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The Ginkgo Tree Below My Building: A Year of Notes

In Grade Three, every time I wrote about spring, I opened my book of good words
and good sentences and copied one line: Miss Spring has arrived. In the autumn of
Grade Five, our homeroom teacher gave us a task: each person picks one thing to
observe and keeps notes for a full year. I thought for a long time and chose the
ginkgo tree below my building, because it was there every day and I would not have to

walk far.

The first page of my notes had only one line: the leaves turned yellow, and the
wind blew them down. My mother took one look and said anyone could write that
sentence. I was not convinced. The next day I stood right under the tree and looked
up, then looked down at the ground. The edge of each leaf had a pale yellow ring,
yellow as if scorched by fire: where the leaf stem broke off there was a bit of clear
juice:; the fallen leaves formed a thin layer, and walking on them sounded different

from walking on concrete. That day I wrote half a page. I read it back myself, and it
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really was different from that first line.

In winter I recorded the bark. It cracked into long vertical lines, snow settled
in the cracks, and snow on the tree melted more slowly than snow on the ground. I
also counted how the branches fork, and found that a branch always splits into two
first, and then each half splits into two again. Spring was the hardest to record. In
early April the buds pushed out just a point of green. I squatted under the tree and
watched for a long while, then wrote in my notes: the buds are small as grains of
rice, green too quietly to speak aloud. By May the leaves had grown to the size of a

palm. I counted the days: from a grain of rice to a palm took thirty—eight days.

For the composition Out of My Window in the first term of Grade Six, I moved the
paragraph about the ginkgo buds straight out of my notes. My teacher read it aloud in
class, then said one sentence: this green was seen, not copied. After school that day

I walked around to the tree and patted its trunk.

Now four notebooks lie in my drawer: spring buds, summer leaves, autumn fall,
winter bark, one for each. The biggest lesson of this year is that observing is not
hunting for something to write about; it is turning daily life into material.
Recording details cannot stop at the leaves turned yellow. You have to write what
kind of yellow it is, like a ring scorched by fire, and that is what yellow looks
like. I used to invent stories for my compositions and hand in made—up tales of
helping others. Now I understand that invented things do not even convince the
writer, while things you have seen need no invention. I used to complain that I had
nothing to write about. The material had been standing downstairs all along. I simply
never looked up at it. I will keep recording, and watch this tree walk through the

four seasons once more.
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The Composition Lesson We Did Not Spend in the Classroom

In the first monthly exam of seventh grade, the composition topic was Winter on
Campus. I sat at my desk for twenty minutes with only two lines in my notebook:
winter has come, and the campus is very cold. I could not think of a third line. In

my head, winter had only one word: cold.

The day the notebooks came back, my teacher wrote in the margin: next Chinese
class, no class. We go downstairs. We thought we were going to play. By the sports
field, the teacher told us to spread out, each find one corner of winter on campus,
look at it for five minutes, and not talk. I walked to the flower bed. The grass had
gone fully yellow, and under the yellow grass lay plane tree leaves fallen last
autumn, half rotted and half still stiff. On the concrete edge of the bed was a thin
layer of frost. I wiped it with my finger. My fingertip turned cold first, and then
that cold became a small patch of wet. The ivy on the wall base was left with only
its veins, one by one pressed against the wall, as if someone had stuck a handful of
dry noodles there. Wind poured in through my collar, I shrank my neck, and I heard my

own shoes on the frozen ground, a dry, brittle sound.

Back in the classroom, the teacher said: write now, put in everything you just
touched, heard, and saw. That time I wrote over four hundred characters, and I was
surprised at myself. I wrote about the dry veins of the ivy, about wiping the frost
with my finger, about cold turning into wet. My deskmate leaned over and asked how I

could write a leaf half rotted. [ said, because I looked at it for five minutes.

