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ABSTRACT 
Eleven folktales and historical narratives are presented that were collected by Grigori Potanin during 
his visit to the Sanchuan Region in 1884-1885. The folktales all appear to have been collected from 
males, mostly monks. One folktale deals with Wencheng Gongzhu, the Chinese bride of the Tibetan 
emperor, Srong btsan sgam po. One deals with the building of the Potala Palace in Lha sa, another with 
the founder of Dge lugs Buddhism, Tsong kha pa, and two more with the founding of Dmar gtsang 
Monastery, in A mdo. Two narratives relate events from the Chinese epic, Journey to the West, and 
four narrate events related to Li Jinwang, a Tang Dynasty general, and his adopted son, Li Cunxiao.  
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GREEN TARA1 
 
The Tang Emperor had a daughter named Green Tara.2 Five kings came to ask for her hand in 
marriage: Ge sar dmag gi rgyal po, Stag gzig nor gyi rgyal po, Spun zla hor gyi rgyal po, and two others 
whose names the narrator had forgotten. The Tibetan king sent Minister Mgar stong rtsan3 to make a 
formal proposal. The princess did not want to marry any of them.  

In order to finish off this business with the suitors, the Tang Emperor, following the advice of a 
eunuch, announced that he would give his daughter to the one who succeeded in passing a thread 
through a piece of turquoise. The stone was not pierced straight, so the hole going through the stone 
was crooked. All five kings tried to pass a thread through the stone, but none succeeded. Then, 
Minister Mgar stong rtsan put a spider in the hole and started blowing into it. The spider walked into 
the cavity, and came out of the hole on the other side of the stone, dragging a thread of spider web 
behind it.  

The Tang Emperor was surprised at Minister Mgar stong rtsan's intelligence. Still, he didn't 

                                                        
1 Told by Phun tshogs, a Shirongol monk from Sanchuan. This sixty-eight year old man lives in Wenjia 
Monastery. He spent thirteen years in Southern Tibet in Se ra Monastery, and is literate in Tibetan. 
2 [Potanin's original term is Nogon Darihe 'Green Tara'. Although the story clearly refers to Wencheng Gongzhu 
(Chinese, or Rgya bza' kong jo in Tibetan) we have chosen to translate the original term.] 
3 [His full name is Mgar stong rtsan yul zung. In the original text, he is referred to as Lamba Gvardamba.]  
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give his daughter to him, but summoned twenty-one young women who all looked alike, and ordered 
Minister Mgar stong rtsan to guess which one was Green Tara. Minister Mgar stong rtsan didn't know 
what to do; he couldn't guess. However, the princess's servant told him that she wanted to tell him how 
to recognize the princess, but she was scared. The emperor's diviners4 were so cunning that they would 
surely discover who betrayed the secret. Minister Mgar stong rtsan told the servant that he knew a trick 
that would fool the diviners. He told her to sit in a large earthenware vat filled with water, which was 
placed in a pit; and he then placed three stones by the edge of the large earthenware pot, gave her a 
copper tube to put in her mouth, and made her put plowshares on her feet. Then the woman spoke 
through the copper tube, "Green Tara always holds a flower that is invisible to human eyes. A bee, 
however, will be flying above the flower." Minister Mgar stong rtsan then went to the palace and 
pointed at the young lady above whom a bee was flying.  

The king guessed that someone had divulged the secret. He summoned the diviners and 
ordered them to discover the traitor. The diviners consulted their books for a while, and announced to 
the Tang Emperor that the secret had been disclosed by a thousand-eyed woman5 with iron feet and a 
copper nose, sitting in a sea lying between three cliffs. The Tang Emperor replied, "There are no such 
people!" and ordered that all the diviners' books be burned. After that, he had to give the princess to 
Minister Mgar stong rtsan, who took her off to Tibet.  

On the way, Minister Mgar stong rtsan had an idea. He decided to not give the princess to the 
Tibetan king, but to make her his own son's wife instead. He assured the princess that she would be 
overwhelmed by the king's awful stench if she did not cover her nose in his presence. Meanwhile, he 
assured the king that the princess had no nose. When the king met the princess, he noticed that she 
covered her nose, so he believed Mgar stong rtsan and refused her.  

