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The Hands That Save Seed

There is a detail in the book The Garden of Grandpa. Everyone praises the
tomatoes of the grandfather, yet he picks out the biggest, reddest few and will not
sell them. He cuts them open, scoops out the seeds, spreads them on paper to dry in
the sun, and stores them in a glass jar. His grandson asks why he does not sell them,
whether they fetch a poor price. The grandfather screws the lid on the jar and says
the tomatoes of this year taste good thanks to these seeds; keep them, and next year
they will taste just as good. The book says the glass jar sits on the windowsill, its

body bleached pale by the sun.

Reading this far, I reached into my drawer and took out a kraft—paper packet. On
the packet is the handwriting of my mother: long bean seeds, from Grandpa. Last
autumn, in his own garden, Grandpa chose several of the longest long beans, did not
eat them, and hung them under the eaves to air—dry. When the pods dried through, he
shelled them, revealing beans mottled in many colors, packed them into this paper
packet, and pressed it on me, saying plant them on the balcony after school starts
and phone him when the sprouts come up. I planted twelve seeds in the foam box on our

balcony; nine came up, and in summer they truly bore four long beans. I took a
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photograph and phoned him; he laughed on the line and said my soil was rich, just
like his.

The grandfather in the book says that a man who saves seed does not panic,
because his next year is already in the jar. I did not understand that line before. I
always want results at once: three days of pen practice and I want beautiful
handwriting, plant a seed and by the next day I want flowers. When Grandpa saved seed
he never asked whether it could be eaten tomorrow; he knew a seed must spend a whole
dark winter in the soil before it consents to sprout. Before those nine long beans
broke ground last year, the foam box stayed silent for twelve full days, and I nearly
dug it open to look. Mother stopped me, saying the seeds were at work and I should
not disturb them.

After finishing this book, I understood that jar—like thing at last: saving seed
means setting aside the best of today and handing it to next year. The hands of
Grandpa have turned soil, picked vegetables, and passed vegetables over, and it turns
out they did a third thing that matters most: choose the best, and keep it. When I go
back this summer vacation, I want to learn from Grandpa how to cut a tomato open for
its seeds, and dry a paper packet of my own. That sun—bleached glass jar in the book,
I would like to see another one on the windowsill of our home. Next spring, let the
tomatoes of Grandpa bear fruit in the flower bed below our building, and let him take

a bite and see whether he recognizes his own flavor.
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