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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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During the Northern Song Dynasty (960-1127) 

there lived a seven-year-old boy named Sima Guang. 

One day, he and his friends were playing hide-and- 

seek in the garden. 
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They had been playing their game of hide-and- 

seek right by a large ornamental rock, hanging over a 

big pottery vat used for storing water. This was a very 

big and very tall vat filled with water. His friend had 

been hiding along the back of the large ornamental 

rock. The boy had made a careless move and fell from 

the rock into the big vat. 
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Sima Guang did not cry. He did not run away. He just 

stood there and tried to think of a way to save his friend. 
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In no time he came up with 

an idea. Quickly he found a 

rock. With all his might he used 

the rock to smash the vat. 
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Soon, the news of what had happened in the garden 

spread far and wide. Everyone said that Sima Guang was 

indeed a smart and brave boy. A very hardworking student, 

Sima Guang grew up to be one of China’s best-known and 

respected historians. He wrote the History as a Mirror— 

masterwork of Chinese history, also considered great work 

of literature. 
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