Some days later, the king was inspecting a temple that was under construction, and saw the 
princess's face reflected in a mirror. He realized that he had been fooled. He became angry with 
Minister Mgar stong rtsan, ordered that he be forced to stare at the sun's reflection in a mirror until he 
went blind, and banished him to an area where, nowadays, lies Lake Kokonor.  

There used to be no lake there, only a well. Minister Mgar stong rtsan had a disciple with him. 
Every day, the disciple went to fetch water at the well. Following Minister Mgar stong rtsan's advice, 
after fetching water in the morning, he always covered the opening with a stone, otherwise the water 
would overflow. 

The Tibetan king then started building Mengudzhu, 6  but couldn't manage to finish the 
construction. Whatever they built collapsed. At this point, Minister Mgar stong rtsan's great 
intelligence was remembered, and two noblemen from A mdo were sent to find him. They were dressed 
as mendicant monks, as if they were on pilgrimage to holy places. The disguised travelers went 
throughout the country: they went across A mdo, and also went around all the countries that lay 
beyond the boundaries of A mdo. But they didn't find Minister Mgar stong rtsan. Feeling miserable, 

                                                        
4 [The Russian rendering tszurhaitchi appears to be the Mangghuer term turaoqi (Mongghul, tiruuqi) that refers 
to the men who carry the deity in a sedan during divinatory and other rituals. More broadly, the term is a 
Mongolian loanword found in nineteenth century Russian texts to refer to Mongolian diviners.]  
5 Obviously in Mgar stong rtsan's advice the sieve with which the woman must cover her face has been omitted. 
6 [Mengudzhu refers either to Lha sa in general, or specifically to the Potala Palace. Lessing (1960) uses 
the phrase möngke zuu (transliteration = muivggae jiu) 'eternal monastery' and defines it as a popular name for 
Lha sa. The Mongolian word zuu (transliteration = jiu) comes from Tibetan jo bo 'lord' and normally means 
'monastery' in Mongolian. The word möngke (muivggae) is Turko-Mongolic for 'eternal' (Juha Janhunen, 
personal communication, April 2012). Given the timing of the story, during the reign of Srong btsan sgam po, 
Mengudzhu likely refers to the Jo khang in Lha sa.] 
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they headed back to Tibet.  
They passed through A mdo again on the way back. One day they got tired and entered a tent 

they saw in a valley. They found a blind old man in the tent – this was Minister Mgar stong rtsan. He 
offered them tea and asked where they had been. They said that they had been on pilgrimage to various 
places, including Mengudzhu, and were now returning to their native place in A mdo.  

"Have they really built Mengudzhu?" asked Minister Mgar stong rtsan. 
"They have," said the monks.  
"You're not telling the truth. It can't be built."  
The monks, however, insisted that they had seen Mengudzhu with their own eyes, with its 

golden roofs, and had prostrated before its golden gods. "No, these are all lies, because to build 
Mengudzhu you must know a certain trick, and I'm the only one who knows it. It can only be built after 
sprinkling some milk from a white cow, and if the building materials are carried on a gray bull. Have 
the builders satisfied all of these requirements?"  

Having drunk lots of tea, the wandering monks left. Only after they had left did Minister Mgar 
stong rtsan guess that they were interrogators in disguise. He understood that that he had gotten 
worked up in the dispute, and ordered his disciple to catch up with them and kill them. "Catch up with 
them and kill them, because they have taken away my blo (idea)!" The disciple caught up with the 
monks and asked, "Was it you who were in the tent of my father, the blind old man, and had tea?"  

"Yes, that was us."  
"My father got angry with you and has sent me with the order to kill you, because you have 

taken away his blo."  
"Indeed, after we left the tent, we picked up a glo (cow's girth)7 on the steppe. We thought it 

had been discarded because it was useless, so we took it. The rope that serves to tie and carry our load 
is all worn out and we need to replace it. But if you need it, here it is, please take it," replied the monks. 
And they gave back the girth.  

The disciple let the monks go, thinking, "How cruel is my teacher! Killing two people for an old 
rope!"  

