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The Name of the Flower

On Saturday morning, the park had just opened, and the flower bed by the entrance
was already crowded with people. A cluster of yellow flowers, petals thin as silk,
stood in a row in front of the cedar hedge. My son let go of my hand, crouched in

front of the flower bed, and asked out of nowhere: Mom, what is this flower called?

I froze. The flower was right in front of me, swaying in the wind, and I could
not give it a name. I only remembered that in spring my mother had pointed at a
similar flower and said it was a daylily, but this one had six petals and a brighter
color, so it was probably not the same. I squatted down and told my son honestly: 1

do not know either. Let us look it up together.

He was not disappointed at all. On the contrary, he seemed more excited, stood up
and urged me to take out the phone. I photographed the flower carefully, the petals,
the shape of the leaves, and the whole patch, then used the photo search to identify
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it. The screen spun for a few seconds, and the result came out: iris, family
Iridaceae, blooming from April to May. My son read the words out one by one, then ran
back to the flower bed and crouched down to count the petals: one, two, three... six.

He turned and shouted to me like delivering good news: It really is six!

On the way home he kept talking: Why is it called iris? Why are the leaves like
swords? I could not answer everything, so I promised him we would keep looking when
we got home. As soon as we arrived, we took out the Wild Flowers Field Guide we had
bought last year and found the page about iris. One line read: the leaves are shaped
like swords, hence the name. He traced the leaf on the picture with his finger and
nodded, half understanding, half not.

Before bed, he found a piece of cardboard and asked me to help him make a card: a
yellow flower on the front, and on the back the words iris, six petals, loves the

sun. He stuck it at the corner of his desk, right next to last year s dandelion card.

Looking at that card, I suddenly thought: at his age, I also crouched in front of
flower beds and asked my mother the names of flowers. She answered some, and the ones
she could not answer I simply let go. Decades passed, and the flowers without names
still bloom by the roadside year after year. Now my son is crouching in the same
place, and this time we will not let it go. The name of a flower is like a small
door. Push it open, and behind it is a whole world; walking in with him is never too
late.
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The Flower Name Wall

On Friday, the science class left the classroom with me, heading to the big
flower bed across from the school gate. I had prepared a lesson plan about the parts
of a flower: sepals, petals, stamens, and pistils. But the moment we reached the

flower bed, the children set the plan aside.

They gathered around the purple flowers in the corner, and question followed
question: Teacher, what is this flower called? Teacher, why is it purple on top and
white below? Teacher, do bees mind the smell of flowers? The last one came from Yan
Yifan. The whole class laughed, but I did not. I said: that is a good question. Let
us look them all up together.

I had made one preparation in advance: I borrowed from 0ld Zhou, the school
gardener, a dog—eared handbook of common flowers and plants of northern China, and
the children photographed the flowers with the class tablet. We sat in the shade of a
locust tree and turned the pages one by one. The purple flower was found: lupine,
also called fan flower, brought from abroad and planted along roads for viewing. When
I read the words brought from abroad, the children burst into sounds of wonder, as if
the flower had suddenly become a transfer student. Whether bees mind the smell was

not in the book, so we wrote it on the question sheet and marked it unsolved.

Back in the classroom, the children could not sit still and proposed making a
wall. I gave them a sheet of kraft paper, and they divided the work themselves: some
copied the flower names, some drew the flowers, some spelled out the foreign names I
dictated. The flower name wall went up on the back wall, holding eleven kinds of
flowers, three unsolved questions, and one line written by Yan Yifan in the corner:

Bees, do you really dislike the smell of flowers?

The next week a child brought a book from home and found the answer: bees do not
mind the smell of flowers; what they mind is the smell of perfume on people. I had
Yan Yifan add that line to the wall in red pen, with a crooked little bee drawn under
it.

I often think about that day afterward: we never finished the lesson plan; the
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parts of a flower had to wait until the next week. Yet the children remembered eleven
flower names, remembered that books cannot answer everything, and remembered that a
question will not be laughed at. Curiosity is not taught into children; it rises by
itself when they crouch beside a flower bed. What grown-ups can do is catch it on the

spot and take it seriously, looking it up all the way through together with them.
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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
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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
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? 1
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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