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Before and After: The Same Field Trip, Two Essays, What
Changed

I kept both the before and after versions in my notebook. They describe the same
field trip, the same place, the same monkey. Let me lay them side by side so you can

see exactly what changed.

The before version reads in full: October 18, our school held a field trip. We

gathered at the school gate at eight; the principal talked about safety and
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discipline. We boarded at eight twenty; we sang on the bus and I was excited. We
reached the zoo at nine thirty. First the elephants; the elephant curled grass into
its mouth with its trunk, and the keeper gave it a carrot. Then the giraffes; their
necks are so long and their tongues are black. We ate lunch on the lawn and shared
chips with my deskmate. In the afternoon we visited the monkeys; they jumped on the
rock hill, some scratching each other, very fun. We assembled at two thirty and got
back to the gate at three twenty, where our parents picked us up. What an

unforgettable day. Four hundred and eighty characters, nine events in all.

The teacher’s note in the margin read: nine events, fifty characters each, and
the reader remembers none. She circled the monkey paragraph: you stood longest here,

write this.

The after version is only two hundred and ninety characters. One opening sentence
sets it up: on our October 18 field trip, what I remember most from the zoo is the
monkey hill. Then the whole piece is the monkey hill. The key paragraph reads in
full: a ring of people stood before the monkey hill. The old monkey sat on top of the
rock hill, half a meter from the nearest wire fence. In front of it lay an orange,
thrown there by someone unknown. First it picked the peel open with its nails, making
a small hole, then broke the orange into two halves, held it under its nose for one
sniff, only then slowly put it into its mouth. It ate slowly; one half took nearly
two minutes. Beside me a little boy shouted, Mommy, look, it is smelling it. The
grown—ups laughed and turned to look at us children. After finishing, the old monkey
placed the peel on a stone instead of throwing it away. It sat there looking down at
the young monkeys jumping below. I do not know how long I stood at the fence; anyway

the teacher called us to assemble twice and I did not hear.

Counting the changes, there are three kinds. First, deletion: the bus, singing,
elephants, giraffes, lawn lunch, assembly and pickup, six events gone, about three
hundred characters cut. Second, keeping: the monkey hill stayed, expanded from two
and a half lines into the whole piece. Third, slow writing: the thirty seconds of the
old monkey peeling the orange simply did not exist before, and now take up nearly
half the piece, with four verbs, one boy s line, and the detail of the peel placed on

the stone.

The most interesting part was the classmates’ feedback. The teacher read both
versions aloud, then asked what people remembered. After the before version,
classmates said they remembered the chips, because chips relate to them; nobody
mentioned the monkey. After the after version, three hands went up and all said the
same thing: the old monkey smelling the orange. One classmate said something I had
never thought of: it put the peel on the stone instead of throwing it away, which
shows it is not just a monkey, it is better than some people who throw orange peels.

In that moment I understood what detail and brevity mean: the reader does not see
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more because I write more; the reader sees only when I write slowly.
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