"Did you kill the monks?" Minister Mgar stong rtsan asked him when he returned.  
"No, I didn't, because they gave back your girth."  
Meanwhile, the cover of the well from which the disciple fetched water came off, and water 

started flooding the valley. Minister Mgar stong rtsan fled.  
A lake now called Kokonor formed in this place. The island in the middle of Kokonor is called 

Mtsho snying in Tibetan, or "Heart of the Lake." 
 
 
TSONG KHA PA8 
 
Tsong kha pa9 came to the mountain where Dga' ldan Monastery now stands (at that time, there was 
no Mengudzhu) and settled in a cave. Two monks coming from Rgya gar rdo rje gdan [Bodghaya] saw a 
woman milking a cow and asked, "Where can we find the lama with a big nose?"  

She replied, "Wait! I am milking my cow!" When she was done milking, she washed her hands, 

                                                        
7 [The confusion relies on the fact that blo and glo are homophonous in A mdo Tibetan.]  
8 Told by Dzundui, a Shirongol monk from Sanchuan. 
9 [In the original text, Tsong kha pa is referred to as both Djitsunkava and Djilama.] 
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set up three lamps, bowed towards the West and said, "I bow to Tsong kha pa, who lives in that 
direction. I don't know any big-nosed lama."  

The monks went further west, and met another woman who was collecting dung. They asked 
her, "Where around here does the big-nosed lama live?" She pointed towards a cow patty and said, 
"The cow laid this thing; where is this thing's head, on the top, or on the bottom?"  

The monks didn't know what to answer.  
She lit three lamps, bowed, and said, "In front of me, in a cave, lives Tsong kha pa, but I don't 

know any lama with a big nose!"  
The monks then approached the cave, thinking, "We won't bow to Tsong kha pa!" However, 

their hats brushed against the lintel while they were entering the cave. Their hats fell off and they had 
to bow down to pick them up. Both monks then became disciples of Tsong kha pa.  

Tsong kha pa decided to build a monastery on the mountain where he lived, and told his 
disciples, "We must first find out how to build a monastery, but the method can only be discovered in 
Rdo rje gdan. There is an old man there, an eighty-year-old lama who lives in a cave. Go ask him."  

The two disciples reached the place where this lama was. He asked them, "So, have they built 
Dga' ldan?"  

"They have," answered the disciples.  
"You're lying!" said the old man. "Surely they have not milked a lioness?"  
"They have," lied the monks.  
"You're lying! And have they carried the earth on a red bull?"  
"They have," the monks assured him.  
"All lies!" said the old man.  
The disciples left. After they had gone, the old lama told his disciple, "What have I done? These 

people have taken away my blo (idea)! Go get it back from them! Kill them!"  
The disciple caught up with the monks and said, "You've taken away my lama's idea! Give it 

back!"  
The two monks took off the leather girth (glo) that they had found on the road and were using 

as a belt, and gave it to the envoy.  
When the disciple got back home, the lama asked him, "So, did you kill them?"  
"No," said the disciple, "they returned the stolen girth." 
Then the lama realized that his disciple, instead of the word 'mind' blo, had understood 'girth' 

glo. He said, "Alas! Now the end has come for the Red Faith! A preacher has appeared in Dga' ldan and 
now the Yellow Faith will flourish."  

When the disciples brought back the lama's secret, the construction of Dga' ldan began. Once 
sprinkled with lioness's milk, the water in the lake surrounding Dga' ldan froze, and a red bull brought 
earth and other construction materials over the ice. When the construction was finished, Tsong kha pa 
brought together all the carpenters, stonemasons, and other craftsmen who had worked on the 
construction, and organized a feast for them. He thanked them and said, "How much trouble you've 
been through!" As for the red bull, they forgot to invite him to the feast and so the bull decided that he 
would destroy the Yellow Faith within three centuries. First he was reborn in the form of the emperor 
Glang dar ma,10 then in the form of the Xining amban Ninguë,11 and then in the form of the Chinese 

                                                        
10 [In Potanin's text, Glang dar ma is variously referred to as Landarma and Lander.] 
11 [Possibly Nian Gengyao, the general who led the campaign that saw northeast A mdo firmly incorporated into 
the Qing Empire.] 
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general, He Zhungtang.  
In the times of He Zhungtang, the Chinese emperor invited Lcang skya rol pa'i rdo rje12 to visit 

him in Beijing. During the reception, the lama was served a cup of tea, which he threw on the ground. 
The emperor angrily asked what this meant, and the lama explained that a fire was burning in the little 
town of Shahai,13 not far from Beijing, and that he had thrown his tea on the fire to extinguish it. The 
Emperor ordered that this be investigated to see if this was indeed true, and promised that if it were 
true, he would keep Lcang skya rol pa'i rdo rje in Beijing. It turned out that the lama had spoken the 
truth.  

