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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
of 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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At the end of the Spring and Autumn Period (770-476
BC), in the State of Yue, there was an outstanding king
named Gou Jian. During his rule, the State of Yue fought
many wars against its neighbor, the State of W.

Once, on seeing the occasion of the funeral of Gou
Jian’s father as an opportunity to invade, the State of Wu
attacked. The Yue army under Gou Jian’s leadership fought
valiantly and defeated the Wu army in Zuili (today’s Jiaxing
City in Zhejiang Province). The King of Wu, He Lii, was

wounded and eventually died.
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After King He Lii’s death, his son Fu Chai was
crowned King of Wu. Fu Chai was determined to avenge
his father. He spiritedly trained his army day and night and
prepared to launch a second attack on the State of Yue.
After King Gou Jian learned of this, he attempted to stay
one step ahead of King Fu Chai. In haste, without making
due preparation, he invaded the State of W, such that his
Yue army suffered a great loss. In their triumph, the Wu
army chased King Gou Jian all the way to Kuaiji (today’s
Shaoxing City in Zhejiang Province). In the end they
conquered Kuaiji and surrounded Mount Kuaiji, where

King Gou Jian had fled.
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King Gou Jian greatly regretted his rash decision.
He had no other option but to surrender to Fu Chai and
plead for peace. King Fu Chai took Gou Jian hostage and
returned to the State of Wu. Gou Jian was imprisoned in a
small stone house beside King He Lii’s tomb. He was also

given the task of feeding King Fu Chai’s horses.
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Each time King Fu Chai went out in his chariot, it was
Gou Jian who would hold the reins of the horse and walk

alongside. This ensured that Gou Jian was truly humiliated.
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