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Lessonl A Sweet Potato Plot

Introductory Remarks

What does the story “A Sweet Potato Plot”tell us?
It tells us something about the Red Army.
What kind of army was the Red Army?

The Red Army was a people’s army. [t was organized by
the Party and led by the Party. It was different from the
KMT  reactionary army. 1t served the people
whole-heartedly and followed Chairman Mao’s thinking. It
marched from victory to victory. Now this army has changed
its name into the People’s Liberation Army. But it still has
the revolutionary traditions of the Red Army.

This text is based on a story told by Lieutenant—Gener-
al Wu Hsien—en. It’s about an event which probably took
place during the Second Revolutionary Civil War
(1928-1937).

There are two important points in the theme of the text.
They are:1 / the Red Army’s strict discipline — only the
people’s army led by the Party could have such strict disci-
pline. 2 / the people’s love for the Red Army — When the
people realized that the Red Army was their own army, they
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loved it and supported it fully and whole—heartedly.

Explanation of the T¢xt

Paragraph 1

1. At the top of the mountain there were thirty of us com-
rades. )

thirty of us comrades: thirty in all

The author was one of them, one of the thirty. There were al-
together thirty Red Army men.

cf. thirty of our comrades: the total number was more than
thirty, the author was not one of the thirty.

2. At the foot of the mountain was a whole battalion of
Kuomintang soldiers, surrounding us in a tight ring.

Note the inverted order. Give the normal word order: A
whole battalion of Kuomintang soldiers was at the foot of
the mountain.
surrounding us in a tight ring: who surrounded us and
formed a circle around us (a present participial phrase used
as an attribute).

The author was a Red Army man. Once they were sur-

rounded by the KMT troops.

They were at the top of the mountain while the enemy were

at the foot of the mountain.

By the way, do you know how many men a battalion has?

(400 or 500) .

Judging from the number of the KMT soldiers, things were
« 2 .



difficult to the Red Army men. But what happened then?
Let's come to the next sentence.

3. Wehad given the enemy a hard time.

What does this imply?

The enemy were having a hard time because the Red Army
men were fighting bravely.

Why were they so brave?

Because they were ‘ghters of the people’s army and they
knew that they were {17 .ting for the liberation of the people.
It was not powertul weapon but the revolutionary heroism
that made the Red Army men fight so bravely against so
many KMT soldiers. Note: The word ‘enemy’ is a collec tive.
noun here. It can also be used in the plural to indicate indi-
vidual persons. But geperally we say the ‘enemy’, not ‘ene-
mies’ .

4. They dared not come after us. but we could not get away.,
= They were not brave enough to come up to fight us. But
we couldn’t get awav from the mountain because there were
too many enemy soldiers around us. We were greatly out-
numbered. We couldn’t feave. We couldn’t cscape.

Paragraph 2

I Three days passed, «with no fighting,

= Three days passed, and there was ;10 {ivhting.

Does this mean that the hattle was over?

No. “There was no fighting” dees uot mean that the battle
wis over. It was only because the erey dared not come af:

. L)
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ter the Red Army men. And in order to keep their own
strength for the revolution, the thirty Red Army men had to
wait for a chance to make a breakthrough.

2. It was clear that they meant to starve us out. ‘

The enemy surrounded us in a tight ring and broke off our
relations with the people. In this way the enemy wanted to
make us die of starvation. They wanted to starve us to death.
They wanted to make us die of hunger. That was quite clear.
‘It stands for the that—clause. ‘Starve’ can be vz. or vi. Here
the verb is used transitively.

‘Out’is an adverb, expressing completion.

3. Did the Red Army men have much food with them?

How did they live? How did they manage to keep alive?
What did they eat?

Could they find much fruit?

Could they find anything else to eat? Why not?
In order to live, they had to eat wild fruit, for there was noth-
ing else in the mountaip especially when winter was coming.
Note: The word *fruit’ is an uncountable noun here. It can
be used in the plural to indicate different kinds of fruit.

