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The Garden Class of Uncle Chen

Uncle Chen taught natural science for thirty years. The year he retired he did
not move to the estate where his son lives; he stayed in the old house, with half a
mu of garden behind it. When his grandchild entered first grade, he opened a Saturday
garden class. Only children of the neighborhood could join, no fee, one rule: arrive

before seven, help water first, then the class begins.

The class had no blackboard. Uncle Chen led them into the garden and handed out
gloves and small shovels, one each. The lesson that day was turning soil. He showed
it first: the shovel goes in to the depth of the blade, turn the wrist, the clod
flips over and breaks. The children took turns; before long three of them squatted at
the edge of the bed to rest. He did not push them. He let them rest and said: the

land does not run, there is no need to chase it.

Knowing the vegetables was the part he liked best. He pulled up a plant and had
them look at the roots: fibrous roots in handfuls, a taproot going straight down,

each with its own shape, each with its own job. He asked: why do bean roots carry
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little bumps. No one could answer. He picked one bump, crushed it, and showed them
the inside turning red: nitrogen; crops eat nitrogen, and beans make it themselves,
so the land after beans is rich. The children squatted in a ring, closer than in any

classroom.

Picking was the final exam. In autumn he set three tasks: tell ripe from unripe,
pick without wounding the plant, weigh the baskets at the end. One girl filled a
basket of tomatoes with two green ones inside. Uncle Chen took no points off. He sent
her back to stand by the plant, look at the green and the red for a while, and come
back to say how they differ. She said: the green one wears a ring of white at the

shoulder. After that she never picked a green one wrong.

People of the neighborhood laughed and said this was no class, just playing in
dirt. Uncle Chen said: what I teach is not farming. It is that a child who knows
where food comes from will not waste it, and a child who has lifted a clod of dirt

knows what rest is, and knows that other people are tired too.

Years later, one child of that first class wrote in an application paper: the
first biology class I ever had was in a garden, the teacher was called Uncle Chen,
and the classroom had no walls. Someone read the passage to him over the phone. After

listening he said nothing, went out to water the garden, and watered it a long time.
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