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The First Lesson of the Harvest Holiday

On the first day of the harvest holiday, I did not let the students go home to
play. I wrote on the blackboard: the assignment for today, work two hours on the
threshing ground, then write a note of three hundred words. Some students laughed and
said the teacher was assigning labor. 1 said the autumn harvest is the textbook, and

the threshing ground is the classroom.

I went down to the ground first. The Chen family at the west end of the village
had their grain spread on the east side of the ground, short of hands. I rolled up my
trouser legs and helped them push the grain. The bamboo rake went through and waves
of grain rolled up, hot air on the face. The students watched from the edge; I called
them to help, and a dozen children each took a small rake, and the ground turned
lively at once. Auntie Chen felt bad and wanted to pay me wages. I waved it off and
said we were there for a class. She asked if the class came with a meal. Lunch, yes,

I said. She laughed and said that was a class worth taking.

When the tractor rattled onto the ground, the whole class watched. Its bed was
piled with grain threshed through the night. 0ld Lu jumped down, sniffed a handful of
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the dry grain on the ground, then a handful from the bed, and said this batch was
still damp — spread it thinner to dry. The students gathered around listening, more
focused than in science class. One child asked what damp meant. Old Lu pressed grain

into his hand and told him to bite: what will not break is damp.

At dusk we helped the Chens fill sacks, the students in a line passing the sacks
down. After weighing, the Chen family gave each child a handful of roasted peanuts,
and the children held them, in no hurry to eat. On the way back to school the sky
dimmed. The tractor went ahead, its lamp sweeping the fields, and we followed behind,
shadow beside shadow. One student asked me: teacher, will we go to the threshing

ground again next harvest holiday? I said yes, every year.

I got home late. The meal my mother left was upside down in the pot, still warm.
Eating, I thought: the notes the children write tonight will surely be livelier than
anything in my lesson plans. Grain dust on their hands, sacks pressed on their

shoulders, the tractor still in their ears — such essays need no teaching.

Later, grading those three—hundred-word notes, the best line came from a child
who usually feared composition most: when the tractor came onto the ground, the whole
class forgot we were hungry. I wrote under it: this is the power of the autumn

harvest.
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