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The Field Under Our Window and the Discovery on the
Ridge

When we left school that morning, the sky was very high, and our teacher took the
whole class along the river embankment to the field ridge outside the village. Our
homeroom teacher said only one thing: before noon, each person had to find something

in the field he or she had never seen before.

The rice had been cut a little more than half. The cut plots lay under short
stubble, cut flat, like a head shaved clean; the uncut plots still stood golden, and
when the wind rose, the rice bowed all at once, the waves running in the direction of
the wind. I had seen rice all my life, but never once had I stood on a field ridge

and looked at it so close.
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The sounds were more than the colors. The combine harvester ran at the far end of
the field, its sound dull, the ground trembling a little. Near us were sparrows, a
flock dropping onto the stubble and starting up again at some shout. The boy beside
me suddenly yelled that a grasshopper had jumped onto his hand. Everyone crowded over
to look. The grasshopper was yellow—green, its thighs thick, and one jump sent it

into the standing rice, gone.

A row of green bristle grass grew along the ridge, its bristly heads heavy enough
to bend down, tickling the neck. The teacher had each of us touch a bristly head
first and then a rice ear, and asked how the feel differed. One boy said the bristle
grass was fuzzy while the rice ear was hard, grain by grain pressing against the
finger. The teacher asked him to say it again, and he said it once more with a red

face, and the whole class remembered that hardness.

At the edge of the field a pile of reeds was burning, the smoke rising straight,
and the smell was not bad, a little sweetness inside the burnt straw. The teacher
took us up to the slope at the windward side and let each of us take a deep breath.
She said this was the taste of autumn. Someone asked where the sweetness came from,

and the teacher said it was the smell of rice ears roasted by the fire.

My discovery was in the middle of the field. A small bundle of rice ears stood
stuck in the stubble, tied with a rubber band, the tips full, clearly placed there on
purpose by someone. I did not dare touch it. The teacher said it was left for the
birds by the harvesters. When the wind blew, the bundle swayed, and sure enough a few

sparrows landed on it.

On the way back nobody talked much. The shoes of every child were covered with a
layer of yellow dust. Back in the classroom I looked out of the window. The field was
still under the window, and yet I felt I did not quite recognize it. That afternoon 1
wrote the field ridge into my notebook, and I wrote about the bundle of rice ears
left for the birds. When I finished, the sky outside was dark, and the sound of the

harvester was still faintly there.
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The Afternoon I Took the Children to See the Field

At the end of October I took my class to see the field. The field was a twenty—
minute walk from the back gate of the school, and its owner had already cut half of
it. I filed a request with the school, had every parent sign a note, and we set out

on the afternoon of Friday activity class.

These fifth graders had seen rice their whole lives only in a bowl or on a
screen. The first thing they almost all said when they stepped onto the field ridge
was that the ground was soft. The ridge had been walked on by rain and by feet, hard
in the middle and loose at the sides. I stationed one adult at each low spot and let

the children spread along the ridge, with orders not to step into the field.

Once scattered, each of them watched something of their own. One girl stood at
the edge of the stubble and would not move, saying the stubble was sharp and might
poke through her shoe. One boy squatted down and stared at the cut of a stubble, then
called me over, saying the stubble was hollow, the cut pale yellow with a ring in the
middle. Several children crowded around and took turns looking, and after each look

someone let out a small cry of surprise.

I had them stop, close their eyes, and listen to the field for one minute. With
eyes shut the ears grow sharp. They heard the harvester, they heard birds, they heard
wind rubbing the rice leaves, and one thin girl heard a ditch, saying water was

running under the field. When the minute was up, nobody opened their eyes right away,

www. vv99. net



and I did not call them, and let them listen a little longer.

On the way back we passed the village entrance, where a spread of corn was drying
on the ground, golden all over, an old woman raking squares into it with a rake. The
children walked around the drying ground, and nobody reached out a hand. The boy who
had found the stubble hollow asked the old woman why the corn had to be spread out.
Without raising her head she said a heap will sweat and spoil, and only corn dried
through in the open can be stored. The boy repeated her sentence once, like reciting

a lesson.

Before leaving, I allowed each child to pick up a few fallen rice ears. The
children bent down to search, and whoever found some held them high to show the
others. The girl who had feared the sharp stubble found three and put them in the
pocket of her pencil case. On the way back the line was very quiet. The children
walked and kept turning to look behind, and their pace was far slower than on the way

out.

The next morning, the rice ears the children had picked were tied together and
placed at the plant corner on the back wall of our classroom. On the blackboard stood
one line written by the children themselves: the field is outside the window. I did

not erase it, and it stayed until the end of the month.
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The Day Grandfather Measured the Field with His Feet

On the day the last paddy was cut, Grandfather took Zhou Xiaoyu into the field.
Before leaving he filled the water gourd, rinsed it, and tucked an old towel into the
waistband of his trousers. Zhou Xiaoyu carried the small hoe; it was too big for her,

and she insisted on carrying it.

The sun had not yet warmed the field, and dew still hung on the tips of the
stubble. Grandfather walked to the middle of the field and measured it with his feet,
heel against toe, walked one line, and called the number to the man on the harvester.
Zhou Xiaoyu knew that Grandfather never used a ruler to measure a field. She had
asked him once, and he said he had walked this field for fifty years, and his feet

were more accurate than a ruler.

The harvester started, swallowing rice at its front and spitting straw out at its
back, the straw cut into short pieces and scattered evenly on the ground. Grandfather
stood at the edge and watched, and when the machine had finished a paddy he walked
into it, bent down, and picked up the fallen rice ears one by one into the cloth bag
he had brought. Zhou Xiaoyu picked up with him, faster than Grandfather. Grandfather
said nothing, but after a while he too sped up.

At noon the two rested under the straw shed on the ridge. Grandfather drank three
mouthfuls of water and passed the gourd to her; she took one mouthful and handed it
back, saying the water was warm and tasted of iron. Grandfather laughed and said a
water gourd is always like that, and tomorrow he would brew some tea in it. They ate
the buns they had brought. When they finished, Grandfather lay down in the shade of
the shed, knocked his lower back twice with his hand, then got up and said, come on,

the sun is not fierce.

While the straw was being loaded, Zhou Xiaoyu carried a small bundle of straw up
to the cart. The bundle was wider than she was, and she turned sideways to cross the
plank bridge. In the cart bed Grandfather stamped the straw firm, layer of stalk,
layer of rope. A passerby asked what the load of straw was kept for, and Grandfather
said bedding for the cow shed, and the rest would be composted for field fertilizer

before spring planting. When Zhou Xiaoyu heard the word fertilizer, she remembered
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the pile of black mud composted last year under the straw shed. She had pinched it
once, and it was soft.

At dusk the grain went on the scale. The weighman called out the number,
Grandfather repeated it once, put the money into his shirt pocket, buttoned it, and
went back to load the straw. On the tricycle home, the grain was piled higher than

Grandfather head, and he sat on top of it with one hand pressed on his pocket.

That evening Grandmother cooked rice from the grain that had just been milled.
When the 1lid came off the pot, the steam was thick and white, and the smell filled
the whole kitchen. Grandfather ate two bowls, very slowly. Zhou Xiaoyu ate one, and
remembered that in the field Grandfather had eaten two buns standing up. She put down
her bowl and looked out of the window. The field was black, and only the ridge showed

as a faint white line.
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