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My Daughter the Little Teacher

Last weekend in the park, I watched my daughter explaining flowers to a child
younger than her. She pointed at a tree by the flower bed covered with pink—-white
blossoms and said: this is crabapple, West Prefab Crabapple, the flowers are
fragrant, and the fruit turns red and is edible, sour. The little child looked up and
answered oh, oh. I stood a few steps away, and it suddenly struck me that a year

earlier, in the same spot, by the same tree, she had asked me a question.

That day it was spring too. She crouched on the grass by the flower bed and
looked up at me: Dad, what is this tree called? I blurted out: peach blossom. She
said no, peach blossoms are not this white and do not bear fruit. I looked again and
said then it is pear blossom. She said pear blossoms are pure white, and these have
pink at the bottom. Father and daughter, one line each, neither convincing the other.

Finally she brushed off her knees, stood up and said: come on, let us go look it up.

So we crouched under the tree and searched. She held up my phone, reaching toward
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the branches to photograph the flowers, then crouched to photograph the fallen
flowers and leaves, and afterward picked up one whole leaf to press in a book as a
specimen. The phone identified it as West Prefab Crabapple. Not trusting it, she went
to find the plant information boards at the park gate, reading them one by one until
she found the crabapple board, then pointed at the line of scientific names to show
me. That afternoon we stood by the flower bed for nearly half an hour; passersby
thought we were admiring the flowers, when really we were wrestling with an

information board.

After that she got hooked. The magnolias in our neighborhood, the forsythia by
the road, the red-tip photinia in the green belts, she asked about each one, looked
each one up, and then insisted on explaining it to me. Some names I could not
remember either, so at dinner the next day she quizzed me. When I could not answer,

she copied my tone from a year ago: it is fine, let us go look it up.

So today, hearing her tell another child about crabapple, I was not surprised at
all. Only I know that those flower names were not memorized by her; we found them
crouching by flower beds, standing before information boards, turning phone pages one
by one. Behind every sentence she told that little child stands the girl who once

crouched on the grass asking questions, and the me who had no answer.

On the way home she asked: Dad, will we go to that flower bed again next year? I
said yes. She said then next year she will be able to talk about even more flowers. 1
looked out the window, where spring was passing blossom by blossom along the
forsythia branches by the road. Accompanying a child to learn flowers begins with a
question nobody can answer, and behind it stretches a long, long road, and the two of

us are still on it.
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