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The Field in the Excerpt of To Live: The Land Does Not
Cheat

Last Friday our Chinese teacher handed out an excerpt from the book To Live.
After reading it, I sat at my desk for a long time without standing up. The teacher
said the whole book is for older readers, and what we read was a clean part chosen by

her, about the land, the harvest, and labor.

In the excerpt, Fugui was reckless when he was young and lost the land and house
of his family at the gambling table. His father left this world in anger. Later he
bought back a few mu of land with his own hands and decided to farm it himself. From
that day on he led the ox to the field before dawn. The ox pulled in front and he
held the plough behind, and the turned soil gave off a wet smell. The teacher wrote
one sentence on the blackboard: he bent down to plant rice seedlings, straightened up
to wipe his sweat, bent down again, and a whole row of seedlings was already planted.

This is the scene of labor I remember best. He stopped complaining, as if he owed the
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land nothing, and as if the land owed him a life he could never pay back.

The harvest scene is the brightest part of the book. The rice ripened, the whole
field was gold upon gold, and Fugui stood on the ridge and looked for a long, long
time, as if he could never look enough. The teacher said she could almost smell the
rice ears when she read this. Fugui said: the land does not cheat people. If you take

good care of it, it takes good care of the food of your year.

I thought a lot at this point. We eat every day, yet few of us have asked which
piece of soil the rice grew from. The land cannot speak. It only lets seeds sprout in
spring and lets the ears bow their heads in autumn. Fugui lost so many things in his
life, and in the end what stayed with him were the old ox and a few mu of field. The

field was still there, so he was still there.

I thought of the test field behind our school, and of the few mu of land my
grandfather farms. Every harvest season he squats at the edge of the field, takes a
handful of rice ears, rubs them in his palm, looks at the grains with narrowed eyes,
and smiles a deep smile. Before, I only thought it was fun. Now I understand that

smile. It belongs to a person who has lived half a life leaning on the land.

This excerpt from To Live taught me one thing: a person can lose many things, but
as long as there is land under his feet and labor in his hands, he stands firm. I

remember this autumn, and I remember the name Fugui.
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