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In the prefecture of Shun-t’ien1 there lived a man named Hsing Yün-fei, who was an amateur 
mineralogist and would pay any price for a good specimen. One day as he was fishing in the 
river, something caught his net, and diving down he brought up a stone about a foot in diameter, 
beautifully carved on all sides to resemble clustering hills and peaks. He was quite as pleased 
with this as if he had found some precious stone; and having had an elegant sandal-wood stand 
made for it, he set his prize upon the table. Whenever it was about to rain, clouds, which from a 
distance looked like new cotton-wool, would come forth from each of the holes or grottoes on 
the stone, and appear to close them up. By-and-by an influential personage called at the house 
and begged to see the stone, immediately seizing it and handing it over to a lusty servant, at the 
same time whipping his horse and riding away. Hsing was in-despair; but all he could do was to 
mourn the loss of his stone, and indulge his anger against the thief. Meanwhile, the servant, who 
had carried off the stone on his back, stopped to rest at a bridge; when all of a sudden his hand 
slipped and the stone fell into the water. His master was extremely put out at this, and gave him a 
sound beating subsequently hiring several divers, who tried every means in their power to 
recover the stone, but were quite unable to find it. He then went away, having first published a 
notice of reward, and by these means many were tempted to seek fox the stone Soon after, Hsing 
himself came to the spot, and as he mournfully approached the bank, lo! the water became dear, 
and he could see the stone lying at the bottom. Taking off his clothes, he quickly jumped in and 
brought it out, together with the sandal-wood stand, which was still with it. He carried it off 
home, but being no longer desirous of showing it to people, he had an inner room cleaned and 
put it in there. Some time afterwards an old man knocked at the door and asked to be allowed to 
see the stone; whereupon Hsing replied that he had lest it a long time ago. “Isn’t that it in the 
inner room?” said the old man, smiling. “Oh, walk in and see for yourself if you don’t believe 
me,” answered Hsing; and the old mats did walk in, and there was the stone on the table. This 
took Hsing very much aback; and the old man then laid his hand upon the stone and said, “This 
is an old family relic of mine: I lost it many months since. How does it come to be here? I pray 
you now restore it to me.” Hsing didn’t know what to say, but declared he was the owner of the 
stone; upon which the old man remarked, “If it is really yours, what evidence can you bring to 
prove it?” Hsing made no reply; and the old man continued, “To show you that I know this stone, 
I may mention that it has altogether ninety-two grottoes, and that in the largest of these are five 
words:— 
 

A stone from Heaven above. 
 
Hsing looked and found that there were actually some small characters, no larger than grains of 
rice, which by straining his eyes a little he managed to read; also, that the number of grottoes was 
as the old man had said. However, he would not give him the stone; and the old man laughed, 
and asked, “Pray, what right have you to keep other people’s things?” He then bowed and went 
away, Hsing escorting him as far as the door; but when he returned to the room, the stone had 
                                                 
