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I Guessed for Three Years; He Experimented for Three

Days

In the book One Fun Experiment there is a passage where the author wants to know
how deep a seed should be buried to sprout. Anyone can guess a number and be done
with it. He was not. He prepared six cups, burying seeds at half a centimeter, one,
two, three and five centimeters, watered and recorded every day, spent three full
days before a pattern appeared, and repeated everything before he dared write it
down. One line from the book is copied on the back of my pencil case: guess ten

times, or do it once.

That line made me restless, because for six years I have been nothing but
guessing. The science book says roots grow downward, and I guessed yes. It says seeds

need water, and I guessed yes. In third grade our science teacher asked who had ever

www. vv99. net



dug up a bean sprout to look at the soil, and almost nobody raised a hand, myself
included. It was not that we were afraid; it never occurred to us that we could dig.
The printed answer feels enough. The man in this book proved otherwise: an answer you

memorize belongs to the book, an answer you make grows into you.

My only experiment of my own was pickling cucumbers, and it failed. I followed
the recipe loosely: brine, cucumbers, a stone on top. Three days later half of them
were rotten and smelly. I concluded that books lie and pickling does not work. After
reading this book I checked my notes from that day and found I had used too little
salt, taken a granite stone from the flower bed, and pressed poorly. I skipped every

careful step, and the experiment punished me for it.

Last weekend I did it again. Weighed salt, a washed pebble instead of granite,
one look, one touch, one smell and one line of notes every day. On the fifth day the
cucumbers turned a clear yellow—green, crisp when bitten, salty with an edge of sour.
My mother tasted one without a word and took another. The joy was quiet, not like a

good exam score: something inside settled firmly. I made this; I did not memorize it.

My plan from this book is small and concrete. For every conclusion in a book, if
I can test it, I will test it once; if I cannot, I will write it down and wait. How
deep to bury a seed, how much salt for cucumbers: books can answer, but only the hand
knows how steady the answer lands. I have guessed for six years. From now on I want

to start doing.
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The Failed Control Group in the Book

What impressed me most in One Fun Experiment was not a great success but a failed
control group. The author wanted to know why iron rusts faster near the sea. He set
out three jars: one kept dry, one filled with tap water, one filled with salt water,
and he recorded the iron pieces inside every day. On the fifth day he found that two
labels had been stuck on the wrong jars, and a whole week of records became useless.
He could have thrown everything away. Instead he relabeled the jars, started over,
and honestly wrote the mistake into his article. He said that a failure, once

examined closely, is also an answer.

I used to believe experiments exist to produce correct results, and that failing
only proves you are no good at science. Last autumn I ran my own experiment: coating
an iron nail with nail polish to see whether it could stop rust. I put one bare nail
and one polished nail into two separate dishes, covered them with water, and waited
for a miracle. Three days later the polished nail rusted worse than the bare one,
orange rust creeping out along the cracks in the polish. I decided then that nail

polish is useless against rust, and that I am useless at science.

The failed control group in the book made me go back and look at my failure. I
remembered that I had put the polish on too thick, so its surface cracked while
drying, and I never changed the cloudy water in the dishes. The cracks were passages,
and the water carried air through them to the surface of the nail. My failure was not
saying polish is worthless. It was saying that thick, cracked polish is worse than
none at all. Those two conclusions are very different things. One shuts the door; one

leaves a crack of light.

Last week I redid the experiment. One thin coat of polish, left to dry fully,
then a second thin coat, and fresh water every day. Seven days in, the polished nail
is still white while the bare one has turned the color of rust. This success feels
different from the last one. If the first attempt had worked by accident, it would

have been luck. This one was saved up for me by a failure.

My plan from this book is to keep a notebook, like a mistake notebook, just for
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the things that go wrong in experiments. When something breaks down, do not throw it
away. First ask what the failure taught me, write it down, then decide how to start
again. The man in the book could afford to lose a week of data. I can afford to lose
one nail. True knowledge comes from doing with your own hands, and doing has always

included failing.
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Before I Closed the Book, I Went to Fetch a Basin of

Water

In One Fun Experiment there is a chapter asking whether sound can travel through
water. What the author does is surprisingly simple: find a small bell that can ring

underwater, shake it above the water first and listen, then hold it under the water
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close to the rim of the basin and listen again. Just these two steps, and he repeats
them seven or eight times, switching from a porcelain basin to a metal bucket to a
glass tank, before he finally writes down the conclusion: sound travels through
water, and even more clearly than through air. When I reached that page, I could not

close the book, because I wanted to go fetch a basin of water.

I really went. I filled the kitchen sink halfway with warm water and shook my key
ring with its little bell under the surface. The sound came out muffled, but when I
pressed my ear against the rim of the basin, the ringing suddenly grew near and
bright, as if someone were whispering inside the basin. My mother asked from the
doorway what I was doing. I said running an experiment. She said what is the point,
it is already written in the book. I had no answer. Yes, the book says it. But the
line in the book and the sound my ear heard against the porcelain are two different

things.

This book also made me revisit my other failure: salt crystals. The science book
says a strong salt solution, left to evaporate slowly, grows into square crystals. 1
dissolved half a cup of salt in hot water, poured it into a dish, and set it on the
windowsill. Two weeks later there was a gray, damp paste in the dish, not one shining
corner anywhere. [ decided then that experiments were not for me. Looking back now, 1
had used coarse salt full of impurities, never filtered the water, and let it
evaporate too fast. Of course what grew out was a muddy mess. The reasons for a
failure hide in the parts the book does not spell out, and only someone who actually

did it can see them.

So the plan this book left me with is not about scoring higher on a science test.
It is plain and real: I will clear one shelf on the windowsill and call it the
kitchen lab. Every week I will pick one thing a book claims and do it with my own
hands. If it works, I tape a photo to the edge of the shelf; if it fails, I tape a
note about why it failed. How sound travels in water, how salt grows its corners:

from now on these things must happen on my windowsill, not only in my memory.

Before I closed the book, I folded down one corner of a page. Not for the
conclusion, but for the man who pushed a bell into a basin of water. He taught me
that running off to fetch water in the middle of reading is not a distraction. It is

reading at its most serious.
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