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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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Many Chinese visitors to Jingshan Park in Beijing look
for an ancient pagoda tree. It was from a branch of this tree
that the last Emperor of the Ming Dynasty (1368-1644),
Zhu Youjian, hanged himself. Jingshan used to be called
“Coal Hill” during the Ming Dynasty. It was so named
in the early years of the Ming Dynasty because when the
palace was being built, coal was stored here. It was later that
the Qing Dynasty renamed it Jingshan, meaning “Scenic

Hill.” This name Jingshan has been used ever since.
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When Zhu Youjian was Emperor, the title of his reign (1628-
1644) was Chongzhen, and it is for this reason that he was known
as Emperor Chongzhen. During his 17-year rule, the Ming Dynasty
was already at its end, breathing its last breath. One did not know 1n
the morning if it could last until the end of the day. At that time, the
rulers of the Ming Dynasty were mercilessly robbing the ordinary
people. On top of that, many natural disasters occurred year after
year, one after another. In some regions tragedies and famines
reached unthinkable levels. Peasants soon took up arms to revolt.
Such uprisings sprang up everywhere like bamboo shoots breaking

out of the ground in the spring.
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Among the many revolts, an army led by Li Zicheng,
who proclaimed himself King Chuang, was the biggest and
most powerful. In the first lunar month of the 17th year of
the Chongzhen reign in 1644, Li Zicheng established the
Dashun Regime in Xi’an. Soon after that, Li Zicheng led
the army of the Dashun to cross the Yellow River, landing
on the eastern banks. Li Zicheng led a successful invasion
into Taiyuan. The Dashun army then split into two,
marching directly to the capital city of the Ming Dynasty,
Beijing.
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The Dashun army launched itself with great speed and force.
The Ming monarchy was in grave danger and set to fall at any
time. Some Ming court officials presented proposals to Emperor
Chongzhen to move the capital south to the city of Nanjing. This
was overruled by the Emperor. Emperor Chongzhen in great
anxiety then asked the court officials for ways to repel the enemy.
These officials, every one of them, grew mute. The Emperor
heaved a great sigh and declared, “I, the Emperor, am not an
Emperor who will be the cause of the demise of this empire. Yet
all my court officials behave like they wish to undo an empire.”

Having said this, with a flick of his sleeve, he left, outraged.
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