe" 3:x

“kenEo ” zetoiitoS H " *ecifnS

T, tsha, rei*edSa, smna
IINeMUNNeT<, K TU it *§, I
i : um w @ I m a2 -m , um w m xu , AW MM

isiio 59NetoNe Ne W f+Afflre? <NeiSAvlk, 6K I UM
P EXK +A/slD, e I ATIO M o III B, Ne M s5xX

SB,



«=*0» tic*
Tales from theThree Character Classic

Mencius' Mother Chooses Neighbors

Mencius was one of China’s greatest philosophers and educators.
He lived from 372 to 289 BCE, during the Warring States Period (475
-221 BCE) in Chinese history. Although he was respectfully addressed
as Meng-zi in Chinese, his name was Meng Ke. Considered second
only to Confucius as a master of the Ru school of philosophy, known
as “Confucianism” in English, Mencius both taught and further devel-
oped Confucian ideas. His accomplishments would not have been pos-
sible without the all-abiding importance that his mother placed on his
education.

Mencius’ homeland was a place called “Zou” in what is now the
province of Shandong. His father died when he was young and the
family circumstances were difficult. His mother worked as a weaver
and at other jobs to support the family. Despite all, she did not let go
of her belief in the importance of education; she hoped that one day
Mencius would become an educated man with his own ideas.

At the very beginning, the family lived near a graveyard. People
would frequently come by to conduct funeral rites and the young

Mencius and his friends in the neighborhood would run over to watch.
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After the mourners had left, the boys would mimic what had taken
place, the lowering of the coffin, the kneeling and praying, the wailing
and mourning. They thought this was all good fun. Mencius’ mother
looked upon this as a poor environment for getting a proper education.

She decided she would rather spend a little money and move to a place
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that was on a regular street and that had a livelier atmosphere.

Not long after moving to a new home, Mencius’ mother discovered
a new problem. All ofthe neighbors in the new place were involved in
trade, and the family ofone small friend had a shop that dealt in meat.
After watching the comings and goings at the meat shop, Mencius and
his friends would play at doing business, one the buyer, one the seller,
haggling over prices, having a great time. At that time in China, trades-
men were regarded as being engaged in the lowest and most humble
occupation. People in business were accorded no respect. Mencius’
mother was now afraid that her son would become a businessman, so
she determined to move again.

This time, after long consideration, she decided to move the family
to a location that was near a school.

Schools were generally situated near the homes ofthe well to do at
the time, near “princely homes.” They were set up for the purpose of
educating the sons of aristocrats. From where he lived, Mencius could
hear the sounds ofthe children’s voices, reciting their lessons. He was
soon mimicking them, reciting the lessons as well. Moreover, on the
First Day and the Fifteenth Day ofevery lunar month, officials would
gather at the school to conduct rituals. As per the proper way of doing
things, everyone would perform rites that seemed wonderfully elegant

and sophisticated and grand. Mencius observed these things minutely,
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and would then run home to perform the same rites and rituals in front
of his mother. Seeing how well her son was learning these new things,
Mencius’ mother was relieved to have found the right place to live in
the end. The family continued to live on in this place, and eventually
Mencius’ mother sent her son formally to the school, even though this
added to the burdens she already had to bear.

One day, Mencius went off to school but returned early, before
it was time for the lessons to be over. Mencius’ mother was weaving
away when she saw him come in. “How are the studies?” she asked.
Mencius equivocated and just said, “Fine.” Mencius’ mother knew
that he was playing hooky since he wanted to go outside and have fun.
Upset, she did not scold him directly. Instead, she took up a pair of
scissors and cut through the fabric that she was in the process of weav-
ing. Mencius was appalled. He asked his mother what she was doing.
“Studying is just like weaving a piece of cloth,” she said. “It has to
be a continuous accumulation of woven threads, or else it comes to
nothing. What use is a piece of fabric that has been cut in two? If you
waste the opportunity to study, the results will be just as useless.”
Mencius was mortified and promptly acknowledged his mistake to his
mother. From that time onwards, he was strict with himself about his
studies. In the end, he became the renowned scholar that we all know

about as a result.
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The Teacher of Confucius

The founder of the “Ru”school of philosophy was a man respect-
fully known as “Kong-zi”in Chinese, or Confucius in English. He
lived from 551 to 479 BCE. He lived during the Spring and Autumn
period of Chinese history (770 to 476 BCE), more than two thousand
years ago. Kong-zi’s original name was Kong Qiu, and he was also
known as Kong Zhongni. He was bom in the city of Qufu in Shandong
Province. As a great educator, Confucius taught a number of outstand-
ing students. Broadly versed in many subjects, he himselfnevertheless
continued to take an active delight in learning and he was delighted
when someone knew things that he did not know. He was glad to con-
sider other people his own “teacher.” He not only asked for enlighten-
ment on various subjects from famous people, but is also known to
have regarded a seven-year-old boy as his tutor.

Confucius and his disciples or students travelled far and wide,
riding in a cart pulled by horses. One day, the cart suddenly stopped
for, in the middle of the road, some children had built a small walled
city, a kind of castle. Seeing that a cart was coming, one boy stood his

ground while the rest of the children scattered. The driver of the cart
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shouted out to the boy to make way. The child stood even more reso-
lutely firm, and shouted back, “I’ve never heard of a castle having to
give way to a horse-cart! I’ve only heard ofhorse-carts going around a
castle!”

Confucius descended from the cart to see what was going on. He
saw that the little boy was quite alert and likeable, so he asked his
name and learned that it was Xiang Tuo and that he was seven years
old. Confucius then asked, in a very gentle manner, “We are trying to
get along this road. Why is it you are blocking the way?” The boy re-
plied, “1had no idea you would be coming by. I’ve just been working
hard building this fortress. I’ve almost got it done. You can’t go over
it, you’ll have to go around.” Confucius asked, “W hat are you building
it for?” Xiang Tuo responded, “If enemies were to invade our home,
I would use it to hold back their horse-carts.” At the time, China was
divided into many principalities that were frequently at war with one
another. Hearing this response, Confucius could not help but be im-
pressed by the precocious young child.

At this point, the others in Confucius’ party gave some small toys
to the other lads, who were delighted to accept them and were soon
playing against one another in the road. Xiang Tuo did not budge,
however. He continued to stand guard over his fortifications. Amazed,

Confucius asked if he didn’t want to play with the others. “That kind
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of thing doesn’t interest me,” said Xiang Tuo. “If you play around,
you might lose track ofthe time and that might affect your work, your
study, other important things! Children should not participate in those
games, especially when they still haven’t finished building a fortress.”
At that, he put his head down and again applied himselfto his castle.
Confucius then knew that Xiang Tuo was different. But he decided

to test him further. He said, “I’ll ask you a few questions, and if you
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can’t answer, then you have to let me pass!” Xiang Tuo agreed. To
Confucius’ surprise, he not only answered well but some of his an-
swers were marvelously ingenious. Once Xiang Tuo learned that the
gentleman before him was the renowned Confucius, he said, “Now [
will ask you some questions, and if you can’t answer, then you must
regard me as your teacher.” Confucius also agreed. Xiang Tuo pro-
ceeded to ask him things like, how is it that ducks and geese can float
on top of the water, why is the call of the great swan so very pierc-
ing and clear, why don’t pine trees and cork trees lose their leaves in
the winter. These questions had no scientific answer at that time, so
Confucius answered them according to his own way of understand-
ing things and Xiang Tuo was dissatisfied with the results. Confucius
confessed quite openly that he had no idea how to answer these things
accurately, and he said to Xiang Tuo, “You are certainly qualified to be
my teacher.” He bowed before Xiang Tuo in a gesture of respect, and
at the same time Xiang Tuo bowed to Confucius.

Xiang Tuo then continued his careful building ofthe castle. Confu-
cius climbed back up on the cart and instructed his disciples to detour
around the “castle” and proceed. As they drove off, the Master said to
his disciples, “Such a person is truly admirable. I am even more con-
vinced of the principle that, ‘Among three people walking along, one

will surely be qualified to be my teacher.””
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Zhao Pu Reads the Analects

Zhao Pu is also known as Zhao Zhongling. This man lived during
the Northern Song Dynasty (960-1127), which he helped establish
for the two brothers called Song Taizu and Song Taizong. After the
dynasty was founded, he served as its Prime Minister three times and
was the man both emperors most relied upon and trusted.

As a young man, Zhao Pu served in administrative capacities and
had extensive experience in running governmental affairs, but his
knowledge of academic matters, his book-learning, was minimal. Once
the dynasty was founded, the two Song emperors’ brothers began to
emphasize the role of education and to hope that a group of scholars
could be nurtured who would help govern the land. The two brothers
themselves took the lead in reading many books. At the beginning,
Zhao Pu felt this was somewhat beneath him and he did not follow
suit. As the country prospered and things became more complex, how-
ever, he soon found that his own experience was increasingly inad-
equate. Song Taizu would sometimes ask him how a previous dynasty
had handled this or that problem, what their systems were, and he

would not be able to answer.
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When Chinese emperors assume the throne, they give themselves
a reign name that is generally in praise of the reign and that bodes for
its prosperity. This reign name should not duplicate any that has come
before. Song Taizu adopted the reign name of “Qian De,” and Zhao
Pu praised the choice, saying that it was excellent and moreover had
not been used by anyone before. Later, Song Taizu invaded and oc-

cupied Sichuan, and there he was given an ancient copper mirror that

21
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had etched on its back the reign name, “Qian De.” Zhao Pu, standing
beside him when this was discovered, could find nothing to say. When
Song Taizu asked two other official-scholars with extensive book-
learning about reign names, they soon were able to inform him that
a King named Wang Yan had taken his reign name in Sichuan. Song
Taizu’s reign name duplicated Wang Van’s, and therefore had to be re-
jected and a new name had to be found. Song Taizu is believed to have
said to Zhao Pu, “It looks as though a Prime Minister should be a man
of letters as well! You should read a few more books.” Zhao Pu took
the advice to heart.

He applied himself to reading books in order to make up for his
deficiencies on the learning front. At this time, he was already over
forty years old, plus he had to manage highly complex governmental
affairs every day. Still, he found time to read. His desk would be piled
high with books, and once he got home at night he would close the
doors and windows to any distractions and begin to read. He was high-
ly conscientious and would not put a book down until he had finished
it. His memory could recall all the contents of any given book. His
knowledge gradually increased and also became more useful. When
the court met up with some difficulty or major policy issue, he could
consult various books and have some backing for his recommenda-

tion. By the time he became Prime Minister for Song Taizong, he was

22



C=HF*Ly F**
Tales from theThree Character Classic

already adept at quoting from the classics in his written arguments as a
way to buttress and explain clearly his own point of view.

Zhao Pu lived to be over seventy years old. When he died, his fam-
ily opened up the case that held his books and discovered in it many of
the books that he had read most often. Among them was a volume of
the Analects, that recorded the words of Confucius and his disciples.
At the time, this book was read by children and was regarded as quite a
simple work, easily understood, so his family wondered why he clearly
had consulted it so often. It was because the book contained an entire
coherent set of concepts that went from self-cultivation all the way to
administering matters ofstate. Zhao Pu greatly benefitted from it.