A brief Summary of Section 1 (paragraphs 1, 2)

Once a group of thirty Red Army men were surrounded
by a whole battalion of KMT soldiers. They fought so brave-
ly that the enemy didn’t dare to come after them. And yet
they couldn’t find much to eat.

Paragraph 3
o« 4



I. Onc cvening, as we were searching for berries and
apricots. Little Tsai suddenly shouted, “Hey, look what I've
found here! Sweet potatoes!”

= Que cvening when they were looking for berries and apri-
cots. one of the soldiers Little Tsai suddenly shouted and
told them he had found some sweet potatoes.

2. Before we could stop him, he had rushed on to a potato
plot and dug up one >f the potatoes.

= Little Tsai rushed so juickly to the potato plot and dug up
one of the potatoes that they couldn’t possibly stop him. It
was too late for the comrades to stop him.

Paragraph 4

‘1. “Don’t touch them!”we called out.

The comrades shouted to Little Tsai and asked him not to
touch the potatoes.

Why did the comrades ask him not to touch the potatoes?

It was against the army discipline to touch other people’s
things.

One of the * Three Main Rules of Discipline” is ¢ not to
touch a single needle or piece of thread from the masses.”

2. “We'll ask the political commissar what he thinks about
i.”

= We'll ask the political commissar for his opinion. / We'll
ask him whether he thinks we should dig up the plot and
could eat the potatoes. '

3. Why did. Little Tsai feel ashamed of himself?



Did he think he had been right when he had dug up the sweet -

potatoes?

(No, he didn’t. It was against the Red Army’s discipline to

touch other people’s things and Little Tsai saw his mistake.)

Why had Little Tsai forgotton army discipline?

(His hunger had made him forget army discipline.)

Paragraph 5 _

1. There was a heated argument among the comrades.

=The comrades argued(the questions with great enthusiasm.

/ They argued with each other excitedly. / They were hav-

~ ing a heated discussion and they were all rather excited.

What were they arguing about?

They were arguing about whether they should eat the pota-

toes or not.

2. Some said we should eat the potatoes; others thought not.

=Some comrades said they should eat the potatoes. Other

comrades thought they should not cat the potatoes. / Some

were for eating the potatoes; others were against eating the

potatoes.

3. But before the po!itical commissar had a chance to speak.

two of our scouts returned to repoit that the situation was

favourable for a breakthrough.

=The comrades were having z heated argument about

whether they should eat the potatocs or not. The political

commissar also joined them in the discussion. fust as he was

going to speak, suddenly two of the scouts rushed in and re-
- 6 o



ported that the situation was favourable for a breakthrough.
What does ‘the situation was favourable for a breakthrough’
mean? .

This means that the situation had changed and it was possi-
ble for them to break through the enemy lines and get away.

Compare ‘our scouts’ with ‘us comrades’:

Was the author one of the two scouts?

Was the author one of the thirty comrades?

4. We decided to fight our way out that night.

:We decided to fight the enemy and try to get away from
the place.

A brief summary of Section [I (paragraphs 3.4.5)

One day, Little Tsai was searching for wild fruit whén
he came upon a sweet potato plot. The soldiers were dis-
cussing whether they should eat the sweet potatoes when two
scouts came round and said there was a chance for them to
break through the enemy lines and they decided to do so.
Paragraph 6 '

1. Three months passed and we found ourselves back in a
village at the foot of the same mountain. ‘

Had the thirty Red Army men succeeded in breaking
through the enemy lines?

(Yes, they had. When the situaiion was favourable for a
breakthrough they immediately made the decision to fight
their way out. And they had succeeded in breaking through
the enemy encirclement.)



Where were they now?

(They were back in a village at the foot of the same moun-
tain.)

Had they been to this place before?

(Yes, they had. Only three months before they were fighting
the KMT troops on that mountain.)

