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Introduction

The Chinese language has a very long histo-ry, and is rich in
colorful idioms, which can be used to enhance the language’s powers
of expres-sion enormously.

Here we present the 24 most common Chinese idioms in four
categories: Stirring Deeds, Virtuous Conduct, Wisdom and Legends.
Each 1diom has a brief. explanation, followed by the story, in Chinese
and English, of how it arose. The profuse illustrations will help
readers to understand the historical background to the idioms.



Virtuous Conduct



Carrying Sticks and Asking for a Flogging

Explanation:

To offer a sincere apology.

Story:

During the Warring States Period the king of the State of
Qininvited the king of the State of Zhao to a meeting in the territory
of Qin. At a banquet in honor of his guest, the king of Qin asked the
king of Zhao to play the zither. Although, this was a most humiliating
request, the king of Zhao dared not refuse.

Lin Xiangru, a senior official of Zhao, who had accompanied his
master to Qin, was outraged. So he picked up a large jar, strode up
to the king of Qin with it and insisted that he play it like a drum.
Intimidated by the fierce Lm, the king of Qin reluctantly struck the
jar with his hand once. Thereupon, the assembled ministers of Qin
demanded that Zhao hand over 15 cities to Qin in compensation for Lin
Xian-gru's offense. But Lin coolly demanded that Qin present its
capital Xanyang to the king of Zhao as a forfeit for the king of Qin"s
insult to his visitor. The result was a stalemate, but the king of
Zhao"s face had been saved. In gratitude, the king promoted Lin Xiangru
to the post of grand vizier.

T1& honor done to Lin Yiangru, however, aroused the resentment of
Lian Po, the commander-in-chief of the Zhao army. Lian Po grumbled,
"1 reached my position after risking my life in battle after battle.
Yet this fellow Lin Yiangru climbs right to the top of the tree just
through talking! 1 am determined to humiliate this upstart in public
as soon as | meet him." When this threat was conveyed to Lin Xiangru
he shut himself up indoors, pretending to be ill, so as to avoid meeting
Lian Po.

One day Lin Yjangru went out in his carriage. seeing Lian Po"s
carriage coming from the opposite direction, he ordered his driver to
turn around to avoid a confrontation with Lian Po. This caused his
acquaintances to mock him as a coward. But Lin Xiangru said to them:
“Who do you think is more powerful, General Lian or the king of Qin?"
"The king of Qin, of course,”™ they replied. Then Lin continued "You
remember that 1 dared to upbraid the king of Qin public within his own
domain, so how could I fear General Lian? The fad is that the only thing
that deters Qin from invading Zhao is the presence of General Lian at
the head of our army and myself at the head of the administration. if
we two were at loggerheads Qin might be tempted to invade. 1 cannot
risk the safety of the state for my own petty pride.”

When these words were conveyed to Lian Po he was overcome with
remorse. He straight away gathered up a bundle of wooden sticks, tied
them onto his naked back and appeared before Lin Xiangru in an attitude



of humble apology.



Paving Back A Thousand Pieces of Gold for a Simple Meal

Explanation:

To reward someone handsomely for a small favor done in the past.
Story:

Emperor Gaozu of the Han Dynasty had a commander-in-chief named
Han xin, who had been orphaned at an early age and, as a result, had
been reduced to begging.

One day, as he was trying to catch fish in a river, an old woman
came upon him. Seeing that Han Xin was so thin and pale, the old woman
shared her paltry meal with him. She continued to do this for a few
days, and the grateful Han Yin said to her: ""You have been so kind
to me, that 1 am determined to pay you back some day."™ But the other
only replied, "Never mind about paying me back. It will be reward enough
for me 1f you simply learn how to feed yourself and not have to rely
on others.”™ Han Xin flushed at these words, and there and then
determined to build a career for himself. He diligently studied the
martial arts, and in time became a renowned fighter.

One day a local ruffian ran across Han Xin in the street and
challenged him to a duel. Han Xin, knowing fully well that he could
dispatch the braggart easily with his sword, was nevertheless
reluctant to become involved in such pointless bloodletting in case
it hindered his future career. The bully, sensing Han Yin"s hesitation,
said,”™ If you are afraid to fight me, crawl under my legs, and then
I will let you five." Han Xin had no alternative but to humble himself.