When Song Taizong learned the news that Zhao Pu had died, he
felt that he had lost not just a key minister but an old friend. He per-
sonally wrote a memorial for him, in which he specifically mentioned
how Zhao Pu had enjoyed reading later in life and had become such a

great scholar that many erudite men were unable to match him.
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Lu Wenshu Writes on Cattail Leaves

Lu Wenshu was bom into the family of a man who served as a
guard at the gates of a particular household. He lived in a place called
Julu in Hebei Province, at the time of the Western Han Dynasty (206
BCE-25 AD). As he watched other children head off to school, Lu
Wenshu ached to join them, but could not, since his family was poor.
Instead, his father sent him offto tend sheep.

Lu Wenshu determined that he would learn on his own. In the
daytime, he tended sheep; at night he would seek out teachers to teach
him how to write a few words. Gradually, the number of words that he
could write increased and he found that he was able to read. He very
much wanted to read, but at that time paper had not yet been invented.
So-called “books” were generally copied onto bamboo strips or onto
silk fabric. Only a very few people of high status were able to get hold
of these, and only the very wealthy actually had what could be called
a library. Through the introduction of his teacher, Lu Wenshu was able
to meet such people and to borrow books. He would rise early in the
morning as soon as it was light, and did his best to memorize the books

in entirety. Still, the books always had to be returned at some point. He
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though how wonderful it would be ifhe could copy the books, but his
family had absolutely no materials with which to do that.

One day, Lu Wenshu was walking by a brook, tending sheep. Cat-
tails were growing along the banks of the brook, and these suddenly
inspired him. The leaves of the cattails were long and narrow. Perhaps
he could use these in place of bamboo strips! He harvested many cat-
tail leaves and cut them into the same size as bamboo strips, then dried
these in the sun. When they were dry, he began to copy out a book, in
careful neat handwriting. When he had the book copied, he gathered
the leaves into one sheaf, and tied them together with string. His first
“cattai l-leaf book” was completed. Looking at this invention of his
very own in his hands, Lu Wenshu was ecstatic: he owned a book!

Lu Wenshu became even more diligent in his studies after this.
He looked everywhere for books, and copied them out as a cattail-leaf
version. When he set out to herd sheep, he would have a book in his
pocket. As the sheep grazed, he could read at any time. The years went
by, and the cattail-leaf books that Lu Wemshu had copied filled his en-
tire room and he became a veritable young scholar.

During the Western Han Period, the government began to pay at-
tention to and abide by legal precedents. Many of the books that Lu
Wenshu had copied out were about the law. He therefore decided to

use this learning he had amassed to try and make a living. He first
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served as a low-level administrator, as he continued his study of the
law. Later, any questions in the county to do with legal matters were
referred to him, and he was always able to supply a satisfactory an-
swer. Above the county level in China at the time came the level of
“jun,” or prefecture. Once the head of the prefecture discovered his

erudition, he promoted him and brought him to the prefectural seat.

There, Lu Wenshu began studying works of history as well as law, and
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many classics. He became an administrator who not only was versed
in the law but had broad scholarship. In addition, he was conscientious
in all he did, was honest, and disciplined, and his fame spread far and
wide.

Several years later, Lu Wenshu’s fame also came to the attention
of the Emperor. The Emperor promoted him to serve in the Central
government. From his own personal experience, Lu Wenshu felt very
deeply about the injustices and the inadequacies ofthe prevailing sys-
tem of law. He submitted a petition to the Emperor Han Xuandi, point-
ing out that the current legal system was mercilessly severe, that many
people were put to death or had their hands or feet cut off, that officials
beat prisoners at will and punished in advance of the trials, and that,
under such circumstances, who wouldn’t deliver a false confession?
He asked for a full revision of the legal system. These recommenda-
tions met with Emperor Han Xuandi’s approval and were put into ef-
fect, substantially reducing the hardships visited on common people.
Lu Wenshu later served as head of the equivalent of the Supreme

3

Court, but he never forgot the lessons he had learned from his “cattail-

leafbooks.”
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Che Yin Catches Lightning Bugs,
and Sun Kang Reflects Snowlight

Without electricity in ancient times, people lit oil lamps when it
became too dark to see. Many could not afford to buy the oil for such
lamps, however, and after night fell there was little they could do. Two
people who lived during the Dong Jin (Eastern Jin) Period (317-420)
found ingenious ways to deal with this problem. One was Che Yin,
and the other was Sun Kang.

As a small boy, Che Yin was clever and loved to study. His father
served under the head of the Prefecture, who took note of the preco-
cious Che Yin. One day, he said to the father, “This boy will bring
glory to your house one day. You should let him focus on studying, let
him achieve something.” Che Yin’s father would have liked to do that,
let his son grow up as someone with a future, but the family was poor
and Che Yin was forced to work for others all day. Only at night could
he dedicate any time to study. Since there was rarely any money for
lamp oil, Che Yin began to think about what he might do for a reading
light.

One summer’s evening, as he was coming home, he saw the spar-
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kling light of many little fireflies in the darkness. Struck by a thought,
he wondered if they might not produce enough light for him to read
by. He caught a few dozen and put them in a bag made of white gauze,
which he then tied overhead in his room. To his delight, he discovered
that although the light was not brilliant by any means, it was sufficient
for him to read by. From then on, he used the night hours well, to
study.

In later days, Che Yin did indeed become a famous scholar. He
was highly respected by contemporaries and served in a number of
responsible positions. Today, a middle school has been named in his
honor in his home town, to commemorate the spirit with which he
sought to learn.

Sun Kang lived at roughly the same time as Che Yin. As a young
child, he too loved learning and often felt there was not enough time.
Since the family lacked the money for lamp oil, however, when night
fell there was no way for him to read. Winters were especially hard,
since the days were short and the nights were long. He would much
have preferred to study than to waste his time in sleeping.

One night, he woke up from a dream and saw a soft light coming
in through the window. Getting up to look out the door, he found that a
snow had fallen and the eaves, the ground, the trees, were all covered

in a layer of whiteness. The light that had come through the window
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had been reflected moonlight, shining off the snow. Since this light re-
flected from the ground came all the way in through the window, Sun
Kang wondered if it might perhaps be enough for him to read by. He
ran to get a book and let the reflected light fall on it— sure enough, it

was possible to read. To be able to use the snow-light, for free, made
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him deliriously happy. He quickly got dressed and ran out into the
yard, where he began to read.

From this day on, Sun Kang hoped daily for snow. He would
not have to worry about not having the money for oil. Whenever it
snowed, he bundled up and spent the night hours reading, braving the
wind and the cold. Many years later, he too became a famous and ac-

complished scholar.
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Zhu Maichen Chops Wood but
Does Not Forget to Study

At the time of the Emperor Han Wudi (157-87 BCE), a man
named Zhu Maichen lived in Suzhou, Jiangsu. His father died when
he was young and left no inheritance. With no other support, Zhu
Maichen began to cut wood in the forests and sell it for firewood as a
way to make a living. His life was bitterly difficult.

Nevertheless, Zhu Maichen had the feeling that one day he would
be able to accomplish great things. He liked to study, and when he
went into the mountains to chop wood, he would always take a book
along. When he took a break, he would draw out the book and read
it as a way to relax. While carrying the wood back along the road to
town, he would recite aloud from the book that he had read during the
day.

As time went on, Zhu Maichen got married and started a family,
but he still made a living by chopping wood and the family was very
poor. They often did not have enough to eat. This bothered the wife,
but what bothered her even more was that Zhu Maichen did not give
up the habit of reading. In the eyes of all those around, he had become

a very strange man. When he went to market with his wood suspended
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from a peddler’s pole carried on his shoulders, he would chant memo-
rized texts aloud in a loud voice, texts that nobody else could under-
stand. His wife would implore him not to do this, which only made
him chant the louder.

One day, the two yet again argued over this matter and the wife be-
came angry. When they got home, she announced that she was leaving.
Zhu Maichen said to her, “I am going to be asked to serve the court in
the future, and I’ll be rich. You have been together with me through all

these poor years, have a little more patience for a few years and I will
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be able to compensate you for all the hard times.” With a cold laugh,
the wife replied, “You are already over forty years old. How long am
I going to have to wait? By the time you are rich and famous, I will be
dead, starved to death in that ditch over by the road!” In the end, she
left him.

Zhu Maichen was not discouraged after his wife’s departure. He
lost none of his usual energy. He simply kept on cutting wood and us-
ing whatever time he could find to read and to write. Some of his com-

positions made it up to the capital city, where they were noticed and
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highly regarded.

A few years later, Zhu Maichen’s opportunity came knocking. He
was asked to serve as a temporary aide to the local official on his trip
to the capital of Chang’an (today’s Xi’an in Shaanxi), to the Western
Han emperor’s court. By chance, one of his fellow countrymen was
serving as an official in the court and was in fact one of the people
greatly favored and trusted by the Emperor. This fellow countryman
put Zhu Maichen forward as someone the Emperor should employ.
The Emperor Han Wudi had an audience with Zhu Maichen and was
favorably impressed with his scholarship and his talent. Zhu Maichen
was asked to stay on at the court. At last, Zhu Maichen was able to
make use of his better qualities, and he wrote some beautiful composi-
tions as offerings to the Emperor, who was appreciative.

In due course, the Emperor appointed Zhu Maichen to be the se-
nior official back in his old home town, and he sent him back in style.
All the local officials and people came out to welcome their new offi-
cial. Some were amazed to discover that it was Zhu Maichen, the very
fellow who had once hauled wood down the path as he recited the
classics out loud! By this time, Zhu Maichen was already over fifty,

and yet his life’s work had really just begun.
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Su Xun Reforms, and Starts to Study

During the Northern Song Period, in Sichuan, a man named Su
Xun had an innate intelligence and the ability to out-debate anyone,
but at the same time he had no interest in reading books or learning
things. He spent all his time roaming around. He did not change his
ways after marrying at the age ofnineteen.

Su Xun’s wife was one year younger than he was. Named Cheng
Shi, she came from a fine and educated family, fairly well-to-do, while
Su Xun’s family was rather poor. Life after marrying Su Xun was
hard, but Cheng Shi did not mind this. She worried as she saw her hus-
band’s idle ways, but she kept it to herself. She was a gentle person by
nature, and never criticized her husband for his behavior. At the time, Su
Xun’s elder brother had already passed the exam to be a jin-shi, and
at that point she did say to her husband, “Seeing elder brother become
such a respected person certainly does make me feel more respected
too!” Su Xun was intelligent enough to know what she meant, but he
was not willing to change his lifestyle.

Still later, the couple had a son. As the son grew up, since his fa-

ther did not like to study, naturally he did not encourage his son to
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study either. Cheng Shi decided to become the teacher of the child
herself. She taught him how to read. One day, as the son was feeling
it was really a lot of work to study, he asked his mother, “Mama, why
should I have to study indoors, when Papa can run around outside?”
Cheng Shi sighed and said, “It will make me very sad if you grow up
to be like your father.” The clever child quickly comforted his mother
and responded that he would study hard. Cheng Shi felt better looking
at this child, but when she recalled that her husband was already twen-
ty-seven, and had done nothing in life, she drew another long sigh.

By chance, Su Xun overheard this conversation, and was very
moved by it. Since marrying, his wife had never had a word of com-
plaint about their poverty-stricken life. On the contrary, due to her
abilities there had never been a moment of unhappiness. Thinking this
over, Su Xun felt even more ashamed.