When the lama died, General He Zhungtang said to the emperor, "This was a great lama! We 
must build a stupa for him in Utaë." The emperor gave permission, and the general set off to fulfill the 
Emperor's orders. He built a stupa and buried the lama inside it upside down. He then declared, 
"During your lifetime, I couldn't do anything to you. At least after your death, I will do you evil." A 
prayer wheel naturally arose on the spot. 
 
 
MENGUDZHU14 
 
When the Dalai Lama was building Bla brang Monastery on Mount Potala, a carpenter working there 
didn't believe that the Dalai Lama would pay the workers. All the workers were the lama's subjects, and 
the carpenter thought their work would be considered unpaid corvée. Resentfully, he placed the main 
pillar that supported all the roofing upside down. Underneath it, he placed a little support that he could 
pull out whenever he wished. He thought, "If the Dalai Lama gives us nothing, then I'll pull out the 
little support, and the whole thing will collapse."  

When the construction was finished, the Dalai Lama said, "You've been through great troubles 
and accomplished an immense labor!" and gave great quantities of silver to all the workers, 
stonemasons, and carpenters. After giving the silver, the Dalai Lama asked, "Is the building stable? Is 
there any defect?"  

The carpenter didn't expect such an outcome, and was so full of shame that he confessed what 
he had done. He said, "There is a fault! I thought the lama would count our work as unpaid corvée so I 
placed a pillar upside down and underneath it I put a little support so that it could be pulled out. If it is 
removed, the whole building will collapse."  

Then the Dalai Lama said, "You placed a tree upside down. For this you, and after you die, your 
offspring, every year, on the first day of the first month, shall fly from the Potala head down."  

And so since those times, a ritual is held. A descendant of that carpenter wears the dress of a 
garuda, wearing a mask that looks like a bird's head and wings spread out for flight on his shoulders. A 
cable is stretched from the top of the Potala, to the bottom of the valley. The man dressed as a bird is 
placed on a bull skin and brought down, along the rope, to the bottom of the valley, head first. No one 
cries if he dies. He is given fifty tael of silver if he emerges uninjured.15  
         

                                                        
12 [Potanin refers to Lcang skya rol pa'i rdo rje as both Dzhandzha-ruvi-dorje and Dzhandzha-Gegen.] 
13 [Possibly Shahai in present-day Liaoning Province, northeast of Beijing.]  
14 Told by Samt'andjimba. At the time of this festival, Samt'andjimba was sitting in a Lha sa jail with his hands 
tied together. He did not see the ritual, but did see a big crowd on its way to watch the ritual.  
15 See Klaproth (1829) for the ceremony of walking on the rope in Lha sa. It takes places on the third day of the 
second lunar month.  
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DMAR GTSANG16 MONASTERY ONE17 
 
In Mengudzhu there used to be a king called Glang dar ma who persecuted monks. At that time, a 
famous monk from Dan tig went on pilgrimage to Mengudzhu. Meanwhile, King Glang dar ma's 
oppression intensified. The monk from Dan tig declared that he could no longer stay in Mengudzhu 
under such an impious king, and that he intended to return to his native land. He took a white horse, 
painted it black, jumped on it, and raced off towards his homeland. A chase ensued. The pursuers 
began catching up as he approached the Yellow River. The monk rode his horse across the river and, as 
he was crossing, the paint washed off his horse. The pursuers saw a man riding a white horse on the 
opposite side of the river and said, "This isn't the one we are after! That one was on a black horse, this 
one is on a white one." So they went back. The monk sought shelter in a cave; he died, but his heart 
kept beating. A turtle-dove littered his face with bird droppings. His pursuers entered the cave and 
seeing that the corpse was motionless and that the face was covered in bird droppings, said, "He died a 
long time ago!" and left. 
 
