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Introduction
Imagine old-time China when people heard their news 
and tales from wandering storytellers. In the villages, these 
chroniclers might have shouted for people to gather under a 
shady tree. In the cities, they might have banged on a cym-
bal to attract people moving through parks or marketplaces. 
They were the journalists, entertainers, dramatists, and co-
medians of their day, and they jostled for attention among 
acrobats, fortune-tellers, bards, minstrels, commentators, 
healers, and mendicants. Whoever was the most exciting, 
the most informative, and the most intriguing was the win-
ner who drew the largest crowds. Imagine, then, these peo-
ple coming to your town, stirring up the sleepy populace, fas-
cinating listeners with stories both familiar and novel, and 
perhaps even inspiring a few to run away to find adventure. 

All the stories in this book are thousands of years old. 
They had to be special to last through years of telling and re-
telling, and they were compelling enough for visitors to carry 
them beyond the borders of China, to translate them, and to 
retell them in other lands. They expressed great wisdom by 
fusing anecdote with philosophy. The stories are frequently 
humorous, ribald, irreverent, pithy, or sarcastic—but they al-
ways speak to great and universal truths. 

Their form often took on the guise of tall tales—distances 
and measurements were highly exaggerated, time was in-
distinct (the better to put us in an eternal present), histori-
cal personages were made into tropes or used for poking fun,  
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fictional characters were thrown in willy-nilly, and an age 
of legendary kings was invoked as a utopian ideal—even 
though those centuries were already in the distant past when 
these anecdotes were first told. (In this book, you can tell 
when a person was real by dates given in parentheses at their 
first mention.)

These stories were recorded in scattered writings, but 
it’s apparent that those texts were scaffolds for further tell-
ing. The ideas continued to evolve over long periods. They 
were not organized into static persuasive texts but remained 
a seemingly random jumble of themes. They borrow simi-
lar formats from one another, sometimes reworking themes 
from different angles and reinforcing the idea that these tales 
were meant for improvisation, adaptation, and variation. The 
stories were passed on as people needed them, their wording 
meandered creatively, and they were embellished to this day 
as storytelling was always meant to do. 

This process was augmented by how learning developed 
in the ancient tradition: the teachers insisted on memoriza-
tion and experience over the written word. Many of these 
stories originate from the era of The Hundred Schools of 
Thought (sixth century–221 BCE), a time that ended when 
the First Emperor grew frustrated at the many arguments 
of bickering scholars and ordered most of the books in the 
empire burned. The Emperor Wenzong (r. 827–840) of the 
Tang Dynasty made a valiant attempt at standardization by 
ordering twelve classics carved into the front and back of 
114 massive stone slabs and installed in public so that no one 

could ever argue about versions again. But those steles stood 
in one place—the Imperial College in Chang’an (now Xi’an). 
The country was vast. A large number of individual teachers 
continued to wander the roads and sail the rivers looking for 
pupils or, in emulation of their greatest example, Confucius, 
who sought the patronage of an emperor, duke, or at least a 
rich merchant family with whom they would live. The story-
tellers went everywhere too, with more itinerant goals, but 
with similar messages. 

As a result, the stories evolved into myths. They became 
the essential distillation of shared wisdom and vital gifts to 
anyone who heard them. Each generation adapted them and 
found fresh understanding in them. Accordingly, the stories 
in this book have been edited and their language has been 
updated. If you’re curious about the sources, initials in paren-
theses and a key at the end of the book provide identification. 

In imperial times, it was seldom safe to criticize officials, 
let alone the king or emperor. But these stories don’t shy 
away from that, holding the rich and powerful up to ridicule 
and satirizing the very logic, morality, history, and rhetoric 
that had been carved into stone. 

The storytellers took the dry format of dialogue between 
a master teacher and student, debates between philosophers, 
or the interchanges between minister and ruler and inflated 
them wildly. The point was unabashedly political: turn away 
from pomposity and corruption, remember the common 
people, share generously, and be aware of the pitfalls of be-
ing king. These stories speak truth to power. That helps us, 



xv

xiv

because each generation wrestles with the same questions of 
inequality, justice, and social good. 

When I was a boy, I didn’t get specific lessons on how to 
live. I got stories. If I asked why I had to believe some concept, 
a person such as my grandmother might reply with, “This is 
true because of what happened to the Yellow Emperor,” and 
then the story would follow. What intrigues me is that this 
habit hasn’t changed even after China’s revolution, rapid 
modernization, digital technology, and global culture. Peo-
ple still say, “It’s true because . . .” before they invoke a story 
that is more than two thousand years old. 