The next day, early, Cheng Shi went to teach her son in the study
as usual, but to her amazement she found that the room was already
occupied, indeed by none other than her husband. He was bustling
around getting books, papers, brushes in order. Su Xun said to her, “Our
son is already of an age to study. From now on, as the father, I am
going to take over the responsibility of carrying out the child’s educa-
tion.” Cheng Shi could not believe that her husband had undergone

such a great transformation. Although she did not understand what was
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behind the change, she could see the resolution on his face and she
couldn’t help but feel a glow ofhappiness as well.

From this day on, the voices of father and son could be heard ev-
ery day issuing from the study, reading books aloud. Cheng Shi busied
herself with housework, and she felt extremely fortunate. Later, Su
Xun and Cheng Shi had another son and the study soon rang with the

voices ofthree people reading and reciting.
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Su Xun and his two sons, Su Shi (that is, Su Dongpo) and Su Zhe
later were to excel in the art of composition, as well as to be renowned
for their erudition. All three, moreover, passed the imperial exam that
allowed them to be awarded with the degree called jin-shi. They be-
came known as the “three Su’s.” Eight names are included in the “Eight
masters of the Tang and Song dynasties,” premier names in all of an-
cient China for their talent in writing prose. Among those eight names,

three are occupied by the three Su’s.
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Dou Yujun Educates His Five Sons

The story about Zhao Pu reading the Analects has already men-
tioned two scholarly ministers who were able to provide Song Taizu
with the correct answer about whether or not his reign name had al-
ready been taken by someone else. One ofthe two officials, who knew
that “Qian De” had already been used, was named Dou Yi. Song Taizu
felt that his character, his abilities and knowledge fully qualified him
to serve as Prime Minister. Unfortunately, he died at the age of slightly
over fifty and was not able to take on this responsibility. What amazes
people is that Dou Yi’s four younger brothers were also outstanding
men, each serving the court in important positions. The accomplish-
ments of the five brothers was not accidental, but rather the result of
their excellent education as provided by their father, Dou Yujun.

Dou Yujun’s homeland was in the region of the Yan mountains
(Yanshan), in northwestern China. He is often called Dou Yanshan as
a result. He lived during the Five Dynasties period (907-960), when
the political situation was extremely turbulent and warfare was con-
stant. He did not feel that one should abandon a child’s education just

because ofthat. His methods were strict, and children were required to
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do everything on the basis ofhonest and proper dealings with people.
Dou Yujun not only taught his children to behave in this manner,
but he himself led by example. He was highly educated and had served

as senior official in a number of capacities, but the most important
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thing about him was his philanthropic activity. Throughout his life, he
bestowed gifts on people who needed them, young people who needed
enough money to get married, poor people who needed money to bury
a relative, and so on. Through his munificence, he supported countless
numbers of people. Even more significant, he instituted tuition-free
schools to carry out local education. In a vacant part of his own prop-
erty, he built a school with several tens of classrooms, and collected
several thousand books as a library. He invited visionary and ethical
men to come serve as teachers, and helped those students who were
too poor to attend school to finish their education. His own life was
extremely simple and austere. Except for what he needed for his own
household and daily life, his entire income was spent on helping oth-
ers.

It was in this kind of school that Dou Yi and his brothers were
educated. Their father’s words and behavior became their most im-
portant role model. Their ethical qualities and their scholarship were
so impressive that all people looked up to the Dou household as the
ideal family. At this time, the country was just instituting the “ke-ju”
system of imperial examinations, which selected people on the basis
of exam results. The number selected every time was very small, but
all five brothers not only passed but became “pillars of the State.”

This was something very seldom seen in the annals of Chinese his-
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tory. After entering the court, they continued to adhere to principles of
how to behave as an upright human being, principles that their father
had instilled in them. The principles included being honorable, highly
cultivated, and able to win the respect of both the Emperor and the
common man. After Dou Yi died, the emperor Song Taizu is known to
have said in grief, “Why did heaven have to snatch Dou Yi from my
side?!” The emperor applauded the character and talents of the four
brothers a number oftimes after that as well.

Dou Yujun lived to be more than eighty years old. A poem writ-
ten about him in his later years likened him to a big old tree whose
branches and leaves were still flourishing. His five sons were likened
to twigs of the orange osmanthus, whose fragrance floated to distant

regions ofthe country in the breezes.
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Huang Xiang Practices
Fanning the Pillow

Huang Xiang lived during the Eastern Han Period in China (25

-220). His home was in what is now Anlu City in Hubei Province,
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where his father served as a minor official. The family was not well-
to-do. Huang Xiang grew up a precocious child who early on helped
his parents with chores as a natural and voluntary thing to do. It not
only enlightened their load but made him happy as well.

One cold winter’s night, when Huang Xiang was reading, he real-
ized that his feet were so very cold that his parents must be cold and
tired as well. After working hard all day, how could they possibly get
a good nights’ sleep in a freezing-cold bed. Back in those days, the
houses of normal people did not have any heating apparatus. Huang
Xiang quietly stole into his parents’ room and crawled into their bed,
in order to warm it with his body. Then he asked his parents to sleep
well. At first, they found it strange that their bed should be so nicely
warm, and then were highly moved when they realized they realized
the thoughtfulness oftheir son.

The countryside in Huang Xiang’s homeland is very hot and hu-
mid in the summer, and mosquitos, flies and all kinds of little insects
make it hard to sleep. Huang Xiang’s parents used to try to fan them-
selves as they went to bed, but this only made them toss and turn all
the more. Huang Xiang again took action. When everyone was still
out in the yard, trying to stay cool, he went to the hot bedroom and
fanned the pillow and the bedding like mad, trying to cool it off. He

also drove all of the mosquitos out of the mosquito net so that when
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his parents came to bed they could sleep peacefully. Seeing their son
covered with sweat, trying to make them cool, made his parents love
him all the more.

When Huang Xiang was nine years old, his mother took to bed
with a grave illness. Little Huang Xiang attended her day and night,
doing all he could to make her comfortable. When she died, he was
inconsolable. After his mother’s death, as there were no servants to do
the chores, he took on all the tasks that his mother had done in order
to ensure that his father would not become ill as well from all the extra
work.

Even in the course oflooking after his father, Huang Xiang did not
neglect his studies. He read broadly and by the age of twelve had not
only read many books but composed a number of pieces of prose that
could be said to have real substance. Everyone who knew him or had
heard about him said that he was an extremely filial and also studious
child. When the local magistrate heard about him, he asked to meet
him and was highly impressed.

The emperor at that time was Han Zhangdi. This emperor greatly
supported people with talent, and when he heard about Huang Xiang,
for his fame had spread, he asked Huang Xiang to come to the capi-
tal city of Anyang for an audience with him. Having ascertained his

talents and his general comportment, he asked him to stay in the city



and serve at his side as an official. He also permitted him to use the
imperial library for his studies. Huang Xiang industriously studied
all kinds of classics and his erudition became even more outstanding.
After a while, however, he began to miss his father, back in the distant
homeland. Han Zhangdi allowed him to return home to see how things
were, but soon asked him to return to the capital. At their next meet-
ing, the emperor introduced him to people he had assembled by say-
ing, “This is the incomparable Huang Xiang, unique under heaven.”

Everyone then regarded him with great respect.
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After Huang Xiang served in a position that was equivalent in an-
cient days to Prime Minister, he treated public affairs with the same
diligence that he had attended his parents. He was conscientious,
careful, and cared about the wellbeing of the people. His son, Huang
qiong, later also ascended to high position and was similarly honest
and upright, with the result that his name too spread throughout the

land.
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Kong Rong Offers
the Best Pears to Others

Kong Rong lived during the latter part ofthe Eastern Han, in Qufu
City in what is now the province of Shandong. He was bom into the
most illustrious of all scholarly families in China, namely the Kong
family. He was the twenty-second generation of Kong descendants,
after Confucius. Kong Rong became famous for his literary achieve-
ments and scholarship, but the thing most people remember him for
today relates to tales ofhis childhood.

He was sixth among seven brothers, with five older and one
younger, all of whom got along extremely well. One time, the family
was given some pears and the mother ofthe children wanted them all
to share them. The children gazed at the pears, mouths watering, and
noticed that some were larger and some were smaller. Kong Rong was
four years old at the time. His mother asked the two youngest boys to
choose first. Kong Rong chose the smallest of the pears and allowed
both his older brothers and his younger brother to take the bigger ones.

Just then, his father happened to pass by and noticed this. He
asked, “You were allowed to go first, so why did you choose the small-

est?” Kong Rong answered, “I’'m younger, so I shouldn’t have a larger
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pear.” His father pointed out that his little brother was even younger,
so Kong Rong then said, “He is Little Brother, I am Older Brother to
him, so naturally 1need to look after him!”

The father was quite pleased with this but he continued to question
his son. “Such delicious pears, and everyone wants a few more bites,
don’t you feel the same way?” Kong Rong responded, “We are all
brothers, and don’t distinguish between what’s yours and what’s mine.
When my brothers are happy, that means I’'m happy too.” Hearing all

o f this, the brothers all allowed others better pears as well and offered
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up the best pears to their mother and father.

When Kong Rong was ten years old, he accompanied his father
to the capital city of Luoyang to pay a formal call on the famous
personage Li Ying. Kong Rong got to the door first, and the guard
there would not announce him, since he was just a child. Kong Rong
declared, “I have a very close relationship with Mr. Li’s family,” so
the guard had no choice but to let him in. Li Ying did not recognize
Kong Rong, however, and instead asked, “Please let me know, did
your father or grandfather have some connection to me?” Kong Rong
replied, “My ancestor was Confucius, and Sir, your ancestor was Lao-
zi (whose original name was Li Er). Confucius regarded Lao-zi as his
teacher. That was the relationship, so our families have had a connec-
tion through many generations.” Those sitting nearby laughed at this,
and Li Ying himselfwas also pleased with the explanation. He treated
little Kong Rong as an honored guest. When Kong Rong’s father ar-
rived, Li Ying boasted that the child would certainly be a great man in
the future.

Indeed, when he grew up, Kong Rong became “one in a genera-

tion” in the fields of literature and the Ru-school ofphilosophy.
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Lao-z1 Goes over the Pass

Lao-zi was not only a very great philosopher and thinker in ancient
China, but he founded the school of philosophy known as Daoism.
The influence of his thinking has been perpetuated for thousands of
years within China and has also been transmitted to many places out-
side China. There is one particularly marvelous legend about his life
and his masterpiece, the Dao De Jing.

According to historical records, the actual name of Lao-zi was Li
Er, although he was also called Lao Dan. Everyone used the respect-
ful form of address in calling him Lao-zi. Like Kong-zi (Confucius),
he lived at the time ofthe Spring and Autumn Period. He served for
a long period under the King of Chou, as the official in charge of re-
cords, and he was very familiar with the former system of rites and
rituals. Confucius specifically visited him to ask his advice on these
matters. In addition to introducing the ritual system to Confucius, Lao-
zi also described many principles of how to “be a person,” that is, how
properly to comport oneselfand handle one’s dealings with others, and
how to manage affairs. After parting, Confucius said to one of his stu-

dents, “It is hard for us to fully understand the dragon, who rides the
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winds and the clouds, and Lao-zi isjust as high and abstruse!”

