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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
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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

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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Two Fields: The Field of Fugui and the Field of
Grandfather

In the days I read the excerpt from To Live, two fields kept appearing in my
head. One is the field of Fugui in the book, and the other is the field of my
grandfather. They are decades apart, yet they look like twins.

First, the field in the book. After Fugui lost the land of his family, he carried
a shoulder pole to the town and saved money to buy back a few mu of land. On the day
he returned to farming, he first repaired the old plough and ground the ploughshare
bright on a whetstone. In spring he held the plough, the ox walked ahead, and he
followed with one shoulder higher than the other. In summer he pulled weeds, his
trouser legs rolled to the knees, and every step he lifted from the mud made a sound.
When autumn came and the rice bowed its head, he could not sleep at night, got up,
walked a round by the field, touched the ears, and then went back to bed. The book
shows him doing all this without a trace of grievance, as if farming were the one

thing he was born to do.

Now the field of my grandfather. His few mu of land lie at the east end of the
village, patch after patch. He has farmed them all his life and changed two oxen.
Every April he raises seedlings and gets up at two in the morning to manage the
water, afraid of the late cold snap. In June he sprays medicine, carrying the tank
through the field, his shadow glued to his feet by the sun. In September he cuts the
rice, sharpening his sickle three times before entering, and when he finishes he
straightens his back and taps his legs with the handle. Two fields, two men, exactly

the same movements.

In the book Fugui says the land does not cheat people. My grandfather never went
to school and cannot say such a sentence, yet he lived it his whole life. He often
told me: treat the field well and the field treats you well; fool the field and it

fools your rice bowl. So Fugui and my grandfather were saying the same thing. One
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wrote it in a book, and one grew it in the soil.

On the day of harvest, Fugui stood on the ridge and looked for a long time. When
my grandfather gathers the rice, he also squats by the drying ground and watches the
grain for half a day. I used to wonder what they were looking at. Now I know. They
were looking at their own backs that bent and rose again, at all the water and sweat

of a whole spring. The land keeps all of it and returns it to you in autumn.

When I closed the book, I wrote one line on the title page: may everyone who

farms live to see their own harvest.
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How Far a Bowl of Rice Travels: Thoughts on To Live

Yesterday at dinner I left a small half bowl of rice in my bowl. My mother said
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nothing and carried the bowl away. That night I read the excerpt from To Live, and
when Fugui squatted by the field looking at the rice, my face suddenly grew hot. 1
thought of that small half bowl of white rice, and of how it had traveled the same
long road as the field of Fugui.

The excerpt shows Fugui farming again with no idle day in the whole year. In
March he mends the water channels, in April he raises seedlings, in May he plants
rice, in June he pulls weeds and catches worms, in August he guards the water, in
September he harvests, in October he dries the grain and carries it to the barn. Our
teacher asked us to copy these months into our notebook of accumulations, and my hand
grew sore while copying. I live a life where clothes and food arrive by themselves;
he lived a life with his bones wedged into the crops. Yet the book has no tone of
bitterness at all. Fugui did these things with a steady heart, because he knew the

harvest of the field was the root of life for his family.

The best writing in the excerpt is about the harvest. When the rice was filling
with milk, Fugui walked around the field every evening, pinched an ear, and watched
whether the grain was plump. After the rice ripened, he threshed it until midnight,
and the grains striking the threshing tub sounded like a rain of noise. He
straightened his back to listen to that sound and smiled with his missing teeth
showing. I smiled too while reading. So this is the sound of a harvest. The happiest

sound a person can hear is the sound his own sweat turns into.

I began to think about the land. The land is strange. It does not choose people.
Fugui once ruined his family, and the land grew rice for him all the same; my
grandfather is a man of few words, and the land gives him a good harvest all the
same. It only watches whether you bend your back. It does not cheat you either. Steal
one day of laziness, and in autumn it gives you one handful less of grain. Our
textbook says that food is the heaven of the people. Before, I only recited the
sentence. Now I partly believe it: half of the heaven over a person grows up from the

soil under his feet.

At noon today I told my mother about the leftover rice and said I would not waste
it again. She asked what made me mature all at once. I said: I read about a man named
Fugui, and through him I saw how far a bowl of rice has to travel, from the water of

spring, to the sickle of autumn, and then into my bowl.
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