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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

really was different from that first line.
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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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