In his later years, seeing that the Chou dynasty was likely to col-
lapse any day, that wars among the princes were occurring with ever
greater frequency, Lao-zi decided to take himselfoff to a remote, iso-
lated place to live as a hermit. He resigned his position and, riding on
a black water buffalo, he left the capital city of Luoyang and headed
west. He planned to get to the Qin State on the western frontier.

On the day in question, he arrived at a pass called “Hangu Pass.”
There he drew the attention of the man guarding the pass, since Lao-
zi’s appearance and manner were rather special. The guard, Yin Xi,
was a man of great learning, and he particularly liked to learn about
things that seemed very mysterious back then. He began talking with
Lao-zi and soon found out that this was the Lao-zi of ultimate fame
that everyone had heard about. He knew that Lao-zi intended to move
to distant regions, which he thought most unfortunate, so he tried to
persuade Lao-zi to stay right there. Lao-zi was determined to go. Yin
Xi then said, “I can see that you are going to leave, and I cannot force
you to stay, but before you go would you honor my one request. Stay
here forjust a short time and write down the main aspects of your phi-
losophy, and leave them behind for me.” Unable to stop Yin Xi from
asking this most earnestly, over and over again, Lao-zi decided to stop

there for a few days and write for a while.
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He thought things over and then, in simple and direct language,
wrote down his own way of thinking and his philosophy. In a short
time, what he had written totaled more than 5,000 words, and was di-
vided into two parts, first and second. The first sentence of the first part
talked about “Dao,” while the first sentence of the second part talked
about “De.” Later, this book therefore came to be called the Dao De
Jing, or the Classic ofDao and De, the Way and the Virtue. It some-
times is also called Lao-zi. In this book, Lao-zi explores the complex
relationships among all phenomena, from the universe itself, to affairs
among human beings, although much of the language is abstruse and
not easy to understand.

Once Lao-zi had written this book, he got back on his water buffalo
and left Han Gu Pass, headed on to the west. Nobody knows where
he went after that. There are many conjectures as to what happened
to him, and some folktales even say that he turned into a kind of lofty

spirit.
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Zhuang-zi Escapes the Troubled World

The original name of Zhuang-zi (369-286 BCE) was Zhuang
Zhou. He lived during the Warring States Period and was a key person
in the school of philosophy known as Daoism. He is often put together
with Lao-zi; the two are often referred to as Lao-Zhuang. He enjoyed
the free and unfettered life ofa hermit and he enjoyed satirizing things
and people. The works of Zhuang-zi and his students and followers
were edited into a volume known as Zhuang-zi, which contains not
only rich philosophy but is written in a beautifully literary style. It tells
many stories relating to Zhuang-zi that also have a humorous touch to
them.

One day, when Zhuang-zi was sitting by a river fishing, two of-
ficials that had been sent by the King of the State of Chu to find him
informed him that they were ordered to bring him back to serve as
an official in the court. They said very politely, “Our King has a very
high regard for you and wants to authorize you to manage affairs of
State, he hopes to burden you with this task!” Zhuang-zi kept on fish-
ing, without even glancing at the officials. He said, “I’ve heard that the

State of Chu has a sacred tortoise that has been dead three thousand
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years. The King has wrapped him up in silks and put him into a box
made of bamboo, which he keeps in a place for special rituals. Now
tell me, do you think that this tortoise would rather be dead and in a
place where people have high regard for him, or would he rather be
alive and dragging his tail in the mud?”

The two officials answered, “He would rather be dragging his tail
in the mud.”

“Then you two run along!” said Zhuang-zi. “I too would rather be
dragging my tail in the mud.” And he kept on fishing, without any fur-

ther discussion.

89



#

Tales from China’s Classic Essential Readings

Zhuang-zi had an old friend named Hui-zi. The two had different
views on things, so often had arguments. For a period of time, Hui-
zi was selected by the King ofthe state of Liang to be Prime Minister
and to be in charge of affairs of State. Finding this out, Zhuang-zi

went over to see him in the state of Liang. For whatever reason, some
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people began to cast aspersions on Zhuang-zi in the presence of Hui-zi,
saying that Zhuang-zi was coming to visit in order to usurp Hui-zi’s posi-
tion. Since Hui-zi was afraid of losing this position, he actually believed
the rumors and he ordered his troops to find Zhuang-zi and arrest him.
They searched for three days and three nights, unsuccessfully. In fact,
Zhuang-zi was still on the road. He had heard about the planned arrest but
not changed his course at all, he simply kept heading towards the capital
ofLiang.

When the two met, Zhuang-zi said to Hui-zi, “Are you familiar
with the bird in the south that is called the yuan chu? It flies from the
southern oceans to the northern seas, and it only stops to rest if it finds
a buttonwood tree. It only eats if it finds the fruit of bamboo, and it
only drinks from clear springs. Once it was flying over a particular
place where an owl had found a rotten, dead mouse. Seeing the yuan
chu fly overhead, the owl was afraid it might come down and try to
snatch its rotten mouse. So it raised its head and made very unpleasant
noises at the yuan chu. Is it because of your state of Liang that you are
now making similar noises at me?”

Hui-zi was mortified. He realized he had misunderstood Zhuang-
z1i’s intent. The two men restored their friendship and Zhuang-zi soon

returned to his woods, to continue his life as a hermit.
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Eight-year-old Zu Ying Recites Poetry
in the Northern Dynasties

The Northern and Southern Dynasties period in China’s history
lasted from 420 to 589, and was characterized by fragmented political
power. The level of culture in the South was regarded as higher than
that in the North. The Northern Dynasties had been set up by nomadic
tribes and, at the outset, had a lower standard of culture that was
therefore often ridiculed by the South. It was just at this time that the
Northern Dynasties produced a person oftremendous learning, famed
for his genius even as a child.

As a small boy, Zu Ying learned to read and soon mastered the
classics; by the age of eight, he could recite by heart such works as
The Book ofSongs (ShiJing) and the Shang Shu. At the age oftwelve,
he entered a school administered by the State and began to study in
earnest. He particularly loved to read, and would insist on reading into
the night. His parents worried that he would get sick from so much
reading, so they forbad him to read at night. Zu Ying would secretly
store away a lantern and would chase away the servant appointed to
keep watch; once his parents were asleep, he would light the lantern

and start to read. He used his clothes to cover up the windows and hide
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the light.

His love of learning spread far and wide and he began to be re-
garded as a child genius. He particularly liked to write compositions.
The teacher would always exclaim upon reading one, “This child truly
has a rare outstanding talent. This student has a bright future ahead of
him.”

One day, a teacher was asking students to explain their views of
the Shang Shu to him. Students all arrived promptly at the study hall.
Zu Ying had been reading all night long, until day broke, and he had to
grab his manuscript and rush to make it on time. Once he got to class,
he realized that he had brought the wrong paper, instead bringing the
manuscript of a friend from a totally different class. This particular

professor was very severe, so Zu Ying did not dare return home to find

his own manuscript. When his turn came, he pretended to read from
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the document in front of him, but in fact simply composed the speech
off the top of his head. He was able correctly to recite many chapters
of the Shang Shu from memory, without leaving out so much as one
word. Professor and students had no idea he had brought the wrong
manuscript, but the friend found out and informed everyone, after
which the entire school congratulated him.

The Emperor in the North at the time was Xiao Wendi ofthe North-
ern Wei (386-534). He was an outstanding politician from a non-Chi-
nese tribe, who encouraged his people to study the culture of the Han
people (Chinese). He heard about Zu Ying’s marvelous prowess, and
called him in for an audience, asking him to recite classics of the Ru
school of philosophy (Confucianism), as well as to explain what they
meant. Zu Ying performed well and the Emperor was pleased. When he
had gone out. Emperor Xiao Wendi turned to a senior official near him
and said, “I’ve heard that the great sage emperors of antiquity, Yao and
Shun, sent the evil minister Gong Gong into exile in the north back in
ancient times. This person must be Gong Gong’s descendant, otherwise
how could such a talent as Zu Ying happen to be here?”

Zu Ying was asked by the Emperor to serve as an official and went
on to serve in many responsible posts. His extensive knowledge and
his outstanding cultural attainments were frequently lauded by the

people.
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Cai Wenji Differentiates among the
Strings of the Qin,
and Xie Daoyun Extols the Snow

In ancient China, women mostly devoted themselves to house-
work. Opportunities for cultural or artistic education were extremely
few. Despite this, some outstanding women ofhigh cultural and artistic
attainment did appear from time to time. Cai Wenji and Xie Daoyun
were two ofthem.

Cai Wenji lived in the latter years ofthe Eastern Han Dynasty. Her
father, Cai Yong, was a famous man of letters at the time, as well as a
calligrapher and a musician. Under his nurturing influence, Cai Wenji
learned to love both literature and music from an early age, and dis-
played a natural aptitude for them. When she was six years old, one
day Cai Yong was outdoors playing the qin while she was in her own
room, listening. After listening a while, she heard a sudden surge of
anxious emotion in the music and she ran outdoors to see what was
going on. It turned out Cai Yong had been playing when he saw a cat
stalking a mouse in the courtyard. The chasing and the pouncing had

absorbed his attention and unwittingly been transmitted to the music.
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Cai Yong discovered that his daughter had musical abilities and he
began to test her. Once, he unintentionally broke a string, so he asked
his daughter, who was next door, which string it had been. When she
answered correctly, he tested her further and this time intentionally
broke a string, and still she knew which one it had been. Cai Yong was
glad because he felt that now his own musical art could be transmitted
on down through his daughter.

After Cai Yong died, Cai Wenji wandered up to the northern area
ofthe Hun where she spent a long and apparently tragic life. Cao Cao
later helped her return to the central plains, where she organized her
father’s papers and his library. She also went on to compose a number
of literary and musical creations.

Xie Daoyun was a female poet during the time of the Eastern Jin
Dynasty. From childhood, she was precocious and loved disputation.
Her uncle Xie An served on high as Prime Minister, and after talking
to her he confirmed that she had a superior poet’s level of sophistica-
tion. The Xie were a major clan; one day it snowed hard all day and
night and Xie An gathered together all the young people in this clan.
He asked them, “How would you describe this snow? What metaphor
would you use?” One boy answered, “It’s as though salt had been
sprinkled throughout the sky.” Xie Daoyun felt that was inappropriate.

1

“Snowflakes are light and floating,” she pointed out. “Grains of salt
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are heavy. I see this snow as soft willow catkins floating through the
air.” This analogy delighted Xie An, and the story has come down in
history in the way that people now describe an outstanding female lit-
erary talent as one who has the talent to appreciate catkins.

Xie Daoyun married one of the sons of the famous calligrapher
Wang Xizhi when she grew up. Her husband was somewhat mediocre,
but the custom at the time was for wives to stay in the background, out
of sight, when guests came for a visit. Still, she joined in the discus-
sion from time to time and guests were always amazed at her knowl-
edge and verbal abilities.

In her later years, Xie Daoyun’s husband died in the midst of war-
fare and turmoil and she herself moved to another place to live. The
local people in that place, including the local officials, always asked
for her advice on various issues and accorded her the respect ofa great

teacher.
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Child Prodigy Liu Yan

The Tang dynasty (618-907) was the most powerful in China’s
history. It reached its height in a number of different aspects during
the reign of Emperor Tang Xuanzong. One year, in order to express
appreciation and to ask Heaven to continue to protect imperial Tang,
Tang Xuanzong went over to Taishan (Mount Tai) to conduct offering
ceremonies and rituals.