 
DMAR GTSANG MONASTERY TWO18 

 
A lonely deity was sitting in the cave near Dmar gtsang rta chen po19 Monastery. He had once been a 
monk who ran away from the Tibetan King Glang dar ma. He fled on a white horse that he had painted 
black. Having swum across the river, the horse became white again. The people who were chasing the 
monk said, "We are after a monk who is riding a black horse, but this monk is riding a white one!" and 
didn't follow him. Continuing their hunt, they found the cave where the monk had hidden and stiffened 
in a sitting position. A dove, flying around the cave, dropped a lot of dust on his face. The pursuers 
said, "There's lots of dust on this dead man. He must have died a long time ago," and they didn't touch 
him.  

This deity has a flesh body, but his flesh is covered with clay. The people who live near the 
monastery are Tibetans from Dzhug Valley, near Lha sa. The monk who became the deity was 
originally from Dan tig Mountain, west of Sanchuan. 
       
 
NIUTOU WANG 'OX HEAD KING'20 
 
A deity named Niutou Wang lived in a kingdom. As tribute, he ordered that he be given a boy and a girl 
to eat every year. And so this was done. Every year a boy and a girl would be chosen, dressed in nice 
clothes, put on a throne covered with tasty cookies, and carried to a temple outside of town. At this 
time, the winds would start rising, and Niutou Wang would appear, escorted by numerous warriors. He 
                                                        
16 Dmar gtsang (i.e., 'Red cliff' in Tibetan [this translation applies to the longer name of the monastery, Dmar 
gtsang brag]) is a monastery on the left bank of the Huang River, lower than the town of Xining. The Chinese call 
this monastery Baima Si, i.e., 'White Horse Temple'. 
17 Told by Samt'andjimba. 
18 Told by a Shiringol monk. 
19 [The original Russian for 'rta chen po' reads 'lta-tchinbu'. The Tibetan 'rta chen po' literally means big horse. 
Although this appears to be a somewhat unconventional rendering of the monastery's name, it bears some 
resemblance to the monastery's Chinese name, i.e., Baima Si 'White Horse Monastery'.] 
20 Told by Tshe ring, a Shirongol monk from Sanchuan.  



 

 
184 

would enter the temple and sojourn there. On the following day, people would inspect the temple, and 
find the children missing.  

One day, four gods came to this kingdom: Sun Wukong, Lama Tangseng, Sha Heshang, and 
Zhu Bajie (the last one had a pig head), and stayed overnight in a house. Sun Wukong noticed that 
their hostess was crying. "What are you crying about?" he asked. The woman explained that she had 
only one son, and that he would be eaten by the deity Niutou Wang the next day. Without children, she 
would have no way to live in her old age. "Don't cry!" Sun Wukong told her. "I will go to be eaten by 
Niutou Wang instead of your son." 

The woman's son and a girl from another family were dressed in fine new clothes the next day, 
seated on a table, and carried to the temple. The wind rose and Niutou Wang appeared. He asked, 
"What's been prepared for me here?" Meanwhile, Sun Wukong had taken the children's place, having 
turned himself into them and let the children go. 

Sun Wukong said, "Today I was brought to be eaten by you. But when you eat me, don't chew 
me, just swallow me in one piece." 

"Why should I chew you?" said Niutou Wang. "You are so small you can easily be swallowed in 
one piece!" And then he swallowed Sun Wukong.  

After he had been swallowed, Sun Wukong grabbed Niutou Wang's heart and squeezed it. "So 
then, will you eat me now?" he asked. Niutou Wang asked him not to kill him, to release his heart, and 
promised he would not eat Sun Wukong when he came out in the open once again. Sun Wukong made 
Niutou Wang swear that he would leave that place and give up eating people. Sun Wukong then came 
out of Niutou Wang's nostrils, Niutou Wang ran away, and Sun Wukong returned to the woman's 
home. She was serving food to his companions when he arrived. Sun Wukong gathered all the people 
and said, "From now on, don't worship that deity and don't sacrifice children to him. That was a false 
deity!" 
 
