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Preface

China is a beautiful treasure-house of ancient tales and folklore. Here are stories filled
with sincere reflection echoing the vast and deep spirit of our culture and civilization.
These represent the best of Chinese culture—tales that uphold a people’s sense of their
common origin.

This collection of First Books for Early Learning offers stories familiar to all
of us. Drawn from folklore and mythology, along with the origins of special days in
the traditional calendar and of famous places, these eighty books also recall ancient
physicians, philosophers and thinkers, figures famed for statecraft, generals, royalty,
prodigies and scientists, remembered through tales of wisdom and great poetry.

To give Chinese children all over the world an understanding of their ancestors’
lives, and the changes through the different ages of China’s history, scientific development
and achievements in arts and literature, we have brought together concise language with
most vivid illustrations. These ancient historical figures also give inspiration and ideas to
children to connect with their own roots.

As Chinese, we know Chinese history well as a son or a daughter knows his or her
family. Only with such knowledge can one possess a depth of passion and a sense of
responsibility. It is our wish that this collection will guide children at an early age to learn
from the history of our nation and to identify with the social progress and philosophical
spirit of the Chinese people. We hope our children will develop wider horizons of wisdom
to become open-minded yet with a rooted outlook on life.

First Books for Early Learning was originally compiled in Chinese for the children of
China. The writers and artists who contributed to this collection have used the perspective
‘_Qf traditional literature and arts to interpret Chinese mythology, legends and history. We
hope this collection will be enjoyed by Chinese people—and, now in translation, also by
people all over the world—and all children who want to learn more about China.

Zhao Zhenwan
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A long time ago, in the city of
Lintong in Shaanxi Province there
lived a scholar-to-be, whose name was
Xia Qitong. This man never put much
effort into his studies and was most

incompetent and artless in anything

scholarly. Whatever subject he chose, his
writings were just dreadful. If anyone

had to read them, he would end up

e

e

wanting to laugh and cry at the same

time at the absurdities in the writings.
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One year, this scholar-to-be went to Xi’an to take
part in the imperial examinations for scholars. He had no
confidence he would pass.

So he went to see a fortuneteller and asked him to
divine his future using the Eight Trigrams. The result was
told in these phrases: “It is not to be heard, not to be seen.
A man of good character divined by a reed. And rank he
will have.” The fortuneteller took a bow and congratulated
him, “This time for sure nothing will stop you from being

selected to a top place on the list.”
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Having heard this, Xia Qitong was elated. In this
overjoyed mood he showed oft the divination results to his
fellow examination participants.

These men laughed in his face, saying things like, “Even
if His Honor the Chief Examiner is blind in both eyes, he
can still smell how your writing stinks. Surely he knows
enough just by his sense of smell to distinguish between
what stinks and what pleases by its aroma. You, you should
be lucky if you end up at the bottom of the list behind the

three chosen classes.”
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Sometimes life takes a funny turn.

The Imperial Academy official assigned
as the Chief Examiner to preside over
the imperial examinations, before he
started off toward Xi’an, decided to
bid farewell to an Imperial Court
Minister who came from Shaanxi
Province. The Chief Examiner,
aiming to flatter the Minister,
asked him if he had any particular
candidate in mind who might need

* a little “special treatment.”
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During this conversation the Minister all of a sudden
felt a pang in his belly. He stood up to pass some gas. At
this point, the Chiet Examiner thought the Minister was
trying to hint he did have someone in mind but felt unecasy
about stating the name. The Chief Examiner lost no time in
pursuing the matter and went after the Minister as to whom
he had in mind. The Minister, trying to brush the matter
off, simply said, “Oh, nothing, nothing... it’s just a case
of ‘xia gi tong’” (meaning “passing wind”). But the Chief
Examiner thought he had named a favorite subordinate. So

he made a note of the “name” — Xia Qitong.
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After he made it to Xi’an and took up the post of
Chief Examiner, he went around trying to find out about
this “Xia Qitong.” After some asking around, he actually
discovered there was indeed a candidate at the examination
by the name of Xia Qitong! When he was going over the
examination papers he found this name, Xia Qitong. It
really disturbed him how atrociously bad the essays written
by Xia Qitong were, not even making any sense. Yet, this
was the very one the Minister had named for a little “special
treatment.” The Chief Examiner thought he had to oblige.
So he made some vague comments on the papers and
gave Xia Qitong a ranking at the top of the list of selected

scholars.
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Eventually, this case was exposed, and people
nicknamed Xia Qitong “The Scholar Born of Leaked
‘Wind”!



