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Eleven Days of Bean Sprouts Fed My Essay

On the first page of my essay notebook, my teacher once wrote four words in red
ink: empty content. That piece, My First Time Cooking, filled a whole page with how
happy I was, yet never said how hot the oil was or how loud the egg cracked when it
went in. Back then I did not understand where the real stuff in a good essay comes

from. Later, one experiment with bean sprouts handed me the answer.

Our science class assigned an observation of sprouting mung beans, to be recorded
for eleven days straight. In the first week I wrote the way I used to write diaries,
one line a day: watered today, sprouted today. On the fifth day the teacher checked
our notebooks, flipped two pages, closed mine, and asked: on which day did the seed
leaves split? Which end split first? Was the sprout straight or crooked? I could not

answer a single one. All those today—this, today—that lines were stock phrases.

From the sixth day I changed my method. After school I squatted by the cup first,
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with a ruler and a pen. I wrote numbers for where the water line sat against the cup
marks. I wrote what I saw when the seed leaves split and showed a bit of white, like
a mouth just opening into a smile. On the day the root reached four centimeters, 1
put my nose close and smelled a faint raw—bean smell, and I wrote that down too. My
mother laughed: you are making a file for the sprout. I said files are good, files

hold real things.

By day eleven the notes were full, and the writing class asked for My First
Experiment. I opened the notebook and copied it over — no, not copied, picked. I
picked the two beans that rotted on day six, the one whose root curled into a circle,
and my mother line about the file. When I finished, I counted: over six hundred

words, and not one sentence was invented. This time the teacher wrote: solid details.

Looking back, those eleven days of notes were worth more than the essay itself.
They taught me something I could never figure out before: an observation diary is not
homework for essays, it is the warehouse of raw material for them. Those few lines of
numbers and images each day felt trivial at the time, yet every one of them went into
the essay. I used to stare at a title and fish for words, and the words came out
hollow. Now I understand: let the hands do work first, let the eyes catch things, and

the pen will have something to pour out.

The notebook still sits in my drawer, its paper edges frayed. It reminds me:
numbers do not lie, details do not lie. Before writing, grow something real with your

own hands.
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