After the rituals were completed, the Emperor held an audience
with the local officials and famous people. A young boy came up at
that time and declared that he wished to dedicate a composition he had
written to the Emperor. Tang Xuanzong heard that this child was only
seven years old and, curious, he asked the boy to read the composi-
tion to him in person. This child was called Liu Yan, and he had long
been recognized in the region as a kind of child prodigy. He was not
at all afraid in the presence of the Emperor but read out his composi-
tion in a loud voice, extolling the offerings and rituals. For his age, the
composition was not too bad. Tang Xuanzong then asked him various
questions and Liu Yan answered them fluently. Tang Xuanzong then

bestowed an official rank upon the child, and ordered him to compare



and copy out the books

in the court library. For

a seven-year-old to be

made an official by the
government was news

that soon travelled

throughout the land and

many people wanted to

meet this prodigy. Due

to his age, the usual of-

ficial’s robes would not fit Liu Yan, so special ones were made for him
so that he could carry out his duties.

Little Liu Yan often accompanied the Emperor, who looked upon
him as still a child and who would make jokes about various things,
thinking that this would amuse him. Instead, Liu Yan always took the
subject very seriously and found a way to turn the conversation into
something of substance. As a result, Tang Xuanzong no longer dared
to treat the boy as merely a child.

After getting older, Liu Yan began to assume official positions
that put him in charge of both regional and central governmental af-
fairs. He accumulated a wealth of experience, especially in terms of

economic management where his outstanding talents were put to best
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use. When Tang Xuanzong’s son became Emperor, Tang Suzong, Liu
Yan was sent to the capital city of Chang’an to be in charge of the en-
tire financial affairs of the Tang empire. The Tang Dynasty had been
through many years of warfare at the time and its finances were in bad
shape, but Liu Yan adopted a series of reform measures that were ef-
fective, allowing the Tang dynasty to restore growth and gradually fill
the State treasury again.

Managing the finances of such a huge empire was an enormous
task. As an outstanding manager of financial affairs, Liu Yan’s stan-
dard for choosing deputies was highly astute. They had to be intel-
ligent and capable, but also faithful in the discharge of their duties,
as well as honest. As a result, the enormous economic system that he
administered was able to operate smoothly.

In the end, however, an emperor assumed the throne who was
cruel and opinionated and who was taken in by slanderous rumors.
He thought that Liu Yan had committed certain crimes and so he had
him put to death. When the government sent people to investigate
the situation at his household, they found that instead of amassing
wealth he lived an extremely simple life. His household possessions
included two boxes of books and an insignificant amount of grain. For
an outstanding financial wizard and an upright official to die in such a

wrongful way has always been thought of as highly regrettable.



Legendary Tales



Tales from China’s Classic Essential Readings

zi xT né6bng zhi hudng dl

ar i oK s

hdo son hudng ju shdng shi

Cc3 .
A m = tit

ay" — s



O

«B** 1y tic*
Tales from theThree Character Classic

Hoawwau ad, UL (XT) JiSSB T ftift—firE

m w m m m w m w m , BT-® EJ hunep, ™
EcitiffIMiSVBSTE, MK Ne T"=
StJEytEo Ne lil{*8-K f#S gSPtir

# -#, A*rfnt6#, "EA W SAto#*,
(wa ) 1ftiA*S:S!'IB*"#Ne A#166
o MNMRTI1DO«U, W-45 E
AUE3M-a,it?7»a*1M: “-K A2 K "AA*, U
ATXUMION,
HXKX&o -XK A ¢é, XKiaA*INPE, XKXKA"TAII tx»
Al*6e toffiSbTNeil7A*0 «TIHII A&, SWA
EgSWXfteAT, TIAWHAMIIA#to g , KK
fnASI, figAA Wteilo U*A {ITH<A*, AUIOBX
SOEM 1K A :Neii:) K PuE+II A;NeNe IMK, eaNe fn«teNe
fnNe » fnto A S ft=
bb6miiii®alllNe* KiiA
iho
MMUBXK, AATII X XKXKHWUN, SEREL BAo w -
A, {A**II Ne «iiraii*7, §1!]1BXK,
ra, JIXDKNMo UittAJE, AELIII"AX WU, LIT7

u3



Tales from China's Classic Essential Readings

o m&, & m w & -& m m o w m u. m w w w m
~w ooc ym w mnw o itEE* "wxtw#® ito® $, w ¢

sp/vih. w m
X KE~, U, 7«x, tx, S, M, I, q
M By *"#HTM "M W T, w o m W w m K
KN K®$<k= /V#S*iWSISA+Eg$h, T)K K "®OHUT

A s"tom sss <® "> o

S*to5kSftS5co



Tales from theThree Character Classic

Fu Xi Invents the "Ba Gua"

According to myths and legends, Fu Xi was a monarch in ancient
times. It is said that his mother went out walking one day and saw an
enormous footprint. Curious, she put her foot in this footprint and the
result was that she became pregnant. She bore a son, who was Fu Xi.
It turned out this footprint had been left by a god who Fu Xi grew up
to resemble: he had the head ofa man and the snake ofa body, and he
had extraordinary godlike strength.

Fu Xi and NU Wa are considered the gods of marriage and also the
progenitors of all mankind. Legend has it that the two were brother
and sister, and that they were out hauling fish from a lake one day
when a huge white tortoise swam by and said, “In one hundred days,
there is going to be a major disaster. I am here to save you. Please send
me a fish every day for the next hundred days.” The two accordingly
gave the tortoise a fish every day and, one hundred days later, the skies
and earth did indeed turn upside down and a tremendous flood came
over the land. Fu Xi and his little sister were rescued by the tortoise
and avoided disaster. When the flood waters receded, nobody else

existed on earth but the two of them. As a result, the two, as accord-
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ing to the will of heaven, joined in union and the result was the fertile
increase in human kind. They became the start of human beings. Later,
people carved images of Fu Xi and Nu Wa into their ancestors’ graves
and temples that were built to memorialize their ancestors. They hoped
that the two would protect and help multiply their own descendants.

It is said that Fu Xi invented a number ofthings that advanced hu-

man culture, such as fishing nets and also Ba Gua.
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In the most ancient times, people used their hands to catch fish.
One day, Fu Xi saw how spiders use the spiderweb to catch insects and
this gave him the idea of using a similar net to catch fish. He made the
first one out of ropes. After this invention, people could catch many
more fish and began to have enough to eat.

The Ba Gua was Fu Xi’s most important invention. It was used to
foretell the future in ancient times in China. It is said that since Fu Xi
was an ethical and upstanding monarch, heaven sent him a “dragon
horse” which appeared in the Yellow River. This dragon horse had
mysterious patterns on its back. Fu Xi examined these carefully and
invented the system of Ba Gua symbols as a result. They could be
used to symbolize heaven, earth, water, fire, thunder, wind, mountains,
marshes, and all the many natural phenomena in the world. Through
combining the basic Ba Gua symbols, one could cover all the multi-
tude of things in the universe and thereby foretell what was going to
happen, both the future development of and the changes in all things.
Eventually, the Ba Gua (Eight Gua) evolved into Sixty-four Gua, and
in the end they formed the basis of The Book ofChanges, the Ti Jing,
an important classic in ancient Chinese philosophy.

Other legends say that after Fu Xi died he became the heavenly
king ofthe East, responsible for governing all ofthe East’s heavens, as

well as its springtime.
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The Legend of Shen Nong,
the God of Agriculture

Chinese call themselves the grandsons of Yan Huang. Yan refers
to Yan Di, or Emperor Yan. Huang refers to Huang Di, or Emperor
Huang. Each of these two was the head of a powerful tribe in ancient
times. Yan Di is also known as Shen Nong, which means literally “the
god of agriculture." Legend has it that he invented the practice of ag-
riculture and also pharmacology, and thereby became the god of agri-
culture as well as the god of medicine.

It is said that the mother of Shen Nong was the concubine of a

}

King. Influenced by “response received from a Loong,” she became
pregnant and bore a child. It had the head of a water buffalo and the
body of a man, and this child later became Yan Di Shen Nong. When
Shen Nong was bom, nine wells spontaneously appeared on the earth,
the waters of which were all interconnected. The water buffalo and the
omen ofthe springs foretold that this child would be bringing the tech-
nology ofagriculture to mankind.

People in the earliest times ate things raw, such as all plants and

animals, and as a result they often fell sick. Shen Nong looked over

this situation and began to ask the heavens to improve people’s lives.
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The gods of the heavens were moved by this, and they sent down a
rain of five grains (many grains), by so doing giving seeds of all the
various grains to humans. Shen Nong collected these and planted them
in different and appropriate places. In order to sow and also to reap the
grain, he then invented metallurgy. He created axes, and used the axes
to fell trees; he manufactured all kinds of agricultural tools. Under his
guidance, people gradually turned wastelands into fertile fields, and
step by step mastered technologies for agricultural production.

It is said that Shen Nong had a close tie to the gods. Ifhe asked the
heavens for rain, then it rained. If he asked for a clear day, it was clear.
Under his administration, harvests were abundant on China’s vast land
and mankind had enough to eat. They no longer had to go hungry. As
a result, Shen Nong became the god of agriculture and, to this day,
people in China pay homage to Yan Di Shen Nong by sending him of-
ferings.

Back then, mankind also suffered from all kinds of illnesses, and
people died premature and grievous deaths due to getting sick. Shen
Nong decided that he would find methods to treat people and save
them. He took the risk of trying out the medicinal value of various
kinds of plants on himself—it is said that his body was transparent,
and he could see where the reaction was inside himself to any given

substance. Through these methods, he ascertained the efficacy of all
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kinds ofherbaceous medicines. Since he tried too many plants on him-
self, however, he was often sick; within one day he might suffer doz-
ens of attacks of different illnesses. Fortunately, he was empowered

with “godness” and did not actually die as a result. Later, he acquired
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a mysterious and marvelous red whip. All he had to do was snap any
plant with his whip and it would instantly reveal its nature to him.
Shen Nong was thereby able to treat the different illnesses of mankind
according to the different natures of plants. He put together the results
in a book called Ben Cao, translated into English as Chinese Materia
Medica. This was China’s first work of pharmacology and, as a result,
Shen Nong is also regarded as the god of medicine in China.

For most of the time “all under heaven” was being governed by
Yan Di Shen Nong, all was in its proper place. Men tilled the fields,
women wove cloth, there were no robbers and certainly no plundering
and warfare. People lived peaceful and fortunate lives. Towards the
end ofthe Yan Di period, however, social ethics began to break down.
Some tribes began to invade the territory of others, taking land, goods,
and people. Later, the powerful Huang Di tribe defeated the Yan Di
tribe and again restored peace to the land. These two tribes are there-
fore the ancestors oftoday’s Chinese people.

As for what happened to Yan Di, one theory has it that he was
killed in the end by Huang Di. Another says that he escaped to the
South, where he became the Heavenly King of the South, responsible

for governing the heavens ofthe south and also its summertime.

