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The Little Monkey Learns the 72 Transformations: A
Method of Practicing a Little Every Day

At the foot of the mountain lived a little monkey named Tuantuan. Tuantuan loved
listening to Journey to the West. When the story got to Sun Wukong turning into a bug
and slipping into Princess Iron Fan’s belly, he clapped and shouted: ’I want to learn
the seventy—two transformations too!’ Early the next morning, Tuantuan packed dried

food and climbed the mountain to apprentice under 0ld Goat — the most famous teacher
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in the hills, whom everyone went to for skills. Tuantuan’ s first words were: ’Master,
I want to learn the seventy—two transformations. Today teach me to grow big, tomorrow
to shrink small, the day after to fly!” 01d Goat stroked his beard and asked: ’How
many days do you plan to practice?’” Tuantuan thumped his chest: 'Until I’ ve learned

it!’

0ld Goat taught him neither growing big nor shrinking small. He taught only the
first trick: turning into a stone. The rule was simple — stand beside the big blue
boulder without moving, count to one hundred in your head, and if a squirrel still
doesn’ t come and sit on you as if you were a real stone, you haven' t learned it. On
day one Tuantuan got an itch and scratched his ears at thirty; no squirrel came. On
day two he reached fifty when his tail swept up dust by itself. On day three he
stopped counting altogether and went chasing butterflies. That night, sitting at the
cave mouth, he thought: seventy—two transformations means seventy—two tricks; one
trick a day still takes two months, and I can’t even become a stone — what am I

learning? He decided to quit, left his food bag at 01d Goat’s door, and turned to go.

Halfway down the slope, he saw 0ld Goat teaching a little wild boar to root the
soil. One push turned up barely any dirt, but the boar rooted the whole afternoon
until the turned soil piled into a small mound. 0Old Goat spotted Tuantuan and said
just one thing: 'He didn’t master rooting today either. He just rooted a little more
than yesterday.’ Tuantuan froze on the spot. He went back, fetched his food bag, and
asked 01d Goat: ’So how exactly should I learn?’

0ld Goat set him a method with three rules. Rule one: practice only one trick a
day; if you haven’t learned it, keep practicing it tomorrow — no switching. Rule two:
practice only one shichen a day — quit when the sun tilts west; no extra practice,
and no skipping. Rule three: carve tally marks on the wall at the cave mouth, one
stroke per practiced day, and nobody may erase them. Tuantuan thought this was far
too slow, but he did it anyway. Day one: one stroke, still practicing the stone. On
day five, a squirrel mistook him for a real stone and plopped down on him; he
couldn’ t hold back a laugh, and the squirrel jumped three feet high. 0ld Goat said:

"Laughing means you haven’t learned it. Continue tomorrow.’

Tuantuan carved more than thirty strokes before he mastered the first trick, the
stone. Next came the tree — becoming a tree means standing rooted, and he practiced
twenty—some days. Then the water jar, then the little pebble. Each trick was harder
than the last, and the tally marks grew column after column on the wall. Half a year
passed, and Tuantuan had learned seven tricks. He was still far from seventy—two, but
he never again said things like 'I’11 learn it in a day.’ One day a little rabbit
asked him: “How come you can turn into a little bit of everything? Tuantuan pointed
at the dense tally marks on the cave wall and said: ’It’s not that I'm amazing. It’s

that I practice only a little each day, and the days add up.’
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Later Tuantuan became the most patient little monkey in the hills. Whenever
someone gave up halfway on a skill, he took them to see that wall. He said: Sun
Wukong’ s seventy-two transformations were trained one trick at a time too. Skills

must be practiced, and persistence is what works. The tally marks on the wall don’t

lie to monkeys.
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