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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
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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,
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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