124



Tales from theThree Character Classic

zl xI né6ng zhl huéng di
S 1 , L 1 §
hdo son hudng ju shdng shl
g = I . @ + 1V o
wmu e “mu (cot) 177

Jy* @ U SD i1 AKNe DO i

simmmmmmuimut “Ku Ao

Tii "o e’ -® E W #, WIWIMUIK,
HijIlllo |s]0"Ne SSSESf0]|® S+ *fi— ko
n " ® 1SN olll TESW :Ne P JT,

nmm m

HIIIIo Ne/6, it e » » W a



#

Tales from China's Classic Essential Readings

aI‘?IuJT)Ka3cEE-, w w wo, W w
JI I I ~BI o

fs"F ", #-"#*#s5?2"#14XK 1® x *xx a)T E a=

% M 1& -& o im A+ -"mik<fbkmM 5%,
m&wit+WBskomz<chm/zmm,

IS i3a H}K[/I*IU\IMAB>NG“«I/IE
toA,M S, Ne "#XK @ ,nntll A XK
PA, UMAKEUMXK, itelll *1##X ;i S : & #Ne XK

PAfiSKi0iNeo



0

«=*£y» SC*

Tales from theThree Character Classic

U*Ne I|5£M:, ISfgnfMnft®, n®T8P+*o

M~ M XK6pT6 ATEX B , «m n1”"rFri#l X BT
Ja, M*u*naurJliio
TUIDK, M*i6d0K+H#-KTEAI6<) {11 1JIE, XGDK
BAII Ne A7II M |60 A= XKUUKUMS1
T, neNe 1.1 *n|Bx x 70
NIXIIK A # *#, Kal7-UEM*]1, it
e-K J-6AU#"MNo fieIEU A +,
(b6) Ne Neb= ir$S-K fNe S#, 5xX *"Ne ,
I ~, S8KMEMSKX, IhA fal*"ESE, fENe +toSzkS$S
U770 I I +-11 Ne K o
MABRIT A, NeNe$!lite®19= LI I Uk K'Il o i
+ Il » £é, N #+ieto* W m ? N E 70 AfflIffiSA
W Aillr S+, -Uiald iain-M-IIM#, S-M -177S11
iLimta.,,
ie-~"N 7® AtorriSb, we NI #N«S$:§
14*roSto= 70 *»2XXK EII S, NeXXAT'a= S*1ilJs
x $u7-¢éu E it a), msswfi$:5bo # " " i 0o N T a

BA7"7- K 7 XK 3|J#A SL£E & 7-73 1

toW to



(gh

Tales from China’s Classic Essential Readings

The Great War between
Huang D1 and Chi You

The being who is regarded as the ancestor of the nation of Chi-
nese people was also a monarch or emperor in ancient times. Through
means of force, he attacked and defeated two major opponents, namely
Yan Di Shen Nong and Chi You. In the end, he assumed the highest
throne in the Kunlun Mountain palaces ofthe gods and became the su-
preme god in Chinese mythology. Huang Di and his various associates
also contributed much in the way ofcultural inventions to mankind.

It is said that Huang Di’s mother, responding to a force of light-
ning, conceived a child and twenty-five months later gave birth to
Huang Di. Huang Di is a god of rain and thunder. He has four faces
and therefore can see what is happening in four different directions at
the same time. He holds the greatest force ofthe universe in his hands,
thunder and lightning.

Huang Di came into the world when it was confronting an era of
warfare and chaos. He assembled a large army and first went to war
against Yan Di. Yan Di used fire to attack Huang Di, and Huang Di
used rain and lightning to resist the attack. After that, he led a united

army oftigers, leopards, wolves, bears, and eagles in an all-out charge.
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After clashing in battle three times, he totally defeated Yan Di and won
ultimate governing power.

Not long after, however, another powerful tribe led by Chi You
mobilized revolt. Chi You was an evil god, with hard sharp horns on

his head, and with ears that sprouted out hair like daggers. He had
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eighty-one brothers with copper heads and iron foreheads. They were
all “ferocious” in nature and could eat sand and stones. Chi You also
invented a number of weapons including long spears, bow and arrow,
battle axes, shields and so on, and he often used these in invading
neighboring tribes. He stood at the front of his own brothers and also
mobilized the evil spirits ofthe woods and marshes, in addition to his
own armies, in order to begin the attack on Huang Di. Huang Di also
led all kinds of spirits on his side, as well as countless troops in the
charge to meet the oncoming foe.

Chi You excelled in the art of arraying battle forces, and could
call forth wind and rain, smoke and mist. He now called a great fog
down upon the land that enveloped Huang Di and his troops, so that
they were unable to distinguish north from south, east from west. As
a result, Chi You was successful in winning nine battles out of nine
engagements. Fortunately, one of Huang Di’s subordinates invented
the south-facing chariot, using magnetism. A magnetic image of an
immortal being was placed in the chariot, and no matter which direc-
tion you turned the chariot, the immortal would also face towards the
south. With guidance from this south-facing chariot, Huang Di’s army
was able to break out ofthe encirclement.

Chi You then asked the gods of wind and ofrain to mobilize a tre-

mendously wild storm, that would pummel Huang Di into scattering
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in all directions. There was nothing Huang Di could do then, but go up
to heaven and ask the female god Nti Ba for her help. Nii Ba was ex-
tremely ugly. Her head was bald, but it shone forth with a kind of light
that could dispel all stormy weather and allow fierce sunshine to shine
down from on high. This light dried up all the rainwater on the ground.
Huang Di seized the opportunity and attacked, and this time triumphed
over Chi You.

Chi You was taken alive. He was forced into the presence of
Huang Di, where Huang Di had him put to death. After Chi You was
killed, it was noticed that the wooden shackles on his body had been
dyed a deep red. People took these shackles out to the wastelands and
scattered their pieces, whereupon they instantly turned into a forest of
maple trees, each leafthe color of fresh red blood.

Huang Di then organized a great victory celebration. He and the
assembled gods tasted the satisfaction of triumphing over evil. Order
had been restored in the universe, peace had returned to mankind. Al-
though some disturbances and troubles were to occur later, these were
not successful. Huang Di and his troops invented housing, cooking
pots, clothing, vehicles, the writing of scripts and so on, and led man-

kind forth into a new era.



Tales from China's Classic Essential Readings

LI

J&3L:
tdng ydu yit hdo ér di
S w a . I
xiong yi xun ch6ng $Kénn sh)
S St, S S ti:
iff:

muwek&manc &u&A.
(shdn) ih=
urlpaalll, —HiftA flftiio

ANméw o -wom oo e -a.w N, th-k. *Ne , m
JKU®N= (I #4M "BrB3~** T WU XK o II ®,
StSS-SB: “6$tENe "F£tS, ” WAE

g,

K'C, 58eNe JIESE»5Ne MTUM-#= Nei«NetoaaDfS E S



O

«=F Hy tt*
Tales from theThree Character Classic

T X a1 »
m M1
tM iiSB"*"SSW o JI
V1 o
XK-A
W ASto”:
Al ” 1N “ANel+12K, A

FTOXKMII, ~S t*S o néNdl, "W B # ~; U "7k, *

HIM&, IHIITBIo itx), 1
M w m m m ? Y umwszamr’”muoaX o
W2AAMNA, o W "% "X W 670 MWbNmmIl£1lY?&
6w m , w xw w & "M N m o

HI\XD, B & AWK LU A'MAo «II ilBIU b

MM AAA @, 1 1 11]
ww m, imxmvm (gu) WU,

Ao A #EX ® T -¢p /171 A o
m m m w m Be, Eern"""nm
S N # o

A, M lih#A/f@7kNe, #TTNe jE,



C

Tales from China's Classic Essential Readings

TAW W O -~¥ X, iiiR1W ~27Ne , I xm I I o
mmemm,
#S6Eiho me&b-"&mmaMAo wam&mmmuu



Tales from theThree Character Classic

m, mww, &Em.muw&nmMJI2.1B, iiieind

+ I I o

$, m”™mazum -.

n, «MXDdrMc J-tBTV,

s= oc w w w o um “mm w "' F A nE m m -N wue

SN R BANTHK 15, vy

MEMEONe , Nemmax-#1% e=
nu, M "SPJL AT ifeo N
UANJTIWEBU, se, """ sSijlsa), -xknam Ne 0o

FeSE * s gttt

S, MW ¢ TX Il 8K «*rtW fiffw ~o B Y,
*S% @ , totojLA-BEATItiEo a¥S ~fr»ih

H], E ft itirfersatoJL"-, 1e61JIrTOHm $+x -

‘M 19 XK (132070—111600) o

135



Tales from China’s Classic Essential Readings

Yao and Shun Practice
Succession by Merit

It is said that, in ancient days in China, monarchs passed the king-
ship on to those with merit and not to their sons. The successor had to
undergo testing and selection, and had to come up to ethical standards
as well as those oftalent. This kind ofsuccession was known by a spe-
cial term that meant “succession by merit.” Yao passed the kingship on
in this manner to Shun, and Shun in turn passed it on to Yu. This has
always been what people said.

The sovereign named Yao was a man of supremely high ethical
standards, a kind of great sage as well as a monarch. He lived in a
supremely simple fashion, his palace being not much better than the
thatched huts of common people, his food, clothing and utensils simi-
larly plain. He never lost sight of his obligation to guide the people
and to love and protect them. When he heard that someone was hun-
gry, he felt it was his fault, “lam the one who made it hard for him to
get a meal.” When he heard that someone had committed a crime, he
said, “I am the one who harmed him.” Due to the pressures of work,
Yao’s body was as thin as a strip of dried jerky. His moral bearing pro-

foundly affected people, who resolutely supported and followed him
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despite any kind of natural disaster such as floods or drought.

Yao selected men of outstanding moral character and talent to as-
sist him as senior officials, and to help him in the task ofadministering
the country. Under their united efforts, the country was prosperous and
strong, people’s lives were fortunate, in addition to work there was
time to relax and people could get together to play a little.

One day, an old fellow over eighty years old was playing at tossing
wooden chips with some friends and someone happened to say, “All of
this leisure is due to the hard work of our monarch Yao. He is certainly
a great sovereign!” The old man felt differently. He replied, “The sun
gets up, [ go to work. The sun goes down behind the mountain, [ come
home to rest. The grain I eat 1 planted myself. The water 1 drink is

from the well I dug. The clothes 1wear [ wove myself. I ask you, what
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does Sovereign Yao have to do with any ofthis?” The people listening
were speechless. That the old man did not think Yao was so great was,
in fact, precisely what Yao wanted. He did not look on the glory of the
country and the security of the people as a great act but rather simply
as the natural obligation ofa ruler.

The monarch Yao felt that the position of head of a dynasty should
belong to a “virtuous man.” He discovered that his own son was not
appropriate in this regard, so he voluntarily passed the kingship on to
Shun.

In the minds of people long ago in China, Shun was the veiy model
of ethical behavior. Shun’s mother died when he was young and his
father, called Gu Sou, which means an old man who has lost his sight,
remarried and husband and wife had another son. Yao was very filial
to his father as well as to the step-mother and her son, but his little
half-brother, his father, and his step-mother had plans to kill him.

One day, they had Shun clean out the well. He went down inside,
and the father and stepmother immediately placed a large stone on top,
blocking it up, trying to seal him into his “death place.” Fortunately,
Shun’s good heart moved the heavens above and a connection to the
neighboring well suddenly appeared underground. Shun was able to
emerge from the neighboring well unscathed.

