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The Wooden Pencil Case in Our Classroom

In the second term of Grade Three, a boy transferred into our class. He sat
diagonally behind me, and on the first day he set his pencil case on the corner of
his desk. It was not tin and not plastic. It was a wooden pencil case, pale yellow,
its four corners worn round. On the lid was carved a cloud with a curling tail, and
beside the cloud, the boy s name. The grooves of the letters were filled with clear

lacquer, and they shone in the light from the window.

Our classroom has its own sounds, made of pencil cases. Tin cases snap open,
plastic cases rattle clickety—clack, and all through a lesson the noises rise and
fall. But the wooden case was almost silent. When it closed, it closed softly, like a
book being shut with care. Once it fell to the floor and the whole class turned

around. It gave only one dull knock, the most well-behaved landing sound of them all.

At break, several of us gathered around it. The boldest reached out and touched

www. vv99. net



the cloud on the 1id, and said the cloud was carved magnificently. Someone asked
where he got it. The boy thought a moment and said, my grandpa made it. Nobody spoke
for a while. One child started to say that someone in his family once did carpentry,
and stopped halfway. For that whole break, many of our eyes stayed on the box, and
even the classmate who loved clicking his tin case open and shut did not touch his

Oown.

Our homeroom teacher paused at his desk during a walkabout, looked down at the
box, and asked, your grandpa made it? The boy nodded and said his grandpa planed wood
a whole afternoon, shavings curling all over the ground, then carved his name stroke
by stroke with a small knife. The teacher straightened up, looked over our whole
class, said no grand lesson, only one line: take good care of it, do not dent it. The

boy moved the box a little deeper onto his desk.

The wooden case stayed with our class the whole term. Its color deepened day by
day, and the carved name stayed bright. At the end of term we held a small class
exhibition, and the boy placed the pencil case on the display table with a little
card he wrote himself: made by my grandpa, he is seventy—six this year. Parents stood
around the table in a circle. 1 heard a mother say, what a pity if this craft does

not pass on. The boy stood beside the table with his back very straight.

On the last day, the boy tucked the pencil case into the innermost pocket of his
bag. He swung the bag up and walked out of the classroom, then turned at the door to
look back at our room. The box rode inside his bag, quiet as a small piece of yard-

and—-wood days carried along.
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