Later I turned that day into a habit. On a cold snap I touch the railing to see

how much colder it is than usual. Before snow I notice what color the sky is, how low
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the clouds hang, whether the wind carries tiny bits of ice. I discovered that the
seasons are not four characters in a word; they are a pile of details: the frost is
thin, the wind pours into your collar, the leaf is half rotten and half stiff. Write

the details down, and your composition has something real to hold.

This experience changed how I see writing. I used to think good compositions came
from good phrases, that the more you memorized the better you wrote. Now I know that
memorized sentences belong to other people, while details you touched with your own
hand belong to you. Observing is not just a glance, either. The eyes take the color,
the hand takes the cold or warmth, the ears take the sound, the skin feels where the
wind slips in. Record with all five at once, and the details stand up. Since then, a
sentence like the campus is very cold has never appeared in my notebook again.
Whether it is cold should be felt by the reader through the frost, the ivy like dry
noodles, and the wind pouring into the collar. This is the most important lesson I
have learned since middle school. It is not in the textbook. It is beside the flower
bed by the sports field.
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My Season Ledger: On the Day of Awakening Insects, 1
Truly Heard the Thunder

Over the winter break of eighth grade, my grandpa gave me a kraft—paper notebook
and said: from now on, on each solar term, go out and take one look, then come back
and write one line. I was worrying about my compositions then. My teachers always
said my writing smelled like it had been thought up sitting indoors. I figured, all
right, I will try.

The first term was Rain Water. That day it did not rain. I wrote in the notebook:
no rain on Rain Water, and the wind smelled of soil. For Awakening Insects I waited
three days. On the third night, past midnight, thunder really rolled. I sat up in bed
and listened. The first roll was muffled, like someone upstairs rolling a wooden
barrel; the second was closer, and the window glass hummed once. I scribbled in the
dark: thunder comes muffled first, then near; the glass hums. The next morning I
opened my book, and it said thunder begins at Awakening Insects. I thought: that line
in the book, I paid for it by sitting up at midnight.

At noon on the Summer Solstice, following grandpa, I stood straight on the open
ground in our compound and looked at my shadow. It shrank under my feet, a short dark
clump, like a black hat I was standing on. I measured its length with a ruler and
wrote it down. On the Winter Solstice I measured again, and the shadow had stretched
far, trailing onto the seam of the tiles behind me. The two numbers sit side by side
on two pages of the ledger. No one has to explain anything: one look shows that the

summer sun is high and the winter sun is slanted.

On the morning of Frost Descent, I went to look at the tin roof of the bike shed
on purpose. The frost grew slanted, all leaning one way, like a layer of white fuzz
standing up. I touched it, and the fuzz collapsed into a wet fingerprint. I recorded
that fingerprint too. Later, for the monthly exam composition Autumn Morning, I moved
the passage in as it was. The grader drew a wavy line beside it. That was the
highest—-scoring composition I had written in two years, without a single borrowed

fine phrase, filled entirely with things from the ledger.

By the end of the term the ledger was full, and so were my lessons. Recording
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gives waiting a shape. Awakening Insects and Spring Equinox used to be words on a
calendar. Now Awakening Insects is the two rolls of thunder I got up to hear, and
Summer Solstice is the black hat under my feet. The seasons turned from nouns into
days I actually passed through. Details give writing weight. Thunder muffled first
then near, frost growing slanted, these cannot be invented; no one can invent that
hum of the window glass. Observing is the most honest road in writing. It is not
fast. One solar term is fifteen days; one detail may wait for midnight thunder. But
everything it gives is your own. No one can copy it away, and a teacher can tell at a

glance that it was not copied.

The kraft notebook from my grandpa is nearly full, and I am already getting the
second one ready. The next term is the Start of Winter. I plan to watch whether ice
forms first along the edge of the pond water or in the middle. I cannot answer that
question. I have to wait. Wait for the answer to grow out of the water by itself,
then write it into the composition. That is the most important thing I have learned

by following the seasons.
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