A fter that, Shun fled to another place to live. Under his influence.
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the people around him all became kind-hearted and good to one an-
other. The monarch Yao now heard about this man Shun and called
him in to confirm his merits and his talents. After that, he gave his two
daughters to Shun in marriage.

With his two wives. Shun returned to his homeland and, together
they looked after the old father and step-mother although both ofthese
still wanted to hurt Shun. Shun said to his wives, “I must obey my par-
ents’ words. However, if something were to happen to me, their repu-
tations would suffer. How can I prevent that from happening?” The
wives drew forth a piece ofclothing that had a flying bird painted on it
and gave it to Shun. Shun climbed up on the tall granary to sweep the
dust from it, while below the old man and his little son were preparing
to light a fire, thinking to bum him to death. Putting on the piece of
clothing. Shun was able to float safely down to the ground. After this,
he continued to treat his parents in the same filial manner.

In the end, after passing all kinds of tests of his mettle, Shun re-
ceived the succession ofthe throne from Yao. He also continued to try
to improve his relations with Gu Sou, the second wife, and the little
half-brother, and in the end they were moved by his efforts and all
were reconciled.

The monarch Shun then sent the Great Yu to calm the flood waters.

Great Yu went throughout the country, enduring a myriad of hardships.



Tales from China's Classic Essential Readings

but succeeded in controlled the flooding ofall the rivers, including the
Yellow River and the Huai River. In his later years. Shun passed the
kingship on to Yu, in this same manner ofsuccession through merit.
After the Great Yu died, his son took over the kingship. No longer
following the practice of succession by merit, the kingship now started
to be passed from king to son. In this manner, the first dynasty in Chi-

na’s history came to be established, that ofthe Xia (2070-1600 BCE).



Historical Tales
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King Wu Attacks King Zhou

The last emperor in the Shang Dynasty (1600-1046 BCE) was
named Zhou. For a period of time after assuming the throne, he ruled
in a capable and responsible manner, winning a series of conquests
against tribes in the east. In time, however, he became cruel, arrogant,
greedy, and self-indulgent. Upon his orders, a capital city was built
that was full of palaces and gardens, where he led a dissolute life. He
had a large pond filled with wine, and the meat hanging in his storage
rooms to dry looked like a forest. He commanded various regions of
his domain to send him beautiful women, and he did whatever his fa-
vorite concubines asked him to do.

In order to maintain this luxurious life. King Zhou inflicted heavy
taxes on the populace, who became more and more dissatisfied with
his rule. When revolts began. King Zhou dealt with them severely
through cruel punishments. He invented a kind of torture in which a
copper beam was set over a burning fire, on which an ‘offender’had to
walk back and forth. As the fire heated the copper, it scorched the feet
ofthe person who eventually fell into the fire and burned to death. Se-

nior officials admonished King Zhou to change his ways, but he either
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disregarded them or had them executed. His uncle Bi Gan also tried
to discipline him, upon which King Zhou had Bi Gan’s heart tom out.
His own brother fled. King Zhou became one of the infamous tyrants
in Chinese history.

While all this was taking place, the state of Chou, a subject state to
Shang, was growing ever more powerful. A small country at the begin-
ning, it was located in the current position of Shaanxi Province. After
the King Wen of Chou died, his son succeeded to the throne, a man
called Chou Wuwang, or King Wu of Chou. King Wu could see that
King Zhou ofthe state of Shang was ruling in a chaotic manner and he
decided to plan for an invasion. With the able help ofsuch ministers as
Jiang Shang and Chou Gongdan, the state of Chou had implemented
systems favorable to the people and as a result had become more pow-
erful by the day.

Eventually, King Wu saw that the situation was ripe for action. He
assembled several tens of thousands of superior troops and set out to
attack the capital of the state of Shang. Along the way, his ranks were
swelled by various tribes who had also been increasingly dissatisfied
with the rule of King Zhou. King Wu reinforced their discontent by
pointing out the heinous crimes ofthe ruler of Shang and mobilized all
to rise up and end his reign. The alliance oftroops quickly advanced to

a place called Muye, not far from the capital of Shang, now in a place
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now called Qi County, in Henan Province.

The main force of the Shang armies was already engaged in war
at the time, in the east, and was unable to return quickly to defend the
capital. King Zhou had no alternative but to force a large contingent
of slaves to fight on his behalf, ordering them to Muye to do battle
against King Wu. These slaves hardly had enough to eat, however, and
certainly had no strength with which to fight for King Zhou. What’s
more, they hated his dominion over them and so promptly surrendered
to King Wu and helped him attack. King Zhou fled to a high tower
within the palace from which there was no escape. With his kingdom
lost, he had the tower torched and committed suicide, although some
people say that in the end he was caught by King Wu and put to death.

The great Shang Dynasty thereby came to an end. King Wu found-
ed the Chou Dynasty (1046-256 BCE), which was to be in existence

longer than any other dynasty in Chinese history.
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Qin Shi Huang Di Unifies the Six States

Qin Shi Huang Di was the founder of the Qin Dynasty (221-206
BCE), which is regarded as the first “feudal dynasty” ruling over uni-
fied states in China. Qin Shi Huang Di was also the most controversial
emperor in Chinese history. Whatever the verdict on this man, he had

a profound influence not only on Chinese but on world history.
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Qin Shi Huang, as he is typically called, lived in the latter years
of the Warring States period. After warfare and consolidation, seven

1

states remained that were known as “Principalities,” ruled by princes.
Qin Shi Huang was thirteen when he assumed the throne in the state
of Qin, and he was twenty when he took over actual ruling power. En-
dowed with extreme ambition, he was determined to complete the task
ofuniting the other six states under his control, something no ruler had
been able to do. In order to do this, he first implemented forceful mea-
sures in the state of Qin that would enable it to become more power-
ful.

By the time he was thirty years old, the national strength of the
state of Qin far surpassed that of the other six states, and he therefore
began his war of consolidation. He had a very clear strategy, which
was to proceed from the closest to the more distant, destroying enemy
forces one by one. Along the way, however, he was prepared to adjust
his tactics in accord with actual circumstances.

The first state to be destroyed by Qin was the smallest and weak-
est of the six states, called Han. The next was the most powerful
among the six, the state of Zhao. Capitalizing on a recent earthquake
and natural disasters in that state, Qin Shi Huang attacked and the two

sides were in combat for a full year. The state of Qin then used a tricky

strategem to capture the King of Zhao, and also to have a key general
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named Li Mu put to death. The Qin armies took advantage of the op-
portunity to press their attack and in the end were able to occupy the
Zhao capital. After this, the other states were even less able to resist
the increased forces ofthe Qin army and, one by one, the states of Yan,
Wei, Chu, and Qi were destroyed. Among these, the battles against the
State of Chu in the south were particularly ferocious.

After nine years of warfare, Qin Shi Huang Di finally realized his
intense ambition of unifying the other six states under his command.
He then began to establish a unified and powerful empire. He decided
to call himself“Huang Di,” and thereby became the first ruler to desig-
nate himself “Emperor" in China. (Previously, rulers or monarchs had
called themselves King, or Ruler, but they had not put the two terms
Huang and Di together, to signify ultimate ruler. The ruler of Qin was
the first, or “shi,” to call himself Huang Di, therefore he was the Qin
Shi Huang Di.) From then on, “Huang Di," or Emperor, became the
term used for the highest authority in power in China.

Qin Shi Huang Di went on to establish a system of centralized
power structures for ruling the country, that were to be the model used
by later dynasties. Local administrative organizations were divided

}

into the two levels of “jun” or prefecture, and “xian,” or county. The
entire country was divided into thirty-six prefectures initially, a num-

ber that later was expanded to forty-one.
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During the Warring States period, all scripts, currencies, and mea-
sures in the land had been different, which was not conducive to uni-
fied management. Qin Shi Huang Di dispatched officials to implement
unified standards. By fiat, he ordered the entire country to use the
same script, as well as the same weights and measures and the same
currency. He also ordered that the width of axles be standardized in
order to allow carts to run along the same ruts in roads. Carts from any
one region could thereby travel along roads of any other region. These
unifying measures were to have a profound influence on China’s social
structures and its culture.

Qin Shi Huang Di’s unification of China ended a long period of
fragmented political entities and ongoing warfare in the country, and
enabled cultural and economic communication among different re-
gions and different kinds of people. This was a major contribution,
but at the same time the Emperor’s violent and cruel methods quickly
generated opposition. Instead of going on forever, as planned, the Qin

dynasty lasted a brieffifteen years before it was overturned.
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Contest between Chu and Han

The cruel and despotic reign of the Qin Dynasty incurred such
opposition from the people at large that the dynasty was swiftly over-
thrown. Among those who had opposed Qin rule, the question now
was to decide who had the ability to serve as the new ruler. The two
most powerful armies in the land were under the leadership of Liu
Bang and Xiang Yu. Contending for the position of Emperor, these
two now began a war that was to last four years. Xiang Yu called him-
self “the Conqueror from Western Chu,” while he called Liu Bang the
mere “King of Han.” In Chinese history, this war was later to be called
the Contest between Chu and Han.

Liu Bang’s military strength did not equal that of Xiang Yu, at the
beginning. He was a master o f stratagem, however, and quickly moved
to take over the former Qin capital of Xianyang (in today’s Shaanxi
Province), where he destroyed the Qin and earned the support of the
local people. Xiang Yu soon arrived at a nearby spot with his troops,
and dispatched a messenger to request a meeting with Liu Bang. Liu
Bang had no alternative but to put himself at risk by travelling into

Xiang Yu’s camp, where he personally apologized to Xiang Yu for his
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actions. The apology was accepted and Xiang Yu magnanimously al-
lowed Liu Bang to go on living and even appointed him as “King of
Han.” At this point, Xiang Yu became the de facto ruler o f China, with
the power to issue decrees throughout the land.

Meanwhile, Liu Bang ostensibly bowed to Xiang Yu’s orders but
in fact had not given up his own plan to become emperor. Not long
after, when Xiang Yu was distracted by having to deal with some other
unruly subject, Liu Bang openly declared war on him, which officially
began to great drama ofthe war between Chu and Han.

At the outset, Liu Bang was in an unfavorable position and in-
deed was almost defeated. With Xiang Yu chasing after him, he and
his armies fled from one place to another. Many times he was unable
even to assure the safety of his family, and his father and wife were
both taken hostage by the enemy. Still, he persevered, using outstand-
ing military advisors such as Han Xin and Peng Yue, whom he placed
in different directions so as to disperse the forces of Xiang Yu. Xiang
Yu was therefore unable to concentrate his forces on an all-out attack
that might have destroyed Liu Bang. Meanwhile, Liu Bang’s military
strength gradually increased and he, Han Xin and others were able
to surround Xiang Yu’s armies. Xiang Yu was forced to come to an
agreement whereby they formed an alliance with each side taking a

specified territory. They decided that Honggou would be the boundary
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between them, with China now being divided into eastern and west-
ern regions. Honggou is the manmade canal that connects the Yellow
River with the Huai River.