Later, Han Xin became a follower of Liu Bang, whom he helped to
establish the Han Dynasty by defeating his most powerful opponent,
Xiang Yu.

Han Xin was given the grand title of King of Chu. Returning to his
hometown in triumph he sent people to find the old woman who had shared
her paltry food with him when he was destitute. To her he gave 1,000
pieces of gold. The local tough who had resulted HanXin, however,
shivered with fear. But when he was brought before Han Xin the latter
merely patted him on the shoulder and said to his generals: "When this
man insulted he did so m order to spur me on to make harder efforts.
So he actually did me a favor." Thereupon, he had the man installed
in a high official position.






Alarmed by the Rustling of Leaves

Explanation:

A fugitive i1s frightened even by the slightest sudden sound.

Story:

King Ping of the State of Chu in the Spring and Autumn Period was
notorious for his incompetence and cruelty. On the advice of his evil
councillor Fei Wuji, he decided to deprive his crown prince, jian, of
the title.

But he worried that wu She, Jian"s tutor, would oppose any such
move. So, he called in Wu She and told him to accuse jian of rebellion.
Wu She refused, and was immediately thrown into prison.

Fel Wuji warned the king: Wu She"s two sons are very capable, and
sure to attempt to avenge their father. Your majesty must eliminate
them somehow.” The king forced Wu She to write a letter to his two sons,
Wu Shang and Wu Zixu, in an attempt to lure them to the capital.

Reading his father"s letter, Wu Zixu said to his elder brother Wu
Shang: "The king is planning to murder us. We must flee first and avenge
our father in the future!™ But Wu Shang refused to flee, and was put
to death by King Ping, together with his father. The king then ordered
his men to search high and low for Wu Zixu.

Hiding in woods in the daytime and traveling only at night, Wu Zixu
finally came to Shaoguan Pass on the border of Chu. The pass was
strictly guarded, but as Wu"s black hair had by this time turned
completely grey with worry, i1t was easy for a sympathizer to find a
man looked like Wu to fool the guards.

Having sneaked through the pass, Wu was ferried across a river by
a friendly fisherman, who left him to go and get some food for him.
Sitting alone on the riverbank, the exhausted Wu Zixu was alarmed by
a sudden gust of wind, which rustled the leaves and the grass. Thinking
that his pursuers had come upon him, Wu dived into the underbrush. To
his great relief, realized his mistake.

After he had eaten his fill, Wu offered the fisherman his valuable
sword as a reward for his help, but the man said, "l don"t even covet
the kin’s reward for your arrest. Why do you think 1 could be tempted
by a mere sword, no matter how fine? I helped you because I admire your
heroism, that"s all.” And he sent Wu Zixu on his way without even
telling him his name.






Courteous to the Worthy and Supportive of Scholars

Explanation:

This idiom refers to a man of high position who respects talented
and worthy people even though they may be in humble stations of life.

Story:

Li Mian lived in the Tang Dynasty. When young, he was well travelled
and had a wide circle of acquaintances. His best friend was another
young scholar, named Zhang. Unexpectedly, the latter fell seriously
ill. Li Mian took good care of him, seeking out doctors, buying and
preparing medicines, etc. However, itwas all tono avail, and ,sensing
that the end was near, Zhang said to his friend: "I am not long for
this world, Li. Here is money for my funeral expenses; whatever is left
over, please keep for yourself, as a poor recompense for the good care
you have taken of me."

Having given his late friend a dignified burial, Li journeyed to
Zhang’s home to tell Ws family the sad news. He also handed over to
them what was left of Zhang*s money, keeping none for himself, despite
the fact that he was an indigent scholar.