 
SUN WUKONG21 
 
Sun Wukong used to be a wrathful deity; he was subdued by Suojie Ye, or Qijia Laoye, or otherwise 
Suojie Longwang.22 The latter was sitting inside a flower. Sun Wukong approached it and said, "What a 
beautiful flower!"  

"If it is beautiful," said Suojie Ye, "come sit inside it." The flower opened up, Suojie Ye came out, 
and Sun Wukong sat in his place. Immediately, the flower closed its petals and Sun Wukong was 
trapped inside. Suojie Ye agreed to open the flower, but only on the condition that Sun Wukong cease 
being a wrathful deity. 

Then, they went off together and met an old woman who had only one daughter. This young 
lady was condemned to be devoured by the monster, Zhu Bajie.23 Sun Wukong declared that he would 
go to be eaten instead of the girl, put on her dress, and set off. Zhu Bajie swallowed Sun Wukong. Sun 
Wukong, now inside the monster, grabbed his heart and throat and squeezed. Zhu Bajie begged for 
mercy, but Sun Wukong agreed to release him only if Zhu Bajie embraced Buddhism. 

The mountains in Sanchuan used to be bare – there was no grass. The people prayed for rain 

                                                        
21 Told by a Shirongol monk from Sanchuan. 
22 [These are three names for the same deity.] 
23 Mongols translate the name as Gahaibakshi 'Pig-Teacher'.  
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that would bring vegetation. Sun Wukong said, "I shall be a god myself." He sat down in the manner in 
which gods usually meditate, trying to remain motionless. At one point, however, he needed to pee. 
The people held up cups, saying, "Our god is pouring ambrosia!" But when they drank the liquid they 
said, "Eh, that tastes bad!"  

Sun Wukong burst out laughing. Then the Jade Emperor24 overturned his vessel and poured 
rain on the earth. 
       
 
LI JINWANG ONE25 
 
The Tang Emperor living in Chang'an26 had a paternal uncle named Li Jinwang.27 One day, the Tang 
Emperor was hosting a gathering of noblemen and Li Jinwang got drunk, broke some crockery, and 
beat guests. The Tang Emperor angrily said, "You have embarrassed me! You have displayed an 
inability to act decently in my presence. Instead, you have behaved in a way that is absolutely 
unacceptable for a king and for the emperor's uncle!" He then exiled Li Jinwang to a Mongolian place, 
where he married the daughter of a Mongol khan and had twelve sons and three daughters.  

At that time, an enemy king attacked the Tang Emperor. He was unable to defend himself, and 
began regretting having banished Li Jinwang. Eventually, the Tang Emperor sent an ambassador to his 
uncle asking him to return. When the ambassador appeared before Li Jinwang, he told him that the 
Tang Emperor felt guilty about banishing him, and asked him to forgive his offense and return. Li 
Jinwang refused to go to Chang'an. He told the ambassador that his heart was not yet at peace, and 
that he was still angry with his nephew.  

Li Jinwang's wife overheard him talking, and asked, "What are you discussing?"  
The king replied, "Woman, keep quiet! This is no woman's business." The queen objected, 

saying that she was no simple woman, that she was a queen, and the daughter of a king. Then Li 
Jinwang told her that his nephew was asking for assistance but, remembering the emperor's lack of 
mercy, he had refused to help.  

Determined to convince him, his wife said, "If you don't go, I, a woman, shall go!" So then Li 
Jinwang set off for Chang'an.  

However, before Li Jinwang reached the capital, the Tang Emperor had already left with his 
army for the city of Nianbo.28 In this way, they missed each other. The Tang Emperor lost his kingdom 
and somebody else took his place on the throne. This is how the city of Nianbo acquired its name: nian 
means 'empty'; bo means 'rear,' i.e., the king came without his kingdom behind him.  

Li Jinwang's three daughters did not enjoy sitting around at home; they were very independent 
and strong-willed. They went to the fields carrying baskets to pick wild edible herbs. There was a grave 
in the field on which a stone statue of a man stood. The young women started playing with the statue, 
throwing grass at his head and calling, "You be my husband, and I'll be your wife." One of the girls' 
baskets slipped from her hands and landed on the stone man's head. Later that night, she dreamt that 
the stone man came to life and spent the night with her. She discovered that she was pregnant soon 
afterwards. 