Well, they knew this area quite well, didn’t they? But it was
the first time they entered this village. Three months before
they had been at the top of the mountain. So that’s why the
indefinite article a is used before the word ‘village’ ; but the
definite article the is used before the word ‘mountain’. B
2. We were just preparing to pass the night in the open when
an old man came up to us, and insisted that we should stay
in his home.

=The Red Army men planned to pass the night in the open.
At that time an old man came up to them and asked them
again and again to stay in his home for the night.

«sswhen -++: at that time

A farmer’s daughter.was once carrying her pail of milk to the
farmhouse when she began to think and plan.

One morning the Giant was lying awake in bed when he
heard some lovely music.

[ was reading my lesson when I heard my name called.

3. We were a little surprised, for this was a newly—liberated
area, and we had not expected to meet with such kindness
from the villagers.

. 8 .



=The KMT reactionaries had spread rumours about the
Red Army. The village had just been liberated and the
villagers did not know much about the Red Army men. They
did not trust the Red Army men. So the Red Army men had
not expected that people would receive them so warmly.
/ They had not thought that the villagers of a newly—liber
ated area would trcat them so kindly. / It was surprising anc
unexpected that the villagers of this newly-liberated area
should treat them so kindly.
Paragraph 7
1. When we entered his house, the old man asked us to sit
down, and began serving us tea.
=When we entered his house,the old man made tea and
poured it out for us.
2. We were feeling more puzzled than ever when he began to
explain.
=The old man treated them so warmly that they felt more
puzzled. Just then the old man began to explain why he
should treat the Red Army men so warmly.
Whern were they first puzzled? (When they were invited by
the old man to stay in his house for the night.)
A brief summary of Section l(paragraphs 6,7)

Three months later they were back at the foot of the
mountain again. It was a cold winter night. Nearly every
door in the village was bolted. Just as they were preparing to

sleep in the open, an old man came up and invited them to

- 9 .



pass the night in his house. They felt a little surprised be:
cause they hadn't expected that anyone in the area should be
so kind to them.

Paragraph.8

1. “I'll tell you a queer story,” he said.

= “I’ll tell you something strange,”he said.

‘Story’ doesn’t always mean # & in Chinese.

. 2. Thad a plot of sweet potatoes up there and I was worried
about it.

=1 had a plot of sweet potatoes up on the mountain and I
was worried about my potatoes. I was afraid that my pota-
toes might be stolen.

3. Several times I tried to go up the hillside to have a look -
Did the old man go up? (No, he tried to g0 up the hillside to
‘have a look at his potatoes.)

cf. Several times I went up the hillside-+-

Did he go up? (Yes, he did.)

Paragraph 9

1. One night there was the sound of firing.

= One night we heard several shots.

2. I thought the Red Army men had fought their way out,
and [ was right.

=1 thought the Red Army men had made a breakthrough.
They had broken through the enemy’s lines. The enemy had
tried to starve them out but they fajled. On the contrary the
Red Army men had succeeded in breaking through the ene-
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my’s encirclement.

Paragraph 10

1. I cursed my luck and began digging up those that were
left. _

= [ said to myself that | was so unlucky that my sweet pota-
toes had been dug up and 1 began digging up the rest of the
potatoes,the ones that hadn’t been dug up.

2. But the first thing I dug up was a piece of white cloth, and
wrapped in it were five silver dollars!

= But the first thing I dug up was a piece of white cloth, and
five silver dollars were wrapped in the piece of white cloth.
Inverted order: wrapped in it were five silver doltars

3. written on the cloth: a past participial phrase used as an
attribute modifying ‘something’ .

4. We have eaten your potatoes. Piease accept these five dol-
lars with our thanks.

= Please take these five doilars from us and we thank you
very much.

A brief summary of Section IV (paragraphs 8,9,10)

Then the old man told the soldiers a strange story. He
had a plot of sweet potatoes on the hillside. He was quite
worried when fighting was going on vear the place. After the
fighting was over, he went tc the plot and found tha: some of
his potatoes had been dug up. While he was trying to dig up
the rest of the potatoes, he feund a note tegether with five

silver dollars from some Red A my men. It suid they had
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