Afterwards, Li Mian was appointed to the office of district
military commissioner, in which he distinguished himself for his
scrupulous honesty and respect for talent. His principles were tested
on one occasion, when he met a certain Wang Cui, who impressed him as
a capable official. Before he could promote Wang, an edict came from
the imperial court ordering Wang"s arrest. Li learned that Wang Cui
had fallen foul of certain powerful officials of the court in the course
of his honest handling of business, and so determined to clear the man*s
name. At great risk to his career, Li Mian journeyed to the capital
to intercede with the emperor personally. As a result, Wang Cui was
cleared of the charges against him and appointed a county magistrate.
In this post he was a credit to his patron, boosting Li Mian's
reputation for seeking out talent for the empire.

Eventually Li Mian became prime minister. But even when he was in
this position, the pinnacle of his career, he made sure that he was
approachable by even the most humble of the people ,and never hesitated
to visit the homes of soldiers or commoners who had dome meritorious
deeds. It was in reference to Li Mian that people started praising
righteous people of ran and position who are “courteous to the worthy
and supportive of scholars .”






As Close as Guan Zhong and Bao Shuya

Explanation:

Guan Zhong and Bao Shuya were paragons of friendship, like David
and Jonathan in the Bible.

Story:

Guan Zhong and Bao Shuya lived in the State of Qi during the Spring
and Autumn Period. They were business partners as well as very close
companions. Bao Shuya invested two-thirds of the money in their
business ventures but insisted on receiving only one-third of the
profit. When the members of his family complained that this was not
fair ,he simply said , “ Guan Zhong's family is poor ;he needs more money
than I do .”

When Guan Zhong became a senior general he never led his soldiers
into battle, and when the fighting turned unfavorable to his side, he
was always the first to turn and flee. But whenever people called him
coward, his friend Bao Shuya sprang to his defense, saying, "Guan Zhong
has to look after his aged mother; he is duty-bound to preserve his
life in order to support her. He certainly does not flee from danger
because he is aftaid. "The king of Qi had two sons, jiu and Xiaobai.
Guan Zhong was prince jius teacher, and Bao Shuya, prince Xiaobai’s.
Later, in a struggle for the throne, Xiaobai killed his brother and
took power. Bao Shuyai immediately recommended GuanZhong to the new
king, saying that Guan Zhong would make an excellent prime minister.
King Yiaobai replied, "But you were my teacher, sir. | hope you will
accept the post of prime minister." Bao Shuya said,” | thank Your
Majesty for your trust. It is true that Guan Zhong was Prince Jiu"s
teacher. Nevertheless, he is the only man who can help you achieve your
ambitions."

The king took Bao Shuya®s selfless advice and appointed Guan Zhong
his prime minister. Under Guan Zhong®"s wise administration, Qi
attained the height of i1ts wealth and power.






Placing Righteousness Above Kinship

Explanation:

Sacrificing family loyalty for the benefit of the state.

Story:

During the Spring and Autumn Period, after the death of King Zhuang
of the State of Wei, his heir had not been long on the throne when he
was secretly assassinated by his younger brother Zhou Yu. Claiming that
his brother had died of 1llness, Zhou Yu seized the crown for himself.

Zhou Yu planned to attack a neighboring state, but found that his
ministers as well as the common people were against this. One of the
king"s close advisors, Shi Hou, said,” My father Shi Que is highly
respected. If Your Majesty could get his support, | am sure you would
no longer be opposed in your plan.”

But the righteous Shi Que was very unhappy that his son had thrown
in his lot with the fratricidal Zhou Yu. So when his son came to him
to ask for support for Zhou Yu, he firmly refused. Shi Que told Shi
Hou: "The enthronement of kings of every state must be approved by the
Zhou Emperor. Now, the emperor has the utmost confidence in the king
of the State of Chen. To get support for your plan, you and Zhou Yu
should go and pay your respects to the king of Chen and ask him to
intercede with the Zhou Emperor."

As Zhou Yu and Shi Hou set out for Chen, Shi Que sent a letter
posthaste to the king of Chen, in which he told him: "The State of Wei
has fallen into the hands of two evil men. I am too old to punish them.
I humbly beg that Your Majesty will see that justice is done by
eliminating these two."

When Zhou Yu and Shi Hou appeared in an audience with the king of
Chen, the latter had the letter read aloud to them. They confessed their
crimes, and were put to death. Shi Que has been honored ever since as
aman who put the interests of his state before those of his own kindred.
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