                                                        
24 In Mongol, Boron Etchjen 'Master of Rain'. 
25 Told by the old man Tchai'i, Shirongol from Qijia Village. 
26 Chang'an is the ancient name of today's Xi'an City.  
27 Wang is 'king'; jin could be 'gold'. 
28 [The seat of present day Ledu Region.]  
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When her pregnancy became noticeable, Li Jinwang became angry with her. He was thinking, 
"She has had no boyfriend, she hasn't married, but she's gotten herself pregnant!" and he ordered that 
she be killed. Her mother, feeling compassion, gave her a little bundle of food and a staff. She told her 
to go to Mount Iragu29 – which was, in those times, covered by a thick forest – and to give birth there, 
in a cave far from human eyes.  

The girl settled on Mount Iragu and gave birth to a little boy, whom she named Li Cunxiao. A 
tiger and a wolf, hunting in nearby flocks, provided them with lamb meat. They brought it to the cave, 
feeding the mother and her child.  

When the boy reached the age of twelve he took a job herding for a wealthy family. He gave his 
mother what little money he received, and that was what she lived on.  

One day Li Jinwang went hunting and saw the boy, Li Cunxiao, on the other side of the Datong 
River, herding sheep. A tiger ran into the flock and killed a lamb. Li Cunxiao grabbed the tiger by its 
throat, pressed him to the ground, and killed him. Li Jinwang started yelling at him, "Why did you kill 
the tiger? That was my tiger – I raised it! Give it to me!" Li Cunxiao took the tiger's corpse and threw it 
on the other bank. Li Jinwang was thinking, "What a strong boy!" and asked the noblemen 
surrounding him whose son he was. They told him that he was his grandson, called Li Cunxiao, who 
was born in a cave on Mount Iragu from the daughter he had chased away. Then Li Jinwang took the 
boy home with him. His mother was left without support. She thought, "How will I live now? There is 
no one to get food! And if Li Jinwang finds out that I'm alive, he'll send people to kill me!" She went to 
the stone statue and, bowing to it, hit her head so hard against the stone that she died. Li Cunxiao dug 
a hole, lay both the statue and his mother's body in it, and buried them. 

For several days, Li Cunxiao did not appear before Li Jinwang. When Li Jinwang sent a man for 
him, he saw Li Cunxiao walking back and forth along the river, his hands clasped behind his back. Such 
a roaring came from the river that it seemed as if a huge crowd was shouting in unison. The man was 
scared and ran away. He arrived before Li Jinwang and told him what he had seen, and then Li 
Jinwang himself came to the riverside to have a look. He saw that Li Cunxiao was walking back and 
forth by the river, his hands clasped behind his back, and heard a roaring sound coming from the 
water.  

Li Jinwang called out, and Li Cunxiao answered, "What is it you want?"  
Li Jinwang said, "Why haven't you come to see me?"  
Li Cunxiao answered, "It is not time yet. I'll come in about seven days."  
"Why can't you come now? What is it you're doing?"  
"I am making stone men and stone horses."  
"May I see them?"  
"You may," answered Li Cunxiao.  
He took Li Jinwang to a cave, and showed him five stone men and five stone horses. They were 

already moving their limbs somewhat, but it was not possible for them to ride the horses yet. "Seven 
days from now, the horses will be just like live ones," said Li Cunxiao, "and then I will come to you!"  

Li Jinwang thought, "This boy is cunning and dangerous!" and resolved to kill him.  
Li Jinwang sent his twelve sons to seize Li Cunxiao and tear him to pieces by tying him to 

horses' tails. Li Jinwang's sons caught Li Cunxiao, attached ropes to his hands, feet, and neck, tied the 
other ends of these ropes to the tails of five horses, and began whipping the horses. Then Li Cunxiao 
pressed his hands and legs to his stomach and the horses couldn't move.  

