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On a mountaintop in China there was once 

a temple, and in the valley below there was 

once a farm. The temple was very old, and 

the farmhouse was not new. Grass had grown 

between the tiles on its roof, and in summer 

a flower or two sprouted among the grass 

blades.

Before the morning sun warmed the house 

in the valley, its rays touched the temple 

on top of the mountain. The priests who 

tended the temple awoke, and one of them 

rang the great bronze bell that hung by 

the temple gate. Bong! The ringing sound 

floated downward to the farmhouse, and 
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the farmer’s wife would say to her children, 

“It is time to get up.” The two little girls got 

up right away, as bright and chirpy as birds. 

But the little boy dug his fists in his eyes 

and grumbled a bit. He knew that he was 

supposed to go out and help his father, and 

he didn’t like working in the fields.

This only son was so precious to his father 

and mother that they were never cross with 

him. They let him sleep when he was lazy 

and gave in to him when he teased, so the 

truth was that he had become quite spoiled. 

His two sisters thought that he was naughty, 

and they were sure that they were good. 

When they saw their brother being favored, 

they put their heads together and whispered 

that they were just as important as he was.

However, the two girls were only girls, 
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the brook, they would come to South Village, 

at the edge of the plains where the road to 

the sea began. They had never seen the sea, 

though they had heard about it. “There’s a 

lot of water in the sea,” Ching Lai told his 

sisters.

Up and down the valley, from North 

Village to South Village, there was no one 

who hadn’t heard of Seven Springs Farm. 

The temple, though, was far more famous. 

White Cloud Temple was known to everyone 

in that part of China. As soon as the snow 
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While Ching Lai’s father hoed his fields 

and planted a melon patch, Ching Lai played 

beside the brook that flowed past the farm. 

Water was water, even though the brook was 

not the mighty sea, and Ching Lai pretended 

that he was a fisherman. When he grew up 

he would be a farmer, but now he wanted 

to play. Besides, the fields were hot, and the 

brook was cool. Ching Lai didn’t try to catch 

the tiny minnows in the brook. He sailed toy 

boats instead and called them fishing boats.
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ground on either side of his gray donkey. 

He wore a long blue gown over his other 

clothes, and a wide-brimmed straw hat 

shaded his face. Ching Lai noticed that he 

had a thin, gray mustache, which made him 

look very dignified.
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Lobei had a basket strapped across his 

shoulders, and he carried a stout stick in his 

hand. When Ching Lai asked, “Why do you 

need a walking stick? Are you an old man?”

Lobei replied, “I need a stick to protect 

myself from robbers. Don’t you know 

there are robber bands hiding in these 

mountains?”
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