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My Father’ s Field, My Classroom

On weekdays I face a class of more than forty children; on weekends I go back to
the village to help my father tend his garden. That Saturday morning, the first thing
he assigned me was turning this half bed. He handed me the hoe and said: sink it

deeper.

I have held a pen for thirty years; holding a hoe I am a beginner. My first
stroke was too shallow, the tip only scratching the skin of the ground; on the second
I put in force, and clods spattered my face. Father gives no slogans. He just tills a
few paces ahead as a demonstration: raise, drop, turn, break, the rhythm neither
tight nor loose. He is past seventy and never complains of a sore back; mine ached
first. I followed his rhythm, and by the tenth stroke I looked almost presentable.

Before noon the half bed lay loose. Father took out a packet of radish seed and
scratched a shallow furrow with a stick: sow along the furrow, cover with a thin

layer, do not bury deep. I pinched the tiny seeds, afraid of sowing too thick, my
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wrist frozen in the air. Father said, no rushing; the seeds have their own hour.

After sowing, we rested under the shade near the bamboo chair by the fence, and
the talk opened up. He asked how the class was doing. I said the children nowadays
are anxious, and so am I; a single wrong character in homework must be corrected the
same day. Father was quiet for a moment, then pointed at the freshly sown furrow and
said: you sow today and expect it above ground tomorrow? The soil does not agree. He

does not understand education; he understands growing.

I sat there stunned. Every day [ grade and chase progress, like pulling up
seedlings to help them grow. Father tends his vegetables at the speed of soil: till,

sow, water, thin, one thing after another. The garden never taught him to hurry.

That afternoon we staked the tomatoes. As he tied the twine he recalled the first
year | taught: he carried a basket of tomatoes to the school gate, set it down, and
left at once, afraid of interrupting my class. His grip on a hoe is steady, his grip

on twine is steady, his knuckles rough as bark.

On the way home I kept thinking of that freshly sown furrow. Under the soil, the
seeds are quietly gathering strength. For the children in my class, I think I too can

wait, the way my father waits.
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