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What a Bed of Radishes Taught Me

On the day of White Dew, grandfather took me to sow a bed of radishes. He said,
the radish is a thing that will teach you to know time. I kept that sentence in my
heart and walked ninety days with it. Now the bed has been harvested, and I have

copied those ninety days of lessons into this reflection.

In the first ten days, nothing was visible in the field. The seeds were buried
two fingers deep in the soil, like letters mailed without reply. I went to look every

day; the surface of the bed lay as flat as if nothing had happened. Grandfather said,
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do not worry, it is busy below. The root, by nature, hates showing its face in
public; it first builds the underground part before it consents to lift its leaves to
the sky.

In the second ten days the sprouts came up, thin enough to worry anyone. Three
true leaves, swaying at a breath of wind, with the weeds looking perkier than they
did. In those ten days I worked the most: thinning the seedlings, moving away the
weak ones crowded together, pulling them out with a hardened heart; weeding,
squatting, lifting each weed out from beside the roots; watering, one ladle at dusk,
along the furrow. I asked grandfather, it grows so slowly, am I worth coming every
day. He said, every one of your days now is growing into places of it that cannot be

seen.

I counted to the fiftieth day: from sprouting to the fiftieth day, that bed of
radishes had grown only two fingers taller. A plateau, in my own words. During that
stretch I almost lost faith in it; with homework piling up, I stayed away for two
days. Grandfather went every day as usual, hands behind his back, one round of the
bed, two ladles of water, like completing a ritual. I thought then, what is the use.

Now I know the use was forming.

Around the seventieth day, the radishes suddenly began to grow wildly. The leaves
spread out and covered the bed; underground the radishes pushed fine cracks in the
soil, showing a white shoulder. In those twenty days it seemed to say at one breath
all the words saved up in the previous fifty. I was dumbfounded: so it had not failed
to grow; it had been growing all along, only downward first, then upward. The plateau

of the first fifty days was not stagnation; it was stored force.

On the ninetieth day came the harvest. Grandfather loosened the soil with the
hoe, and I pulled the radishes one by one. They came up trailing mud, white tinged
with green, heavy in the hand. At noon that day the table had shredded radish salad,
radish soup, and radish cakes, and I ate two bowls of every one. In the joy of
harvest, something else mixed in for the first time: I found myself missing those
evenings squatting among the weeds, those plain days almost without confidence. So
the most precious part of a harvest is that it proves none of the days you thought

wasted were wasted.

Those ninety days are like a growth curve: a gentle start, a long middle, a steep
climb at the end. I used to think effort should show results at once, and if one day
showed none I doubted the direction. But the land demonstrated to me: real growth
completes the bulk of itself where it cannot be seen. Learning is the same; the texts
recited, the problems worked wrongly, are all like the radish roots driving down;

once enough is saved, one day everything suddenly makes sense.

Now when I meet days on which no progress is visible, I think of grandfather
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walking his round of the bed with hands behind his back. He does not inspect the
radish; he only waters. He trusts time.
must be done, endure the plateau,
itself in the end.

I am learning to trust it too: finish what

and the white shoulder under the soil will show
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