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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
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leading the ox.

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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October 27 I Plowed One Furrow Crooked

October 27, cloudy. Today I got up earlier than the rooster.

Yesterday I led Da Huang the whole afternoon, and my palms were still sore. But
when I set out with Grandpa, I said: Grandpa, today I want to hold the plow. Grandpa

only said: try two rounds first.

Grandpa led the ox first and showed me one round. He held the plow handles, bent
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over a little, and the plowshare bit into the soil just enough. Da Huang walked with
its head down, and the furrow behind was like a line drawn with a ruler. Then he

handed me the handles, worn glossy and warm.

The first steps went well. The turned soil rolled over on both sides, showing
damp dark clods, and two earthworms came out in the furrow. I thought: this is not
hard at all.

But the plow began to slip. My right hand pressed down too much, and the furrow
started to curve, like a snake lying in the field. The more I tried to fix it, the

worse it became.

Grandpa did not scold me. He said: a crooked plow tires out the ox more than a
straight one. When the plow goes crooked, the ox must fight your strength, and one
round becomes two rounds of work. You save yourself, but you waste the strength of

the ox.

My face got hot, and I asked to lead the ox for one straight round before holding
the plow again. The reins of Da Huang were thick hemp rope, rough against the palm.
Every time I looked back, the reins tightened a little — Da Huang was slowing down,
waiting for me. I called out, and it walked again. This round I kept my eyes fixed

ahead, and the furrow came out straight.

Then I held the plow for another half round, remembering the words of Grandpa:
keep even strength in both hands, look at the furrow ahead, not at your feet. The
plowshare still wobbled, but this half round was much straighter than the whole round

of the morning.

At noon I looked at the field we finished. The turned soil lay ridge after ridge,
some parts already white in the sun, some parts still dark and damp. Crooked or

straight, all of it lay open on the ground for anyone to see.

That night I wrote in my diary: the field does not scold people, but the plow

leaves all your work on the ground, and you cannot fool it.
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October 28 Grandpa Patted the 0l1d Plow

October 28, clear. Grandpa did not let me go to the field today, because my palm
had a blister. In the morning I carried the lunch pail to the edge of the field.

Standing on the ridge, I saw the work of plowing from the outside for the first
time, not from behind the plow handles but from the ridge.

Grandpa led the ox down. He did not grip the reins tight the way I do; the reins
lay loose in his hand in a hanging loop. Da Huang knew the road by itself. At the end
of the field, without one word, Grandpa only moved the reins to the other side and
made a soft sound in his throat, and the big body of Da Huang turned slowly on the
spot, its hind legs stepping into the last furrow one by one, without a single wrong

step.

Grandpa held the plow differently from me. He did not grip it; his two hands
rested on the handles, as if listening. Where the ground was hard, his hands pressed
down a little; where it was soft, they rose a little. The plowshare went deep and

shallow in the soil, yet the furrow it opened was always straight.
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The turned soil lay ridge after ridge in the sun, like waves. A few crows landed
at the edge of the new soil to peck at earthworms, and when the tail of Da Huang

swished once, they flew up, circled, and landed again.

I carried the meal to the field. Grandpa washed his hands in the ditch water and
sat down on the ridge. He patted the plowshare and said: this plow has been in our
family for over twenty years. Your father learned to hold the plow behind this very
plow, at the age of you. Then he patted the neck of Da Huang: this one is nine years
old, and it has plowed more of this field than I have.

I asked: Grandpa, why does Da Huang not listen to me? He said: it does listen.
Yesterday when you led it, you kept looking back at the furrow, and it was afraid you
would fall, so it walked slowly. It was not disobeying you; it was taking care of

you.

I said nothing. The wind came across the turned field, and the smell of earth was

thick enough to lean against.

After the meal I went home and wrote in my diary: I used to think holding the
plow was pushing with my own strength. Today I understand that holding the plow is
listening with both hands — the hardness and softness of the ground, the steps of
the ox. Grandpa and Da Huang need no words, and that is what holding the plow truly

looks like. The blister on my palm will probably stop hurting tomorrow.
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