Xiang Yu believed that the matter was now settled. He withdrew
his troops as agreed upon in the agreement. On the advice ofa particu-
lar minister, Liu Bang now commanded his entire army to stage a mas-
sive attack. This time, Xiang Yu was on the run. In the end, the two
sides fought a final battle at a place called Gaixia (in today’s Lingbi
County in Anhui Province), where the Chu forces under Xiang Yu
were decimated. Xiang Yu retreated to behind some ramparts, where
he and his armies were surrounded. Supply lines for grain and materi-
als were cut off. Han Xin now had people sing the homeland melodies
of Chu late at night, which demoralized Chu troops. Thoroughly dis-
gusted with war, many abandoned their posts and fled. Xiang Yu and
remaining troops broke through the encirclement and made it to the
Wu River (in today’s He County in Anhui Province), where his entire
army was obliterated. Unwilling to endure the humiliation of being
taken prisoner, he took his own life.

Liu Bang’s victory concluded the contest between Chu and Han.
He then founded the Western Han dynasty and became its first “Huang

Di,” or Emperor, with the reign name of Han Gaozu.

162
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A Three-Part Division
of "All Under Heaven"

At the end of the Eastern Han, large-scale “peasant revolts,” or
revolts of farmers against the authorities, broke out in China with each
general commanding an army often taking advantage of the situation
to expand his own power. After a complex and intense period of war-
fare, a number of separate authorities with their own power appeared
in the country, among which the one in the north was led by an out-
standing military strategist and political strategist named Cao Cao. A f-
ter several years of military campaigns, Cao Cao basically unified the
northern part of China. Not yet satisfied, he decided to persevere and
finish the job, and unify the entire country, both north and south.

Cao Cao consolidated his rule in the north, after a series of battles
in which he led several hundred thousand troops, and his power was
great. The de facto ruler of the southern part of China was Sun Quan,
who had succeeded his father and his brother in controlling the region.
Cao Cao now sent an emissary with a letter for Sun Quan, asking him
to surrender and submit to his own rule. Otherwise, he would assemble
his forces and march south.

Sun Quan did not want to surrender to Cao Cao, but at the same
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time he feared the attack. Just at this time another military leader
named Liu Bei escaped from Cao Cao’s pursuit. Liu Bei sent the fa-
mous strategist Zhuge Liang to advise Sun Quan that he would like to
join with him in resisting the invasion of Cao Cao. Some among Sun
Quan’s advisors also pointed out that although Cao Cao had greater
forces, he had come from far in the north. Their supply lines were
stretched and they were unaccustomed to fighting on water. They felt
the southern armies should be able to defeat Cao Cao by using the
natural boundary of the Yang-tse River. Sun Quan therefore resolved
to fight. He joined forces with Liu Bei. He ordered Zhou Yu to be the
commander-in-chiefofhis southern forces.

In the year 208, the armies of Sun and Liujoined in battle against
Cao Cao at a place called Chi Bi, on the Yang-tse River (in today’s
Hubei Province). The combined forces under Sun and Liu totaled only
several tens of thousands of men, while Cao Cao commanded a force
of more than 200,000. Cao Cao’s armies were mostly northern sol-
diers, however. In order to acclimate them to life on board ships, Cao
Cao ordered that the warships with which they were going to cross
the Yang-tse be linked together with chains to stabilize them. Aiming
directly at this weakness, Zhou Yu and others used the strategem of
“fire attack.” They filled ships with oil-soaked pieces of wood, ignited

the wood and pointed the ships in the direction of Cao Cao’s fleet. Cao
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Cao’s linked boats were soon in a “sea of fire,” while his army camp
on the other shore was also soon incinerated. Sun and Liu pressed the
attack and, suffering severe losses, Cao’s army was utterly routed. This
battle of Chi Bi went down in history as a famous military example of

how to conquer strength with weakness.

After the battle of Chi Bi, Cao Cao had little choice but to stay
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in the region of the Yellow River in the north, and to leave the south
alone. Meanwhile, Sun Quan was able to consolidate his hold on the
south. Liu Bei took advantage of the situation to conquer and occupy
the region of Hubei and Hunan and also expanded his reach westward
into Sichuan. The balance of power created a three-part division of “all
under heaven” which was to last for a long time.

After Cao Cao died, his son Cao Pi forced the last emperor of the
Eastern Han to abdicate, whereupon Cao Pi established his own politi-
cal entity, called Wei. Shortly after, Liu Bei also declared himselfem-
peror in Chengdu, and gave his country the name of Han (it was later
to be called Shu Han, the word Shu indicating the region around Sich-
uan). Sun Quan then declared himself emperor as well, and he named
his country Wu. Three countries then formed a triangular relationship
of Wei, Shu Han, and Wu, a political division that was to become
known as the period ofthe Three Kingdoms.

A number of talented people came to the fore in the Three King-
doms period (220-280), and the era was rich in marvelous legends and
tales. The historical novel called Romance ofthe Three Kingdoms is
based on these tales. Characters and events from the Three Kingdoms
feature in modern drama and literature to this day, most notably in

contemporary television series.
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Sui Yangdi Loses His Country

The founder of the Sui dynasty (581-618), Sui Wendi, succeeded
in ending the long period of divided political power in China that
was known as the Northern and Southern Dynasties. He led the coun-
try into a peaceful and prosperous age. After his death, his son Yang
Guang ascended the throne, the man who later became infamous as the
cruel tyrant Sui Yangdi.

Sui Yangdi was successful in a number of ways at the beginning of
his rule. He opened up China’s frontiers, “developing the wastelands,”
and he instituted a number ofsystems that were beneficial to economic
growth. In order to consolidate his power over the entire country as
well as to make transportation and communication more convenient
between north and south, Sui Yangdi made the decision to build what
is known as the Great Canal. To build this canal, the government
requisitioned more than one million laborers from among the people
every year. The work took between five and six years, and eventually
resulted in a canal of more than 4 000 li, which is equivalent to over
2000 kilometers. Built in the 7th Century, this remains the longest

man-made canal in human history and it has had a profound impact on



Tales from China's Classic Essential Readings

Chinese social and economic development.

After the canal was finished, Sui Yangdi decided to take a journey
“south of the river” to make an inspection. He ordered the construc-
tion of a number of large ships. The one in which he and his empress
travelled was a huge “dragon boat,” four stories high, divided into sev-
eral hundred palace chambers that were all ornately furnished. Some
200,000 officials, palace women and soldiers accompanied Sui Yang
Di on the trip. Arrayed in several thousand boats, the entire proces-
sion made its stately way down the Canal— from front to back, the
entourage was said to have measured two hundred li. At the end of the
canal, Sui Yangdi stopped to rest a while at Yangzhou, the most pros-
perous city south ofthe river at the time.

Although the building of the Canal had great significance for the
country, for the common people it was a major calamity. Under cruel
overseers, many thousands of workers died in the course of its con-
struction. When Sui Yangdi’s procession passed by, local people had
to supply the daily provisions for several tens of thousands of people.
Families were bankrupted in the process. What was worse, the emper-
or made the journey not once, but two more times, each time travelling
all the way to Yangzhou and bringing calamity to the common people.

During his rule, Sui Yangdi ceaselessly expanded the borders of

China, mobilizing a number of wars although some of these cam-

174



paigns met with total defeat. Whether victorious or unsuccessful, the
result of the campaigns was an inevitable decline in the population of
the country and in its treasury as the economy was disrupted. In order
to support his wars as well as his expeditions and the expense of his
own extravagances, Sui Yangdi continuously levied higher taxes and
higher requirements for conscripted labor.

Pressed beyond endurance, people in a number of places began to
rise in revolt. In the end, Sui Yangdi’s own troops in Yangzhou staged
a mutiny and forcefully killed this despotic ruler. Although officials
quickly installed a young ruler on the throne, the Sui dynasty came to

an end a few years later and was succeeded by the Tang dynasty.
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Song Taizu Is "Draped in the Imperial
Yellow Robes by His Supporters"

The last dynasty in the Five Dynasties period was Latter Zhou (951
-960). After the Emperor of this dynasty died, his seven-year-old son
succeeded to the throne. Since the new Emperor was too young to rule,
several ministers assisted him in managing affairs. A powerful general
named Zhao Kuangyin looked over this situation and recognized that
the time and conditions were ripe for seizing power. He planned his
strategy in minute detail, and the results went down in history as the
famous “Mutiny of Chen Bridge.”

The event occurred in the year in which the young emperor as-
sumed the throne. Alarming news suddenly issued from the northern
borders that seemed to indicate that a huge enemy was preparing to
invade. The little emperor, just in the process of performing the New
Year’s rites, and his senior ministers were in a panic. Two Prime Min-
isters then recommended that General Zhao Kuangyin be placed at the
head of an army to fight back. Zhao Kuangyin was already in com-
mand of the finest troops in the country. All other troops were now put
under him as well.

Zhao Kuangyin then led his massive army out on the march, to-
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gether with his little brother Zhao Kuangyi, his most trusted strategist
Zhao Pu, and several generals who were loyal to him. Not far from the
capital city of Kaifeng (in today’s Henan Province), they stopped at a
place called the Chen Bridge Post, a wayside stop for putting up horses.
He ordered his troops to make camp in the vicinity. Around evening
time, the loyal generals began to propagandize among the troops. They
said, “You know, the little emperor is very young. Here we are risk-
ing our lives to defeat the enemy but who is going to know about it or
recognize all our hard work? It might be best to make Zhao Kuangyin
Son of Heaven first, and then after that we can go fight this war.” The
generals searched out Zhao Kuangyi, the little brother, and Zhao Pu,
the strategist, who were both in agreement and supported making Zhao
Kuangyin emperor. The brother and the strategist then led the way to
have a meeting with Zhao Kuangyin to ask him about it.

While all this was going on, it is said that Zhao Kuangyin was
actually sound asleep, since he had drunk too much. Entering his tent,
Zhao Kuangyi and Zhao Pu explained the matter to him. Before they
had even finished, generals waiting outside, who were bristling with
weapons, rushed in and presented him with a yellow robe. This they
draped over his body. They then kneeled down in front of him and per-
formed ceremonial rites, declaring him to be “wan sui” or long-lived,

and supporting him as they took him out among the troops.
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At that point, Zhao Kuangyin declared to all those around him, “If
you want me to be emperor, are you willing to follow my orders?” Ev-
eryone shouted loudly that they were. Zhao Kuangyin then proceeded
to issue a series of orders. He required that soldiers were not allowed
to use weapons willy nilly, that they were not allowed to harm the
young emperor or his mother or any of the senior officials at the court,
and that they were not allowed to pillage the State treasury. The gener-
als all promptly agreed to these things. The army then followed behind
the Zhao Kuangyin as they marched into Kaifeng, where generals
guarding the city promptly agreed to support him as emperor.

Together, they went in to meet with senior Ministers to the em-
peror, to report on this event. Zhao Kuangyin pretended to be forced
into the position. “The Generals are forcing me to be Emperor,” he
said, “What can 1 do?” Faced with the gleaming weapons on all those
around them, the Ministers were speechless with fear and advised the
Little Emperor to hand over his throne.

This is how Zhao Kuangyin accomplished the feat of being made
emperor of China without having to spill a drop of blood. He then
established the dynasty called the Northern Song, which brought the
chaos of the Five Dynasties period to an end. Zhao Kuangyin was to
become famous in Chinese history as the legendary Song Taizu, and

the capital ofthe Northern Song continued to be Kaifeng.
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