We need stories. They help us make sense of who we are 
and how we got here. They keep us sane as we try to absorb 
our experiences, our aging, and our thoughts. We want to 
know that we’re living in a way that measures up, and we do 
that by comparing ourselves to stories. We tell stories to chil-
dren to prepare them for the world. Stories help us visualize 
the future by taking the messages of yesterday and helping us 
get tomorrow right. 

The stories collected in this book speak to two important 
emotions: fear and love. Repeatedly, fear is identified as the 
greatest threat. Even death is acceptable, as it must be, but 
fear is shown to be the more troublesome of the two. We need 
not fear as long as we gain insight into ourselves and we un-
derstand that we are part of nature and connected to one an-
other. We are urged to turn away from indigence and instead 
seek clarity of character. At the same time, love is held up as 
one of the greatest qualities of life. We are urged to love all of 

existence, to see ourselves on a par with all creatures, to show 
kindness to others, to love ourselves even if that means oth-
ers might consider us ugly or “useless,” and to embrace love 
as the most honest truth of the heart. 

The majority of these stories are taken from two Taoist 
sources, Zhuangzi (370–287 BCE) and Liezi (c. fifth century 
BCE). We don’t know much about either author. That ambi-
guity would delight them both, because they would have said 
that it was not the person that mattered but rather the les-
sons. Both books belong to the Taoist Canon, a collection of 
about 1, 400 texts. 

The word Tao appears frequently in these texts. Just as 
the storytellers wrapped great truths in legendary tales, the 
word Tao was used in contexts from the mundane to the ex-
traordinary. Tao means a road, a way, a method, a principle, 
or a truth. It might be appended to the name of a thorough-
fare, and it can just as easily indicate all the cosmos. The fact 
that the word has so many different meanings shows that it 
runs through every part of life. It’s completely consistent that 
the word is used for the names of bars, in jokes, or even in the 
teenage slang of today. Tao is that flexible because it is part of 
everything, from daily banter to sacred song. 

The ideograph for Tao (pinyin: dao) combines a picture 
of a head with the symbol for walking. Tao is a person on a 
path. By extension, everything in the universe has a path. Ev-
erything moves and proceeds in its own natural way. The es-
sence of a good life is to match one’s personal way with the 
universal way. You might see yourself as that person on the 
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path, pausing in your travel to hear a new story, and passing 
your own on to others. 

Taoism is China’s indigenous spiritual tradition. That’s 
why some of these stories refer to the beginnings of Chinese 
civilization, to the times of the legendary emperors such as 
the Yellow Emperor and Emperor Yao. When these stories 
begin with a reference to ancient times, it tells us that we are 
a part of a long continuum of those who contemplated exis-
tence. We are each unique and yet we face the same choices 
as those who lived before us. 

These remarkable wisdom-stories combine spirituality, 
philosophy, cosmology, governance, observations of the hu-
man condition, frank talk about life and death, and the eter-
nal continuity of this marvelous word. They urge us to be 
simple, plain, and honest. Contentment, kindness, indepen-
dence, understanding, and gratitude are all that we need. In 
telling us about people from all eras and roles in life, the sto-
rytellers urge us to be grateful, for we receive every benefit 
from this world. 

Tao is a journey. Whether we live in one place all our lives 
or whether we are fortunate enough to travel all over this 
globe, we each go through our own life’s journey. We are part 
of a grand procession, finding our place in our area, our time, 
and in history. In these stories, the world is called heaven and 
earth and that’s exactly where we travel. Heaven and earth 
are both time and place; they provide the pace and setting for 
our entire lives. We need do nothing more than move to that 
rhythm. Our lives form our story: they tell our Tao. 

1

1 | Fishing for Something Big
Prince Ren got a huge iron hook, a thick black silk line, a 
bamboo pole, and fifty steers for bait. He squatted on Kuaiji 
Mountain and cast his line into the far-off East Ocean. The 
prince fished every morning for an entire year, but didn’t 
catch anything. 

Finally, a monstrous fish gobbled the bait. It dived, drag-
ging hook and line behind it. Then it burst to the surface, 
beating its fins, frothing the waters, and raising mountainous 
white waves. The whole sea shook and the noise was like de-
mons fighting gods. People were terrified for a thousand ki-
lometers around. 

The prince finally landed the fish, cut the body into 
pieces, and dried them. Crowds came from far away in the 
east and north to eat their fill. 

For generations since, roaming storytellers have repeated 
this tale as they tried to outdo one another. They never men-
tion this: what if Prince Ren had held his rod and line over 
ditches and had just tried to catch minnows? Would he have 
caught such a big fish? 

Likewise, those who dress up small fables to get a posi-
tion for themselves are not of wide intelligence—just as any-
one who doesn’t know the story of Prince Ren really isn’t able 
to lead the world. (Z) 


