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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
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food and climbed the mountain to apprentice under 0ld Goat — the most famous teacher
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!” 0ld 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. 0ld 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
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that I practice only a little each day, and the days add up.’

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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The Little Monkey and Its Three I’11 Do It Tomorrow s

Pipi was a little monkey. After watching the stage play of Journey to the West,
he told every monkey he met that he would learn the seventy—two transformations. But
his seventy—two transformations stayed in the tree on day one and still in the tree
on day two, because he kept putting practice off until tomorrow. He said 1’11 do it
tomorrow three times in total, and each one was followed by a 'so close, yet not

quite.’

The first ’tomorrow happened in tree—climbing class. Master Owl taught ’fast
climb’ : leap from this tree to that one without touching the ground. Pipi climbed
three rounds that day; on the third he almost made the catch. He thought: a bit tired
today, I’11 do it tomorrow — tomorrow I’ 11 surely make it. Next day he arrived at the
tree and found he’d forgotten which branch his hand should grab in that almost-move,
so he had to start over. That’s when he understood: quit at ’almost,’ and tomorrow
starts at ' far from it.’ Training a skill is like boiling water — kill the flame at

eighty degrees, and the next day you start from cold water again.

The second ’tomorrow happened in log-carrying class. The master told him to
carry a small log from the east slope to the west slope, training strength and
straight—line walking. Pipi carried half, propped the log on the grassy slope, and
thought: I’ 11 practice again tomorrow anyway, leave it here. It rained at night, and
the log rolled into the ditch. The next day he had to fish the log out first, then
carry it — fishing was harder than carrying. He understood: leave today s work half-

done, and tomorrow you pay half back first.

The third ’tomorrow happened in pathfinding class. The master had him walk from
the stream back to the cave mouth with eyes shut, counting how many stones he
crossed. Halfway, Pipi opened one eye to peek, thinking he’d walk seriously with eyes
shut tomorrow. Next day he lost count at the seventh stone, because yesterday he had
never actually memorized what the first six looked like. He understood: laziness

stolen today must be repaid double tomorrow.

After three ’so close’ moments, Pipi watched Journey to the West again beneath
the stage. This time he noticed a detail: when Sun Wukong was apprenticed, while his
senior brothers played, he split firewood and tended the stove by the kitchen — seven
years of it. Pipi asked the old troupe master: 'Did Sun Wukong ever say I'11 do it
tomorrow?’ The old master said: ’One show on stage, seven years of firewood offstage.
You only see the seventy—two transformations; you never saw the seven years by the
stove.’ That night Pipi went back and finished all three unfinished drills, five
minutes each. He found five minutes shorter than he’d feared, and he wanted more when
they were done. The next day he arrived at the tree early on his own, and the day

after that too. He set himself a new rule, not ’practice one shichen a day but ’do
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five minutes first’ - because the opposite of "I’11 do it tomorrow 1is not 1’11

start tomorrow,” it is 'do five minutes today first.’

Later Pipi never learned the seventy—two transformations. He learned to climb
trees fastest, carry logs in a straight line, and find his way with eyes shut. A fox
asked him: ’Weren’t you going to learn the seventy—two transformations?’ Pipi said:
"Seventy—two transformations are someone else’ s skill. My skills are ones I saved up
day by day myself.’ Now he persuades other monkeys with just one sentence: ’That
“T’11 do it tomorrow” you said yesterday — has it become “so close, yet not quite”
today?’
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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
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
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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

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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