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October 26 The Hoofprints of Big Yellow and My Shoe

Prints

October 26, Sunday, sunny

The rice was harvested half a month ago, and the field lies empty, only stubble
row after row. Today Grandpa is plowing, saying while the soil is still soft, plow it
once, let it freeze all winter, and next spring the soil will be crumbly. I
volunteered to go along, and Grandpa said all right, today you are in charge of

leading the ox.
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Big Yellow is the water buffalo at home, its horns curved like two crescent
moons. I slung the rope over my shoulder and walked in front, thinking leading an ox
could not be simpler. I was wrong. Big Yellow walks its own way. I pull ahead, the
rope stretched straight, and it does not even look at me. Its hoofs step into the
stubble field, squelch, squelch, half a beat slower than me. I turned back to beg
Grandpa for help. He would not help, and only said, stop pulling, follow it, the line

it walks is straighter than yours.

No choice, I turned around and walked behind the ox instead. Big Yellow strolls
unhurriedly, flicking its tail every few steps. I counted its hoofprints. One print,
four toes, pressed deep and steady. After one pass I noticed all my shoe prints
landed in the gaps between its hoofprints, like a child tracing letters by following

the strokes.

Grandpa held the plow behind. The plow is iron with two wooden handles. Its share
bites into the soil, pushed forward, and the earth turns over with a rustle, rolling
up in coils lying glossy on the surface. The hands of Grandpa rest on the handles,
and his eyes are not on the plow but on the ox ahead. He shouts, giddy—up, and Big
Yellow walks; he shouts, turn, and at the headland the ox rounds the curve while the

share flips the last span of soil.

I watched long enough to itch, and begged to hold the plow once. Grandpa pulled
me behind it and covered my hands with his. Only then did I learn a plow is not
pushed along, it is pressed along. The soil shoves back at you, and your arms must
strain the whole time. I did not finish half a pass before my palms sweated hot and
my arms ached and shook. Grandpa took over and said, the strength for plowing lives
in the waist, not the arms. You are only twelve. You cannot hold a full pass, but

half a pass is already no small thing.

We rested twice in the afternoon. I sat on the field ridge looking at the plowed
ground, dark brown soil coil against coil over wide patches. Break one coil open, the
outside is dry and the heart of the soil is wet, with a raw earth smell mixed with ox
dung and rotting stubble. It is not unpleasant. That is the smell of the ground
itself.

At the end of work we went home. My shoes were caked with mud, and the neck of
Big Yellow was smudged too. In my diary I counted the passes of today, nine in all.
In those nine, Big Yellow led six and I led three, and in all three it was dragging
me. I wrote at the bottom: the most tiring part of plowing is not holding the plow,
it is leading the ox. But the turned soil is truly beautiful. Next spring, rice

seedlings will grow right where my shoe prints stepped.
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