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This Spring My Daughter Learned to Ride

The spring my daughter turned eight, I removed the training wheels from her
bicycle. While I removed them she asked: will I have learned once they are off. 1
said no; taking them off only marks the beginning of falling. She hugged the
handlebars and would not let go: then do not take them off yet. I said all right,

next week. The bike stood on the balcony for a week, and she glanced at it every day.

We removed them the second Saturday, at the little plaza downstairs. I held the
rear seat. Her first words on the bike were: Dad, hold on tight. I said no; in a
while I will let go. She said that would not do. I said I will tell you before I let
go; that is the rule. She thought it over and agreed.

Three times I announced I was about to let go, and three times she made me keep
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holding. The fourth time I let go quietly while she rode straight, and she made five
or six meters before noticing; she turned her head, the bike tilted, and she sat down
on the ground. No tears. Her first words sitting there were: you lied, you said you
would tell me. I came to lift her; she pushed my hand away, stood up herself, and

said: again, and this time you must say it before letting go.

By noon she could loop half the plaza. She found the trick herself: at low speed
the bike tips easily, and a little faster is steadier. I said right, that is the
roly-poly principle; ride fast and the bike finds its own balance. She was not
convinced: what principle, this one I tested out myself. Fine, she tested it out
herself.

She truly learned on the fifth Saturday. She rode from one side of the plaza to
the other and completed a full lap, stopping in front of me sweat—soaked on her
forehead, breathing hard: Dad, I rode a whole lap by myself. I said uh—huh. Unhappy
with my flatness, she added: a whole lap, without one touch of holding! Only then did

I 1ift her up and spin twice, and everyone in the plaza watched us.

Later she biked to school and rode better than me, unhurried downhill, deft in
corners. Once I rode my own old bike from younger days, its bars too wide, turning
clumsily, and she called back from ahead: Dad, slow down, do not fall. Hearing that

sentence I froze on the bike for one second, then laughed.

In that spring of teaching her, I also learned one thing: say it before letting
go, for a child wants honesty, not protection. I have used this line for years. When
she entered middle school and boarded, every time I dropped her at the school gate 1
said only: Dad will not come in, walk in yourself. She looked back, nodded, and went
in. Father and daughter have understood this rule ever since a bicycle with its

training wheels removed.
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