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0ld Goat Master’s Three Admission Questions: Every
Monkey Who Gave Up Halfway Failed Them

Everyone in the hills knows 0ld Goat is extremely strict about taking
apprentices. He doesn’t test tree—climbing or strength. He asks only three questions.

A monkey who comes to apprentice stands before him, and if it can t answer the three
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questions, it carries its food bag back down. He has taught many monkeys, and every
one that gave up halfway stumbled on the same batch of mistakes. 0ld Goat counted

them himself: five in all.

Mistake one: what they want to learn is not ’one trick’ but ’the seventy—two
transformations.” To the first question — 'which trick do you want to learn? - eight
of ten monkeys answer ' the seventy—two transformations.’ 0ld Goat’ s exact words:
"Seventy-two transformations is the name of seventy—-two tricks added together, not
the name of a trick. If you can’t name which trick you want, you haven t said you
want to learn anything.’ Monkeys who couldn’t answer started switching tricks after
three days — a stone today, a tree tomorrow, and the day after they decide the water
jar looks grander, leaving every trick stuck at day-one level. 0ld Goat calls this

" the monkey snapping corn.’

Mistake two: treating 'mastered it’ as a sudden moment. To the second question —
“how many days will you practice? — monkeys love answering until I’ ve mastered it.’
0ld Goat says: 'That sounds ambitious, and it’s the most dangerous sentence of all.
It means: 1’11 count as learned only on the day I feel I’ve got it. Feelings are
unreliable. My rule is to count days: practice one trick for a full thirty days,
mastered or not, and the thirty tally strokes on the wall decide.’ Every monkey that
quit halfway was waiting for that sudden 'now I’ve got it’ feeling, and left when it

never came.

Mistake three: doing nothing on the day you fail. The third question is the key
one: 'What do you do on the day you fail?’ Every monkey that answered wrong went
silent. They assume that on a failed day they rest, switch tricks, or try another
day. 0ld Goat’s rule: on a failed day, practice anyway, carve the tally stroke, and
keep practicing the same trick the next day. He says: 'Giving up halfway doesn’ t
begin on the day you say I quit. It begins on the day you say I failed today, so I

won t practice today.’

Mistake four: comparing progress with others. One monkey had learned ten tricks,
saw a fellow apprentice at twelve, and went down the mountain that same day. When Old
Goat heard, he said only: It spent two days comparing with its classmate and lost
two years of its own practice.’ 0ld Goat then set a new rule: no asking classmates
which trick they re on; look only at your own tally marks. Comparing progress doesn’t

steal time — it steals the little wish to practice again tomorrow.

Mistake five: practicing only when in the mood. One monkey practiced three
shichen on good days and carved nothing on bad days. 0ld Goat had it split the three
shichen into one shichen every day, and after the split it practiced two months
longer. 01d Goat said: "A skill doesn’t grow from your most heroic day. It grows from

your most ordinary day.’ The quit-when—-the-sun—-tilts-west rule exists precisely so
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monkeys don’ t exhaust tomorrow.

Failing the three questions is not fatal — 0ld Goat lets monkeys go down the
mountain, think it through, and come back. But he has one hard rule: on the second
visit, the three answers must be word-perfect — which trick, how many days, and what
you do on the day you fail. Any monkey that answers, he takes. Over the years, not
one monkey that answered gave up halfway. They often return to see that wall. The
wall holds more than tally marks — it holds day after day that refused to break.
Skills must be practiced, and persistence is what works. That sentence isn’ t a moral.
It’s the wall.
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