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On the Pilgrimage: Putting the Staff, the Cloud and

Eighty—One Trials into a Poem

How do you write a children’s poem about the pilgrimage? The brief is clear:
three stanzas, three images — the golden staff, the somersault cloud, and the eighty—
one trials — fifteen to twenty lines, plain words with rhythm. First a sample poem,

then the writing steps.

The sample is titled On the Pilgrimage. Stanza one: The golden staff, thin as a
needle, hidden in his ear, nobody knows; when a demon appears and fear begins to
rise, one shout of grow, grow, grow — and it stands sky-high at the cave mouth.
Stanza two: The somersault cloud, one span wide, one flip and he flies a hundred
thousand 1i; Wukong turns over in the sky, looks down, and sees his master walking
the long road, his shadow smaller and smaller, still moving forward. Stanza three:

The eighty-one trials are like an uphill path, step by step, climbing the mountain;
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when the last trial is walked, he looks back — and every trial has become a stone
beneath his feet.

Step one: give each image one action. The staff is not fierce, it grows; the
cloud is not fast, it flips; the trials are not many, they are walked step by step. A
children’ s poem does not need adjectives, it needs verbs. Choose the verb well and

the image stands up.

Step two: give the three stanzas an order. Stanza one is help: the staff protects
the master. Stanza two is distance: watching the master from the sky. Stanza three is
looking back: the trials have become stones. A thread runs through the poem: the
pilgrimage is not about fighting demons, it is about walking the road one step at a
time. Children can feel this thread.

Step three: keep one repetition and one turn. Grow, grow, grow is the repetition
— children love to shout it. He looks back is the turn — the best line of a poem
usually hides after the turn. Read the draft aloud several times and fix whatever

stumbles. A children’s poem must roll off the tongue before it can be good.

One last tip: do not rush to big words like brave or great. Shadow smaller and
smaller, still moving forward already holds the courage; every trial become a stone
already holds the growth. Read the poem to a classmate; if they can repeat it after

hearing it once, the poem has passed.
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