                                                        
29 Mount Iragu is on the spit between the Datong and Huang Rivers.  
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Li Jinwang then ordered five carts to be loaded with stones, Li Cunxiao tied to the carts and, 
again, tried to tear him to pieces. They couldn't tear him apart this time either. Li Cunxiao pulled the 
carts towards himself. After that, thunder roared and Li Cunxiao rose to the sky. 

After some time passed, the rebel, Wang Yanzhang, attacked Li Jinwang, and he didn't have 
enough strength to repel the rebel. He said, "What a pity that Li Cunxiao is not here now and that he 
rose to the skies!"  

At this moment Li Cunxiao showed himself in the sky saying, "I'm here!" And suddenly the 
heads of Wang Yanzhang's warriors started to fall off by themselves and topple to the ground. 
       
 
LI JINWANG TWO30 

 
Li Jinwang had a son who never did anything. Li Jinwang chased him from their home, with the aim of 
having him go and learn some useful skill. Li Cunxiao went to the river that flows near Byang thang 
and started making people and horses out of clay. Later, a man called Wang Yanzhang attacked Li 
Jinwang, who didn't have enough strength to repel him. He said, "What a pity that I chased Li Cunxiao 
away!" At that moment, Li Cunxiao's soul appeared on the battlefield. Clay riders followed him, 
immediately stepped into the battle, and Wang Yanzhang's army was defeated. 
     
 
LI JINWANG THREE31 

 
There is a small town called Chuankou on the Shirongol land, and near it stands Mount Iragu. The 
Datong River flows between the two. Chuankou used to be a very busy place, with many merchants, 
and a big market. In the city lived the Shirongol wang, whose name was Li Jinwang. In those times, 
Chang'an was the capital of the Tang Dynasty. The ruler, who lived in Chang'an, sometimes gathered 
all the wang at his court.  

Once Li Jinwang was invited to the emperor's palace. At that time, he got drunk, beat several 
minor officials, and smashed all the crockery. The ruler's envoy reported all this to the king, who 
angrily said that Li Jinwang was not a real wang, and exiled him. Li Jinwang was brought to the place 
where today's Chuankou stands.  

In Zhili Province, to the north, they say that he was sent to a locality south of Kalgan,32 which is 
where the town of Xuanhua stands (forty li from Kalgan and 360 li from Beijing), which is also called 
Bayan Sume in Mongol. It was a poor land full of sand dunes where it was impossible to cultivate grain 
for bread making. When Li Jinwang and his son settled there, it started to rain heavily, flooding the 
country and covering the sand dunes in silt. Since that time, it became possible to plant bread cereals 
there. Some Chinese also came to live there, and Li Jinwang found himself with a group of subjects.  

Li Jinwang had thirteen sons. One was his, and the others were all adopted. One day Li Jinwang 
went hunting and reached the city of Linchu, west of Beijing. Having reached a river, he saw a twelve-
year-old boy herding sheep on the other bank. A tiger ran into his flock and killed a lamb. The boy 
grabbed the tiger by the back of its neck, pressed him to the ground, and choked him to death. Li 

                                                        
30 Told by the old man Yanyar, Shirongol from Yangjia Village. 
31 Told by Samt'andjimba. 
32 [Today's Zhangjiakou, in northwestern Hebei Province.] 
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Jinwang shouted, "Hey, boy! Why did you kill the tiger? That was my tiger! I raised it!"  
The boy Li Cunxiao answered, "And why did the tiger you raised eat the lamb that I raised? Is 

that a law?"  
"Bring my tiger to my side of the river," Li Jinwang ordered Li Cunxiao.  
The boy asked the wang, "How should I pass you the tiger? Should I do it quickly, or take my 

time?"  
"Quickly, of course!" answered Li Jinwang.  
Then the boy picked up the tiger and threw it over the river. The wang asked the boy, "Do you 

have parents?"  
The boy answered that he had only a mother, no father.  
Then Li Jinwang said, "Then you can be my son!" And so Li Cunxiao became Li Jinwang's 

adopted son. His strength equaled that of two tigers and nine bulls. 
       
 
LI JINWANG FOUR33 

 
From Li Jinwang to the present, thirteen centuries have passed. His adopted son, Li Cunxiao, had the 
strength of two tigers and nine bulls. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                        
33 Told by a Shirongol from Shiana Village. 
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