1 In which Peking is situated. 



disappeared. In a great fright, he ran after the old man, who had walked slowly and was not far 
off, and seizing his sleeve entreated him to give back the stone. “Do you think,” said the latter, 
“that I could conceal a stone a foot in diameter in my sleeve?” But Hsing knew that he must be 
superhuman, and led him back to the house, where he threw himself on his knees and begged 
that he might have the stone. “Is it yours or mine?” asked the old man. “Of course it is yours,” 
replied Hsing, “though 1 hope you will consent to deny yourself the pleasure of keeping it.” “In 
that case,” said the old man, “it is back again;” and going into the inner room, they found the 
stone in its old place. “The jewels of this world,” observed Hsing’s visitor, “should be given to 
those who know how to take care of them. This stone can choose its own master, and I am very 
pleased that it should remain with you; at the same time I must inform you that it was in too great 
a hurry to come into the world of mortals, and has not yet been freed from all contingent 
calamities. I had better take it away with me, and three years hence you shall have it again. If, 
however, you insist on keeping it, then your span of life will be shortened by three years, that 
your terms of existence may harmonise together. Are you willing?” Hsing said he was; 
whereupon the old man with his fingers closed up three of the stone’s grottoes, which yielded to 
his touch like mud. When this was done, he turned to Hsing and told him that the grottoes on that 
stone represented the years of his life; and then he took his leave, firmly refusing to remain any 
longer, and not disclosing his name. 
 More than a year after this, Hsing had occasion to go away on business, and in the night a thief 
broke in and carried off the stone, taking nothing else at all. When Hsing came home, he was 
dreadfully grieved, as if his whole object in life was gone; and made all possible inquiries and 
efforts to get it back, but without the slightest result. Some time passed away, when one day 
going into a temple Hsing noticed a man selling stones, and amongst the rest he saw his old 
friend. Of course he immediately wanted to regain possession of it; but as the stone-seller would 
not consent, he shouldered the stone and went off to the nearest mandarin. The stone-seller was 
then asked what proof he could give that the stone was his; and he replied that the number of 
grottoes was eighty-nine. Hsing inquired if that was all he had to say, and when the other 
acknowledged that it was, he himself told the magistrate what were the characters inscribed 
within, also calling attention to the finger marks at the closed up grottoes. He therefore gained 
his case, and the mandarin would have bambooed the stone-seller, had he not declared that he 
bought it in the market for twenty ounces of silver,—whereupon he was dismissed. 
 A high official next offered Hsing one hundred ounces of silver for it; but he refused to sell it 
even for ten thousand, which so enraged the would-be purchaser that he worked up a case against 
Hsing, and got him put in prison.2 Hsing was thereby compelled to pawn a great deal of his 
property; and then the official sent some one to try if the affair could not be managed through his 
son, to which Hsing, on hearing of the attempt, steadily refused to consent, saying that he and the 
stone could not be parted even in death. His wife, however, and his son, laid their heads together, 
and sent the stone to the high official, and Hsing only heard of it when he arrived home from the 
prison. He cursed his wife and beat his son, and frequently tried to make away with himself, 
though luckily his servants always managed to prevent him from succeeding.3 At night he dreamt 
                                                 
2 A common form of revenge in China, and one which is easily carried through when the prosecutor is a man of 
wealth and influence. 
3 Another favourite method of revenging oneself upon an enemy, who is in many cases held responsible for the 
death thus occasioned. The late Sir C. Alabaster told me an amusing story of a Chinese woman who deliberately 
walked into a pond until the water reached her knees, and remained there alternately putting her lips below the 
surface and threatening in a loud voice to drown herself on the spot, as life had been made unbearable by the 
presence of foreign barbarians. This was during the T’ai’ping rebellion. 



that a noble-looking personage appeared to him, and said, “My name is Shih Ch’ing-hsü—(Stone 
from Heaven). Do not grieve. I purposely quitted you for a year and more; but next year on the 
20th of the eighth moon, at dawn, come to the Hai-tai Gate and buy me back for two strings of 
cash.” Hsing was overjoyed at this dream, and carefully took down the day mentioned. 
Meanwhile the stone was at the official’s private house; but as the cloud manifestations ceased, 
the stone was less and less prized; and the following year when the official was disgraced for 
maladministration and subsequently died, Hsing met some of his servants at the Hai-tai Gate 
going off to sell the stone, and purchased it back from them for two strings of cash. 
 Hsing lived till he was eighty-nine; and then having prepared the necessaries for his interment, 
bade his son bury the stone with him,4 which was accordingly done. Six months later robbers 
broke, into the vault5 and made off with the stone, and his son tried in vain to secure their 
capture; how ever a few days afterwards, he was travelling with his servants, when suddenly two 
men rushed forth dripping with perspiration, and looking up into the air, acknowledged their 
crime, saying, “Mr. Hsing, please don’t torment us thus! We took the stone, and sold it for only 
four ounces of silver.” Hsing’s son and his servants then seized these men, and took them before 
the magistrate where they at once acknowledged their guilt. Asking what had become of the 
stone, they said they had sold it to a member of the magistrate’s family; and when it was 
produced, that official took such a fancy to it that he gave it to one of his servants and bade him 
place it in the treasury. Thereupon the stone slipped out of the servant’s hand and broke into a 
hundred pieces, to the great astonishment of all present. The magistrate now had the thieves 
bambooed and sent them away; but Hsing’s son picked up the broken pieces of the stone, and 
buried them in his father’s grave. 
 

                                                 
4 Valuables of some kind or other are often placed in the coffins of wealthy Chinese; and women are almost always 
provided with a certain quantity of jewels with which to adorn themselves in the realms below. 
5 One of the most heinous offences in the Chinese Penal Code. 


