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In the Garden I Finally Told Chives From Wheat

The most embarrassing thing of that summer vacation, I would say, was
misidentifying vegetables in grandpa garden. Two months have passed, my ears still go

hot remembering it, yet what it taught me outweighed a whole textbook unit.

In the first week of vacation, grandpa was thinning seedlings in the garden and I
crouched at the edge helping. He handed me a handful of weeds to toss away, and I
pulled out a few plants with long slender shining leaves. One look and grandpa
panicked: those are my garlic sprouts! What I threw away were the best garlic plants
he had kept for seed. I talked back: is not this just scallion? Grandpa laid a garlic
sprout and a scallion side by side in my palm: smell them. The scallion is sharp and
pungent; rub the garlic sprout and there is that familiar garlic scent. I leaned in

and sniffed. He was right; the two smells differ greatly, and I had simply never
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smelled either closely.

The worse was still to come. By the village road stood a field of young wheat,
and I pointed and shouted: grandpa look, your chives have grown into someone else
field! Grandpa laughed so hard he could not straighten up. He pulled me down to squat
and made me feel the leaf edges: wheat leaves carry fine fuzz and feel rough; chive
leaves are smooth and flat. He pinched off one chive to show me the break, then
pinched a wheat leaf: see, the broken ends differ, the smells differ; pinch a chive

and your hand reeks of it for a while.

From that day grandpa taught me three vegetables a day. How to tell cilantro from
celery: leaf shape plus a rub and a sniff. How to tell lettuce leaves from oil wheat
greens: one leaf is thick with white bloom, the other thin and watery. How to tell
radish tops from mustard greens. I did not just look; following grandpa I rubbed
leaves, sniffed broken ends, and felt leaf edges. After a week I was the little
vegetable expert of the garden. When grandma called from the kitchen needing a

scallion, I could point out which row it grew in across the whole garden.

One evening I lay on the desk wondering: I had learned leaf, stem, and root in
class, so why could I not tell garlic sprout from scallion in front of my eyes?
Because the pictures in books are still, while vegetables are alive; scent, touch,
and the look of a broken end are all missing from a photograph. Grandpa farmed all
his life and had little schooling, yet he knew every plant; a leaf wilting told him
whether it was thirsty or sick. His skill was made by hands feeling their way in the

mud.

On the natural science test about leaves and stems after school started, I
answered fast and right. But what I am proudest of is not the answers; it is that in
the garden I learned to touch with hands, smell with the nose, and compare with the
eyes. Words in a book only count once they touch the ground. That summer I tanned a
shade darker, learned to name over twenty vegetables, and understood one principle:

knowledge in the field is knowledge too, and labor itself is learning.
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